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Chapter One 

 

 

 

Prisoner Radicalization and Terrorism Detention Policy 

 

 

 

 

 

Since 9/11, the threat of Islamist terrorism has been at the forefront of public and political 

debate. At the time of finalizing this book, November 2014, the international media are filled 

with stories of young Muslims in Europe travelling to Syria to join the ranks of IS, a violent 

extremist movement aiming to establish an Islamic caliphate. The stories are about young 

Muslims, often born and raised in the West, radicalized to the point that they are willing to risk 

their own lives and take that of others in pursuit of the jihadist cause. In some cases, we hear of 

young Muslims dying in battle at the front. In others, we hear that individuals have left the 

conflict zone and are returning to their homes in the West. Almost invariably, the stories contain 

anxious warnings of the violent extremist threat coming to the West, as many young Muslims 

return home skilled and prepared to commit terrorist attacks against Western societies. 

 

Throughout the West these threats triggered panicky responses by officials, with several 

countries arresting substantial numbers of individuals in relation to IS and the conflict in Syria. 

In the UK, more than 200 terror-related arrests were made in the first ten months of 2014 

(Dodd, 2014), and the government warned that it intended to charge returning fighters with high 

treason (Groves & Greenwood, 2014). Other countries, such as Spain (Goodman, 2014), Belgium 

(Trouw, 12 February 2014), and the Netherlands (Groen, 2014), similarly set out to arrest 

returning jihadists or people suspected of planning to travel to Syria to join the jihad or of 

encouraging others to do so.  

 

The rapid increase in the numbers of arrests and incarcerations of terror-related suspects raises 

an important question: where and how should these inmates be detained (e.g., Merola & Hovak, 



 

2012)? After all, prisoners are often attributed prominent roles in the emergence and expansion 

of violent extremist movements and it is often said that several extremist ideologies originated 

behind bars. If radicalized prisoners are subsumed into the larger inmate population, might 

there not be a risk that they spend their time in prison planning terrorism attacks or recruiting 

fellow inmates? And if this is the case, and thus if detaining violent extremist offenders as 

‘regular’ prisoners may convey a risk of further radicalization, then which detention strategies 

may offer an alternative way to manage this category of prisoners? Concerns that prisons can 

become incubators of violent extremism have pushed the issue of terrorism detention to the 

forefront of the international political agenda and have urged policy makers to craft correctional 

policy responses geared to minimize the risk of violent extremism among inmates.  

 

Fears of prisoner radicalization are not new but have been widespread since the terrorist attacks 

of 9/11, when the subsequent Global War on Terror internationally led to an influx of terrorism-

related suspects into the correctional system. Over the past decade, countries around the world 

have responded with urgency to the potential threat of prisoner radicalization and have 

implemented a range of measures to contain the spread of extremist ideology in prisons. At first 

glance, two notable features of these policies stand out. First, they generally betray a ‘security 

first’ approach which is geared toward achieving instant control and risk management, often at 

the expense of prisoner rights or longer term considerations such as reintegration. Second, it 

seems that nobody knows the best way to deal with terrorism offenders in prison: detention 

strategies differ substantially across countries. Whereas some countries isolate violent extremists 

from other prisoners, others disperse them across different prisons, and yet others primarily 

seek to ‘de-radicalize’ them and to persuade them to leave terrorism behind (Neumann, 2010). 

 

In the Netherlands, the government has opted for a solution that concentrates prisoners 

suspected or convicted of terrorism related charges into separate ‘terrorism prisons’, where they 

are segregated from the mainstream inmate community, closely monitored, and subjected to 

restrictive security regimes (Veldhuis, Gordijn, Lindenberg & Veenstra, 2011, see also Veldhuis & 

Lindenberg, 2012a). In concentrating terrorism prisoners in specialized prison units the Dutch 

approach matches famous examples like Guantanamo Bay and Baghdad’s Abu Ghraib prison and 

less well known examples like the U.S. federal prison system´s ‘Communications Management 

Units’ (CMUs; U.S. Department of Justice, 2010; see also Beata, 2012; Hamm, 2012), which 

were introduced to detain prisoners suspected of terrorism connections. A number of other 

countries, such as Saudi Arabia (Boucek, 2008), the Philippines (Jones, 2014; Jones & Morales, 



 

2012), and Australia (Brown, 2008; Carlton, 2008) similarly opted for detention strategies that 

house violent extremists together in high security facilities, away from other kinds of offenders.  

 

Although fairly popular, it is not immediately clear how such concentration models are supposed 

to help. After all, it stands to reason that housing already radicalized prisoners together with 

like-minded peers might create opportunities for them to form close-knit groups and plot 

terrorism activities together, and that harsh confinement conditions may arouse anger and 

frustration and spur intensification of ideological commitment. Moreover, it is feasible that 

detainees in specialized terrorism prisons become heroes in the eyes of their followers, thereby 

creating a stronger support base for violent extremist activities. Alternatively, they may also be 

labeled as terrorists and rejected as a consequence by the general public, which may cause 

reintegration problems after release and increase the risk of recidivism.  

 

In fact, previous experiences with concentration strategies for violent extremist prisoners, 

particularly in Ireland and Germany during the 1970s and 1980s, demonstrated that such 

policies ignited a range of undesired side effects like intense resistance among the prisoners, 

further mobilization of support for the inmates’ political objectives, and increased violence 

among their support community. Likewise the imprisonment and confinement conditions of 

incarcerated members are central in the narratives of many violent extremist movements, such 

as the Muslim Brotherhood (Kepel, 2002), the Irish Republican Army (McEvoy, 2001) and, more 

recently, Islamic State (McCoy, 2014), and appear to have been driving factors in the 

establishment of a support base for these movements.  

 

Why concentrate and isolate such prisoners if the evidence, albeit sparse, as well as logical 

reasoning suggest that it is counterproductive? To answer this question we would have to know 

how such detention policies come about and how they are implemented, what the reasoning is 

behind choosing a concentration strategy, what objectives it is supposed to achieve and how. At 

the moment, little is known about these processes and thus it is important to take the time to 

thoroughly scrutinize the different phases of the policy processes by which these interventions 

operate. Were these policies based on sound rationale or dictated by time pressure, fear and 

other short-term considerations? 

 

The Dutch policy offers a good case to study such processes because, at least with regard to the 

chosen method, it is comparable to other prominent countries like the US and Australia, but 

additionally it is maybe the country in which the concentration policy has been implemented 



 

most consequentially (see e.g., Neumann, 2010). In other words, it is likely to be the ‘purest’ case 

of such a policy. The aim of this book is thus first to reconstruct the Dutch case in some detail 

and second to evaluate the Dutch case against available evidence, in order to judge to what 

degree the concentration and isolation policy is a rational policy or, alternatively, a suboptimal 

response to pressure, fear, and threat.  

 

The Present Study 

 

In this book, I set out to reconstruct and then evaluate the policy process behind the terrorism 

detention strategy of the Netherlands, with the overarching ambition to assess whether 

concentration strategies are rooted in realistic assessments and valid assumptions (and can thus 

be expected to produce the desired results) or whether they are more likely to be the product of 

disruptive factors in the policy context (and may thus be suboptimal and produce undesired or 

even counterproductive results).1  

 

The Netherlands provides a relevant case to examine terrorism detention policies. First, as with 

other countries in Europe, after 9/11 the Netherlands experienced a heightened threat of Islamist 

violent extremism. The threat materialized in a lethal attack and several foiled plots, which 

triggered political and public concerns of radicalization and violent extremism among Muslim 

communities (e.g., Bakker, 2006; Veldhuis & Bakker, 2009). In November 2004, filmmaker and 

Islam critic Theo van Gogh was brutally assassinated on the streets of Amsterdam. Van Gogh’s 

murderer, who was later arrested after being wounded in a shootout with the police, turned out 

to be a young Muslim of Moroccan descent, who had been born and raised in the Netherlands. In 

the months following the assassination, the Islamist threat accumulated in a series of terrorism-

related incarcerations and court cases (e.g., the Hofstadgroup case and the Piranha case; see for 

discussions Schuurman, Eikman & Bakker, 2014; TTSRL, 2008), which were closely scrutinized 

by the media. The arrests pushed the issue of terrorism detention to the forefront of the national 

political and public agenda, and politicians and experts expressed concern that the presence of 

potentially radicalized Muslims in prisons could cause a spread of violent extremist beliefs 

among the inmate population. One of the questions that I seek to answer in this study is how, 

                                                           

1 In 2010, the Dutch government commissioned an evaluation of its terrorism detention strategy. 

The results of the evaluation were published in 2011 (Veldhuis, Gordijn, Lindenberg & Veenstra, 

2011). In part, the following chapters are based on and build from those findings.  



 

given these circumstances, the relevant stakeholders interpreted the problem and how they 

weighed the available policy alternatives.  

 

Second, the Netherlands is one of several countries that responded to the perceived risk of prison 

radicalization by pursuing a concentration strategy, which selects prisoners charged with 

terrorism offenses for detention in specialized high security ‘terrorism wings’. In the West, the 

Netherlands is probably the country that is most consistent in its implementation of the 

concentration model (Neumann, 2010). The concentration strategy denotes a drastic deviation 

from traditional prison policies in the Netherlands, which select prisoners for specific regime 

types on the basis of personal risk assessments rather than offense type (RSJ, 2006a). When the 

objective is to obtain as much information as possible about the decisions of policy makers, cases 

where drastic policy decisions were made may be more informative than cases where policy 

continued as ‘business as usual’. Therefore, I aim to examine the dynamics of the decision 

making process that led to the introduction of the concentration model, to understand the 

underlying processes and assumptions on which the policy is based and to assess whether it can 

logically be expected to produce the desired outcomes.  

 

A Realist Approach to Policy Evaluation 

 

The realist approach (Pawson, 2006; Pawson & Tilley, 1997) offers a useful framework for this 

kind of policy evaluation and will also guide the research presented in this book. The realist 

approach belongs to a broader category of evaluation paradigms that interprets policies and 

programs as reflections of underlying theories (called ‘program theories’) about (how to change) 

human behavior (e.g., Bickman, 1987; Brousselle & Champagne, 2011; Chen, 1990; Rossi, 

Freeman & Lipsey, 1999; Sanderson, 2002; Weiss, 1995). Often, the rationale behind policies is 

unrecognized and poorly articulated. The realist approach therefore recommends explicating the 

underlying ideas and assumptions about how policy is supposed to work and then evaluating 

these ideas against the available evidence (e.g., Pawson, Greenhalgh, Harvey & Walshe, 2005). 

In some cases, stakeholders’ ideas about policy functioning and outcomes may be correct. More 

often, however, they may be incomplete or flawed, so that the policy may produce unexpected 

outcomes. An important first step in policy analysis is thus to evaluate whether the underlying 

ideas about how the policy should function are valid or not (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). 

 

The realist approach is rooted in the appreciation that policy interventions can produce different 

outcomes under different circumstances. From a realist perspective, the question is thus not 



 

what works or does this program work, but rather, what works for whom in what 

circumstances and in what respects, and how? (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Consequentially, it 

recommends policy reviewers to reconstruct stakeholders´ ideas about the underlying 

mechanism (M) whereby an intervention is supposed to produce the intended outcomes (O), and 

about the conditions (C) under which this mechanism is expected to be triggered. For example, 

stakeholders may believe that family visits may reduce inmate misconduct (O) by enhancing 

inmates’ coping skills and a sense of well-being (M), but only under the condition that family 

relationships are supportive and not a source of conflict or stress (C). A comprehensive analysis 

thus requires explicating stakeholders´ ideas and assumptions about CMO configurations and 

then testing these configurations against theoretical and empirical observation (Pawson & Tilley, 

1997).  

 

Departing from the realist approach I will present an evaluation study of terrorism detention 

policy, with a particular focus on concentration strategies for terrorism offenders. The research 

presented here reflects a multidisciplinary approach that draws upon theoretical and empirical 

insights from public administration research, criminology, sociology, and social psychology and 

relies on both quantitative and qualitative research techniques. Foremost, I aim to enhance our 

current understanding of the processes whereby counterterrorism policies in general and 

terrorism detention policies in particular are created and implemented, and to shine light on the 

ways in which such policies may be affected by the societal and institutional context under which 

they are produced. 

 

Whereas evaluation studies often focus on examining the impact of policies, I will devote much 

attention to the underlying decision making processes. The benefits of such an approach are in 

its ability to explain not only why a policy produce certain outcomes, but also which processes 

and distortions influenced how the policy was developed and how it is implemented. This way, 

this book aspires to provide a launch pad for future systematic and comprehensive research 

efforts in this domain. My hope is that in the next few years the field of terrorism studies will 

produce a body of comparable, detailed evaluation studies of policies implemented around the 

world. In turn, these works could then be subjected to meta-analyses that seek to distill 

generalizable lessons about the functioning and outcomes of different correctional 

counterterrorism strategies. Such studies could be of profound use for policy makers and 

practitioners tasked with the development and implementation of terrorism detention policies. 

 

 



 

Structure of the Book 

 

This book is structured in four parts, which together comprise an in-depth reconstruction and 

evaluation of a policy of concentrating terrorism offenders in separate prison units.  

 

In Part One (The Making of Terrorism Detention Policy) I set out to examine the decision 

making processes by which concentration policies come about and on which information they 

are based. To this end, I select the Dutch model as an example of such approaches and subject it 

to closer scrutiny. Specifically, in Chapter Two I will reconstruct the agenda setting and decision 

making phases, in order to examine whether the policy is based on realistic assessments or 

whether it reflects a fear-driven response to threat. In Chapter Three I will then reconstruct the 

rationale behind concentrating terrorism offenders, to examine how the decision making process 

may have influenced the policy’s design. 

 

Together, these chapters indicate that public and political fears of prisoner radicalization were 

important drivers behind the decision to concentrate terrorism prisoners in separate terrorism 

wings rather than integrate them into the mainstream inmate population as regular offenders. In 

response to fear-induced pressures on the decision making process, policy makers opted for a 

‘better safe than sorry’ approach that is almost solely oriented at minimizing security concerns in 

the short run. In the remaining parts of the book, I aim to evaluate whether such an approach is 

based on sound rationale or not.  

 

In Part Two (Theoretical and Empirical Observations on Prison Radicalization), I begin by 

testing the assumptions behind concentrated detention of terrorists against available academic 

knowledge. In Chapter Four I develop a theoretical model that discusses the conditions under 

which, and mechanisms whereby, prisoner radicalization seems plausible, in order to assess 

whether the risk of prisoner radicalization is indeed as serious as is often assumed. In Chapter 

Five I will then present the findings of an empirical study conducted in prisons in the 

Netherlands, which was designed to provide insight into the probability that general inmates are 

open to radicalizing influence from violent extremist offenders.  

 

Together, these chapters suggest that fear-based concentration strategies may be based on 

exaggerated risk assessments and flawed assumptions about the nature and degree of prisoner 

radicalization and how it can be countered.  

 



 

To further assess the validity of the underlying policy assumptions, in Part Three (Terrorism 

Detention Policy in Practice), I evaluate the implementation of fear-based concentration policy. 

For this I return to the Dutch case and examine how the concentration model is delivered and 

whether it operates as expected. Whereas Chapter Six provides a detailed reconstruction of the 

policy’s selection procedure and target population, Chapter Seven describes the functioning of 

security measures and the daily regime.  

 

These chapters reinforce the finding that concentration policies produced under fear-induced 

pressures seem to be based on flawed rationale and may produce suboptimal outcomes. Taken 

together, Parts One to Three of the book suggest that concentrating terrorism offenders in 

separate high security regimes appears to be based on fear-induced assumptions rather than on 

realistic assessments and sound rationale; in short, it seems to be a panicky response to threat, 

fear, and external pressures on the policy process rather than the product of rational decision 

making. 

 

In Part Four (Captivated by Fear), I end by exploring the different levels and ways in which 

external pressures, as a result of threat and fear in the policy context, can influence the policy 

process behind terrorism detention strategies. In Chapter Eight I conduct an extensive review of 

the international policy and scholarly debate on prisoner radicalization and examine the possible 

ways in which institutionalized fears may affect the development and implementation of 

terrorism detention policies, in ways that may ultimately produce undesired or even 

counterproductive results. 

  



 

Part One 

 

 

 

The Making of Terrorism Detention Policy: 

The Terrorism Wing 

  



 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Introduction to the Dutch Terrorism Detention Strategy 

 

 

 

 

 

As a first step in examining whether or not terrorism detention policies are based on sound 

rationale, in Part One I select the Dutch case as an example of policies that detain terrorism 

offenders separate from the mainstream inmate population and conduct an in-depth 

examination of the policy process. In doing so I focus a particularly on the question how 

characteristics of the decision making context may have influenced how the relevant 

stakeholders perceived and responded to the issue of terrorism detention.  

 

Institutional Context 

 

The decision making process behind the Dutch terrorism wing involved a range of stakeholders, 

representing both policy making and operational actors. To comprehend the bureaucratic and 

social dynamics of the policy process it is useful to sketch the institutional context in which the 

policy was developed and implemented. To that end, a brief overview of the roles and 

responsibilities of the main actors involved  follows below:  

 

Ministry of Justice2. The Ministry of Justice is responsible for crime and justice policy in the 

Netherlands, and therefore carries responsibility for the governments’ (terrorism) detention 

policy. During the agenda setting and policy preparation phases, the Minister of Justice was the 

Christian Democrats’ (CDA) representative Piet Hein Donner. Donner’s successor, Ernst Hirsch 
                                                           

2 In 2011, the Ministry of Justice was renamed the Ministry of Security and Justice. In this book, 

I refer to the Ministry as the Ministry of Justice, which was applicable during the period 

described in this study (2006 - late 2010). 



 

Ballin, also member of the CDA, served from 22 September 2006 until 14 October 2010. In the 

decision making process, the Minister of Justice was represented by the responsible Director of 

Sanction and Prevention Policy, who is tasked with the development and coordination of 

strategic policy.  

 

National Coordinator for Counterterrorism (NCTb, henceforth Counterterrorism Coordinator)3. 

The National Coordinator for Counterterrorism (NCTb) was established in June 2005 with the 

aim to improve cooperation between the actors involved in counterterrorism. To this end the 

Counterterrorism Coordinator is tasked with the central coordination of counterterrorism efforts 

in the Netherlands. The Coordinator is responsible for conducting threat analyses, coordinating 

protection and security measures and providing information on counterterrorism. The 

Counterterrorism Coordinator played a crucial role in the development and implementation of 

the terrorism wing; it initiated the concentration strategy for terrorism prisoners and assumed a 

coordinating and leading role in the decision making process.  

 

General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD, henceforth Intelligence Service). The AIVD is 

responsible for national security by the timely identification of threats, political developments, 

and risks which are not immediately visible. To this end the Intelligence Service conducts 

national and international investigations and, where necessary, shares specific knowledge and 

information enabling relevant actors to take appropriate measures (AIVD, 2006). In the decision 

making process of the terrorism wing, the Intelligence Service played an advisory role. On the 

request of the Counterterrorism Coordinator, the Intelligence Service produced a memo that 

discussed anticipated advantages and disadvantages of concentration models for terrorists. 

Based in part on this memo, the Counterterrorism Coordinator advised the Minister of Justice to 

pursue a concentration strategy for the management of terrorism prisoners.  

 

Custodial Institutions Agency (DJI, henceforth Prison Service). The Custodial Institutions 

Agency (DJI) is the Ministry of Justice’s branch responsible for carrying out correctional 

sanctions. The national custodial institutions are controlled by two sectors within DJI: the 

Correctional Institutions for Juvenile Offenders sector and the Prison Service sector, which is 

responsible for the administration of sentences and measures for adult detainees and is by far 

                                                           

3 Since 2012, the NCTb is known as the National Coordinator of Terrorism and Security (NCTv). 

In this book I will use the acronym that applied between 2006 and 2010, NCTb, and will use the 

terms NCTb and Counterterrorism Coordinator interchangeably.  



 

the largest division of DJI (DJI, 2009). As such, the Prison Service carries responsibility for the 

implementation and operation of the terrorism wing. In the decision making process, the Prison 

Service assumed a dominant role in designing the terrorism wing.  

 

Detainee Intelligence Information Service (GRIP, henceforth Detainee Intelligence Service). In 

order to achieve a systematic and consistent security regime for prisoners who are considered an 

escape risk or public security risk, GRIP was established in 1994 as a division of the National 

Police Services Agency (KLPD) with the aim to improve cooperation between the National 

Police, the Public Prosecution Service, and the Prison Service. To this end, GRIP collects and 

reviews information on prisoners and advises the Prison Service on the placement and treatment 

of inmates. With respect to the terrorism wing, GRIP is involved in the selection and placement 

of prisoners in the terrorism wing and advises the Prison Service on relevant security issues in 

relation to these prisoners.  

 

Bureau Selection Officials. The Bureau Selection Officials is the division of the Prison Service 

that is responsible for the selection, allocation, and transfer of inmates within the prison system. 

The selection official has discretionary powers to decide on the placement of prisoners in 

facilities that are appropriate to prison security and management. The placement criteria are laid 

down in the Regulation Selection, Placement, and Transfer of Detainees (henceforth: 

Regulation4). The selection official is advised by the detainee administration offices of the 

relevant prison facilities. When it comes to placement of prisoners in the terrorism wing the 

selection official is also advised by a focus group (see Chapter Six). 

 

Council for the Administration of Criminal Justice and Protection of Juveniles (RSJ, henceforth 

the Council). The Council is an independent body established by law to monitor the 

implementation and execution of policy and regulation in the domain of criminal justice and 

juvenile protection. The Council has two main tasks. First, it has an independent advisory 

function and can provide requested and initiated recommendations to several Ministries, 

including the Ministry of Justice, on issues related to the prison system, forensic care system, 

and youth protection. Second, the Council serves as a Court of Appeal and reviews decisions 

made regarding persons serving a prison sentence. The judgments given by the Council are 

binding and without further possibility of appeal. In 2006, the Council was requested by the 

                                                           

4 The amendments to the Regulation were publicized on September 18, 2006. (Wijziging 

Regeling Selectie, Plaatsing en Overplaatsing van gedetineerden. Staatscourant, 181). 



 

Ministry of Justice to advise on the proposed amendment of the Regulation, which facilitates the 

implementation of the terrorism wing. In addition, the Council reviewed a number of inmate 

appeals against transfer to the terrorism wing.  

 

Method 

 

In reconstructing the policy process, I was particularly interested in how the stakeholders 

framed the potential risks associated with the imprisonment of terrorism offenders and weighed 

available policy alternatives, and additionally in how their perceptions may have been influenced 

by the contextual conditions under which they operated. Therefore, I aimed to reconstruct the 

decision making dynamics and identify stakeholders’ assumptions and expectations about policy 

outcomes, mechanisms and relevant context variables. In particular, which problems were 

perceived regarding the presence of terrorism offenders in the inmate population, what was seen 

as the cause of these problems, and how is the chosen policy supposed to contribute to solving 

these problems?  

 

To answer these questions, I first conducted a review of the available policy documentation and 

other legal, political, and government documentation that might shed light on the agenda setting 

and policy preparation stages. Relevant documentation included internal memos, official letters 

from the Ministers of Justice and Interior, parliamentary documentation, the Regulation, which 

lays out the selection criteria, and the Regulation’s legal justification, which elaborates on the 

selection procedure.  

 

Thereafter, in-depth interviews were conducted with the parties involved in the decision making 

process. Between February and April 2010, interviews were conducted with representatives of 

the Counterterrorism Coordinator, the Intelligence Service, the Prison Service, the Bureau of 

Selection Officers, and the National Police. These semi-structured interviews followed Pawson 

and Tilley’s teacher and learner cycle (Pawson & Tilley, 1997; see also Nanninga & Glebbeek, 

2011), in which the evaluator presents a provisional overview of the policy’s underlying 

assumptions (as reconstructed on the basis of documentation and initial findings), verifies with 

the stakeholders where it needs adjusting and then formulates a revised version. In this light, all 

respondents have been invited to comment on previous (Dutch) versions of (chapters of) the 

book.  

 



 

Together, the following two chapters will outline the agenda setting and policy formulation 

stages of the policy process. In Chapter Two, I will first shed light on the societal and political 

contextual conditions under which the issue of terrorism detention emerged on the policy 

agenda, and then describe how the process of decision making and policy preparation unfolded. 

Thereafter, in Chapter Three I set out to identify the key assumptions on which the policy is 

based, with a particular focus on stakeholders’ ideas about the policy’s intended outcomes, the 

mechanisms by which the policy intervention is supposed to achieve these outcomes, and the 

conditions under which the policy should be effective.  

  



 

  



 

Chapter Two 

 

 

 

Agenda Setting and Policy Preparation 

 

 

 

 

 

In September 2006, the Dutch government introduced a novel and unprecedented correctional 

strategy to handle the imprisonment of terrorism prisoners charged with or convicted for 

terrorism related offenses. By concentrating terrorism offenders in separate high security wings 

the authorities deviated substantially from traditional policy lines, which organize the allocation 

of prisoners to facilities and regime types on the basis of individual assessments rather than type 

of offense. For the first time in Dutch penitentiary tradition, a specific offense category (i.e., 

terrorism) was identified as a selection criterion for concentration in a segregated high-security 

prison, regardless of individual considerations and risks (RJS, 2006). In what follows I will 

reconstruct the socio-political conditions under which, and the dynamics whereby, the terrorism 

wing came into existence, and examine whether such contextual factors may have shaped the 

decision makers’ cognitive representations of the relevant problems and solutions. 

 

Agenda Setting 

 

The issue of terrorism detention emerged on the national political and public agenda around 

2005, at a time when a series of terrorism-related arrests had sparked societal unrest over the 

threat of Islamist radicalization. In the interviews, stakeholders unequivocally emphasized the 

relevance of this societal context in the decision making process, pointing out that the policy was 

formulated under intense public, political, and time pressure as a result of a (real or perceived) 

terrorist threat facing the Netherlands.  

 

 



 

 (‘Homegrown’) Islamist Terrorism: A New Threat 

 

A few years after the terrorist attacks in New York, Europe was confronted with an 

unprecedented threat of Islamist violent extremism. The attacks in Madrid (2004) and London 

(2005) instilled the shocking realization that the Islamist terrorist threat did not only stem from 

the Islamic world but was also rooted in the West. The confrontation with this threat of 

‘homegrown’ radicalization ignited tensions between Muslim and non-Muslim populations. In 

the Netherlands, after 9/11 and the assassination of right-wing politician Pim Fortuyn (by a 

leftwing activist) in 2002, the public debate increasingly focused on the social position of 

Muslims in Dutch society. The idea that the influx of (Muslim) immigrants threatened 

integration and social cohesion in society became firmly established in the public debate. 

Tensions between Muslims and non-Muslims were reflected by (or resulted in) increased 

radicalization among Muslim youth, and in anxious expressions of political5 and public concerns 

about the risk of radicalization among young Muslims (Buijs, Demant & Hamdy, 2006). In 2002, 

the Intelligence Service (AIVD) published a report in which it claimed that he threat of Islamist 

radicalization and terrorism had grown considerably in the Netherlands. In the report, the 

Intelligence Service identified prisons as potential places for terrorism recruitment (AIVD, 2002, 

p. 18). 

 

The Assassination of Theo van Gogh 

 

Six months after the attacks in Madrid, filmmaker and Islam critic Theo van Gogh was publicly 

assassinated in Amsterdam. The suspect, Mohammed Bouyeri, turned out to be a fundamentalist 

Muslim of Moroccan descent who had been born and bred in the Netherlands (e.g., Benschop, 

2004). The assassination confirmed the already prevailing belief that violent radical ideologies, 

as expressed by terrorist group al-Qaeda, also resonated among young Muslims in the 

Netherlands. In the aftermath, the government substantially stepped up security for several 

individual politicians, primarily for the Somali-born liberal politician Ayan Hirsi Ali, who had 

collaborated with Theo van Gogh on a movie about Islam and who was known for her critical 

views on Islam. Some politicians were transferred to safe houses. In the weeks after the murder 

of Van Gogh, increased tensions between Muslims and non-Muslims erupted in mutual violence 

and in intensified manifestations of anti-Muslim sentiments among rightwing subgroups (e.g., 

Veldhuis & Bakker, 2009). 
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Terrorists in Prison 

 

Mohammed Bouyeri was embedded in a group of young, radicalizing Muslims. Members of this 

group, which became known as the ‘Hofstadgroup’, had been on the Intelligence Service’s radar 

some time before the murder (Benschop, 2004; TTRSL, 2008). In 2005 and 2006 several 

individuals were arrested on suspicion of membership of a terrorism organization; others were 

suspected of preparatory conduct for terrorism-related offenses, illegal possession of arms, or 

multiple attempted murders. Sentences ranged from eviction due to lack of evidence to fifteen 

years. The Hofstad case was followed in 2006 by the so-called ‘Piranha’ case, in which among 

others Samir Azzouz was sentenced to eight year imprisonment for membership of a terrorism 

organization and preparatory conduct for a terrorism offense. Both cases were widely publicized 

in the media, which may have further inflamed the public debate about the threat of Islamist 

radicalization and terrorism. 

 

The arrests introduced a new population of potentially radicalized inmates into the Dutch prison 

system. Interviews revealed that the stakeholders assumed that terrorism offenders convey an 

elevated risk of recruiting fellow inmates and propagating violent extremist messages among the 

inmate population, and that such activities can result in a new or intensified terrorist threat. In 

2004, the Intelligence Service emphasized prisons as risk areas for radicalization (AIVD, 2005). 

This warning was reinforced by reports from the Prison Service that suspected members of the 

Hofstad group had been observed propagating violent extremist messages to other inmates. 

According to representatives of the Counterterrorism Coordinator, Intelligence Service, National 

Police, and the Prison Service, the reported behaviors varied from expressing support for al-

Qaeda and Bin Laden, attempting to rally support for jihadist causes, and bragging about having 

received jihadist training in foreign training camps run by al-Qaeda. In some cases, staff had 

expressed concern over terrorism offenders enjoying a high status position among young 

Moroccan inmates and acting like self-made imams correcting the behavior of other prisoners. 

According to the respondents, at least three incidences had been reported in which alleged 

signals of radical expressions or recruitment efforts had been observed by prison staff.  

 

Call for Action 

 

In the years after 9/11, public fears over radicalization and terrorism intensified and triggered 

questions about how the government intended to protect the public against these threats. The 

government’s counterterrorism efforts were closely monitored by politicians and the media, and 



 

the fight against radicalization and terrorism received top-priority status on the public and 

political agenda. It is within this tumultuous context that the Counterterrorism Coordinator 

(NCTb) was installed to coordinate all actors and activities in the counterterrorism domain. The 

Counterterrorism Coordinator was still in development and not yet operational when Theo van 

Gogh was assassinated in November 2004, but shortly thereafter took office on the first of 

January, 2005. In an interview, the then Coordinator said that the Counterterrorism 

Coordinator entered the stage in the political and public spotlight and that all its movements, 

activities and communications were closely scrutinized. 

 

The Counterterrorism Coordinator played a prominent role in the public debate after the 

assassination of Van Gogh and the subsequent arrests of members of the Hofstad group. 

Prevailing fears and uncertainty about how the terrorist threat would evolve in the Netherlands 

triggered a public and political demand for strong leadership and a pro-active governmental 

approach in the fight against terrorism. Almost all representatives of the parties involved in the 

decision making process (e.g., Intelligence Service, Counterterrorism Coordinator, the National 

Police, the Prison Service, and the Ministry of Justice) mentioned in the interviews that the 

government was under (real or perceived) pressure to act rapidly and decisively in response to 

the new threat. According to the respondents, these pressures were clearly manifested in the 

political and public debate about how and where terrorism offenders should be detained. Media 

and politicians pressured the government to send out a strong signal that terrorism would not be 

tolerated and that involvement in terrorism activities would be resolutely prosecuted and 

punished. The government was expected, so the stakeholders assumed, to take recognizable and 

visible measures that would fit within a comprehensive action-oriented counterterrorism 

strategy. 

 

The chaotic and uncertain policy context and the associated public and political attention for 

governmental action put time pressure on the decision making process. Several stakeholders 

pointed at the role of the Counterterrorism Coordinator as a vanguard and initiator of a series of 

new, action-oriented measures to counter the threat of terrorism, including the concentration of 

terrorism offenders in specialized high-security units. As such, the policy process behind the 

terrorism wing cannot be regarded solely as a correctional intervention, but is inseparably 

intertwined with the fight against terrorism.  

 

The need for a visible and forceful policy strategy to counter the threat of radicalization and 

terrorism has been repeatedly explicated in governmental documentation. In a letter to the 



 

parliament, the Ministers of Justice and Interior6 argued that “the recent developments reinforce 

the need for a government-wide policy that is geared to counter radicalization processes.” Also, 

the perceived need for a new detention policy for terrorism offenders is explicitly formulated. In 

its information leaflet about the terrorism wing, entitled ‘Special detention for prisoners with a 

terrorist background’ (DJI, 2007), the Prison Service explicitly states that recent experiences 

with the terrorist threat call for new and adapted prison policy. The Minister of Justice 

reinforced this claim by emphasizing that the government faces an unprecedented and unknown 

threat, which demands new and adapted policy that is tailored to the Dutch context.7 As such, 

the government explicitly articulated that drastic policy-changes were deemed necessary to 

organize the national counter-terrorism strategy, and hence the detention of terrorism offenders.  

 

Policy Preparation 

 

As soon as the issue of terrorism detention emerged on the policy agenda, stakeholders involved 

in the decision making process (under guidance of the Counterterrorism Coordinator) set out to 

gather information about the risks concerned with the imprisonment of terrorists and about 

relevant policy alternatives. The Intelligence Service, the Prison Service, and the 

Counterterrorism Coordinator all produced internal policy memos discussing these issues, which 

were temporarily available to the researchers for the purpose of this study. Based on these 

memos and in-depth interviews with representatives of the relevant organizations (in most cases 

the authors), this section summarizes the memos’ content and key conclusions.  

 

Memo of the Prison Service: ‘Terrorists in Detention’ 

 

In 2005, the Counterterrorism Coordinator asked the Prison Service to shed light on how 

terrorism offenders were managed in the prison system (before the introduction of the terrorism 

wing), and to assess whether the applicable rules and regulations sufficed or whether additional 

measures were deemed necessary to detain these inmates. In a statement to the parliament, the 

Minister of Justice explained that the Prison Service was requested to gather information about 

relevant experiences and policy responses in other European countries, with the aim to collect 

lessons and good practices which could inform the decision making process in the Netherlands8. 

                                                           

6 Tweede Kamer II 2005/2006, 29654, nr. 31, p.3. 

7 Tweede Kamer (2006, December 7). Brief van 7 december 2006, 5453651/06/DJI. 

8 Tweede Kamer II 2004-2005, Aanhangsel Handelingen, 1839. 



 

When asked about their findings, representatives of the Prison Service indicated in interviews 

that a brief scanning of the experiences and approaches of neighboring countries quickly led 

them to conclude that such experiences were hardly relevant for the Dutch context. Specifically, 

so the representatives explained, whereas the Dutch government was focused on the possibility 

of a concentration model, other European countries mostly managed the imprisonment of 

Islamist terrorists as ‘business as usual´ and had not implemented drastic policy changes to 

detain this category.  

 

The representatives mentioned that both Ireland and Germany had had experience with 

concentration models for extremist republican and leftwing offenders in the 1970s and ‘80s and 

that these models had produced undesired outcomes in both cases, including societal unrest and 

intensified extremist violence. However, these experiences were perceived as substantially 

different from the Dutch context on relevant dimensions, including political atmospheres, 

inmate populations, and prison systems, and were considered not readily transferrable. In 

addition, so the representatives said, due to pressure on the government to take rapid action to 

organize the management of terrorism prisoners, the Prison Service had been under 

considerable time pressure to produce the results of the assessment. Consequentially, it had 

deemed detailed analyses infeasible and had relied mostly on in-house experience and 

knowledge in drafting the memo. 

 

The Prison Service delivered the requested memo to the Counterterrorism Coordinator in the 

summer of 2005. The document described the legal and policy framework within which prisons 

can operate to counter violent extremist activities among prisoners. In the memo, the Prison 

Service claims to have sufficient operational space to safely detain substantial numbers of 

terrorism offenders in regular prison wings and explicitly indicates that it sees no need to 

concentrate terrorists in segregated prison wings. The memo explains that the Prison Service 

operates a dispersal strategy that distributes terrorists across several well-secured prison 

facilities. This way the Prison Service seeks to prevent communications between terrorism 

offenders, with the ambition to minimize the risk of further radicalization and terrorism 

activities behind bars. In addition, so the memo explains, the dispersal strategy can reduce 

escape risks among (groups of) terrorism offenders. Where necessary, prisons can subject 

individual prisoners to additional security measures, such as disciplinary sanctions or enhanced 

monitoring, to prevent security risks or control disruptive behavior. 

 



 

Although the Prison Service emphasized that prisons have sufficient operational alternatives to 

prevent radicalization and recruitment within the existing legal and policy frameworks, the 

memo also points at potential disadvantages of a dispersal strategy. For instance, prisons can 

only implement restricting measures on sufficient grounds, such as indications of disruptive 

behavior or recruitment efforts. Moreover, so the memo argues, radicalization and recruitment 

are intangible processes that are not easily identified, so that accurate assessments of the risk of 

violent extremism among prisoners are hard to conduct.  

 

In the memo, the Prison Service recommends to follow traditional policy lines and allocate 

terrorism prisoners to regime types, security levels, and facilities on the basis of individual risk 

profiles rather than offense type. Risk profiles, which are based on the nature and severity of the 

offense, relevant police information, and behavior during previous imprisonment, distinguish 

between inmates with a ´normal´, ´elevated´, ´high´, and ´extreme´ societal or escape risk. 

Inmates are allocated to security levels on the basis of their risk profile. The Dutch prison system 

knows five security levels9: very low, low, normal, extended, and extra high security. Prisoners 

with high risk profiles are placed in facilities with extended security levels, which are more 

restrictive than normal and lower security levels. A small minority of prisoners are classified as 

‘extreme’ societal or escape risks and are housed in the maximum security prison (Extra 

Beveiligde Inrichting, EBI) in Vught, which is the only maximum security facility in the 

Netherlands.10 In the memo, the Prison Service argues against the establishment of a separate 

terrorism wing and recommends that terrorism offenders with extreme risk profiles can be 

housed in the maximum security prison as long as deemed necessary.  

 

Memo of the General Intelligence and Security Service (AIVD): ‘Detention of 

Islamists: Risks and Countermeasures’ 

 

The Counterterrorism Coordinator also asked the Intelligence Service to produce an inventory of 

the risks involved with the imprisonment of terrorists. The content of this memo is, according to 

representatives of the Intelligence Service, largely based on the Service’s report entitled ‘From 

                                                           

9 Penitentiary Principles Act, Article 13. 

10 Boin (2001) refers to the maximum security prison as a ‘Supermax’ prison, in line with the 

terminology used in the U.S. to refer to segregated prisons with supermaximum security levels. 

In this book, I will follow the Dutch Prison Service and use the term maximum-security prison 

and its official abbreviation EBI interchangeably.  



 

da’wah to jihad’, which was published in 2004 (AIVD, 2004). According to the representatives, 

no additional research has been conducted for the memo on detention of Islamists because 

relevant in-house knowledge was available and, moreover, because there was no time to conduct 

extensive risk assessments. When asked, the respondents said that they explored relevant 

experiences in other European countries in writing the memo but, like their counterparts at the 

Prison Service, considered these experiences hardly transferrable to the Dutch context.  

 

A notable feature of the Intelligence Service’s memo is that it consistently refers to a jihadi or 

Islamist threat; no reference is made to other forms of ideological extremism. In the memo, the 

Intelligence Service argues that traditional detention policies convey several risks when it comes 

to managing jihadists, including an increased risk of recruitment and dispersal of violent 

extremist ideologies. Also, the Intelligence Service points out that detaining jihadists among the 

remainder of the inmate population can cause overlap between jihadist and ‘regular’ criminal 

networks, which can lead to an elevated risk of (more sophisticated) terrorist attacks. The memo 

does not explicitly compare the pros and cons of concentration versus dispersal strategies. The 

Intelligence Service recommends to concentrate terrorism offenders in separate high security 

prison wings.  

 

July 2005: Advice of the Counterterrorism Coordinator to the Ministers of Justice 

and Interior 

 

Based on in-house expertise and the memos from the Prison Service and Intelligence Service, in 

July 2005 the Counterterrorism Coordinator presented a written recommendation to the 

Ministers of Justice and Interior11 regarding the management of terrorism offenders in the 

Dutch prison system. In its recommendation, the Counterterrorism Coordinator reasons that 

regular or dispersed imprisonment of terrorism offenders conveys risks of radicalization and 

recruitment and that separating potential recruiters and recruits is an essential step to 

countering that risk. In this light, the Counterterrorism Coordinator recommends a 

concentration strategy for the detention of terrorists.  

                                                           

11 The Counterterrorism Coordinator’s recommendation was addressed to the BOT 

(Bewindspersonen Overleg Terrorisme). The BOT is a periodic meeting of high-level policy 

officials, which is alternately chaired by the Ministers of Justice and Interior and discusses 

recent developments and threat assessments produced by the Counterterrorism Coordinator and 

the Intelligence Service.  



 

 

The Counterterrorism Coordinator advised the Minister of Justice to allocate segregated prison 

wings to imprison terrorism offenders. The Counterterrorism Coordinator also pointed at 

potential side effects of terrorism wings, including the risk of preparatory conduct for terrorism-

related felonies. Moreover, the Coordinator suggested that terrorism offenders with charismatic 

personalities and leadership qualities might better not be housed with other terrorism offenders 

in a terrorism wing. Charismatic leaders, so the Counterterrorism Coordinator suggests, may 

exert an intensifying influence on (already radicalized) fellow prisoners. To prevent further 

radicalization among prisoners in the terrorism wing, the Counterterrorism Coordinator 

recommends to either regularly transfer charismatic terrorism offenders from prison to prison 

or, where necessary, allocate them to the maximum security prison.  

 

September 2005: Policy Decision to Install Terrorism Wings 

 

Following the Counterterrorism Coordinator´s recommendation, the decision to concentrate 

terrorism offenders in segregated terrorism wings was taken by the Ministers of Justice and 

Interior on 19 September 2005. The decision was formally communicated in writing to the 

parliament on 29 September 200512. In this letter, the Ministers inform the parliament about the 

intention to concentrate offenders with a terrorist background under an individual regime in 

separate terrorism wings. Staff will receive specialized training to acquire relevant skills to 

manage this offender category. In response to the official decision, in January 2006 the director 

of the Prison Service informed the Ministers about the envisioned operational approach to 

implement the parliamentary decision. The Prison Service suggested installing two terrorism 

wings in the penitentiary institutions (P.I.) in Vught and Rotterdam (De Schie). The Minister of 

Justice formally approved the Prison Service’s planned approach in late February 2006. 

 

September 2006: Advice of the Council for the Administration of Criminal Justice 

and Protection of Juveniles (RSJ) 

 

Legalization of the terrorism wing required an amendment to a ministerial Regulation (i.e., the 

Regulation, Selection, Placement, and Transfer of Detainees). To do so, the Minister of Justice is 

obliged to consult the Council. By ministerial letter of 2 August, 2006, the Council was requested 

to advise on the concentrated detention of persons with a terrorist background. The intended 
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opening of the terrorism wing, on 18 September 2006, was already known by then. The Council 

was unable to finish the preparatory work in time before the opening and issued the 

recommendation on 25 September 2006, one week after the facility in P.I. Vught became 

operational. 

 

The Council advised against the concentration policy. In the recommendation, the Council 

argued that prisoners should not be allocated to heightened security levels and restrictive prison 

regimes on the basis of offense type rather than risk profile. In addition, the Council considered 

it insufficiently substantiated that the concentration model is suited to realize its objectives. The 

Council argued that inmates in the terrorism wing would be subjected to heightened security 

levels and harsher confinement conditions, although it is unclear whether concentration 

contributes to preventing inmate radicalization and recruitment. The Council also criticized the 

selection criteria for being too broadly defined and warned that the terrorism wing may produce 

undesired side effects. According to the Council, inmates in the terrorism wing might obtain a 

high social status among likeminded inmates (in regular prisons), which might increase rather 

than curb the risk of radicalization among inmates. 

 

The fact that the Minister of Justice had installed and operationalized the terrorism wing 

without awaiting the RSJ´s recommendation triggered a parliamentary debate13. Members of 

parliament called upon the Minister to explain why the Council´s advice had not been awaited 

but had been “discarded without motivation”. In answer, the Minister explained that he had 

considered the advice of the Counterterrorism Coordinator and the Intelligence Service sufficient 

indication to pursue the concentration model and had not considered it necessary to await the 

RSJ’s advice. In his reaction, the Minister promised a detailed response to the Council’s 

recommendation and announced to have the terrorism wing reviewed after three years (the 

present study). 

Policy Formalization and Implementation 

 

After the decision to pursue a concentration strategy for terrorism offenders was formally taken, 

a so-called ‘Task Force Terrorists in Detention’ was installed. This task force included 

representatives of the Ministry of Justice, the Counterterrorism Coordinator, the Detainee 

Intelligence Information Service (GRIP), the department of Legal Affairs of DJI, Security DJI, 

and the prison governors of the facilities in Vught and Rotterdam, where the terrorism wings 
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would be located. Representatives of the Intelligence Service were regularly included for advisory 

purposes in meetings of the task force. The task force’s main objective was to further develop and 

formalize the policy behind the terrorism wing. Specifically, interviews with members of the task 

force revealed that decisions needed to be taken about issues including material resources (e.g., 

buildings and units), the yet to be developed prison regime, the degree of monitoring of and 

control over internal and external contacts of the inmates, required competences of staff, and the 

possible need for additional security measures. 

 

According to the respondents, in the light of risk-spreading it was decided that two terrorism 

wings would be implemented: one in P.I. “Nieuw Vosseveld” in Vught and one in P.I. “De Schie” 

in Rotterdam. Moreover, it was decided to detain terrorism offenders in smaller, manageable 

units with a regime similar to the maximum security prison. The P.I.s in Vught and Rotterdam 

were selected for their experience with extended and extra high security levels. In addition, De 

Schie is located nearby the extra security courts of Amsterdam and Rotterdam. 

 

Interviews with the decision makers reveal that the operational actors, in particular the P.I. 

Vught, strongly influenced the formalization of the policy. According to the decision makers, the 

influential position of P.I. Vught was largely due to the task force’s lack of experience with the 

target population and intended detention model. For the first time in the history of the Dutch 

prison system, one specific offender category was to be concentrated and detained separately 

from the remainder of the inmate population. In addition, so the decision makers claimed, the 

Netherlands had never been confronted with a category of terrorism offenders. As a result, the 

actual decision making process was predominantly based on existing expertise and experience at 

the operational level. In the words of one of the task force members: “In fact, the terrorism wing 

emerged from a dynamic negotiation between P.I. Vught and the policy makers”. The operational 

actors were allowed policy space to adjust to the new situation and create a safe and secure 

detention environment. 

 

The terrorism wing in P.I. Vught opened in September 2006. P.I. De Schie followed in January 

2007, after finishing construction work in preparation of the terrorism wing. In total, eighteen 

and fourteen cells respectively were allocated for terrorists. The terrorism wings were housed in 

facilities with ‘extended’ security levels (one level below maximum security). The daily 

functioning of the terrorism wing was intended to be identical in both locations. In P.I. Vught, 

the terrorism wing was allocated to the building of the former ‘temporary maximum security 

unit’ (Tijdelijke Extra Beveiligde Inrichting). P.I. Vught has a total capacity of approximately 



 

700 prisoners in fifteen regimes, making it one of the largest and most diverse penitentiary 

facilities in the Netherlands. It is the only prison in the Netherlands with a maximum security 

unit. In that capacity, the P.I. Vught has extensive experience with the imprisonment of 

societally sensitive or escape-prone prisoners.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Based on documentation and interviews with relevant stakeholders, this chapter described the 

preparatory phases of the policy process behind the Dutch terrorism detention strategy. 

Specifically, attention was paid to the process of agenda setting, policy preparation, decision 

making, and operationalization of the policy. In all, the findings make clear that the decision 

making process occurred under high levels of external pressure and that the approach to 

introduce specialized high-security facilities to incarcerate terrorism offenders served important 

symbolic functions, primarily to prevent political failure and secure the public’s support for the 

governments’ counterterrorism strategy, on top of its public security objectives. Several findings 

give rise to this conclusion.  

 

Above all, in the interviews the relevant stakeholders consistently emphasized how the societal 

and political context under which the policy was developed influenced the decision making 

process and the policy’s design. In the aftermath of 9/11 and the assassination of Theo van Gogh, 

fears of Islamist terrorism dominated the public and political debate in the Netherlands. Media 

and politicians closely scrutinized the government’s every movement in the fight against 

radicalization and terrorism, including the developments around its terrorism detention 

strategy. Whether real or perceived, the decision makers felt pressured to rapidly produce a 

detention strategy which would not only ensure national security, but would also obtain the 

public’s consent by signaling that the government was taking a forceful and decisive stance 

against terrorism and terrorism suspects.  

 

As a result of the experienced pressure, the decision makers did not have (or felt they had) the 

time to examine in detail to which extent prisoner radicalization, which was perceived as the 

most prominent risk associated with the imprisonment of terrorists, posed a realistic security 

concern and, if so, how it might best be countered. They assumed that such a risk was real and 

present and that ‘doing nothing’, that is, treating the incarceration of terrorists as business as 

usual, conveyed an unacceptable risk that violent extremist ideologies would spread like wildfire 

through the inmate population. Also, they assumed that segregating terrorism prisoners from 



 

the mainstream inmate population and housing them under restrictive confinement conditions 

in separate prison units could effectively curtail this risk. However, they did not investigate 

whether or not these assumptions are supported by available evidence. The only assessment that 

was conducted involved an inventory of other countries’ experience with the management of 

violent extremist offenders, which revealed that no other countries pursued a full concentration 

policy for terrorists and that those countries that had done so in the past had reported negative 

experiences with this approach. Interestingly, these findings were quickly discarded as 

inapplicable to the Dutch context. According to the decision makers, time pressure prevented 

them from testing their assumptions against (empirical) evidence and caused them to rely on in-

house expertise and experience in crafting the policy.  

 

Another notable finding is that the stakeholders involved in the decision making process 

disagreed on the most suitable policy approach and did not unanimously favor the concentration 

model over other policy alternatives. The Prison Service (DJI), which  is primary responsible for 

the implementation and operation of correctional policy, argued against concentrating terrorism 

offenders and expressed a preference for incarcerating them in regular prison regimes. 

According to the Prison Service, prisons have ample (e.g., disciplinary) instruments at their 

disposal to safely incarcerate extremists in regular regimes and still prevent radicalization and 

recruitment among the general inmate population. In addition, the Council for the 

Administration of Criminal Justice and Protection of Juveniles, which was requested to advise 

the Minister of Justice on the legal implications of the intended policy change, also 

recommended against the implementation of separate terrorism wings. Juxtaposing the opinions 

of the Prison Service and the Council, both the Intelligence Service and the Counterterrorism 

Coordinator believed that concentration would offer the best means to counter the risks 

associated with imprisonment of terrorism offenders and urged the Minister to implement 

specialized terrorism wings. 

 

Interestingly, it seems that the policy making actors (e.g., the Ministry of Justice / 

Counterterrorism Coordinator) were primarily involved in sketching the general outline of the 

envisioned policy (i.e., to segregate terrorism offenders from the mainstream inmate 

population), but informally transferred responsibility for operationalizing the concentration 

model and formulating policy details to the operational actors. The Prison Service, 

predominantly P.I. Vught, was granted an important say in designing and formalizing the policy, 

and the prison’s management assumed a leading role in crafting the regime and preparing the 

policy’s implementation. As a result, the Prison Service had substantial freedom to develop a 



 

prison model that would be easily manageable and conveyed minimal risks of policy failure or 

operational disruptions and difficulties. In the next chapter I will examine whether and, if so, 

how the experienced external pressures on the stakeholders, and the resulting prominence of the 

operational actors in the decision making process, may have translated to the policy’s 

architecture.   



 

Chapter Three 

 

 

 

The Terrorism Wing in Theory 

 

 

 

 

 

More often than not, theories underlying a policy or program are not explicitly formulated in 

official documents; they reside primarily in the minds of the program architects. The realist 

approach therefore recommends that policy evaluators reconstruct and articulate these theories 

and then test them against available evidence (Pawson & Tilley, 1997). Such is the aim of this 

chapter. In particular, I follow Pawson and Tilley´s (1997) suggestion to model the stakeholders’ 

ideas about the mechanisms (M) by which the intervention is supposed to achieve its intended 

outcomes (O), and under which contextual conditions (C) this is likely to occur. In what follows, 

I will first discuss stakeholders’ perceptions of the potential risks and problems associated with 

the imprisonment of terrorists. Second, I will examine their framing of the intervention’s 

primary and secondary objectives, and the underlying social and psychological mechanisms by 

which the intervention is expected to realize these objectives. Thirdly, I aim to articulate the 

stakeholders’ assumptions about the contextual conditions under which the intervention should 

be successful.  

 

Problem Definitions 

 

The first step in reconstructing the program theory of the terrorism wing will be to examine 

which problems and risks the stakeholders anticipated with regard to the imprisonment of 

terrorism offenders, whether they implicitly or explicitly agreed on the conceptualization of these 

issues, and how they prioritized the problem definitions during the decision making process. 

Based on the available documentation and relevant interviews, several problem definitions can 

be distinguished.  



 

Problem definition 1: Recruitment and contagion of violent extremist ideologies in prison 

 

Above all it became clear that all the stakeholders in the decision making process, 

representatives of policy making and operational actors alike, assumed that the influx of 

terrorism offenders into the prison system conveys a substantial risk of recruitment and 

contagion of violent radicalization among the broader inmate community. This risk was 

unanimously perceived as the most important problem. According to the stakeholders, the 

perceived risk of recruitment gained priority in the run-up to the Hofstad Case in 2005, when a 

group of young Muslims had been arrested on suspicion of terrorism related offenses. During 

this time, prison staff had reportedly observed a number (at least three, according to the 

stakeholders) of incidences in which alleged members of the Hofstad Group had attempted to 

influence fellow prisoners.  

 

What stands out, both in the interviews as well as the available policy documentation, is that the 

stakeholders were almost solely concerned with radicalization among Muslims, whereas 

manifestations of other forms of extremism (e.g., related to leftwing, rightwing, or single issue 

orientations) among prisoners were perceived as less salient and less threatening. Relevant 

policy memos produced by the Prison Service, Intelligence Service and Counterterrorism 

Coordinator invariably emphasize the threat of radicalization among Muslims and make no 

mention of prisoners radicalizing in other ideological directions. For example, the documents 

regularly refer to the threat of “radical Islamists” “recruiting for jihad”, with one of the memos 

going so far as to explicitly refer to the terrorism wing as a “jihad wing”. As such, it becomes clear 

that the perceived risk of Islamist radicalization denotes the most dominant justification for the 

concentration model. However, when so asked the stakeholders uniformly emphasized that the 

concentration policy is not only targeted at Muslims but also intends to segregate different types 

of extremists from the mainstream prison population.  

 

Problem definition 2: Overlap between jihadist and criminal networks 

 

A second risk the stakeholders perceived concerns the possible overlap and collaboration 

between jihadist and other criminal networks in prison. Stakeholders feared that Islamist 

prisoners might use their time in prison to learn criminal techniques from or rely on the services 

of ‘regular’ criminals (e.g., the supply of weapons or passports) to prepare or coordinate 

terrorism activities outside of prison. To a large extent the origins of these concerns appear to 



 

reside in historic evidence from other countries, such as the U.K. during the 1970s and ‘80s, 

when imprisoned members of the Irish Republican Army (IRA) cooperated with non-ideological 

prisoners to prepare clandestine activities. With these experiences in mind, the Dutch 

stakeholders perceived the possible risk of overlapping jihadist and criminal networks as real 

and present.  

 

Problem definition 3: Intensification of radicalization and extremist network structures 

 

Third, the stakeholders expressed concerns that violent extremist attitudes and networks might 

intensify when terrorism offenders are allowed to interact with each other. These risks were 

considered particularly relevant as a possible side-effect of the concentration model, which 

houses terrorism offenders within the same facility and bans their interactions with non-

extremist prisoners. According to the stakeholders, detaining jihadists together may lead to 

closer relationships, more cohesive networks and mutual reinforcement of extremist beliefs.  

 

Problem definition 4: Preparatory conduct of terrorism plots 

 

Fourth, stakeholders feared that Islamist terrorism offenders might use their time in prison to 

hatch or coordinate terrorism plots, which could ultimately lead to an increased terrorist threat 

within and beyond prison walls. Like the risk of intensified radicalization, the risk of preparatory 

conduct of terrorism plots was considered primarily relevant as a potential side-effect of 

concentrated imprisonment: stakeholders assumed that the probability and risk of preparatory 

conduct increases with the possibility for interactions between terrorism offenders. From this, 

they derived that housing jihadists together in a separate prison unit might facilitate the 

prisoners with opportunities to collectively plot or coordinate violent extremist activities outside 

of prison.  

 

Problem definition 5: Increased security threats within the prison system 

 

Lastly, some (but not all) stakeholders referred in the interviews to the possible risk that the 

presence of terrorism offenders in the inmate population might trigger order problems and 

disturbances within the institution. According to the stakeholders, the decision making process 

was characterized by high levels of uncertainty as to how terrorism offenders would behave in 

prison, how they would interact with fellow inmates and prison staff, and whether they would 



 

aim to cause riots or other order disruptions during their imprisonment. According to the 

stakeholders, it was generally assumed that terrorism offenders might convey an increased risk 

of security concerns within the institution.  

 

The potential risk of institutional security threats is the only problem definition that was not 

unanimously mentioned and prioritized by all stakeholders. The interviews exposed that 

stakeholders attributed different levels of urgency to this problem. On the one hand, 

representatives of the operational actors (the Prison Service, specifically P.I. Vught) indicated 

that inmate management issues received top priority in the decision making process. These 

respondents emphasize that, during the decision making process, the issue of terrorism 

detention was largely framed as an institutional security and management issue of the Prison 

Service. As such, according to the operational actors, uncertainty about the background and 

behavior of terrorism offenders strongly influenced the level of intensity with which security 

measures were implemented to constrain terrorism offenders, in order to guarantee a safe and 

secure prison environment.  

 

On the other hand, however, representatives of the policy making or advisory actors, like the 

Counterterrorism Coordinator and the Intelligence Services, indicated that institutional security 

was of little to no priority in defining the problems of terrorism detention. The interviews 

exposed that the policy actors interpreted the issue of terrorism detention as a societal problem 

rather than an institutional problem, and argued that the decision makers’ key priority was to 

protect society from (the possible outcomes of) radicalization and terrorism. Hence, according to 

these actors the overarching goal of the concentration model is to realize public security rather 

than institutional security within the prison system. The operational details of the concentration 

model, how the policy would be delivered on a daily basis and how it might influence the 

inmates’ confinement conditions or behavior in prison, was of little concern to these actors. For 

example, representatives of the Counterterrorism Coordinator and the Intelligence Services 

indicated that for them, the possibility that the concentration model might in the longer term 

lead to intensified ideological commitment among already radicalized prisoners was irrelevant 

during the decision making process. According to these stakeholders, the decision makers’ 

primary focus was on achieving instant and immediate safety of the public.  

 

In sum, relevant documentation and interviews revealed that the stakeholders unanimously 

agreed that the risk of radicalization and recruitment was perceived as the most urgent problem 

during the decision making process. Moreover, three other potential problems (i.e., network 



 

overlap, intensification of relations among terrorism offenders, and preparatory conduct for 

terrorism plots) emerged from all the interviews. However, the interviews exposed an important 

discrepancy concerning the prioritization of institutional security. According to the operational 

actors, preventing security threats in prison received high priority in the decision making 

process, whereas according to the policy making actors, this was not a primary concern.  

 

Assumed Causes 

 

During the interviews, the respondents were asked to reflect on their ideas and assumptions 

about the underlying causes of the potential problems they perceived. Given the prioritization of 

the risk of radicalization among the general inmate population the most important question in 

this regard is which factors they assumed to cause (contagion of) radicalization among prisoners. 

The relevant policy documentation does not explicitly address this question.14 The decision 

makers indicated that during the preparation phase, little to no effort was made to conduct 

behavioral research into the causes of radicalization in the prison context. According to the 

decision makers, political and public unrest put (time) pressure on the decision making process 

and made in-depth research impossible. 

 

The interviews also revealed, however, that the majority of stakeholders in the decision making 

process seemingly shared a series of implicit assumptions, which also emerge widely in the 

literature on prisoner radicalization and which portray violent extremist ideologies as a virus 

that infects entire inmate populations by spreading from one inmate to the other. Specifically, 

the stakeholders appeared to assume that (all) terrorism offenders convey an increased risk of 

recruiting fellow inmates, that these fellow inmates are vulnerable to such influence and that 

                                                           

14 Since 9/11, several governmental documents emerged that discuss the causes of and policy 

responses of radicalization and terrorism (see for example Tweede Kamer II 2004-2005, 29754, 

no. 26; Tweede Kamer II 2005-2006, 29754, no. 31; Tweede Kamer II 2006-2007, 29754, no. 

108; Actieplan Polarisering en Radicalisering 2007-2011). As such, there is relevant policy 

documentation that deals with radicalization processes in general, albeit rarely with an emphasis 

on radicalization within the prison system, which could have been used to inform the decision 

making process behind the concentration model. During the decision making and policy 

preparation phases, no research has been conducted that explicitly addresses relevant questions 

about manifestations of extremism among prisoners. 



 

openness to violent extremist belief systems is intensified by the deprivations of individual 

freedoms, which are inherent to the prison experience.  

 

The interviews also demonstrated that most decision makers were (to varying degrees) familiar 

with insights from international literature on factors that are often associated with violent 

extremism. In particular, the representatives of the Counterterrorism Coordinator and the 

Intelligence Service exposed substantial knowledge about international and empirical insights 

into the dynamics and causes of radicalization and terrorism. When asked which factors can play 

a role in the emergence and spread of violent extremist ideologies among inmate populations, 

respondents mentioned several factors including relative deprivation, perceived injustice, 

charismatic leadership, identity issues, the lack of or search for meaning and significance during 

imprisonment, the need to belong, and social pressure or ‘group think’. 

 

Weighing of Policy Alternatives 

 

The decision makers took two policy alternatives into consideration: concentrating terrorism 

offenders in separate prison units or dispersing them throughout different prisons. The decision 

makers did not formally compare or weigh both alternatives and no policy documentation is 

available that explicitly discusses the pros and cons of both alternatives. The interviews provide 

insight into the underlying reasoning behind the decision to concentrate, rather than disperse, 

terrorism offenders. The interviews reveal that both alternatives were assumed to convey 

positive and negative implications.  

 

Dispersed detention was assumed to convey a risk of recruitment and radicalization among other 

prisoners. According to the decision makers, dispersing jihadists through the inmate population 

means exposing them to a potential pool of new recruits. In addition, they assumed that 

dispersal causes a risk of network overlap between jihadist and criminal networka. However, the 

decision makers also recognized potential benefits to a dispersal strategy: especially that 

dispersal may prevent intensification of jihadist commitment and networks by minimizing 

interaction opportunities between terrorism offenders. Also, it was assumed that dispersal 

reduces the risk of violent extremist activities among prisoners, by minimizing the opportunities 

for terrorism offenders to interact with each other and to coordinate or hatch clandestine 

operations.  

 



 

Concentrated detention was assumed to increase the risk of specific side effects by increasing 

communication opportunities between the inmates, which may lead to an increased risk of 

terrorism activities and intensification of ideological commitment. Juxtaposing these downsides 

the decision makers argued that concentration also decreases the risk of recruitment and 

radicalization among other prisoners.  

 

Table 3.1 depicts an overview of the assumed outcomes of both policy alternatives. The scheme 

represents the decision makers´ beliefs about whether or not each policy strategy can contribute 

to preventing the perceived problems. For example, the table shows that the decision makers 

assumed that the concentration model would contribute directly to both preventing 

radicalization among fellow inmates and network overlap, but not to solving the remaining 

problems. In contrast, it was assumed that dispersal would not prevent the risk of radicalization 

and recruitment, but could contribute directly to preventing network intensification or terrorism 

activity. 

 

In sum, it can be noted that the decision makers perceived pros and cons to both policy 

alternatives. The interviews revealed that the decision making process was predominantly based 

on the assumption that dispersal (or for that matter ´doing nothing´) would convey an 

unacceptable risk of recruitment and radicalization, and that concentration of terrorism 

offenders is a suitable strategy to prevent this risk. This reasoning overruled concerns about 

possible side-effects of separate terrorism wings and ultimately persuaded the Minister of 

Justice to pursue concentration of terrorism offenders in separate prison units.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 3.1. Policy as a means to address perceived problems15 

Problem definition Policy Alternative 
 Concentration Dispersal 
 
Recruitment and contagion 
of violent extremist 
ideologies in prison 
 

 - 

Intensification of 
radicalization and 
extremist network 
structures 

-  

 
Overlap between jihadist 
and criminal networks 

 - 

 
(Preparatory conduct of) 
terrorism offenses 

-  

   
 

Anticipated Outcomes and Mechanisms 

 

The interviews revealed that the decision makers had one primary objective in mind in 

formulating the policy strategy, and two secondary objectives that follow from side-effects of the 

concentration model. This section describes the assumed causal relationships between the 

envisioned instruments and the intended outcomes, which are schematically represented in 

Figure 3.1.  

  

                                                           

15 The perceived risk of security threats within the institution is not included in the table. 

According to the policy making actors, this problem definition did not play a role in the decision 

making process. The potential risk of institutional security issues was predominantly perceived 

and considered relevant among representatives of the Prison Service. 



 

 

 



 

Primary Objective 

 

Primary objective:  

To prevent extremist recruitment and radicalization among regular inmates 

 

Above all, the terrorism wing serves to counter the spread of violent extremist ideologies and 

recruitment among the mainstream inmate population. The primary focus on preventing 

radicalization did not only emerge from the interviews but is also reflected in the fact that this is 

the only objective that is extensively discussed in relevant policy documentation. For example, 

the document that justifies the legal amendments required to legalize the concentration policy16 

states that “the aim should always be to prevent persons with a terrorist background from 

recruiting or radicalizing other inmate categories”. Moreover, in September 2005, the Minister 

of Justice emphasized in writing to the parliament that preventing radicalization and 

recruitment in prisons constitutes the primary objective of the terrorism wing.  

 

Primary instrument: Concentration of prisoners with a terrorism background on separate 

terrorism wings 

To prevent radicalization and recruitment among prisoners, it was decided to incarcerate 

prisoners with a radical or terrorist background separately from the remainder of the inmate 

population. As such, a central characteristic of the concentration policy is thus that it eliminates 

interaction possibilities between terrorism offenders and other inmate categories.  

 

Assumed causal mechanism 

The central reasoning behind the concentration model is that by segregating terrorism offenders, 

they cannot have a radicalizing influence on other prisoners. This causal relationship is 

explicated in almost all relevant policy documentation and is presented as the central 

mechanism by which the terrorism wing pursues its primary objective. This line of reasoning 

rests on several important, yet implicit assumptions. First, it is assumed that terrorism offenders 

are motivated to recruit or radicalize other inmates, second, that these other inmates are 

susceptible to such efforts, and third, that direct contact between the recruiter and potential 
                                                           

16 In order to introduce the concentration model, the Regulation Selection, Placement, and 

Transfer of Detainees had to be amended such that it facilitates the allocation of prisoners with a 

terrorism background to terrorism wings (see Chapter Two).  

  



 

recruit is a necessary precondition for radicalizing influence (and hence, that without direct 

contact there can be no – or at least much less – social influence between people). These 

assumptions can be seen as the core beliefs on which the policy rests. 

 

Secondary Objectives 

 

As noted, the decision makers expected the concentration model to produce undesired side 

effects, which in turn required additional solutions. Therefore, two secondary objectives were 

envisioned. 

 

Secondary objective #1: 

To prevent (preparation of) terrorism activities during imprisonment 

 

The fear that the terrorist threat could be sustained from behind bars was fed by (inter)national 

media and documentation. For example, in 2002 the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA, 

2002) stated that terrorist groups “use incarcerated members to recruit and train new members, 

and in some cases run terrorist organizations and manage or facilitate terrorist attacks” (p. 2). In 

a similar vein, the Dutch Intelligence Service (AIVD, 2004) warned that imprisoned jihadists 

might continue hatching terrorism plots behind bars. Therefore, the policy’s first secondary 

objective is to prevent (preparation of) terrorism activities during imprisonment. This objective 

is not explicitly formulated in the policy documentation but emerged from interviews with the 

decision makers. 

 

Secondary instrument # 1: Extended security level 

To prevent preparatory conduct of terrorism activity, it was decided to locate the terrorism wing 

within an extended security level, which is one level below the security level of the maximum 

security unit17. An extended security prison unit implements additional security measures to 

prevent (violent) in- and outbreaks and escapes and is designed to optimize monitoring and 

control of the inmates. According to Article 5 of the Regulation, the terrorism wing is suited to 

detain inmates with an ‘elevated’ or ‘high’ risk profile, whereas the maximum security unit 

houses inmates with an ‘extreme’ risk profile.  

 

 

                                                           

17 As laid down in the Penitentiary Principles Act, Article 13. 



 

Assumed causal mechanism 

 Within the extended security level, prison staff are able to closely monitor the inmates’ external 

communications. Visitors, with the exception of privileged visitors like solicitors, are pre-

screened before being granted access and visits can be monitored live and via audio and video 

recordings. By increasing control over the inmates’ external communication, the decision makers 

sought to prevent inmates from coordinating or facilitating terrorism activities outside prison 

with the help of external contacts. In addition, increased control over external communications 

is also expected to contribute to the policy’s primary objective, by preventing contacts between 

terrorism offenders and prisoners detained elsewhere. 

 

Secondary objective #2: 

To prevent intensification of extremist networks and violent extremist ideology 

 

The second secondary objective, which also emerges as a side effect of the concentration model, 

is to prevent terrorism offenders from further radicalizing each other and establishing a close-

knit clandestine network. This secondary objective is not explicated but can be implicitly 

discerned from policy documentation. For example, the document that proposes the amendment 

of the Regulation, which was required in order to legalize the terrorism model, posits that where 

needed, it should also be possible to separate prisoners in the terrorism wing from each other, 

which reflects the objective to prevent ideological reinforcement among already radicalized 

prisoners. 

 

Secondary instrument #2: Individual regime 

To prevent intense contact between inmates in the terrorism wing the decision makers 

envisioned an individual regime in the facility, by which individual prisoners can be segregated 

from each other. The individual regime is defined in Article 22 of the Penitentiary Principles Act. 

Within an individual regime, the prison governor decides on a daily basis per individual inmate 

if and to what extent he or she may participate in individual or collective activities (Kelk, 2003). 

Notably, an individual regime does not imply that detainees undertake all activities (e.g., 

recreation, sports) on an individual basis: within an individual regime communal activities are 

considered a privilege rather than a right. 

 

 

 



 

Assumed causal mechanism 

The assumed causal relation between implementing an individual regime and preventing 

intensification of radicalization operates via the regime’s influence on the inmates’ internal 

communications. The individual regime allows the governor to separate individual inmates from 

each other, which should decrease the risk of clandestine behavior or ideological contagion. This 

causal relation is not explicated but emerges implicitly from several policy documents, including 

the proposed amendment of the Regulation, the Minister of Justice’s reaction to the 

recommendation of the Council for the Administration of Criminal Justice and Protection of 

Juveniles (RSJ) and the Prison Service’s ‘Special detention for prisoners with a terrorist 

background’ leaflet (DJI, 2007). By increasing control over the inmates’ internal 

communications, the individual regime is also assumed to contribute to the first secondary 

objective: To prevent (preparation of) terrorism activities during imprisonment.  

 

Intended Target Population 

 

The envisioned target population was defined primarily by its association with terrorism. The 

selection criteria for the terrorism wing are laid down in the proposed amendment of the 

Regulation. To facilitate the implementation of the terrorism wing, a new article had to be added, 

which led to the formulation of Article 20a:  

 

Article 20a. The Terrorism wing. 

The terrorism wing houses inmates who are: 

(a) charged with a terrorism offense;  

(b) sentenced for a terrorist offense 

(c) spreading a message of extremism, including recruitment activities for 

purposes that challenge order and security in society or within the institution. 

Unless placement in the terrorism wing is counter-indicated by information 

from the GRIP or Public Prosecutor. 

 

The amended Regulation does not distinguish on the basis of gender. Both male and female 

prisoners who meet the criteria in Article 20a can be allocated to the terrorism wing. In addition, 

the terrorism wing can house both prisoners on remand and convicted prisoners. Lastly, the 

Regulation facilitates placement in the terrorism wing of adolescents who are sixteen years or 

older who are charged as adults and meet Article 20a (see Chapter Six for a detailed discussion 

of the selection procedures). 



 

Contextual Preconditions 

 

The decision makers did not explicate contextual preconditions under which the policy is 

expected to successfully achieve its objectives. However, policy documentation and interviews 

reveal that the policy makers did in fact have specific preconditions in mind. 

 

Monitoring 

 

In its recommendation to the Minister of Justice, the Council for the Administration of Criminal 

Justice and Protection of Juveniles (RSJ) complained that the selection criteria for the terrorism 

wing were too broadly defined. In reaction, the Minister of Justice expressed the intention to 

install a Selection Advisory Committee for the terrorism wing (‘SAC-TA’), based on the example 

of the SAC for the maximum security unit (‘SAC-EBI’). The envisioned objective of the SAC-TA is 

to advise the selection official, who has discretionary powers to decide on placement and transfer 

of prisoners, concerning the allocation of inmates to the terrorism wing. According to the 

Minister, this committee needs to include the selection official, representatives of the Public 

Prosecutor’s Office, the Detainee Intelligence Service, and a behavioral expert. In the letter, the 

Minister announced that the anticipated evaluation of the terrorism wing (i.e., the present study) 

could lead to a legal substantiation of the SAC-TA, if the evaluation so recommends.  

 

Periodic Assessment 

 

The amended Regulation describes assessment procedures to evaluate inmates’ allocation to and 

stay in the terrorism wing. With respect to inmates who are allocated on the basis of criteria (c), 

namely the spreading of extremist messages, it is intended that the selection official (who is in 

turn advised by the SAC-TA) annually reviews the inmates’ placement in the terrorism wing. The 

selection official’s decision is open for appeal. With respect to criteria (a) and (b), being 

suspicion of or conviction for a terrorism offense, no period assessment is included. According to 

the substantiation for the amended Regulation, these criteria are objective and do not require 

evaluation. 

 

Staff Training 

 

The decision makers considered it important to minimize the risk of radicalization and 

recruitment not only among other prisoners, but also among prison staff. To that end, they 



 

identified several requirements for staff working on the terrorism wing, above and beyond the 

qualifications required for general prison staff. For example, according to the competence 

profile, staff working on the terrorism wing should be self-reflective and flexible, able to resist 

influence attempts, and, for the sake of security, have a close eye for detail.  

 

Several policy documents express the intention to provide additional training for staff working 

on the terrorism wing. The elements or components of this training are not specified. The Prison 

Service (DJI, 2007) states that staff needs to be trained to recognize (jihadist) radicalization and 

requires additional training that is aimed to promote safe and secure management of this 

offender category. Moreover, staff should receive training in ‘verbal judo’, which emphasizes 

communication techniques to prevent conflicts and provide constructive feedback. This way, 

staff will be trained to effectively manage potential conflict situations and respond adequately to 

verbal or physical aggression.  

 

Rehabilitation 

 

Rehabilitation18 is an important aim of the correctional system in the Netherlands. Section Two 

of the Penitentiary Principles Act states that sanctions ‘should prepare the convict as much as 

possible for his return into society’ (see also Buruma & Vegter, 2005). In the interviews, the 

decision makers acknowledged that rehabilitation is at the heart of penal law in the Netherlands.  

 

However, rehabilitation is explicitly not an objective of the terrorism wing. In answer to a 

parliamentary question about rehabilitation of prisoners in the terrorism wing, the Minister of 

Justice replied that “the regimes on the (…) terrorism wing are not aimed at rehabilitation”19. 

The amended Regulation explicitly intends to transfer targeted prisoners to the terrorism wing 

as soon as possible (i.e., during pre-trial detention) and to sustain their stay in the terrorism 

wing for as long as possible. The proposed amendment posits that in cases of a substantial risk of 

radicalization or recruitment, the individual’s civil interests are subordinate to the policy’s 

                                                           

18 In Dutch, the term ‘resocialization’ is more commonly used than ‘rehabilitation’. In this book, I 

will use the term rehabilitation to refer to efforts geared toward returning inmates to society as 

law-abiding citizens, in order to conceptually align with the international debate on 

rehabilitation of violent extremism offenders. See Boone (2011) for a conceptual discussion of 

the Dutch rehabilitation and resocialization system. 

19 Tweede Kamer II 2007/2008, 3017, p. 6124. 



 

primary objective. In the interviews, the decision makers also explicitly deny that rehabilitation 

is an objective of the terrorism wing. In the words of one respondent: 

 

“The terrorism wing did not have a rehabilitation objective. Prior to the policy’s 

introduction, the question was raised whether we should include the possibility 

of graduated release20. To that end, the Regulation includes some rules on 

detention phasing. However, the most important aim was to develop a prison 

unit that would prevent the spread of radicalization. In doing so, we did not 

take the inmates’ interests into extensive consideration.” 

 

Several respondents justified the lack of rehabilitation by arguing that rehabilitation is 

incompatible with the policy’s primary objective to prevent radicalization. Whereas the terrorism 

wing aims to impose restrictions on inmates’ individual autonomy and interactions with other 

prisoners, rehabilitation requires granting the inmates a certain degree of freedom to participate 

in collective courses or programs. Within the constraints of an extended security level and 

individual regime, so the respondents argued, pursuing rehabilitation is hardly possible. 

 

To prevent inmates in the terrorism wing from being released into society unprepared, the 

amended Regulation facilitates the possibility for graduated release, by transferring inmates 

from the terrorism wing to units with normal security levels, which offer probational support. 

The possibility for graduated release only applies to prisoners who are convicted of terrorism 

offenses, not for prisoners on remand or who have been allocated to the terrorism wing for 

spreading violent extremist messages. The preconditions for eligibility for graduated release are 

specified in Article 26a, which was added to the Regulation to facilitate the policy’s legalization.  

 

Article 26a. 

An inmate who is allocated to the terrorism wing on the basis of criteria (b) of 

Article 20a, who has completed one third of his sentence and whose remaining 

sentence encompasses a minimum of four and maximum of twelve months will 

be transferred from the terrorism wing, unless: 

- the inmate will or might be evicted 

- there is an increased societal risk in case of escape  

                                                           

20 The phasing of imprisonment (detentiefasering) includes creating less restrictions and 

offering more probational support toward the end of the sentence (see Nelissen, 1998). 



 

- there are indications of radicalization or expressing extremist messages within 

the previous year of imprisonment in the terrorism wing, including recruitment 

activities. 

 

In sum, rehabilitation of the inmates did not have priority during the decision making process. 

Despite its central role in the Dutch penitentiary law, rehabilitation is explicitly not formalized as 

an objective of the terrorism wing. To the decision makers, the objectives of the terrorism wing 

seemed irreconcilable with rehabilitation efforts. In an attempt to meet the rehabilitation 

principle, the decision makers intended to transfer (convicted) prisoners to more lenient regimes 

near the end of their sentence. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Relying on available policy documentation and interviews with relevant stakeholders, in this 

chapter I aimed to reconstruct the decision makers’ underlying ideas about how concentration is 

supposed to contribute to preventing prisoner radicalization. In all, the reconstruction sketches a 

picture of a policy that was rapidly developed in response to the perception of a real and present 

security threat and designed to optimize control and minimize the risk of policy failure. Chapter 

Two revealed that the policy makers were involved in formulating the policy’s overarching 

features but left the formulation of policy details largely in the hands of the operational actors. In 

the present chapter, it became clear that this informal transfer of responsibility for the policy 

design opened the window for concerns and interests at the operational level (e.g., pursue 

institutional safety and prevent operational failure) to shape the policy design. The result is an 

unbalanced intervention that primarily aims to guarantee instant security, both in society and 

within the prison system, with little regard for the prisoner’s interests or for potential undesired 

policy outcomes that may manifest themselves in the middle or longer term future. Several 

findings give rise to this conclusion. 

 

First, it is notable that the policy’s architecture has not been formalized in policy documentation. 

The underlying rationale has not been explicated, no policy implementation plan or guidelines 

have been produced, and no instruction manual has been written to inform and guide prison 



 

staff in managing prisoners in the terrorism wing.21 The document that elaborates on the 

proposed amendment to the Regulation (which had to be changed in order to legalize the 

implementation of the terrorism wing) is the only document that provides some insight, albeit 

incomplete, into the underlying ideas behind the concentration model. Because the intended 

policy has not been justified explicitly in documentation, it is unclear how the instruments are 

expected to contribute to the proposed objectives. 

 

Second, the decision makers decided to approach the management of terrorism prisoners with a 

standardized, categorical policy that is aimed at a broadly defined target population (i.e., 

prisoners charged with terrorism) and leaves little space for differentiation and tailoring to 

situational or individual needs. For instance, this standardization is clearly reflected in the 

selection criteria for the terrorism wing, which are defined on the basis of general criteria rather 

than personal risks assessments. Two of the three selection criteria have been objectified (i.e., (a) 

suspicion of or (b) conviction for a terrorism-related offense) in order to facilitate a transparent 

and unambiguous selection procedure. The policy does not account for periodic assessments to 

evaluate, and where needed reconsider, these inmates’ stay in the terrorism wing: in principle, 

prisoners charged with terrorism offenses are supposed to stay in the terrorism wing for the 

duration of their incarceration, regardless of personal circumstances. The standardization 

approach denoted a drastic deviation from penitentiary traditions and was met with criticism 

from the Council for the Administration of Criminal Justice and Protection of Juveniles (RSJ), 

which advised the Minister of Justice against the intended approach. Among other reasons, the 

Council considered it unnecessary and disproportionate to subject prisoners to more restrictive 

confinement conditions (i.e., isolation from other inmate categories in an extended security level 

and individual regime) on the basis of general criteria rather than individual circumstances. 

 

Third, the policy entails a strong focus on achieving short term security objectives aimed at acute 

threat reduction, while longer term objectives and potential undesired policy outcomes are 

neglected in the policy design. The policy instruments are invariably geared toward optimizing 

control over the inmates and restricting their individual and behavioral autonomy, primarily by 

means of high security levels and restrictive regimes, whereas the inmates’ individual interests 

and post-release reintegration prospects received little priority in the decision making process. 

                                                           

21 During the months of data collection, front-line personnel at terrorism wing were developing a 

staff manual, which explicates procedural guidelines for managing the prisoners. The manual 

was still in development when the study was finished.  



 

The goal to counter radicalization and recruitment of fellow inmates was explicitly prioritized 

and perceived as incompatible with longer-term security goals; rehabilitation is explicitly 

rejected as an objective.   

 

Fourth, a notable finding is that the decision making process focused solely on radicalization 

among Muslims, while little attention was paid to other manifestations of ideological extremism 

in the prison system. When asked, the decision makers unanimously agreed that the policy also 

intends to target non-jihadist extremists. However, in both the interviews and relevant 

documentation, the focus was consistently on prisoners with an Islamist background. 

 

Fifth, it seems that, arguably as a result of the Prison Service’s dominance in formulating policy 

details and the lack of policy documentation that explicates the policy’s objectives and 

architecture, stakeholders held different interpretations of the policy’s intended objectives and 

mechanisms. Interviews exposed that representatives of the policy-making actors (e.g., primarily 

the Ministry of Justice and the Counterterrorism Coordinator) and the operational actors (e.g., 

the Prison Service / P.I. Vught) attributed different levels of priority to perceived problems and 

objectives in the decision making process. For example, representatives of the policy making 

actors indicated that the decision makers’ key priority was to protect society against the threat of 

radicalization and terrorism. Institutional security within the prisons, for instance with respect 

to the terrorism prisoners’ potential behavior during imprisonment, was not of relevance to 

them. In addition, the policy making actors did not consider potential undesired side effects that 

may occur in the future, such as an increased risk of recidivism or post-release radicalization 

among the prisoners or their support community. In contrast, the operational actors 

acknowledged that preventing radicalization and terrorism were key priorities in the decision 

making process, but simultaneously argued that internal security in the prison was highly 

prioritized. According to these stakeholders, prevailing uncertainties about the behavior of these 

offenders during imprisonment largely shaped the decision makers’ considerations about 

instruments and resulted in the implementation of additional security measures to counter 

potential risks of institutional disturbances.  

 

Possibly, the discrepancies between stakeholders’ understanding of the problem and the strong 

influence of the operational actors in the decision making process also explains why different 

actors attributed different functions and objectives to the envisioned instruments, such as the 

individual regime. On the one hand, representatives of the P.I. Vught, who played an important 

role in shaping the decision making process, proclaimed that the individual regime 



 

predominantly serves to promote the security within the institution. On the other hand, 

representatives of the Counterterrorism Coordinator and the Intelligence Service stated that the 

individual regime does not only serve institutional security but also (and perhaps above all) 

prevents terrorism activities among the inmates. According to this view, the individual regime is 

predominantly geared toward security within society rather than the institution. In both lines of 

reasoning the anticipated mechanism operates by separating the prisoners in the terrorism wing 

from each other, but different parties explained the necessity for this in different ways. The 

observed discrepancies seem to suggest that the problem of terrorism detention was primarily 

interpreted as a societal risk during the agenda setting and policy preparation phase, but was 

(also) translated to an institutional risk during the operationalization phase. 

 

In sum, the reconstruction of the agenda setting and policy preparation phases (Chapter Two) 

revealed that the policy was developed under conditions of high levels of external pressure (e.g., 

political, societal, and time pressure). The interviews with the stakeholders suggest that these 

pressures profoundly influenced the decision making process: not only did it prevent the 

decision makers conducting ex-ante evaluations of the intended policy strategy or examining the 

validity of the central policy assumptions, it also seems to have influenced how they cognitively 

framed the policy problem, its causes, and its solutions in a way that induced a strong 

orientation on the threat and on acute risk management. According to the decision makers, the 

pressing policy context is reflected in the intensity of the policy interventions and has given rise 

to a ‘better safe than sorry’ approach that is primarily geared toward facilitating control over the 

inmates, whereas rehabilitation and reintegration had no priority whatsoever. In Part Two, I will 

examine whether such an approach is supported by available theoretical and empirical 

knowledge. 

  



 

Part Two 

 

 

 

Theoretical and Empirical Observations on  

Prisoner radicalization 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The findings of Part One revealed that to a large extent, the Dutch terrorism detention strategy is 

rooted in a few key assumptions about the dynamics by which prisoners may come to adopt 

violent extremist beliefs. Specifically, the decision makers seemed to assume that prisons are 

conducive to radicalization and that general inmates are prone to be susceptible to the social 

influence of terrorism offenders. These assumptions not only form the basis of the Dutch 

terrorism detention strategy but seem guiding notions in policy debates around the world.  

 

In the literature on prisoner radicalization, the idea that prisons can be incubators of violent 

extremism is rather dominant. Prisons are often portrayed as ‘universities of terror’ (e.g., Clarke 

& Soria, 2009; Cuthbertson, 2004) where terrorism organizations actively seek to recruit new 

members into their ranks (e.g., CIA, 2002). Around the world, this view has given rise to prison 

policies that can best be characterized as ‘security first’ approaches, which are almost solely 

geared at reducing the potential threat of violent extremism and display little concern for future-

oriented reintegration agendas (Neumann, 2010). The question, however, is whether these 

assumptions are based on realistic assessments or not, and whether they are supported by 

available evidence. Answering this question is essential in order to assure that a policy can be 

truly goal-oriented and to minimize the risk of potential undesired or even counterproductive 

policy outcomes (see Pawson & Tilley, 1997).   

 

Therefore, in Part Two of this book I set out to evaluate some of the key assumptions in the 

international policy debate by testing them against theoretical and empirical observation. To 

begin with, in Chapter Four I aim to shed light on the validity of the assumption that prisons are 

fertile breeding grounds for radicalization, by unfolding a theoretical model that discusses the 

conditions under which and mechanisms whereby radicalization among inmates is more (or less) 

likely to occur.  

 

Subsequently, in Chapter Five I will take a closer look at the idea that violent extremist beliefs 

may spread easily among inmate populations, by examining whether terrorism offenders are 

likely to obtain an influential social position in prison. To this end I will present the findings of 

survey research conducted in prisons in the Netherlands, which aimed to shed light on the social 

standing of terrorism offenders within the broader inmate community.  

 

  



 

Chapter Four 

 

 

 

A Theory of Prisoner Radicalization 

 

 

 

 

 

The body of literature on prisoner radicalization has expanded rapidly over the past years. Much 

of the work that has been done launches from the assumption that prisons provide fertile soil for 

radicalization and then sets out to identify factors in the prison context that may make inmates 

susceptible to violent extremist thought. Brandon (2009b), for example, identified several ‘push’ 

and ‘pull’ factors associated with the risk of radicalization among inmates, including conversion 

to Islam, gang dynamics, perceived hostility and discrimination by staff or other prisoners, and 

recruitment. Hamm (2011a; 2013) maintains that radicalization is largely driven by one-on-one 

proselytizing efforts by charismatic extremist leaders, who actively seek to recruit vulnerable 

inmates into radical prison gangs. Throughout the literature, factors that are frequently 

mentioned in association with prisoner radicalization include overcrowding, experiences of 

discrimination, harsh confinement conditions, gang dynamics, and charismatic leadership (e.g., 

Brandon, 2009a; 2009b; Cuthbertson, 2004; Dunleavy, 2011; Hannah, Clutterbuck & Rubin, 

2008; Neumann, 2010; Spalek & Wilson, 2002).  

 

Although progress has been made in identifying the prison conditions that may be relevant in 

causing radicalization, much is uncertain about how and why such conditions are supposed to be 

associated with extremist outcomes. After all, it is not prisons (or prison conditions) in 

themselves that cause inmates to radicalize: if that were true radicalization would be the rule 

rather than the exception. Rather, prison conditions can activate social and psychological 

mechanisms that may, under certain circumstances and for certain individuals, induce a shift 

toward extremist attitudes and behavior that is then interpreted as radicalization. To assess 

whether the risk of radicalization is indeed as serious as is generally assumed, it is therefore 



 

important to develop and test theories that specify the underlying mechanisms whereby factors 

in the prison context may result in radicalization (or other outcomes) and discuss the conditions 

under which and for whom these mechanisms are likely to be activated or not.  

 

Such models have been developed regarding radicalization among non-confined populations, but 

not with a specific emphasis on prison populations. As a prominent example of such efforts, 

Kruglanski and colleagues (2009) developed a theory that explains suicide terrorism as an 

attempt to obtain or maintain a sense of self-significance in the face of adverse experiences like 

relative deprivation, humiliation, or discrimination. In this view, such experiences can trigger a 

quest for self-significance, which people may seek to achieve by fulfilling a meaningful role in the 

existence of a larger collective. When an ideology is available that justifies or even encourages 

suicide-terrorism as a means to obtain self-significance, the probability of violent extremist 

attitudes and behaviors increases. Although Kruglanski and colleagues’ model is very useful in 

explaining violent extremist acts in general and suicide terrorism in particular, it is not designed 

to explain radicalization within a prison setting and does not specify whether or how specific 

confinement conditions may induce inmates toward extremism. As yet, much is unknown about 

when, how, and for whom prisoner radicalization is more (or less) likely to occur. 

Consequentially, it is also unclear which detention strategies may or may not be an effective 

means to contain the risk of prisoner radicalization.  

 

As a first step to filling that knowledge gap, in this chapter I unfold a theoretical model that aims 

to specify the social and psychological mechanisms behind prisoner radicalization, as well as the 

institutional, social, and individual conditions under which these mechanisms may be activated. 

Specifically, taking stock of relevant theoretical and empirical knowledge produced in the fields 

of criminology, sociology, and social psychology, I will develop an argument that explains 

prisoner radicalization as an unintended by-product of inmates´ attempts to cope with threats to 

or deficits in fundamental individual needs by joining an inmate group (see Figure 4.1). 

 

In short, I will argue that in prisons where certain individual needs are threatened, inmates may 

become dependent on membership of a group in order to obtain the necessary means to satisfy 

those needs. In turn, this dependency might induce extreme identification with the group’s 

norms and values and can induce inmates to assimilate almost completely with the group’s 

identity. This can lead to the emergence of cohesive subgroups that may polarize toward extreme 

(and sometimes extremist) attitudes and behaviors in order to compete with and emphasize 

distinctiveness from other groups. When certain conditions are present, specifically a shared 



 

sense of group-based humiliation and identification with a charismatic ideological leader, the 

probability of extremist groups and radicalization of some – but not all – individual inmates 

increases. Overall, I suggest that the probability of prisoner radicalization may be lower than is 

often assumed, but that if inmates radicalize it may occur with more intensity and speed than in 

the outside world.  

 

 



 

 



 

Radicalization as a By-Product of Attempts to Satisfy Needs 

 

Imprisonment as a Threat to Individual Needs 

 

Upon entering the prison system, inmates are likely to experience deprivations in several 

domains of their lives. Sykes (1958; Sykes & Messinger, 1960) famously described how the 

´pains of imprisonment´, such as deprivation of liberty, goods and services, heterosexual 

relationships, autonomy, and security, can be a source of frustration and deviancy among inmate 

populations.  

 

Such deprivations can cause threats to or deficits in a variety of fundamental individual needs. 

One such category of needs include social needs, which are related to people’s relationships to 

other persons. For instance, imprisonment may cause deficits in social needs like the need to 

belong (e.g., Peacock & Theron, 2007), which reflects a pervasive drive to form and maintain 

strong, stable interpersonal relationships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In prison, inmates are 

excluded from society and from frequent interactions with family or loved ones on the outside, 

which may threaten the stability and continuity of such relationships and may erode their quality 

as sources of emotional support, belonging, status, and affection (e.g., Klein, Bartholomew & 

Hibbert, 2002; La Vigne, Naser, Brooks & Castro, 2005).  

 

In a similar way imprisonment may also threaten epistemic needs, which are related to the way 

individuals process information and construct knowledge, such as the need for structure (e.g., a 

structured and predictable environment) and the need for cognitive closure (e.g., unambiguous 

information and firm answers to questions, Kruglanski 2004; Kruglanski & Fishman, 2009; 

Kruglanski & Webster, 1991; Webster & Kruglanski, 1994). Prison communities are often 

characterized by high levels of chaos and violence, regulated by complex systems of formal and 

informal rules that differ substantially from the outside world (Duffee, 1989). Especially for first 

offenders, imprisonment may be a disorienting and confusing experience that undermines the 

need for a structured and predictable environment. In that light it is not surprising that many 

prisoners experience feelings of disorientation, anxiety and loneliness upon entering the prison 

system and face existential questions about the meaning and purpose of life (e.g., Maruna, 

Wilson & Curran, 2006). 

 

In some prisons, the confinement conditions may also cause (severe) deficits in basic 

physiological needs such as food, water, sleep, and a safe and secure environment. In many 



 

countries, penitentiary services lack financial and material resources to detain inmates under 

humane and safe conditions22 (ICPS, 2014). As a result inmates may be housed under divesting 

circumstances, including high levels of violence and misconduct, poor hygiene, and inadequate 

access to food, drinking water, or medical care. Overcrowding, in particular, is perceived as an 

important cause of physical deprivations (e.g., shortage of food and living space), social 

deprivations (e.g., conflicts and violence between inmates), and epistemic deprivations (e.g., 

chaos and ambiguous norms) (e.g., Haney, 2006).  

 

Deficits in fundamental needs can have profound consequences for people’s well-being. Research 

has linked failure to satisfy needs to an array of aversive and pathological consequences like 

depressions and anxiety disorders (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Deci & Ryan, 2000). People 

are thus naturally inclined to seek fulfillment of fundamental needs. Kruglanski and colleagues 

(Kruglanski et al., 2009) discuss a range of needs that may be relevant in driving the motivation 

for suicide terrorism, which they capture in an overarching need for self-significance. In this 

chapter I prefer to disentangle the underlying needs and will discuss social, epistemic and 

physical needs separately in order to examine how confinement conditions can interfere with 

various types of needs differently and thereby trigger different social and psychological 

mechanisms of radicalization vis-à-vis other outcomes.  

 

Groups as Resources for Need Satisfaction 

 

For inmates, an important challenge is to adjust to life in prison and to minimize or compensate 

for deficits in social, epistemic and physical needs. A prominent way to do so is to seek affiliation 

with a social group, which can provide the necessary resources for needs satisfaction. Studies on 

inmate communities have long recognized that inmates tend to congregate in subgroups that are 

formed along shared characteristics like race, religion, nationality, region of origin, association 

in crime, or previous incarceration experiences, and that these groups fulfill important functions 

for their members (Caldwell, 1956; Camp & Camp, 1985; Clemmer, 1940; DelLisi, Berg & 

Hochstetler, 2004; Lyman, 1989). In fact it stands to reason that in prison, more so than in the 

                                                           

22 The United Nations prescribed international standards for good principles in prison 

management and the treatment of prisoners, which are formalized in the United Nations’ 

Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners. See for detailed information about 

prison systems around the world the World Prison Brief; ICPS (2014). 



 

outside world, social groups may monopolize the available means for inmates to satisfy 

individual needs.  

 

First, groups may be an important source of the means to satisfy social needs like the need to 

belong and the need for status and affection. Affiliation with a group presents inmates with 

opportunities to develop and maintain social relationships with other inmates, which can 

provide sources of belongingness, identification, status, emotional support, and friendship (e.g., 

Wood, Alleyne, Mozova & James, 2013). Buentello, Fong, and Vogel (1991) describe the process 

of group formation among prisoners and suggest that ´new´ inmates are likely to seek 

associations with other inmates to overcome feelings of fear and isolation and to find guidance in 

adjusting to life in prison. Initially, social relationships with other inmates are sporadic and 

sustained by a desire for belongingness, social support, and uncertainty reduction, not by 

commitment to a group (Buentello, Fong & Vogel, 1991). Over time, a loosely tied clique of 

inmates may come to define itself as a group and start to develop shared norms and behavioral 

guidelines for its members. As identification with the group intensifies, individual members are 

likely to assimilate to the group´s defining characteristics and attitudes (social identity theory; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and may become increasingly likely to rely on the group as a provider of 

resources to satisfy needs. 

 

Second, groups may play an important role in satisfying epistemic needs, by creating a 

structured environment and offering direction in managing threats and uncertainties and 

achieving closure and meaning (e.g., Kruglanski, Pierro, Manetti & De Grada, 2006). Skarbek 

(2012) writes that especially in prisons with large inmate populations, inmates cannot rely on the 

institution to govern social interactions between inmates. Informal social norms that apply for 

the entire inmate community are also unlikely to work, because monitoring norm compliance 

and sanctioning defection is difficult to organize in large populations. To create order in an 

otherwise chaotic, unpredictable and hostile environment, inmates congregate in smaller groups 

that regulate the behavior of their members in interactions with others and provide protection 

and direction in conflicts over resources or status (Skarbek, 2012). This way, group membership 

can also contribute to reducing subjective uncertainty about individuals’ self-concept and social 

environment and provide guidance as to which behavior is approved or sanctioned (see Hogg, 

2001). 

 

Thirdly, groups may become the sole proprietors of the available resources to satisfy physical 

needs and of goods and services that would otherwise be beyond an individual inmate’s reach. 



 

Research on prison gangs shows that such groups often run a clandestine market in contraband 

products like drugs, alcohol, money, cigarettes, jewelry and food (Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; 

Guenther, 1975; Kalinich & Stojkovic, 1985). Inmates without group affiliation are often unable 

to participate in (large) exchanges and run the risk of being threatened and robbed (Irwin, 1980; 

Skarbek, 2012). As such, especially in prisons where multiple groups compete over status and 

scarce resources, inmates may be forced to join a group to secure valued goods and gain 

protection against the threat of danger from other inmates (e.g., Buentello, Fong & Vogel, 1991; 

Duffee, 1989). 

 

Dependence and Assimilation  

 

The crux to explaining radicalization is that inmates may become dependent on their group to 

provide the means for needs satisfaction (and thus to secure their well-being during 

imprisonment), which can lead to intense identification and assimilation with the group´s 

defining norms and values.  

 

Dependency on the group can be the result of a combination of push and pull factors. Individual 

members may be pushed into the group because of depriving prison conditions, which ‘drive’ 

individuals toward groups to obtain the necessary resources for needs satisfaction. At the same 

time, individuals may also be pulled into the group because they lack alternatives and are unable 

to leave the group (e.g., due to security reasons), or change group membership. When individual 

movement from one group to the other is impossible, group boundaries are impermeable (see 

Ellemers, Van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990; Ellemers, Van Knippenberg, De Vries & Wilke, 

1988).  

 

There are several reasons why inmate group boundaries may be impermeable. For example, the 

ingroup may have a low status and its members may be stigmatized, discriminated and rejected 

by members of other groups, which makes it difficult to transfer to a high-status group especially 

when groups are based on stable characteristics such as race or ethnicity (see for a discussion 

Verkuyten & Reijerse, 2008). In some prisons, group boundaries may be impermeable because 

groups have polarized toward extremes in order to distinguish themselves from other groups, 

such that the ideological or attitudinal distance between groups may be too large for individual 

inmates to exchange one group for the other. In order to emphasize its unique identity vis-à-vis 

other groups, a group may adopt rather extreme positions on relevant dimensions (e.g., 

attitudes, beliefs, behaviors), in directions displaced away from outgroups (e.g., Moscovici & 



 

Zavalloni, 1969; Hogg, Turner, & Davidson, 1990). The larger the distance between groups, the 

more difficult it becomes to switch group membership. Threats from rivaling groups may also 

cut off possibilities for individual members to leave the group. In his study of gang violence, 

Decker (1996) argued that the threat of violence (and retaliation against perpetrated violence) 

strengthens the ties among gang members and increases closeness and solidarity of the gang, 

and prevents members from leaving the group. Ultimately, external pressures may cause prison 

groups to take the form of a lobster-trap: it is relatively easy to become affiliated but once inside, 

it becomes progressively more difficult to leave (see Lindenberg, 1986).  

 

Research shows that high levels of dependency on the ingroup, for instance due to impermeable 

group boundaries, can lead to very intense identification and corresponding behaviors (Ellemers, 

Van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990). Social identity approaches (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et 

al., 1987) posit that people aim to see the group to which they belong as positively distinct from 

other groups, because group membership largely determines how they define and think about 

themselves and the world around them. When they cannot leave their group, people tend to 

identify more strongly with the group and to see it in a more positive light, so as to maintain a 

positive self-concept (Ellemers, Van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990). As a result they will be more 

likely to assimilate to the group’s norms and shared characteristics, and to derogate and 

discriminate members of other groups (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Gaertner 

and Insko (2000) for instance found that among men, dependence on the ingroup enhanced 

ingroup favoritism and outgroup discrimination. In a similar vein, Stroebe and colleagues 

(2005) found that individuals who were dependent on the ingroup were inclined toward 

ingroup-favoring strategies.  

 

When identification with the group reaches extreme levels, individual members can become 

willing to go to great lengths to defend the group or prevent being rejected from it. Studies by 

Swann and colleagues (Swann, Gómez, Huici, Morales & Hixon, 2010; Swann, Jetten, Gómez, 

Whitehouse & Bastian, 2012) showed that identity fusion, an extreme form of assimilation with 

the group, could foster “exceptionally high levels of extreme behavior”, such as willingness to 

fight or die for the group (Swann, Gómez, Sevle, Morales & Huici, 2009). In prison, it is often 

found that inmates are willing to accept substantial personal risks and engage in self-harming 

acts, such as violent initiation rituals, attacking outgroup members or challenging prison 

authorities, in order to be allowed to join or remain in the group.  

 



 

The overall result of such processes of dependency on and identification with groups may be that 

the inmate population clusters into several highly cohesive subgroups, which compete with each 

other over scarce resources and polarize on relevant characteristics, attitudes, and behaviors in 

order to emphasize their own unique identity vis-à-vis other groups. For example, groups may 

seek to distinguish themselves by being more extreme, more violent, more religiously or 

ideologically devout than other groups, or by adopting distinctive initiation rituals or defining 

characteristics like tattoos or clothing. For some groups, an extremist ideology may serve as a 

defining characteristic that distinguishes the ingroup from outgroups and facilitates 

identification and the formation of close ties among group members. This does not necessarily 

mean, however, that individual members are ideologically radicalized and motivated to engage in 

violent extremist activities. Inmates can have several reasons other than ideological commitment 

to join (and identify with) an extremist group, including protection or access to physical 

resources, and may feel closely connected to other group members without necessarily adhering 

to the group’s ideological objectives or strategies. The question that requires exploration, 

therefore, is under which conditions inmates may be susceptible to supporting and enacting 

violent extremist ideologies.  

 

Openness to Violent Extremist Ideologies 

 

For inmates, membership of an ideological group may have benefits above and beyond other 

groups. In prisons that are characterized by an overcrowded, chaotic and violent inmate 

community, deficits in epistemic need may arouse a heightened need for structure, closure, and 

ways to deal with threats and uncertainty (see Kruglanski & Webster, 1996). In order to make 

sense of their environment, inmates may be inclined toward simplistic black-and-white 

reasoning and may be more open to belief systems that create structure and order, contribute to 

reducing uncertainty and managing threats, disambiguate complex information, and offer 

behavioral guidance in social situations (see for a discussion on the functions of ideology Jost, 

Frederico & Napier, 2009). Studies have for instance shown that situationally induced need for 

cognitive closure can lead to closed-mindedness and a tendency toward conservative ideologies 

(e.g., Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski & Sulloway, 2003; Kossowka & Van Hiel, 2003).  

 

Indeed, it is not uncommon for prisoners to experience religious or spiritual conversion during 

imprisonment (Clear et al. 2000; Clear & Sumter, 2002): adopting a belief system can help 

inmates redefine themselves as devoted believers rather than as criminals, imbue power and 

meaning to the prison experience, deal with shame, and restore a sense of control over the future 



 

(Maruna, Wilson & Curran, 2006). Conversion rarely leads to violent outcomes, however (e.g., 

Hamm, 2009; 2011b). According to Hamm, in most cases prison conversions (to Islam or 

extreme right-wing faiths) “actually did more good than harm and sometimes even served a de-

radicalization agenda” (Hamm, 2011b, p. 4). Individuals who are prone to violent radicalization 

(and to posing a security threat) may distinguish themselves from the majority of the inmate 

population on other factors, such as a sense of vicarious humiliation and identification with a 

charismatic leader.  

 

Vicarious Humiliation 

 

One of the factors that may increase susceptibility to violent extremist ideologies could be the 

experience of humiliation, in particular the kind of humiliation that is experienced vicariously on 

behalf of (members of) ones group. Humiliation is frequently forwarded as a driver behind 

violent radicalization, in particular among Muslims, and several authors have suggested that the 

contemporary Islamist threat is largely the result of a widely shared sense of humiliation among 

Muslims around the world (e.g.,Stern, 2003; Veldhuis & Staun, 2009). In some cases 

radicalization may be driven by personal experiences of humiliation like rejection from the 

community or damaged honor (e.g., Kruglanski et al., 2009), in others, it may be rooted in the 

belief that the ingroup (e.g., Muslims) are dominated and humiliated by an outgroup (e.g., the 

West) (e.g., Pape, 2006). Research showed that vicariously experienced humiliation, in which 

not the self but others with whom one identifies are victimized, can trigger emotional reactions 

that are equally intense as those experienced in response to personal humiliation (Veldhuis, 

Gordijn, Veenstra & Lindenberg, 2014). Inmates may seek to attribute their imprisonment or the 

way they are treated in prison to discriminatory policy and may interpret their situation as yet 

another signal that the government seeks to humiliate members of their group. Traditionally, 

extremist prisoners and their confinement conditions have been central in the narratives of 

violent extremist movements like the IRA (Gormally, McEvoy & Wall, 1993; McEvoy, 2001) and 

the Muslim Brotherhood (e.g., Kepel, 2002), who have successfully framed the governments’ 

prison policies as unfair and discriminating with the aim to mobilize public support for their 

political causes.  

 

Experiences of (vicarious) humiliation or rejection can thwart social needs, such as the need to 

belong (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995), but can also undermine epistemic needs for a 

comprehensible and structured environment that is free of threats and uncertainty (see for an 

elaboration Kruglanski et al., 2009). This way, experiences of humiliation may create a fertile 



 

ground for violent extremist interpretations of religions and ideologies, because such ideologies 

provide a cognitive framework of norms, attitudes, and beliefs that explains how things are, why 

things are the way they are, and/or how things should be different from how they are (see for a 

more general discussion on ideology Jost, Frederico & Napier, 2009). Embracing a violent 

extremist group may thus be a way for inmates to deal with humiliation that comes above and 

beyond the deprivations caused by imprisonment, and to pursue the satisfaction of social and 

epistemic needs in the face of adversity.  

 

Identification with Charismatic Leadership 

 

The probability that feelings of vicarious humiliation lead to radicalization may increase 

substantially when recognized by and shared with others. To channel experiences of humiliation 

in an ideological narrative and guide the formation of a group identity that revolves around 

shared humiliation and ideological commitment charismatic leadership may be essential. The 

literature on prisoner radicalization repeatedly emphasizes the importance of charismatic 

individuals (e.g., Brandon, 2009b; Warnes & Hannah, 2008; see for a more general elaboration 

on charisma and terrorism Hoffman & Dawson, 2014). From his studies in prison, Hamm (2007; 

2009; 2011a; 2011b; 2013) concludes that charismatic leaders play a key role in recruiting other 

inmates for violent extremist purposes. In Hamm’s words (2008, p. 17-18), “charismatic leaders 

targeted the most vulnerable – inmates who had spent or will spend much of their lives 

incarcerated under maximum security and who no longer had contact with family. Angry and 

embittered by their circumstances, these inmates often adopted anti-authoritarian attitudes and 

were easily pressed into a gang, where they met an inmate leader who promised hope. Indeed, I 

discovered that charismatic leadership was more important than other commonly cited factors 

associated with prisoner radicalization.”  

 

Prisons where a sense of vicarious humiliation is widely shared among the Muslim inmate 

community may be fertile grounds for charismatic influence. Traditionally, scholarship has 

perceived charisma as a quality that can be possessed by an individual and focused primarily on 

the impact of leaders on their followers (see for a discussion Fiol, Harris & House, 1999). More 

recently, authors increasingly acknowledge that charismatic leadership is better conceptualized 

as a relationship between a leader and his followers (e.g., Shamir, House & Arthur, 1993). Klein 

and House (1995, p. 183) maintain that “charisma resides in the relationship between a leader 

who has charismatic qualities and those of his or her followers who are open to charisma, within 

a charisma-conducive environment”.  



 

Studies identified several personal characteristics that distinguish leaders who have the potential 

to form charismatic relationships with their subordinates, such as prosocial assertiveness, self-

confidence, vision, moral conviction, and the use of strong, image based rhetoric (Emrich, 

Brower, Feldman & Garland, 2001; Klein & House, 1995). At the followers’ end, personal 

vulnerability and uncertainty are often believed to make people more susceptible to charismatic 

influence (Klein & House, 1995; see also Hamm, 2013). Other studies (e.g., Shamir et al. 1993) 

suggest that followers may be open to charisma when their values and identities are congruent 

with their leader’s vision. This view resonates with Hogg’s (2001) argument that groups can 

attribute charismatic influence to individuals whom they perceive as prototypical for their group 

(see also Platow et al., 2006).  

 

Charismatic relationships are particularly likely to emerge under conditions of crisis (e.g., Bligh, 

Kohles & Meindl, 2004). Aberbach (1995) argued that crisis situations breed uncertainty and 

alienation, which group members seek to eliminate by identifying with a charismatic leader. This 

way, identification with a charismatic leader is also connected to attempts to satisfy needs. In 

times of crisis or threat (e.g., humiliation), people are likely to experience a heightened need to 

belong (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and a need to reduce threat and uncertainty (e.g., 

Kruglanski, 2004), which can make them open to the influence of leaders who articulate a 

hopeful, goal-oriented vision to eliminate the threat. Studies showed that under conditions of 

external threat or pressures, an increased need for closure (e.g. quick and stable knowledge) can 

induce a suspension of elaborate reasoning among group members and encourages autocratic 

leadership structures, which opens the door for the group’s leader to shape the group’s 

normative framework and shared identity (see for example Pierro, Mannetti, De Grada, Livi & 

Kruglanski, 2003). The stronger that individual members identify with the group and its leader, 

the more they are likely to agree and comply with the leader’s suggestions (e.g., Hogg, 2001). 

This way, charismatic extremist leaders can compel individual group members to conform to 

violent extremist attitudes and behaviors and thereby induce radicalization among inmates.  

 

Satisfaction of Basic Physical Needs 

 

It may be that there are circumstances under which prisoner radicalization does not occur, even 

when other necessary ingredients (i.e., high levels of dependency on and identification with the 

group, shared humiliation and identification with an extremist charismatic leader) are present. It 

stands to reason that basic physical needs will have to be met, at least to some extent, in order 

for inmates to take interest in violent extremist ideologies. Under extremely depriving 



 

confinement conditions, with severe deficits in basic physical needs as a result, satisfying these 

needs is likely to absorb all attention and overwhelm the motivation to satisfy other needs like 

belongingness or a structured and predictable environment. In his hierarchy of needs, Maslow 

(1943) contends that individuals are only likely to focus attention and motivation on satisfying 

higher order needs when physical needs like food, water, and sleep are met. Such instances 

would (only) concern extreme cases of deprivation, where life in prison is a struggle to survive 

that leaves little room for ‘luxury’ goals like establishing and maintaining stable relationships or 

acquiring ideological knowledge. 

 

If this is true, then the implication is that in prisons with extremely depriving conditions violent 

extremist groups may still emerge (e.g., as a result of inmates’ dependency on group membership 

and/or groups’ tendency to polarize away from other groups to maintain distinctiveness), but 

that these groups fulfill different needs for their members than under less extreme conditions. 

When life in prison is a struggle to survive, inmates may be motivated (or forced) to join an 

extremist group to obtain food, shelter, and protection, regardless of whether they identify and 

intrinsically adhere to the group´s violent extremist ideology or not. Such inmates may 

seemingly have radicalized and adopted violent extremist attitudes and beliefs, but such 

manifestations of extremism may reflect an underlying struggle to survive in prison rather than 

sincere ideological commitment.  

 

Jones (2014; Jones & Morales, 2012) forwarded a similar argument in his analysis of prisoner 

radicalization in the Philippines, a country that suffers substantial problems from hazardous 

prison conditions and prison gang related violence. Jones reasoned that radicalized prisoners 

might need to leave their extremist views behind upon entering the prison system, because the 

depriving incarceration conditions may force them to join a non-ideological (e.g., ethnicity or 

clan-based) prison gang for protection and resources. This way, gang membership could provide 

violent extremist offenders with a non-extremist prison identity and a sense of belongingness, 

which can at least temporarily steer them away from violent extremism. In the words of Jones 

and Morales (2012, p. 220): “therefore, the integration of terrorist inmates into the gangs (…) 

may cause a psychological detachment from their militant past and result in a new attachment 

and a sense of belonging to a prison gang”. 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I aimed to discuss the conditions under which and mechanisms whereby 

prisoner radicalization may occur. Taking stock of literature in the fields of criminology, 

sociology, and social psychology I argued that the probability of violent radicalization might 

increase under conditions where inmates are dependent on group membership to secure the 

necessary means to satisfy fundamental individual needs, like the need to belong and the need 

for a structured and predictable environment. When the circumstances are such that inmates are 

forced to join and remain in a group, for instance because overcrowding and the threat of 

violence from other prisoners prevent them from leaving or switching group membership, this 

may induce extreme levels of identification and assimilation with the group’s defining 

characteristics and give rise to the formation of polarized, rivaling subgroups. Under specific 

conditions, particularly feelings of vicarious humiliation and identification with a charismatic 

leader who is able to channel shared grievances into an ideological narrative and shape an 

extremist group identity, the probability of radicalization may increase. This is only likely to 

occur, however, when basic physical needs are met: in prisons with conditions of extreme 

deprivations and violence the motivation for ideological commitment may be overwhelmed by 

the need to secure necessary resources to survive. As such, I maintained that the threat of 

prisoner radicalization is not given but is only plausible when highly specific situational, social 

and individual conditions are met. 

 

Problematically, little research is done to examine whether and to what extent such conditions 

and mechanisms are present in prisons around the world, so that it is wholly unclear how serious 

the risk of prisoner radicalization really is. Few theoretical models have been developed that aim 

to specify how violent extremism spreads through the prison system, and such models have not 

been tested empirically. As such, the overall conclusion should be that although existing research 

allows for the suggestion that the risk of prisoner radicalization may be smaller than is often 

assumed, or at least that it is only likely to materialize under very specific confinement 

conditions, a true understanding of prisoner radicalization can only be achieved through 

extensive theoretical and empirical scrutiny. 

 

What does this mean for the validity of the rationale behind concentrating terrorism offenders in 

separate high security regimes as a means to prevent prisoner radicalization? Above all, it means 

that if our understanding of what causes and drives prisoner radicalization is poor, then our 

understanding of how it can be prevented – and thus whether concentration can be an effective 



 

strategy – is inevitably also poor. As yet, we simply lack the empirical evidence to claim that such 

models are necessary to begin with, or under which conditions they may pose an adequate 

solution.  

 

If anything, the available knowledge hints that housing terrorism offenders together may 

actually feed in to, rather than eliminate, potentially conducive conditions to radicalization. 

Concentration models are often accompanied by restrictive prison regimes for terrorism 

offenders (Neumann, 2010), a finding which certainly holds for the Netherlands, which may 

arouse feelings of discrimination and humiliation among the respective inmates and their 

support community and thereby fuel the frustration and anger that lies at the root of extremist 

violence. Moreover, by detaining potentially radicalized prisoners with like-minded peers the 

probability increases that a charismatic leader emerges and that the inmates flock together into a 

cohesive subgroup. Especially when a competing outgroup is salient, for instance the prison 

authorities or government, the group may polarize even further and adopt even more extremist 

attitudes. If such processes indeed occur, the ultimate result may be that concentration models 

run the risk of reinforcing rather than curbing the probability of violent radicalization, which 

could lead to an enhanced (or at least sustained) extremist threat. Such propositions require 

further empirical substantiation. 

 

A more pressing question, however, and one that is still open, is whether the risk of prisoner 

radicalization is indeed as serious as is often assumed (and thus whether specialized prison 

policies for terrorists might be necessary to begin with). In the next chapter, I aim to take a step 

toward answering this question. 

  



 

Chapter Five 

 

 

 

Terrorists in the Inmate Hierarchy23 

 

 

 

 

 

The literature on prisoner radicalization largely revolves around the assumption that violent 

extremist offenders can relatively easily persuade other prisoners to adopt violent extremist 

ideologies. However, this is certainly not given. At a minimum, to have a radicalizing effect on 

others violent extremists need to be in a social position that grants them a certain degree of 

influence on the attitudes and behaviors of other inmates. Whether this happens is likely to 

depend on an array of situational factors such as characteristics of the terrorists, the other 

inmates, and the prison context. Research on social influence identified several variables that 

determine whether a target is susceptible to outside influence (see for overviews e.g., Briňol & 

Petty, 2012; Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004; Turner, 1991), such as personal characteristics of 

(Judge, Bono, Ilies & Gerhardt, 2002) and identification with the influencer (e.g., Hogg, 2001), 

group dynamics (Turner, 1991), the strength and content of the message (e.g., Benoit & Benoit, 

2008), and the target’s goals (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004), personality, and values (Ehrhart & 

Klein, 2001).  

 

In prison, one factor that may be particularly informative about terrorists’ potential influence is 

their social status within the inmate community. Prison communities are often hierarchically 

organized, with certain individuals or groups obtaining higher status positions than others (Sapp 

& Vaughn, 1990). Those with high status positions are respected and can exert stronger influence 
                                                           

23 This chapter is based on Veldhuis, T.M., Lindenberg, S., Gordijn, E.H. & Veenstra, R. (2014). 

Terrorists in the inmate hierarchy. Attitudes toward terrorism offenders among Muslim and 

non-Muslim prisoners in the Netherlands. Manuscript submitted for publication. 

 



 

on events or the behaviors of other inmates (e.g., Hartman, 2008), whereas inmates with an 

inferior standing, sex offenders and child molesters in particular (Colwell, 2007; Sapp & Vaughn, 

1990), are prone to social rejection, exploitation, and victimization (Ireland, 2002). To 

understand whether terrorists can exert influence on others, as is often assumed, it is thus 

important to know where they stand in the broader inmate community and how they are 

perceived and evaluated by other inmates. If it is indeed true that terrorists can have a 

radicalizing influence, one would expect them to have a high social standing and to enjoy respect 

among other inmates. Conversely, a low social standing should be associated with little 

influence.  

 

In this chapter I take a first step toward understanding terrorism offenders’ potential influence, 

by examining how other inmates see and think about them. In particular, I am interested in 

attitudes that may be informative about terrorists’ status in the inmate community, such as 

respect, social avoidance, fear, and evaluative stereotypes. In what follows, I examine several 

factors that may affect terrorists’ status position, including a) how dangerous other inmates 

believe them to be; b) whether they are detained in a specialized terrorism regime (vis-à-vis a 

‘regular’ high-security regime or a regular prison regime); and c) whether they are (stereotyped 

as) Muslim or not. To this end I conducted survey research among both Islamic and non-Islamic 

inmates in general prison regimes in the Netherlands.  

 

Social Standing of Terrorism Offenders in the Inmate Population 

 

The premise that terrorists convey a risk of spreading violent extremist ideologies seems rooted 

in the idea that terrorism organizations depend on their ability to mobilize support for their 

cause (e.g., Wiktorowicz, 2004) and that they rely on incarcerated members to recruit new 

followers (e.g., CIA, 2002). In the words of one author: “incarcerated terrorists often use their 

time in prison to mobilize outside support, radicalize other prisoners and – when given the 

opportunity – will attempt to recreate operational command structures” (Jeswal, 2013, p. 47). In 

2008, internal documents of the British Ministry of Justice revealed growing concerns among 

the Prison Service at the danger of Islamist prisoners seeking to radicalize other inmates (e.g., 

Ford, 2008). Similarly, in 2011 a British government report referred to “some people” who 

allegedly “sought to radicalize and recruit other prisoners” (HM Government, 2011, p. 87) but 

added that although radicalization is an important concern in prison, “it is rarely witnessed” 

(Ibid.). 

 



 

Claims about radicalization and recruitment efforts are rarely substantiated by empirical data. In 

one study conducted in a high-security prison in the UK, Liebling, Arnold and Straub (2012) hint 

at the potential influence of terrorists when they observe that many inmates convert to Islam and 

that the growing Muslim population is gaining an increasingly dominant position within the 

inmate population. Staff and prisoners expressed concerns over a number of extremist offenders 

who appeared to be “right at the top” of the Muslim inmate hierarchy and aimed to control the 

attitudes and behaviors or other inmates (Liebling, Arnold & Straub, 2012, p. 88). However, 

most studies focus on the (real or perceived) attitudes and behaviors of extremist inmates, not 

on the attitudes of non-extremist inmates toward their extremist counterparts. As a result, it is 

unclear where terrorists stand in the inmate community and how they are perceived by their 

peers.  

 

In fact, there may also be reasons to believe that terrorists are more likely to have a low status 

position and are viewed unfavorably by fellow inmates (and hence may have little influence on 

others). Studies among public audiences in the West generally connect terrorism with negative 

emotional responses like fear and anger (e.g., Dumont, Yzerbyt, Wigboldus & Gordijn, 2003; 

Goodwin, Wilson & Gaines, 2005; Skitka, Bauman, Aramovich & Morgan, 2006; Lerner, 

Gonzalez, Small & Fischoff, 2003), rather than with positive responses like identification and 

respect. If anything, such findings suggest that terrorists may be more likely to arouse negative 

rather than positive attitudinal responses from fellow inmates. In all, whether terrorists enjoy a 

high or low social status in the inmate community and which factors may be associated with 

their status position remains wholly unclear. In the following sections I discuss some situational 

and individual conditions that might affect how terrorists are viewed and evaluated by other 

prisoners, and therewith how much influence they may gain.  

 

Perceived Dangerousness 

 

One factor that may determine terrorists’ status position is how dangerous other inmates believe 

them to be. Different theoretical lines of reasoning may be relevant here, which lead to 

competing predictions as to whether perceived dangerousness can contribute to higher or lower 

status. On the one hand, studies in the realm of labeling, stereotyping, and stigmatization often 

associate perceived dangerousness with emotional and attitudinal responses that indicate 

rejection (e.g., Angermeyer & Matschinger, 2005; Angermeyer & Dietrich, 2006; Link et al., 

1999). The underlying rationale is that people prefer to keep ostensibly dangerous individuals at 

a safe distance and tend to avoid interacting with them, which translates into responses of fear 



 

and social avoidance (Corrigan et al., 2005; Hirschfield & Piquero, 2010; Link, Cullen, Frank & 

Wozniak, 1987). Following this line of reasoning one would expect that inmates who perceive 

terrorism offenders as dangerous are in turn likely to respond with attitudes that indicate low 

social standing (and hence low influence), such as disrespect, fear, desire for social distance, and 

rejection.  

 

In contrast, however, studies on prison populations often suggest that inmate communities tend 

to develop subcultures that are based on deviant, hostile norms, where perceived dangerousness 

may be a source of status. Sykes (1958) for instance stated that among prisoners, being seen as 

potentially dangerous and willing to respond to threats with violence could be a way to gain 

respect and avoid being victimized or taken advantage of by other inmates. Those who have a 

reputation of toughness and aggression, for instance due to extensive detention history, violent 

criminal record, or opposition against prison authorities may gain status and control over scarce 

resources or the behavior of other inmates (e.g., Sapp & Vaughn, 1990; Wood, Alleyne, Mozova & 

James, 2013). If dangerousness is indeed a means to rise in the status hierarchy one would 

expect that inmates who perceive terrorism offenders as dangerous are likely to respond with 

responses like respect and the desire to associate, which may indicate high social standing (and 

influence). 

 

Terrorism Regimes as a Source of Perceived Dangerousness 

 

Arguably, attributions of dangerousness to terrorists are likely to depend in part on whether they 

are treated as ‘ordinary’ prisoners, or whether they receive specialized treatments and are 

concentrated in segregated high-security facilities. At some point during their sentence, inmates 

in specialized terrorism prisons may be transferred to a regular prison regime where they are 

integrated into the mainstream inmate population, for instance as part of a re-integration or de-

radicalization agenda (see for a discussion on reintegration of violent extremist offenders El-Said 

& Harrigan, 2012; see also Wong et al., 2005 for an elaboration on graduated release 

trajectories). Assuming that other inmates may know that they have previously been detained in 

a separate facility for terrorists (which at least in the Netherlands is quite likely), the question is 

whether this affects their social standing in the inmate community – by changing how dangerous 

they are perceived to be.  

 

When people have little information on important characteristics of others, they are likely to use 

indirect cues in the environment as a basis for evaluation and future action (e.g., Goffman, 1959; 



 

Lindenberg, 2012). For inmates in regular prisons, the notion that terrorists are detained in 

separate high-security facilities may signal that the authorities consider these offenders 

dangerous. There is some research on ‘supermax’ prisons (which are, like terrorism prisons, 

segregated high-security facilities for violent and dangerous offenders, see for discussions Mears, 

2008; Riveland, 1999), which suggests that detention in such facilities can elevate inmates’ social 

standing within the inmate community. Hartman (2008) for example argues that supermax 

facilities create an ‘elite’ inmate category that is seen as tough and dangerous and gains respect 

by fellow inmates. According to Hartman (2008), incarceration in a supermax prison contributes 

to social status and increases inmates’ influence on the attitudes and behaviors of other 

prisoners. Whether the same may hold for terrorism prisons is unclear. Some have argued that 

Guantanamo Bay prisoners are seen as heroes and martyrs in the eyes of young Muslims who 

feel marginalized and discriminated against (e.g., Rutten, 2008), but such claims are 

unsupported by quantitative data.  

 

(Real or Stereotyped) Islamic Affiliation 

 

Next to perceived dangerousness, religious affiliation – of both the terrorists and the other 

inmates – may influence how terrorists are perceived and evaluated by other prisoners (and may 

thereby influence their status and influence position). Muslims are dramatically overrepresented 

among terrorism offenders, not only in the U.S. (e.g., Hamm, 2013) but also in other countries in 

the West including the UK and France (Beckford, Joly & Khosrokhavar, 2005), and the 

Netherlands (Demant et al., 2007; Veldhuis et al., 2011). This raises questions as to whether a) 

terrorism offenders who are (stereotyped as) Muslim have a different social standing in the 

inmate community than non-Muslim terrorism offenders, and b) whether Muslim inmates 

evaluate terrorists differently than non-Muslim inmates.  

 

Attitudes Toward Muslim Terrorism Offenders 

 

Together, the threat of Islamist violent extremism and rapidly growing numbers of Muslim 

terrorism suspects may have given rise to stereotypical beliefs that terrorism is inherently 

connected to Islam. Park, Felix and Lee (2007) argued that repeated exposure to information 

associating Arab-Muslims with the threat of terrorism might create automatic negative attitudes 

toward this group. Indeed, studies revealed that citizens in the West appear to hold stereotypical 

beliefs that terrorism is linked to Islam and tend to believe that terrorism attacks are perpetrated 

by Muslims (e.g., Cinnirella, 2012). For example, in 2010, a poll in the UK exposed that 58 



 

percent associated Islam with extremism (BBC News, 2010), whereas in the Netherlands in 

2013, 73 percent appeared to see a relationship between Islam and recent terrorist attacks in 

Boston, London, and Paris (PVV, 2013)24. Attitudes toward Muslims, in turn, are predominantly 

negative (Helbing, 2012). Studies showed that citizens in the West think negatively about 

Muslims (e.g., Nisbet, Ostman & Shanahan, 2007; Panagopolous, 2006), and that Muslims are 

being stereotyped as violent and untrustworthy (Sides & Gross, 2013) or as sympathetic to 

terrorists (Condon, 2011).  

 

The question is whether similar attitudinal patterns prevail among prison inmates. Again, data 

are scarce. Studies that compare attitudes toward Islamic and non-Islamic terrorism offenders 

are non-existent, but there is some research on attitudes toward Muslim prisoners. 

Predominantly, these studies suggest that Muslims are often targets of discrimination and 

prejudice in prison (e.g., Liebling et al., 2012; Marcus, 2009; Marranci, 2009). A comparative 

study in French and British prisons concluded that many Muslims reported racist discrimination 

against them by prison staff and, to a lesser extent, other inmates (Beckford, Joly & 

Khosrokhavar, 2005). Similarly, in a survey among prisoners in the UK, Muslims expressed 

frustration about being stereotypically portrayed as violent extremists and reported higher levels 

of discrimination, social rejection, and physical and emotional insecurity than non-Muslim 

inmates (HM Chief Inspector of Prisons, 2010). Together these findings suggest that if prisoners 

indeed see terrorism offenders as Muslims, and if Muslims are in turn negatively evaluated, then 

it can be expected that prisoners hold negative attitudes about terrorism offenders, especially 

when they see them as Muslim.  

 

Attitudes of Muslim Inmates Toward Terrorism Offenders 

 

It is likely that (real or stereotyped) Muslim terrorists have a different status position among 

Muslim and non-Muslim peers, although the literature is again inconclusive as to how Muslim 

inmates (as compared to non-Muslims) think about terrorists. On the one hand, it has been 

suggested that terrorist prisoners may become heroes in the eyes of young Muslims (e.g., Rutten, 

2008) and that many Muslim inmates are susceptible to Islamist ideologies (e.g., Brandon, 

2009b; Hannah, Clutterbuck & Rubin, 2008). Such claims point in the direction that terrorism 

                                                           

24 The poll, conducted by pollster and political analyst Maurice de Hond, was commissioned 

Populist Party PVV, which is known for its anti-Islam agenda. I have not been able to find similar 

polls with which to compare the results.  



 

offenders may have a relatively high status position among Muslim inmates and are respected 

and positively evaluated.  

 

Juxtaposed those claims, however, there are also cues that Muslim inmates may be inclined to 

distance themselves from terrorists and reject extremist influence. Polls among general 

audiences often reveal that Muslims denounce violent extremism. For example, in 2007, the vast 

majority of Muslims in the West (e.g., ranging from 64% in France to 78% in the U.S. and 83% in 

Germany) said that suicide attacks to defend Islam are never justified (PEW, 2007, p. 53). Using 

Gallup survey data collected among Muslims in 35 nations, Esposito and Mogahed (2009) found 

that the vast majority said the 9/11 attacks were unjustified. Only seven percent, defined by the 

authors as ‘potentially radicalized’, said the attacks were completely justified.  

 

In sum, the literature offers ambiguous direction as to the role of religious affiliation of both 

terrorists and their non-extremist peers in determining terrorists’ social standing. To shed light 

on these uncertainties, in this study I not only assessed whether inmates hold stereotypical 

associations between terrorism and Islam but also measured attitudinal responses toward (real 

or perceived Muslim) terrorists among both Muslim and non-Muslim inmates.  

 

This Study: Aims and Objectives 

 

With the overarching ambition to gain insight into the social standing (and by implication the 

influence) of terrorism offenders in the broader inmate community, I aim to examine how 

terrorists are viewed and evaluated by inmates in general prison regimes in the Netherlands. I 

sought to tap terrorists’ social standing by measuring several attitudinal responses, particularly 

attitudes that can be interpreted as indicative of a high social standing such as respect, 

willingness to associate, and general liking (e.g., Hogg, 2001; Ridgeway & Walker, 1995). In 

contrast, responses that indicate social rejection, such as evaluative stereotypes (Link & Phelan, 

2001), fear, and social avoidance (e.g., Angermeyer & Dietrich, 2006), are interpreted as 

reflections of low social standing. I also aim to identify and examine several factors that may 

influence the social standing of terrorism offenders, including a) perceived dangerousness, 

which may in turn depend on b) incarceration in a separate high security terrorism prison (vis-à-

vis a ´regular´ high security prison or a normal prison). In addition, social standing may also 

depend on c) whether terrorists are (stereotyped as) Muslims or not. In addition, I examine 

whether (Muslim) terrorism offenders have a different social standing among Islamic and non-

Islamic inmate populations.  



 

Method 

 

Data25 

 

Data were collected among 117 male inmates in three prisons in the Netherlands (N = 37, N = 15 

and N = 61, respectively).26 Respondents were recruited in regular prison regimes and although 

the researchers were not allowed to ask the inmates about the reason for their incarceration, 

respondents may have been charged with various offenses including drugs offenses, robbery, 

shoplifting, violent offenses, and sex offenses. Three respondents had no scores on the 

dependent variables and one individual was dropped after closer inspection revealed that his 

answers showed no variation, which produced questionable response patterns. This left 113 

respondents for further analysis (Mage = 32.36, SD = 10.66), of whom 29 identified themselves 

as Muslim, 41 as Christian, 31 as non-religious, six as ‘other’, and six failed to report on religious 

affiliation. In terms of religious denomination the sample, by and large, represents the overall 

inmate population (Oliemeulen et al., 2010). The inmates were approached individually by the 

researchers and invited to participate in the study. No incentives were offered and research 

procedures guaranteed that the prison officers were not aware which inmates participated in the 

study. Inmates who agreed to participate completed the questionnaire individually in their cells.  

 

Research Design 

 

A research design was created to examine the effect of perceived dangerousness, regime type 

(i.e., terrorism regime vis-à-vis other regime types) and Islamic affiliation on attitudinal 

responses of regular prisoners toward terrorism offenders. Specifically, a 3 (regime type: 

terrorism vs. high-security vs. regular x 2 (terrorist’s religion: Muslim vs. control) design was 

used, with regime type as a within-subjects factor and terrorist’s religion as a between-subjects 

factor.  

                                                           

25 The data were collected by the author, in some instances with help from student assistants. 

Therefore, in this section I sometimes refer to the plural ‘researchers’ to indicate the data 

collection team.  

26 As some inmates left or entered the prison unit while the researchers were present conducting 

the surveys, it was sometimes difficult to establish whether all inmates had been invited to 

participate. The number of completed surveys reflects a response rate of approximately twenty 

per cent of the inmates registered at the prison wings at the time of data collection. 



 

Regime type. To assess whether offenders’ social standing within the inmate community is 

influenced by incarceration in a specialized prison regime for terrorists, I measured 

respondents´ attitudes toward prisoners in three existing regime types in the Netherlands: a 

terrorism unit, a high-security unit27, and a regular prison unit. I included the high-security unit 

as a reference category to differentiate between high-security regimes that are especially 

designed to house terrorists, and ‘regular’ high-security regimes that house a broader variety of 

allegedly dangerous (non-extremist) offenders. This way, I aimed to isolate the effect of 

associations with terrorism on attitudinal responses above and beyond the effect of high-security 

levels.  

 

Respondents were presented with a questionnaire that contained three separate leaflets, each of 

which showed an ´ID-card’ that semantically described the characteristics of a fictive male 

offender and the regime type in which he was detained. The offender’s personal characteristics 

were the same on each card (i.e., age 35, convicted of murder and sentenced to ten years 

imprisonment); the only difference was that one offender was detained in a terrorism unit, the 

second in a high-security unit, and the third in a regular prison unit. In the Dutch prison system 

these three regime types apply different security levels and detain inmates with graduated risk 

profiles. As such they presumably transmit different cues about the respective inmates´ 

dangerousness, which in turn should trigger different attitudinal responses.  

 

Each card briefly described the key features and relevant selection criteria for one of the three 

prison regimes. Both the terrorism unit and the high-security unit are separated detention 

facilities designed to concentrate and segregate a specific category of inmates, as specified in the 

Dutch Penitentiary Principles Act (Article 13). The high-security unit applies the highest security 

level in the Dutch penitentiary system and houses inmates with an ‘extreme’ risk profile, like 

those with extreme risk of flight or who, in case of escape, constitute an unacceptable risk for 

society in terms of social unrest. The terrorism unit applies an ‘extensive’ security level, which is 

one level below high-security, and houses inmates with a ‘heightened’ risk profile. The terrorism 

unit detains only inmates who are suspected or convicted of terrorism acts, and/or who adhere 

to violent extremist belief systems (Veldhuis et al., 2011). The regular regime applies a ‘normal’ 

                                                           

27 The term ‘high security unit’ was used to refer to the Netherlands’ only supermax facility, 

which is commonly referred to, within the prison system as well as in public discourse, as a high-

security prison (‘Extra Beveiligde Inrichting’). See Boin (2001) for a discussion of the Dutch 

supermax system. 



 

security level, which is again one level below extensive security and is the most common prison 

regime in the Netherlands.28 

  

Terrorist’s religion. To examine whether prisoners hold stereotypes that link terrorism to Islam 

and whether Muslim terrorists have a different social standing than non-Muslim terrorists, half 

of the respondents were explicitly informed that, at the time of the study, all inmates in the 

terrorism unit were Muslim. The other half did not receive information about the offenders’ 

religious affiliation. Previous studies revealed that citizens in the Netherlands hold negative 

attitudes toward Muslims (González, Verkuyten, Weesie & Poppe, 2008), so I expected non-

Muslim respondents to evaluate Muslim terrorism offenders more negatively than non-Muslim 

terrorism offenders. With respect to non-Muslim respondents previous publications point in 

conflicting directions when it comes to attitudes toward terrorists, so no specific directions were 

made for this group.  

 

Measures 

 

To operationalize the relevant variables I adjusted measures used in previous research, in 

particular Hirschfield and Piquero’s (2010) study and the Attitudes Toward Prisoners scale 

(Melvin, Gramling & Gardner, 1985), to the objectives and constraints of this study. As a 

consequence of using a within-subjects design, in which participants answered each question 

three times (once for each regime type), only a limited number of unique items could be included 

in the questionnaire. I selected items that I believe reflect the essence of the concepts of interest 

rather than including validated scales, which would have produced unreasonably lengthy and 

repetitive questionnaires.  

 

Relative ranking. Above all, I aimed to gauge the status of terrorism offenders within the overall 

inmate hierarchy. To that end respondents were asked to indicate on scales ranging from 1 (very 

negatively) to 7 (very positively) how they thought about eight different offender categories (i.e., 

shoplifters, bank robbers, terrorists, child molesters, serial killers, drugs couriers, sex offenders, 

and car thieves). This produced general evaluations of each offender category, so that it is 

possible to assess how terrorists are evaluated relative to other offender categories and 

determine their relative ranking in the inmate community. 

 

                                                           

28 Art 2-6 of the Regulation Selection, Placement, and Transfer of Detainees. 



 

Perceived dangerousness. Perceived dangerousness was measured by combining the items “I 

believe this inmate is a danger to Dutch society” and “I believe this inmate will commit another 

crime when he is released from prison” (.28 < rs < .68, all ps < .01). Items were measured on 

scales ranging from 1 (absolutely not) to 7 (absolutely). It was expected that attributions of 

dangerousness differ as a function of regime type and, in turn, predict attitudinal responses 

toward the respective inmate.  

 

Attitudinal responses that indicate social standing. Five attitudinal dimensions were measured 

using 7-point scales. First, I assessed the extent to which participants articulated respect for 

inmates in the three regime types, which was reverse coded into a measure of disrespect. Second, 

religious stereotyping was measured by asking how likely respondents believed inmates in each 

regime type to be Muslims. To avoid the impression that I expected respondents to have 

stereotypical attitudes, inmates were also asked to indicate how likely they perceived the inmates 

to be Christians or non-religious. These extra items were by themselves not of interest to the 

study and will therefore not be discussed in the remainder of this chapter. Third, fear was 

measured by asking how fearful participants expected to be if they would encounter the inmates 

on the streets. Fourth, I followed Hirschfield and Piquero (2010) in measuring attitudinal social 

distance (henceforth social distance). Social distance is usually measured in different domains, 

including the willingness to interact as a co-worker, neighbor, or friend (Link et al., 1999). Here, 

the desire to distance oneself from the target (“I want to have nothing to do with this inmate”) 

was combined with fear of identity contamination (“This inmate reflects badly upon me”) into 

one social distance variable (.23 < rs < .35, all ps < .02). Fifth, to gauge inmates’ perception of 

terrorism offenders’ social standing in society at large, respondents were asked to what extent 

they expected inmates in the three regime types to be rejected by society after release from 

prison.  

 

Individual characteristics. Some individual characteristics were accounted for, namely 

respondents’ religion, age, and penitentiary institution (prison ID). My main interest was in 

religious affiliation, specifically in response patterns of Islamic versus non-Islamic respondents. 

Age and prison ID were controlled for but were not of any theoretical relevance to the study and 

will therefore not be discussed in detail.  

 

 

 

 



 

Analytic Strategy 

 

Perceived dangerousness and age were centered on their regime means and grand mean 

respectively and dummy variables were created for prison ID, terrorist’s religion (1 = Muslim, 0 

= control), and respondents’ religion (1 = Muslim, 0 = else). Multilevel analyses were performed 

in MLWIN 2.26 (Rasbash, Steele, Browne & Goldstein, 2012) to analyze the data.  

 

Relative ranking. First, I assessed respondents’ evaluation of terrorism offenders relative to 

other offender categories, using a multivariate multilevel design. Respondents´ evaluations of 

the eight offender categories (level 1) were treated as nested within individuals (level 2). Two 

models were estimated: an empty model that included the eight evaluation scores as response 

variables (model 0) and a model that included individual characteristics (model 1). As there were 

too few prisons (N = 3) or between-subjects factors to create additional levels, prison ID and 

terrorist’s religion were both handled as individual characteristics, together with respondents’ 

age and religion. 

 

Perceived dangerousness and attitudinal responses. Multilevel analyses were also applied to 

analyze respondents’ attitudes toward inmates in the three regime types. The fifteen attitudinal 

responses (five attitudes for three regimes) (level 1) were treated as nested within individuals 

(level 2). Possible data dependencies existed on several dimensions. Firstly, the fifteen responses 

could depend on the respondent. Secondly, responses could be dependent within regime type 

and within attitudinal dimension. For example, fear-terrorism was expected to be predicted by 

perceived dangerousness-terrorism, but may simultaneously depend on perceived 

dangerousness of inmates in other regime types (i.e., high security or regular), which in turn may 

be mutually dependent. I tested four multilevel multivariate regression models, in which I 

accounted for these possible data dependencies. First, to examine whether respondents held 

different attitudes toward inmates in the three regime types, I estimated an empty multivariate 

model on the attitudinal responses. In this model, perceived dangerousness was also included 

(yielding eighteen outcome variables), so that I could estimate differences between regimes while 

accounting for dependencies between attitudinal dimensions (model 0). Second, I tested another 

empty model on the attitudinal responses, this time without perceived dangerousness (yielding 

fifteen outcome variables). This model (model 1) served as the baseline model to build the 

subsequent models, which aimed to test the effect of perceived dangerousness (model 2) and 

Islamic affiliation of both terrorism offenders and respondents (model 3). The effect of perceived 

dangerousness was estimated by including all three perceived dangerousness scores as 



 

predictors of each attitudinal response. I expected only within-regime effects, so that 

dangerousness-terrorism predicts attitudinal reactions toward the inmate in the terrorism 

regime but not toward the inmates in the high-security and regular regime. However, including 

all three dangerousness measures as predictors for each response variable allowed controlling 

for potential dependencies across regime types. 

 

Results 

 

Relative Ranking 

 

Table 5.1 shows how positive or negative respondents’ were about terrorism offenders. Post hoc 

interval tests were used to contrast the scores for terrorism offenders with the other offender 

categories, to assess terrorists’ relative ranking. Accordingly, in Table 5.1 (model 0) it can be seen 

that terrorists were evaluated very negatively (M = 1.71) relative to the other offender categories. 

Only child molesters (M = 1.04) and sex offenders (M = 1.09) were rated more negatively than 

terrorists (both ps < .05). The remaining offender categories all received more favorable 

evaluations than terrorists (all ps < .03).  

 

The results of model 1 showed that Islamic and non-Islamic respondents evaluated terrorism 

offenders equally negative. Islamic inmates expressed themselves more negatively about sex-

offenders, bank robbers, and hit men than non-Islamic inmates. None of the control variables 

influenced the relative ranking of terrorism offenders. 

  



 

Table 5.1. General positive or negative evaluation of terrorism offenders relative to other 
offender categories.29  
 Evaluations of Terrorism Offenders 
 Model 0 Model 1 
 Est. S.E. Est. S.E. 
Intercept 
Terrorists 
Child molesters 
Sex offenders 
Shoplifters 
Bank robbers 
Hit men 
Drugs couriers 
Car thieves 

 
1.71b 

1.04a 

1.09a 

3.49c 

3.35c 
2.40c 
3.89c 
3.50c 

 
.13 
.03 
.04 
.13 
.16 
.15 
.15 
.14 

 
1.84b 

1.10a 

1.14a 

3.54c 

3.55c 
2.57c 
4.01c 
3.58c 

 
.26 
.06 
.09 
.25 
.31 
.30 
.28 
.27 

 
Respondents’ religion 
(Muslim) 
Terrorists 
Child molesters 
Sex offenders 
Shoplifters 
Bank robbers 
Hit men 
Drugs couriers 
Car thieves 

  
 

 
 
 

   .07 
   .01 
   .20 
   .48 
-1.04 
-1.12 
   .10 
   .31 

 
 
 

.30 

.07 
 .10* 

.29 
   .36** 

   .35** 

.32 

.31 
Deviance (df) 2251.2 (8) 2048.6 (40)*** 

 

Perceived Dangerousness 

 

Table 5.2 shows the results of the multivariate null model in which both perceived 

dangerousness and the attitudinal responses were included as outcome variables. It can be seen 

that perceived dangerousness differs as a function of regime type. Respondents perceived 

inmates in a terrorism unit (M = 5.12) as significantly more dangerous than inmates in a high-

security unit (M = 4.45, p < .05) and inmates in a regular prison unit (M = 3.68, p < .001). In 

turn, inmates in a high-security unit were attributed higher levels of dangerousness than inmates 

in a regular prison (p < .05).  

                                                           

29 Post-hoc interval tests were performed to compare the estimates for terrorists with the other 

seven categories. Estimates with superscripts that differ from that for terrorists differ 

significantly (at p < .05). * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001 (two-tailed tests). Model 1 also 

controls for terrorist’s religion, age, and prison ID. None of the control variables affected the 

relative ranking of terrorism offenders 



 

Table 5.2. Means and standard errors for responses toward terrorism, high-security and 
regular prison regimes (multivariate null model).30 
  
 Mean S.E. 
Perceived dangerousness 

Terrorism 
High-security 

Regular 

 

5.12c 

4.45b 

3.68a 

 
.16 
.15 
.12 

Disrespect 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 
5.53b 

5.03ab 

4.85a 

 
.19 
.20 
.19 

Religious stereotyping 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 

4.58b 

3.26a 

3.13a 

 
.22 
.17 
.16 

Fear 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 

3.33b 

3.05ab 

2.55a 

 
.22 
.21 
.17 

Social distance 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 

4.75c 

4.10b 

3.70a 

 
.16 
.14 
.15 

Societal rejection 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 

6.03c 

5.05b 

4.53a 

 
.16 
.18 
.17 

 
Perceived Dangerousness as a Predictor of Attitudinal Responses 

 

To begin with, Table 5.2 shows that, like perceived dangerousness, attitudinal responses varied 

across the three regimes. Overall, respondents expressed stronger negative attitudinal responses 

(e.g., disrespect, fear, social distance, societal rejection, and religious stereotyping) toward 

inmates in terrorism prisons than other regime types. The difference between the terrorism unit 

and the high-security unit reached marginal significance for disrespect (p = .06) and was 

insignificant for fear (p = .51), indicating that respondents were equally afraid of inmates in a 

terrorism unit and a high-security unit. 

Table 5.3 presents the results of the baseline model (model 1) and the models that estimated the 

effect of perceived dangerousness (model 2) and Islamic affiliation (model 3). For reasons of 

                                                           

30 The means are generated from multivariate multilevel analyses and represent the intercepts of 

the null model. The regime-means that differ significantly (at p < .05) within each attitude 

contain different subscripts vertically (two-tailed tests).  



 

clarity, I present only the results that relate to the research questions. First, only within-regime 

effects of perceived dangerousness are presented; cross-regime effects, such as the effect of 

perceived dangerousness-terrorism on attitudinal responses toward high-security inmates, are 

accounted for but not included in the table. Second, given the focus on attitudes toward inmates 

in terrorism regimes I present only these results for model 3, whereas the effects for the high-

security and regular regimes are omitted.31 As can be seen, the results are in line with the 

conjecture that perceived dangerousness influences attitudinal responses in the direction that 

indicates low (rather than high) social standing of terrorism offenders. Perceived dangerousness 

significantly predicted attitudinal responses except disrespect for inmates in the high-security 

and regular regimes, religious stereotyping-high security, fear-terrorism, and societal rejection-

regular.  

  

                                                           

31 All data and coding instructions are available from the author. 



 

Table 5.3. Multivariate multilevel means (model 1), posterior means (models 2 and 3), and 
parameter estimates of perceived dangerousness, terrorist’s religion, and respondents’ religion 
as predictors of attitudinal responses.32  
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Intercept Est. S.E. Est. S.E. Est. S.E. 
Disrespect 

Terrorism 
High-security 

Regular 

 

5.54b 
5.00a 

4.86a 

 
.19 
.20 
.19 

 
5.53b 

5.08a 

4.91a 

 
.18 
.19 
.18 

 
5.31a 

5.26a 

4.86a 

 
.38 
.41 
.39 

Religious stereotyping 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 
4.56b 

3.26a 

3.12a 

 

.22 

.16 

.16 

 
4.63b 

3.28a 

3.11a 

 
.21 
.17 
.15 

 
4.10b 

3.14a 

3.00a 

 
.41 
.33 
.31 

Fear 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 
3.31b 

3.04b 

2.54a 

 
.22 
.21 
.17 

 
3.13c 

2.98b 

2.53a 

 
.22 
.20 
.17 

 
3.44b 

3.41ab 

2.63a 

 
.47 
.42 
.34 

Social distance 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 
4.76c 

4.11b 

3.70a 

 
.15 
.14 
.16 

 
4.77c 

4.13b 

3.67a 

 
.13 
.13 
.13 

 
4.39a 

4.32a 

4.01a 

 
.26 
.27 
.27 

Societal rejection 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

 
6.02c 

5.06b 

4.53a 

 
.16 
.18 
.17 

 
6.08c 

5.09b 

4.49a 

 
.15 
.18 
.17 

 
6.23c 

5.57b 

4.33a 

 
.31 
.37 
.36 

 
(Table continues on next page.) 
  

                                                           

32 Regime means (model 1) and posterior regime means (models 2 & 3) that differ significantly 

(at p < .05) within each attitude contain different subscripts vertically. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p 

< .001 (two-tailed tests). Parameter estimates for perceived dangerousness reflect within-regime 

effects; cross-regime effects are accounted for but not presented in the table. For both terrorist’s 

religion and the respondents’ religion, parameters represent effects on attitudinal responses 

toward inmates in the terrorism regime. Parameter estimates for the high-security and regular 

regimes are omitted for clarity. Model 3 also controls for prison ID and age. 



 

Table 5.3 (continued) 
 
Perceived dangerousness      

Disrespect 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

   

.39 

.22 
-.07 

 

   .13** 

.16 

.16 

 

.37 

.20 
-12 

 
   .14** 

.17 

.17 
Religious stereotyping 

Terrorism 
High-security 

Regular 

   

.56 

.19 

.39 

 

    .16*** 

.14 
   .13** 

 

.46 

.19 
.48 

 
    .15*** 

.13 
    .13*** 

Fear 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

   
.27 
.40 
.33 

 
.17 
.17* 

.15* 

 
.27 
.36 
.33 

 
.17 

 .17* 

 .14* 
Social distance 

Terrorism 
High-security 

Regular 

   
.50 
.50 
.54 

 
   .10*** 

   .10*** 

   .11*** 

 
.49 
.50 
.54 

 
    .09*** 

    .11*** 

    .11*** 

Societal rejection 
Terrorism 

High-security 
Regular 

   

.37 

.22 

.33 

 

    .11*** 

.15 
 .15* 

 

.33 

.29 

.28 

 
   .11** 

 .15* 

.15 
       
Terrorist’s religion (Muslim)      
Disrespect     -.12 .39 
Religious stereotyping     .35 .84 
Fear     -.05 .47 
Social distance     .53 .26* 

Societal rejection     .20 .32 
       
Respondents’ religion (Muslim)      
Disrespect     -.00 .44 
Religious stereotyping     -.57 .47 
Fear     .44 .54 
Social distance     .53 .30 
Societal rejection     -.63 .36 
       
Deviance (df) 5652.66 (18) 5212.14 (45)*** 4838.26 (75)*** 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Effect of Islamic Affiliation 

 

Attitudes toward Muslim terrorists.  As can be seen under terrorist’s religion in Table 5.3 

(model 3) attitudinal responses toward Muslim and non-Muslim terrorism offenders were 

comparable, with the exception that Muslim terrorists aroused stronger desire for social 

distance. Respondents who had not been made aware that the terrorism unit housed only 

Muslims were nevertheless equally inclined to attribute Islamic affiliations to these inmates as 

respondents who had explicitly received such information. No significant differences were found 

with respect to perceived levels of dangerousness and levels of fear, social distance, and societal 

rejection (all ps > .39).  

 

Attitudes of Muslim inmates. Table 5.3 also shows under respondents’ religion that Muslim and 

non-Muslim respondents expressed similar attitudes toward terrorism offenders, except that 

Muslim respondents anticipated marginally less societal rejection for these offenders (p = .08). 

Muslims perceived inmates in a terrorism unit to be as dangerous as non-Muslims and reported 

similar levels of fear, social distance, and disrespect. They were also equally likely to stereotype 

inmates in a terrorism unit as Muslims (p = .26).  

 

Conclusion 

 

Thus far, one of the main conclusions of this book has been that little is known about the 

dynamics by which violent extremist attitudes may spread through the prison population, and 

thus that it is difficult to estimate what the consequences of concentration models for terrorism 

prisoners might be. In general, it is assumed that terrorism offenders have a radicalizing 

influence on other prisoners and that these other prisoners are susceptible to such influence. 

Whether this is really the case, however, has not been tested. Based on survey research among 

prisoners in the Netherlands, in this chapter I have aimed to shed some light on these issues by 

examining whether terrorism offenders have a high social status position within the inmate 

population, and hence whether they can reasonably be expected to exert influence on the 

attitudes and behaviors of fellow inmates. Overall, the results offer little support for the 

assumption that terrorists are easily able to have a radicalizing influence on other inmates, and 

even point in the direction that concentrating them may do more harm than good.  

 

Firstly, the results provide no indication that terrorism offenders have an influential status 

position in prison. On the contrary, terrorists appear to dangle at the bottom of the hierarchy in 



 

the broader inmate population, which raises serious questions about their alleged ability to 

influence other prisoners. The inmates in this study evaluated terrorism offenders almost as 

negatively as child molesters and sex-offenders, which are universally seen as the most reviled 

offender categories (Sapp & Vaughn, 1990). This was true for both Muslim and non-Muslim 

inmates: terrorism offenders appeared to have a very low social standing among both inmate 

subgroups. As such, juxtaposed studies conducted in the UK, which suggested that violent 

extremist prisoners may have a high status position among (Muslim) prisoners (e.g., Liebling et 

al., 2012), these findings suggest that both Muslim and non-Muslim prisoners tend to despise 

rather than glorify terrorism offenders and are more likely to reject and distance themselves 

from terrorists than to respect and associate with them.  

 

Moreover, the research showed that inmates held negative stereotypes about terrorism offenders 

and that they stereotypically linked them to Muslims, a finding that resonates with results from 

studies conducted among public citizens (González et al., 2008; Helbling, 2012). For inmates, 

hearing that another inmate is associated with terrorism was enough to assume he is Muslim 

and to find him dangerous, reject him, and be afraid of him, just as if they had been told that he 

is a Muslim. This way, negative attitudes toward terrorism prisoners may spill over to Muslim 

prisoners, who may, as was previously suggested (Beckford, Joly & Khosrokhavar, 2005), face 

negative stereotyping and prejudice (by non-Muslims) based on stereotypical beliefs that Islam 

is associated with violent extremism.  

 

Second, in fact the results seem to suggest that incarcerating terrorism offenders in separate 

prison wings can enhance rejection of these inmates, which could make it difficult for them to 

integrate into the mainstream inmate population when they are transferred to a regular prison 

regime (for instance in pursuit of a de-radicalization or rehabilitation agenda). The inmates in 

this study perceived prisoners in a terrorism prison as more dangerous than inmates in a regular 

prison or a supermax prison (even though in reality the latter applies a higher security level than 

the terrorism prison), and responded with rejecting reactions such as disrespect, fear, and social 

avoidance. Consequentially the only inmates willing to provide violent extremist offenders with 

the resources to satisfy fundamental needs, such as belongingness and protection, may be those 

who accept them and share their grievances and ideological commitment. If this is true, this 

might ultimately drive violent extremist offenders into the arms of likeminded individuals and 

result in the formation of or intensification of violent extremist groups, which could in turn pave 

the way for (preparation of) terrorism activities. 

 



 

Interestingly, the finding that detention in specialized terrorism prisons may erode inmates’ 

social status in prison and induce rejection from other prisoners stands in stark contrast with 

previous work conducted in the United States, which suggests that imprisonment in a supermax 

or high-security prison can be interpreted as a sign of toughness and dangerousness and serves 

as a source of respect and status (e.g., Hartman, 2008). A possible explanation for this difference 

may be that whether or not perceived dangerousness is status-enhancing differs per country or 

even per prison, depending on characteristics of the prison culture and the inmate population 

(see for example Liebling et al., 2012; Liebling & Arnold, 2012). In prisons with strong macho 

cultures and aggressive social norms incarceration in a supermax or terrorism prisons may lead 

to a higher social standing, whereas in prisons with conciliatory norms that renounce offensive, 

aggressive behavior, being seen as dangerous may lower one’s status and lead to rejection. 

However, further attitudinal and behavioral data are needed to examine these propositions in 

detail. 

 

Of course, it is important to add some nuance to the interpretation of these results with regard to 

the validity of the underlying assumptions behind concentration strategies. The research 

presented in this chapter leaves open (and raises) several questions, in part as a result of 

limitations of the research design. Above all, the study was not designed to assess actual 

influence processes between violent extremists and other kinds of prisoners, and as such the 

results cannot give an inconclusive answer to the question of how serious the risk of prisoner 

radicalization really is. The low levels of respect for terrorism offenders that were found offer a 

reasonable indication that terrorists are not very likely to gain a strong influence position; yet 

Chapter Four identified several factors that may influence openness to radicalizing influence 

which were not included in this study, such as vicarious humiliation and identification with a 

charismatic leader. To truly understand whether and under what conditions concentration 

policies may be an adequate way to counter violent extremism, research is needed that 

scrutinizes actual (extremist) social influence processes in prison. 

 

Overall, the findings presented in the previous chapters suggest that concentration strategies for 

terrorism offenders are based on unsubstantiated and possibly even flawed rationale, and that 

there is reason to believe that such policies may produce undesired outcomes like intensified 

radicalization. This begs the question how such policies are delivered in practice and whether the 

decision makers’ expectations about how they are supposed to function are realized or not. 

Answering these questions is the main objective of Part Three.  

  



 

  



 

Part Three 

 

 

 

Terrorism Detention Policy in Practice: 

The Implementation of the Terrorism Wing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

  



 

Chapter Six 

 

 

 

The Target Population 

 

 

 

 

 

The next two chapters will be devoted to examining how concentration policies that are 

seemingly based on threat-induced pressures in the policy domain rather than on realistic 

assessments and sound rationale are implemented and operated in practice. To this end I again 

select the Dutch policy as an example and aim to reconstruct how the intervention is delivered 

and whether the stakeholders’ (unsubstantiated) expectations about how the terrorism wing is 

supposed to reach its objectives are realized. Doing so not only serves to investigate how threat-

based external pressures may affect the operational stages of the policy process (i.e., the policy’s 

implementation), it also serves as yet another test of the policy’s underlying assumptions, this 

time against practical experience rather than academic knowledge.  

 

Figure 3.1 (see Chapter Three) depicts how the program theory behind the Dutch policy includes 

one primary instrument (i.e., concentrating terrorism offenders in separate prisons) and two 

secondary instruments (i.e., high security level and individual regime). In the next two chapters, 

I will look at these instruments separately. This chapter will examine the functioning of the 

primary instrument, whereas the following chapter, Chapter Seven, will focus on the two 

secondary instruments. The question that is central in this chapter is thus how the selection 

procedures are implemented, and whether the intended target population is realized and in line 

with the policy’s objectives. In other words, does the selection procedure select those – and only 

those – prisoners who meet the intended selection criteria, and do these prisoners indeed pose 

an increased risk of radicalizing or recruiting other inmates? Moreover, does the selection 

procedure trigger unforeseen processes and if so, how do these processes influence the policy’s 

ability to reach its objectives? 



 

Several sources were used to reconstruct the realized target population. First, the Penitentiary 

Institution (P.I.) Vught, where the terrorism wing is located, provided the researchers insight 

into relevant documentation, including the detainee administration, notes from the monthly 

meeting of the Selection Advisory Committee (SAC-TA / focus group) for the terrorism wing, 

behavioral reports about the inmates, and daily staff reports. Second, relevant policy 

documentation was examined, including the proposed amendment to the Regulation Selection, 

Placement, and Transfer of Detainees, the recommendation of the Council for the 

Administration of Criminal Justice and Protection of Juveniles (RSJ) and the Minister of 

Justice’s official reaction to the Council´s recommendation. Third, in-depth interviews have 

been conducted with those actors who were involved with and/or responsible for formulating the 

selection criteria and the legal justification of the amendment to the Regulation. In addition, 

interviews were conducted with the selection officers, the focus group, the Council and the 

Bureau Intelligence and Security of the P.I. Vught, which is responsible for monitoring internal 

and external communication (e.g., checking and authorizing incoming and outgoing mail for 

inmates and analyzing video- and audio content). 

 

Realized Population 

 

After setting out to identify which inmates had been considered for or allocated to the terrorism 

wing since its opening, it became clear that the P.I. Vught did not keep records of the inmate 

population in the terrorism wing. Therefore, secondary sources were used to reconstruct the 

realized population, like daily staff reports, court documents and penitentiary files of inmates. 

Later, it turned out that although the prison’s own detainee administration did not keep records 

for the terrorism wing, the Prison Service’s (DJI) head office in The Hague was able to deliver 

relevant data. The realized population as reconstructed by the researchers matched with the 

official registration maintained by the Prison Service. 

 

Placements 

 

Between the opening of the terrorism wing in September 2006 and the moment of data 

collection, late June 2010, thirty inmates had been allocated to one of the two terrorism wings in 

the Netherlands. The inmates’ average age at the time of placement was thirty years and four 

months. The oldest inmate was 56 years old at the time of placement, the youngest eighteen. 

Individual background characteristics of the prisoners, such as personal history, educational 



 

level, and family descent, were not available.33 Nine prisoners were born in the Netherlands; the 

remaining 21 were born elsewhere, including Morocco, Turkey, and Iraq. Six inmates were born 

in Sri Lanka. 

 

On average, prisoners stayed 284 days (more than nine months) in the terrorism wing 

(calculated until 31 July 2010).34 The shortest stay lasted for one day; the longest stay 

approximately eight years (this inmate was released in September 2013). At the maximum, the 

terrorism wing in P.I. Vught housed thirteen inmates simultaneously, which was in November 

2006. By late 2008, four inmates were left. Between 2009 and 2010 the wing housed between 

four and ten prisoners. Only two prisoners have been detained in the terrorism wing in P.I. De 

Schie. On average, these two prisoners stayed for 130 days, between January 2007 and June 

2008. 

 

Two female prisoners have been placed in the terrorism wing. These women are also the only 

two prisoners who have been allocated to De Schie. They were transferred to the terrorism wing 

in Vught in September and November 2006 respectively, and were then transferred to De Schie 

in January 2007. 

 

Releases and Transfers 

 

Between the opening of the terrorism wing and June 2010, twenty-six prisoners had been evicted 

from the terrorism wing. These prisoners were either transferred to different institutions or 

units, or were released back into society.  

Three of those twenty-six were evicted to foreign countries. One of them spent three years 

imprisoned in the United States before returning to the terrorism wing in Vught in March 2010, 

in order to complete the remainder of his sentence. He was released in October 2010. 

 

In nine of the twenty-six cases, placement in the terrorism wing was overturned on the basis of 

‘counter indications’. Article 20a of the Regulation, which lays out the selection criteria, states 

that the selection official can refrain from allocation to the terrorism wing when advised 

                                                           

33 According to representatives of the P.I. Vught the lack of background information on 

individual inmates is not surprising, because the prison does not require detailed personal 

information about the prisoners to implement sanctions.  

34 This average includes inmates in both P.I. Vught and P.I. De Schie.  



 

accordingly by GRIP (the national police’s detainee investigation sector) or the Public 

Prosecutor, even when prisoners meet the selection criteria for the terrorism wing. Six of the 

nine ‘counter-indicated’ inmates stayed in the terrorism wing for one month, before being 

dispersed across several jails or prisons in the Netherlands. Two inmates were transferred to 

regular remand-prisons after having spent respectively one and two days in the terrorism wing. 

One female prisoner was (initially together with another female) transferred from the terrorism 

wing in Vught to De Schie. After the other female was transferred to another prison, she 

remained in the terrorism wing alone for several months before being transferred to a regular 

prison in Zwolle, where she completed the remainder of her sentence. 

 

Thirteen of the twenty-six prisoners were released by court. In sum, of the thirty individuals who 

were placed in the terrorism wing between 2006 and 2010, twenty-two individuals (73.3%) were 

either transferred to regular prison regimes due to counter-indications or released directly from 

the terrorism wing into society.  

 

Up to June 2010, one prisoner was released from the terrorism wing through ‘detention 

phasing’, a graduated release process by which inmates are transferred to more lenient regimes 

toward the end of their sentence.35 This inmate spent the last six weeks of his sentence in a 

slightly less restrictive regime in P.I. Vught before being evicted to Morocco.   

 

The Population at the Time of Data Collection 

 

At the time of data collection (January – June 2010), three of the inmates who had been placed 

in the terrorism wing in 2006 were still staying there.36 In this period, nine new prisoners 

arrived at the terrorism wing, of whom one was on remand. During data collection a minimum of 

four and maximum of ten prisoners stayed in the terrorism wing. Table 6.1 provides an overview 

of the inmate population between 2006 and 31 July 2010. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

35 Between the completion of this study and the time of writing (July 2014), detention phasing 

has been applied more frequently. 

36 At the time of writing, these three inmates have all been released.  



 

Table 6.1. Overview of inmates placed in / transferred from the terrorism wing 

 Number of Inmates 

Transfers from the terrorism wing  

Evictions 3 

Counter-indications: transfer to regular 

regimes 
9 

Immediate release into society 13 

Detention phasing 1 

Population as per 31 July 201037 5 

Total Placements 30 

 

Intended Versus Realized Population 

 

Article 20a of the Regulation specifies that the terrorism wing selects prisoners who have (a) 

been charged with or (b) convicted for a terrorism related offense, or who have (c) spread 

messages of extremism prior to or during their imprisonment. To determine whether the target 

population is realized as intended it is firstly important to assess whether all inmates who have 

been placed in the terrorism wing meet the selection criteria, and secondly whether there are 

prisoners who have not been placed in the terrorism wing despite meeting the selection criteria. 

 

The detainee administration of the P.I. Vught did not keep track of the criteria on which 

individual prisoners were allocated to the terrorism wing; secondary resources (predominantly 

court proceedings) had to be used to identify placement justification for each prisoner. This way, 

it became clear that most prisoners who had been sent to the terrorism wing were in pre-

detention and were suspected but not yet convicted of a terrorism offense. To my knowledge, 

between 2006 and 2010 no prisoners have been placed in the terrorism wing on the basis of a 

conviction. In a few cases, suspicion turned into conviction during imprisonment. There have 

been no incidences in which placement in the terrorism wing was based on the third criteria: 

spreading an extremist message. 

 

A number of prisoners who meet (or appear to meet) the selection criteria have not been placed 

in the terrorism wing. One of these prisoners is Mohammed Bouyeri, the murderer of Theo van 
                                                           

37 One inmate is accounted for twice, because he returned to the terrorism wing after having 

been temporarily evicted. 



 

Gogh. Bouyeri has been convicted of murder with terrorist intent38 and as such meets criteria (b) 

of Article 20a., which prescribes automatic placement in the terrorism wing. However, Bouyeri 

has never been placed in the terrorism wing and has stayed in the maximum security prison 

(EBI) since 2006. According to a representative of Prison Service’s Legal Affairs department, 

who was involved in the formulation of the selection criteria, Bouyeri was classified as an 

‘extreme’ security risk and therefore allocated to the maximum security prison.39 According to 

this respondent, the terrorism wing is formally housed in an ‘extended’ security level (see 

Chapter Three), which is not deemed suitable to house prisoners with extreme risk profiles. 

Placement in the EBI is based on an extensive selection procedure, in which the selection official 

in which the selection official (who has discretionary powers) is supported by the Selection 

Advisory Commission (SAC-EBI). According to the Prison Service, Bouyeri is only eligible for 

placement in the terrorism wing when he is no longer classified as an ‘extreme’ risk. 

 

In addition to Mohammed Bouyeri, other prisoners who meet the selection criteria have not 

been placed in the terrorism wing, including two adolescents whose placement was counter-

indicated because the Public Prosecutor did not consider the detention climate in the terrorism 

wing appropriate for these prisoners.  

 

Another interesting case, which was forwarded in several interviews, concerns Eric Jan Q., who 

was suspected of preparatory conduct for attacks in public areas in the Netherlands, including a 

planned attack on the day of the official start of the new parliamentary year (NRC Handelsblad, 

2010). Q. was charged with but not convicted for a terrorism act. Although Q. as such met the 

selection criteria, he was never placed in the terrorism but transferred instead to the maximum 

security facility. 

 

In some cases, placement in the terrorism wing has been reversed on the basis of counter-

indications from the Public Prosecutor and/or the Detainee Intelligence Service. The counter-
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39 It is notable that several of the stakeholders involved were confused as to whether Bouyeri was 

convicted for a terrorism offense or not. A number of representatives of the Counterterrorism 

Coordinator, the National Police, the Prison Service and the Ministry of Justice indicated that B. 

has not been convicted of terrorism. Some claimed that the Terrorism Act was only introduced 

after the assassination of Van Gogh; others believed that B. was acquitted of terrorist intentions. 

Both claims are false: the conviction was indeed terrorism related. 



 

indication clause is included in Article 20a of the Regulation, but whether it should be 

considered as an appropriate counter-indication remains unspecified. The only counter-

indication that is explicated concerns instances where allocation to the terrorism wing implies 

that multiple remand prisoners who are charged in the same court case will be detained together. 

In such cases, the selection officer might prefer to separate these individuals to prevent them 

from communicating about the case, and can decide to refrain from placing individuals in the 

terrorism wing. 

 

In at least one case, the counter-indication clause caused several prisoners who were initially 

placed in the terrorism wing to be transferred and dispersed across regular jails. In April 2010, 

seven men were arrested on suspicion of illegal activities for the Dutch branch of Sri Lankan 

terrorism organization Tamil Tigers. The suspects were charged with membership of a criminal 

and terrorist organization. They stayed in regular remand centers for two months before being 

transferred to the terrorism wing in July 2010, where they remained for more than a month 

before being returned to regular remand prisons. According to representatives of the Detainee 

Intelligence Service, the decision to return these inmates to regular prison units despite the fact 

that they met the selection criteria for the terrorism wing was based on information regarding 

the offenders’ personal background and court cases.  

 

Lastly, it is notable that there were no prisoners who have been placed in the terrorism wing on 

the basis of selection criteria (c): spreading extremist messages before or during detention. 

Interviews with the selection officer and focus group reveal that three prisoners were proposed 

for allocation on this criterion since the opening in 2006, but neither of these cases resulted in 

placement.  

 

In sum, it can be concluded that the intended target population was not completely realized. On 

the one hand, several prisoners who met the criteria have not been placed in the terrorism wing; 

on the other hand, in some cases placement has been reversed on short notice. Whereas the 

selection criteria were deliberately objectified to facilitate standardized (and thus transparent) 

selection procedures, in practice it appears that personal considerations about individual 

inmates played an important role in the selection process. 

 

 

 

 



 

Anticipated Mechanisms 

 

Now that the realized target population has been reconstructed, the question arises whether 

preliminary policy outcomes can be observed and whether stakeholders’ belief that 

concentration is an effective strategy to prevent the spread of violent extremist ideology is 

supported by practical experience with the policy’s implementation. In other words, does the 

primary instrument indeed trigger the anticipated mechanisms whereby the policy is supposed 

to realize its intended objectives? To answer this question I firstly ask whether the intended 

target population is adequately tailored to the objectives, and thus whether the selection criteria 

are suited to identify all prisoners – and only those – who convey an increased risk of spreading 

violent extremist ideologies. Secondly, I ask whether the realized target population fits the 

intended objectives, and thus whether it can reasonably be assumed that concentrating those 

inmates indeed helped to prevent the spread of violent extremist ideologies.   

 

Selection Procedure 

 

Do the inmates in the terrorism wing indeed pose a risk of recruiting fellow inmates? At least one 

prisoner in the terrorism wing was, among other charges, convicted for recruiting for violent 

jihad. A number of other persons have been charged with but not convicted of recruitment; the 

remaining prisoners are all suspected of membership of a terrorist organization or of 

preparatory conduct for terrorism offenses. In order to determine whether placement of these 

inmates in the terrorism wing contributes to preventing radicalization and recruitment among 

other inmate categories, the question needs to be answered whether (alleged) association with 

terrorism offenses legitimizes the conclusion that a) the inmate has gone through a process of 

radicalization, b) that he will be motivated to recruit other prisoners, and c) that other prisoners 

will be susceptible to his/her recruitment efforts. 

 

Arguably, the fact that a prisoner has been charged with an ideologically motivated offense (such 

as terrorism) does not automatically imply that he/she is also ideologically radicalized. As noted 

in Chapter Four (and by several respondents), people may have various reasons other than 

ideological commitment to participate in terrorism, such as personal (e.g., financial) gain, social 

pressure or force, naiveté or a desire for excitement and adventure. Moreover, ideological 

radicalization (or, for that matter, participation in terrorism) does not automatically imply an 

increased risk of proselytization. Not every terrorism offender may attempt to recruit fellow 

prisoners. In fact, interviews with representatives of the Counterterrorism Coordinator, the 



 

Intelligence Service and the National Police revealed that most prisoners who were transferred 

to the terrorism wing when it became operational in 2006 had first spent months in regular jails, 

without attempting to radicalize or recruit other prisoners. Only three incidences were reported 

where prison staff had observed possible indications of extremist proselytizing. Nonetheless, the 

decision makers assumed that ideologically motivated offenders, Muslims in particular, are 

motivated to articulate their ideological beliefs and persuade others to adopt similar beliefs.  

 

Individuals differ in the extent to which they pose an increased risk of recruitment and in order 

to identify those inmates who are more likely to seek to recruit fellow inmates, it is important to 

analyze individual and situational factors such as attitudes, beliefs, and motivations. Moreover, 

even when we assume that terrorism offenders are indeed motivated to influence other 

prisoners, Chapters Four and Five showed that whether other prisoners are susceptible to such 

influence is likely to depend on situational and individual factors such as the social standing of 

terrorists in the broader inmate hierarchy, identification with a charismatic leader, and group 

dynamics.  

 

In fact, interviews with actors involved in the selection procedures for the terrorism wing, such 

as the selection official and members of the focus group, revealed that these respondents 

doubted whether specific individuals would be able to exert radicalizing influence – if any 

influence at all – on other prisoners. For example, in the case of the Tamil Tigers who were 

placed at the terrorism wing, the Detainee Intelligence Service and the Public Prosecutor’s office 

perceived it highly unlikely that these inmates, although charged with terrorism, would be able 

to convince regular prisoners in Dutch prisons to align with and contribute to a nationalist 

struggle of the Tamil population in Sri Lanka. According to the respondents, these 

considerations weighed heavily in the decision to remove these inmates from the terrorism wing 

and transfer them (back) to regular prison regimes. 

 

Criteria (c) of Article 20a of the Regulation dictates placement in the terrorism wing of prisoners 

who have expressed extremist messages before or during imprisonment. As such, this criterion is 

the only one that explicitly and directly targets prisoners who have actually displayed signs of 

attempts to radicalize or recruit fellow prisoners. However, no prisoners have been placed in the 

terrorism wing on the basis of this criterion. 

 

 

 



 

Realized Population 

 

The question whether the realized population is indeed ideologically radicalized or conveys a 

credible risk of recruiting other prisoners (and thus whether concentrating them in the terrorism 

wing contributed to preventing the spread of violent extremist ideologies), is difficult to answer. 

Radicalization and recruitment are intangible concepts and it is difficult to objectively determine 

whether and to what extent an individual supports violent extremist belief systems. Assessing 

such processes requires longitudinal studies that track (changes in) individuals’ attitudes, 

emotions, and behaviors, which was beyond the scope of this study. That said, interviews with 

both staff and prisoners in the terrorism wing provided useful information about the social 

atmosphere in the terrorism wing and about possible changes in the inmates’ attitudes and 

behaviors since the wing became operational in 2006.  

 

2006 – anxious anticipation 

 

In the interviews, both the prison staff and the inmates pointed out that the first months after 

the opening of the terrorism wing were characterized by tensions between staff and prisoners, 

and in some cases also among the prisoners. The staff emphasized that the terrorism wing 

became operational under high levels of fear and uncertainty. The public, policy officials and 

prison authorities took the terrorist threat very seriously and it was unclear what could be 

expected of this new inmate category. In the interviews, the decision makers expressed these 

uncertainties in unambiguous terms: 

 

“We were, in ‘The Hague’, prepared for an intense experience. We had all kinds 

of expectations about what could possibly happen. We assumed that these 

inmates would be different from ‘traditional’ inmates.” 

 

“Back then, we did not know what we know now. In practice, those guys who 

are in the terrorism wing today turned out to be model detainees. But we did not 

know who these inmates were. We had no idea how they would behave. We had 

no experience at all with this inmate category. It was all uncertain.”  

 

In a similar vein, the inmates indicated that initially they strongly objected against their transfer 

to the terrorism wing. In the first months after the opening the inmates regularly protested 

against the restrictive prison regime, predominantly by arguing with the prison staff. Religious 



 

practices posed another source of tension. The inmates rigidly, sometimes stubbornly, in their 

own words, adhered to religious practices and rituals such as praying five times a day. In some 

cases the prison staff interpreted such behaviors as deliberate challenges of authority. Especially 

in the first months, disciplinary sanctions were regularly applied. 

 

The terrorism wing did not only cause tensions within the facility itself but was also the subject 

of fervent public and political debate. Politicians regularly asked parliamentary questions about 

the policy and the media closely followed all developments inside and related to the terrorism 

wing (e.g., Groen & Kranenberg, 2008). For example, the media reported extensively on one of 

the inmates’ hunger strike in protest against the restrictive regime (Groen & Kranenberg, 2006), 

and a TV-documentary was broadcasted, entitled ‘Guantanamo Vught’, which accused the prison 

regime of being ‘inhumane’ and the prison staff of bullying the inmates. The documentary in 

turn triggered a parliamentary debate about the terrorism wing.  

 

2010 – ‘model detainees’ 

 

All respondents, staff and prisoners alike, unanimously agree that the atmosphere in the 

terrorism wing improved drastically over the course of years. The prison staff referred to the 

inmates as ‘model detainees’ who abide to the rules and treat staff and fellow inmates with 

respect. According to the staff, incidences or disturbances are rare. In the words of the unit’s 

administrator: 

 

“The inmates behave very well. Most of them are first offenders, who had no 

experience with life in prison. Their behavior is exemplary. They are dedicated 

to religion and the study of Koran.”  

 

The staff expressed little concern about radicalization among the inmates. Most inmates showed 

signs of strong religious dedication, but the staff stressed that they observed no cues of violent 

extremism. In contrast, some inmates appeared to gradually move away from violent extremist 

beliefs and increasingly adopt more moderate, peaceful views. At the time of data collection, one 

inmate published a letter in a national newspaper in which he publicly renounced violent 

extremism (Groen, 2010a; 2010b). 

 

 

 



 

Reasons for change 

 

When asked to explain the change in the inmates’ behavior and atmosphere in the unit, the 

prison staff offered several reasons. First, they made it clear that the initial fears and 

uncertainties had been overcome over time. According to the prison staff, the atmosphere 

started to improve as prisoners and staff got used to each other and to the situation. Staff 

indicated that as time progressed, they felt less intimidated by the inmates and felt more 

confident in their interactions with them, which contributed to creating order and improving 

communication with the inmates.  

 

Second, the numbers of prisoners reduced over time, which made the group more manageable 

and reduced conflict potential among the inmates and with prison staff. In the initial weeks and 

months after the opening, between ten and thirteen inmates stayed in the terrorism wing. At the 

time, group dynamics were more prominent, as were religious discussions and opinion 

differences between the inmates. In the interviews the prison staff reasoned that security risks 

increase with group size, in part because a larger group increases the probability that charismatic 

leaders arise or that group dynamics intensify and reinforce radicalization among the inmates. 

Moreover, when the population is relatively small and stable over time, inmates may be less 

motivated to impress and influence each other.  

 

Third, the staff point out that the atmosphere improved after a few charismatic figures, who 

forwarded themselves as ideological leaders of the group, had been released or transferred to 

other prisons. According to the staff, during the first months a few inmates were present who 

(attempted to) gain a high status position and influence the other inmates, for instance by 

assuming ideological leadership positions or correcting other inmates on religious practices and 

views. For example, these inmates encouraged the group to pray and fast regularly, which caused 

the entire group to become (or remain) focused on religion. Lastly, the staff points at the 

importance of time as a changing factor. Most inmates were about twenty years old when they 

were arrested and detained. In prison, they had time to reflect on their (ambitions in) life and on 

their pre-prison behaviors.  

 

In answer to the question whether prison staff believe that concentrating these inmates is 

necessary to prevent radicalization among other prisoners, the staff indicated that individual 

inmates differ in the extent to which they may convey a risk in a regular prison. In the words of 

one staff member: 



 

 

“It differs per person. Some of these inmates would do very well in a normal 

prison unit. But there are also a few who would easily mesmerize all those 

young Moroccan inmates. They may establish an Islamic school in such units in 

no time.” 

 

To what extent are the intended mechanisms of the primary instrument observed in practice, 

and how do these mechanisms seeming to relate to the policy’s objectives? In all, it appears that 

the concentration model indeed prevents terrorism offenders from communicating with other 

offender categories, and thereby prevents them from encouraging other prisoners to adopt 

violent extremist beliefs. However, it is unclear to what extent this mechanism contributes to 

solving the perceived problem (a potential risk of radicalization and recruitment in prison).  

 

First, the majority of the inmates in the terrorism wing have not been transferred there because 

they showed signs of recruitment ambitions, but because they have been charged with a 

terrorism offense. No individual risk assessments have been conducted as to whether or not 

these inmates are ideologically radicalized or whether they pose a credible risk of recruiting 

other prisoners. Given that the decision makers did not account for periodic assessments to 

evaluate whether the inmates´ stay in the terrorism wing is still required, it is not clear whether 

the realized population indeed conveyed an increased risk of radicalization or recruitment. The 

only selection criterion that does require actual radical or recruitment behavior, and as such 

contributes directly to realizing the policy’s objectives, has never resulted in placement.  

 

Second, as discussed previously, not all prisoners who meet the selection criteria have actually 

been placed in the terrorism wing. In those cases, the intended mechanism does not occur and 

that as such, the policy does not contribute to achieving the intended objectives.  

 

Unintended Mechanisms 

 

In the next two sections, I examine whether the selection procedure and realized target 

population can be expected to produce unintended policy outcomes, and how these may interfere 

with the policy’s ability to realize the intended objectives. 

 

 

 



 

Selection Procedure 

 

The selection criteria were designed to facilitate a standardized and transparent selection 

procedure, by basing selection on general criteria (suspicion or conviction of a terrorism offense) 

rather than on individual characteristics. In practice, however, the selection procedure gave rise 

to a number of practical problems.  

 

First, the standardized selection procedure hinders tailoring the intervention to individual 

circumstances, which produced undesired effects. For example, problems occur when an inmate 

meets the selection criteria of the terrorism wing as well as for the maximum security unit, as 

was the case with Mohammed Bouyeri. As long as Bouyeri is perceived an extreme risk, 

placement in the maximum security unit is prioritized over the terrorism wing; he will be eligible 

for placement in the terrorism wing as soon as risk assessment indicates him a reduced threat. 

However, in contrast with the terrorism wing’s primary objective, in the maximum security unit 

Bouyeri is exposed to other categories of prisoners whom he might influence or encourage to 

adopt violent extremist beliefs.  

 

In addition, the standardized selection procedure implicates that inmates who are charged with 

relatively light terrorism-related offenses (e.g., secondary activities or providing financial 

support) are housed together with ideological leaders, which, according to the respondents, can 

increase the risk of intensified radicalization. In this light, several respondents suggest that it 

might be a bad idea to transfer Bouyeri to the terrorism wing because other inmates may see him 

as a hero and ideological leader.  

 

Another problem that emerged from the interviews is that inmates who have been charged with 

relatively light terrorism offenses, such as financial support, are automatically allocated to a 

highly restrictive and harsh prison regime. The Council (RSJ, 2006a) and the European 

Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT, 2008) also emphasized this problem and 

criticized the fact that allocation to the terrorism wing is based on offense type rather than on 

individual risk assessments.  

 

Second, the interviews reveal that the lack of periodic evaluation of inmates´ stay in the 

terrorism wing poses a source of practical issues. The policy intends inmates who are suspected 

of or convicted for a terrorism offense to remain in the terrorism wing for as long as possible, 

without periodic assessment of their stay. On the one hand, this implies that long-term prisoners 



 

can stay in the same location and regime for years or decades, which may be detrimental to their 

psychological well-being (see also RSJ, 2006b). On the other hand, the lack of periodic risk 

assessments also implies that prisoners who ‘de-radicalize’ and renounce violent extremist 

ideologies cannot be transferred from the terrorism wing. This way, so the respondents argued, it 

is impossible to further encourage and facilitate the de-radicalization process by removing 

inmates from the influence of other violent extremists.  

 

A third issue that emerged from the interviews is that the third selection criterion, which is the 

only criterion that directly contributes to realizing the objectives, is difficult to apply in practice. 

Placement on the basis of criterion (c), expressing extremist messages, is based on consideration 

of the selection officer, who gathers relevant information from the penitentiary, the National 

Police and/or the Intelligence Service. As mentioned previously, three prisoners have been 

proposed for placement in the terrorism wing after front-line staff reported possible signs of 

radicalization or recruitment. Neither of these cases ultimately resulted in placement. According 

to the actors involved, radicalization among inmates is rarely witnessed. Moreover, in practice, it 

is difficult to distinguish radicalization or recruitment from regular inmate behavior. This 

selection criterion was also criticized by the Council, who argued that the article was too broadly 

defined and that expressing extremist messages does not necessarily convey a security threat for 

the public or institution (RSJ, 2006a, p. 5-6). 

 

Realized Population 

 

A close examination of the realized target population reveals that this group is both small and 

homogeneous. First, the practitioners argued that in practice, the target population turned out to 

be much smaller than originally expected. During the agenda setting and policy preparation 

phases, the decision makers assumed that substantial numbers of terrorism offenders would be 

incarcerated in the coming months and years. It was expected that both terrorism wings would 

be used to full capacity (32 cells in total). In practice, four years after the opening only thirty 

prisoners have been transferred to the terrorism wing, with a maximum of thirteen prisoners at 

any one time. The decision makers explained that the social-political context changed over the 

course of years and that the threat of radicalization among young Muslims ultimately appeared 

less severe (although not negligible) than was initially feared. As a result of the small population, 

the terrorism wing in Rotterdam remained largely unused (with the exception of the temporary 

stay of two female prisoners). According to the prison staff, the small population conveys 

important implications for the daily functioning of the terrorism wing. 



 

On the one hand, the situation in the terrorism wing is easily manageable for the staff. The 

inmates and their internal and external communications can be easily monitored. In addition, a 

smaller group allows staff to invest more time in establishing constructive relationships with the 

inmates and offer more recreational possibilities so that inmates can spend more time out of 

their cells (see Chapter Seven for further discussion of the prison regime).  

 

On the other hand, prison staff expressed concerns that the inmates rarely meet new people and 

are continuously exposed to the same fellow prisoners for years in a row, which can cause 

boredom and negatively impact the inmates´ psychological health. According to the prison staff, 

the lack of social diversity may negatively affect rehabilitation and reintegration into society, 

because the inmates may face difficulties readjusting to complex social situations and public 

spaces. The inmates likewise perceived the lack of social variety as a problem. In the words of 

one inmate: 

 

“We have been here for four years with this small group and we see each other 

each and every single day. At some point you run out of things to talk about. It 

is tedious and deadening, I am always happy when a new inmate arrives.” 

 

In all, the interviews with staff and the inmates revealed that they perceive population size as a 

crucial factor in the implementation of the terrorism wing. A larger population can cause 

security risks and strong group-dynamics among the inmates, whereas a small population can 

lead to negative psychological effects for the inmates and potentially cause readjustment 

problems after release. 

 

Second, the realized population turned out to be strikingly homogenous on several features. The 

majority of the inmates have an Islamic background. The notion that the terrorism wing might 

lead to stigmatization of Muslims was also subject of debate during the decision making process 

(see also Boone, 2009). Indeed, interviews with the inmates revealed that they perceive the 

terrorism wing as a signal of discriminatory governmental policy: 

 

“It is bad enough that we are housed in one of the strictest regimes possible, 

purely because we are suspected of terrorism. Look around you, only Muslims 

are placed here. I see it as an undermining of the democratic legal state and 

individual freedom. The government raises the impression of implementing 

discriminating policy.” 



 

At the time of data collection, several non-Muslim prisoners were housed in the terrorism wing – 

for the first time since the opening. Among them were a Turkish prisoner who spent seven weeks 

in the unit awaiting his eviction and six Sri Lankan prisoners who were transferred back to 

regular prison units after four weeks. The remaining (Muslim) inmates indicated that they were 

convinced that the terrorism wing is targeted only at Muslims, and that the government 

temporarily transferred a few non-Muslim inmates there to undermine accusations of 

discrimination. The prison staff also point at the prominent presence of Muslims in the 

terrorism wing: 

 

“Officially, the terrorism wing is intended for all types of terrorists. However, 

it is striking that only Muslims end up here and that the other ‘types’ are not 

detained here. Not so long ago, this guy was convicted for wanting to blow up 

the royal house. Like that is not terrorism? I don’t understand why such 

inmates are not sent here.”  

 

According to representatives of the Bureau Selection Officers (who are responsible for selecting 

inmates for the terrorism wing), a possible explanation for the overrepresentation of Muslims 

may be that only Muslims have (apparently) been charged with terrorism offenses. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Thus far, the findings presented in this book suggest that concentration of terrorists reflects a 

bureaucratic reflex in response to (real or perceived) security threats, and that it is based on 

untested assumptions rather than on evidence. In this chapter I aimed to examine whether, and 

if so how, threat-based pressures on the policy context may translate into the operational stages 

of the policy process and affect how the policy is implemented. In doing so I also aimed to shed 

light on whether the underlying assumptions behind the policy seem to hold in the light of 

reality. Focusing on the core of the intervention, segregation and concentration of terrorism 

prisoners, I subjected the selection procedures to closer scrutiny and assessed whether they are 

implemented as intended.  

 

Overall, it seems that threat-based pressures on the policy domain also reached down to the 

operational level, where the practitioners appeared negatively affected by the decision makers’ 

untested, threat oriented assumptions about how elements of the policy (in this case the 

selection procedures) are supposed to function. Many of these assumptions produced problems 



 

with the policy’s implementation, in that the original policy turned out to be designed in a way 

that caused undesired side effects that proved difficult to avoid during the delivery stages. To a 

large extent the problem appears to be that the selection procedures are risk averse and 

standardized, which leaves little room for differentiation to tailor the policy to situational and 

individual circumstances. For instance, in practice it turns out that detaining all prisoners 

suspected or convicted of terrorism offenses together implies that in some cases, individuals are 

detained together who should rather be separated from each other, for instance to prevent 

communication between suspects in the same court case or charismatic leaders from mobilizing 

a group of followers. Likewise, the policy causes individuals who are charged with relatively 

minor terrorism offenses or who are merely suspected without having been found guilty, to be 

subjected to a restrictive and harsh prison regime. This may not only be unnecessary and 

disproportionate, but might also arouse anger and frustration and impair the inmates’ well-

being.  

 

Such unintended outcomes cannot be prevented without deviating from the intended policy line, 

primarily because the policy intends to categorically assign all terrorism-related prisoners to the 

terrorism wing and keep them there for the duration of their incarceration, without periodically 

reviewing whether this is still deemed necessary or desired. For example, inmates who are 

seemingly de-radicalizing or who may potentially assume leadership roles and have an 

instigating effect on their peers cannot be transferred to other prison units without breaking the 

selection and allocation procedures, which may stall de-radicalization or allow further 

intensification of extremist beliefs. In the Netherlands, the practitioners sometimes deviated 

from the selection procedures and decided to either refrain from placing certain inmates who 

met the selection criteria in the terrorism wing or, vice versa, transfer others from the terrorism 

wing to regular prison regimes. As a result there is a discrepancy between the intended target 

population and the realized population, so that not all prisoners who formally should be 

detained in the terrorism wing actually are and thus, that the policy may not be effectively 

reaching its objectives.  

 

Remarkably, going back to previous chapters it stands out that many of the undesired side 

effects that emerged as a result of the standardized, risk averse selection procedures could have 

been foreseen in advance but were neglected during the decision making process. For instance, 

when weighing the available policy alternatives (see Table 3.1, Chapter Three) the decision 

makers already anticipated that concentrated detention might convey a risk of intensified 

radicalization during imprisonment, yet they perceived this risk as subordinate to the possibility 



 

that violent extremist ideologies might spread through the prison population as a result of ‘doing 

nothing’. During the implementation phase the downsides of housing terrorists together gained 

prominence again but the policy design turned out to be poorly equipped to anticipate and avoid 

such unwanted effects without deviating from the original plan. To what extent such undesired 

outcomes (e.g., intensified radicalization) really manifested itself is difficult to estimate, firstly 

because measuring policy outcomes was beyond the scope of the present study and secondly 

because the practitioners’ sometimes avoided unwanted outcomes by deviating from the 

intended policy. 

 

The findings of this chapter also provided insight into the extent to which the decision makers’ 

assumptions are realized in reality. In general the findings resonate with findings of previous 

chapters, which suggested that there is little evidence that concentration is an adequate way to 

prevent prisoner radicalization. Above anything else it is unclear whether the problem of 

prisoner radicalization actually exists to begin with. This finding emerged previously in Chapters 

Four and Five, which together suggested that the risk of prisoner radicalization might be smaller 

than is often assumed. In this chapter again, the findings suggest that the policy design is based 

on little evidence as to whether and how radicalization may spread through the inmate 

population, and that the policy’s architecture causes several operational difficulties. 

 

An important finding behind this conclusion is that no prisoners have been allocated to the 

terrorism wing because they have expressed extremist messages or attempted to recruit other 

prisoners: all of them had been transferred there on the basis of general criteria (suspicion or 

conviction for a terrorism offense). It is not clear to which extent the inmates in the terrorism 

wing pose a real and present risk of recruitment. In Chapters Four and Five I argued that 

whether inmates pose a risk of radicalization or recruitment differs per individual and depends 

on situational, social and individual conditions. This notion was supported by stakeholders in 

the selection process, who maintained that such risks (and hence whether detaining inmates in 

the terrorism wing helps to prevent prisoner radicalization) can only be established on the basis 

of individual risk assessments.  

  



 

  



 

Chapter Seven 

 

 

 

The Prison Regime 

 

 

 

 

 

Whereas the previous chapter examined the policy’s primary elements (see Figure 3.1), this 

chapter focuses on the terrorism wing’s two secondary objectives (to prevent terrorism activities 

and further radicalization among inmates in the terrorism wing) and their corresponding 

instruments (extended security level and individual regime). Like in the previous chapter, this 

chapter firstly discusses whether the instruments are implemented as intended, and secondly 

whether the instruments produce intended and/or unintended mechanisms. Where possible, 

preliminary policy outcomes will be discussed.  

 

To examine the policy’s daily delivery several regime components will be analyzed, including the 

security level, control over internal and external communication, the level of association among 

the inmates, and daily routines. The extent to which intended preconditions are realized will also 

be discussed. To gain insight into whether and how the implementation developed over time, a 

comparison will be made between the implementation in the months after the terrorism wing´s 

opening (2006) and during the time of data collection (2010). This way, it is possible to identify 

potential unforeseen circumstances and examine their impact on the inmates and the daily 

functioning of the terrorism wing. The description of the regime will be based primarily on the 

situation in P.I. Vught, because only two prisoners have been housed for a relatively short period 

in P.I. De Schie. According to the two respective prison governors, the two terrorism wings were 

operated in almost identical ways. 

 

 

 



 

Daily Functioning 

 

Security Level 

 

As became clear in Chapter Three, the decision makers intended to house the terrorism wing in 

an ´extended´ security level, which is one level below the maximum security level. The rationale 

is that the extended security level facilitates control over the inmates’ external communication, 

and thereby prevents them from plotting terrorism acts. In addition, the extended security level 

is supposed to contribute to order and security within the institution. 

 

2006 – Unit 1 

 

The (then) governor of the P.I. Vught, who was referred to by other decision makers as the 

‘architect’ behind the terrorism wing, played an important role in designing the intended regime 

type. According to the governor, the regime reflects a combination of the regime in the 

maximum security unit on the one hand, and a regime for exceptionally aggressive and 

disruptive inmates on the other hand.40  

 

In 2006, the terrorism wing was established in the temporary maximum security unit (Unit 1) of 

the P.I. Vught, an old building that had served as a concentration barrack during WWII. Within 

Unit 1, the terrorism wing encompassed two sections of respectively eight and ten cells. The 

courtyard had to be rebuilt in order to maintain the individual regime on the terrorism wing, so 

that five cages were constructed where inmates could be allowed to exercise simultaneously in 

separated areas.  

 

Unit 1 applied an ‘extended’ security level, which includes additional security measures to 

prevent (violent) in- or outbreaks and imposes substantial restrictions on inmates’ individual 

autonomy. When outside their cells, inmates are always guided by a minimum of two guards (see 

also Molenkamp, 2009). According to the applicable rules, inmates are frisk searched before and 

after each moment of contact between staff and prisoner. In practice, this means that inmates 

are searched each time they leave or enters their cells. Strip searches occur when inmates arrive 

at or leave the institution and after visits without separating glass walls. 

 

                                                           

40 Landelijke Afdeling Beheersgevaarlijke Gedetineerden (LABG). 



 

The regime on the terrorism wing in Unit 1 was the subject of criticism by politicians and the 

media. The TV-documentary ‘Guantanamo Vught’ scrutinized the building’s old state and poor 

facilities. In 2007, the terrorism wing was temporarily displaced due to fire hazard. In June 

2007, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) visited the terrorism wing 

and concluded that the building lacked sufficient climate control (CPT; 2008). In his reaction to 

the CPT´s report, the Minister of Justice announced the opening of a new unit in 2009. 

 

2010 – Unit 5 

 

In November 2009, the terrorism unit was moved to Unit 5, which houses the maximum security 

unit. Unit 5 consists of four wings of six cells each. Three wings are reserved for the maximum 

security unit, the fourth wing is allocated to the terrorism wing. In contrast to Unit 1, where 

communal areas are shared between different wings, in Unit 5 each wing has its own courtyard, 

kitchen, fitness room and recreational rooms. Unit 5 is especially designed to optimize all areas 

of the building. The building is light, modern, and equipped with CCTV systems and advanced 

technology that limits the need for correctional staff to interact with inmates. 

 

Unit 5 is tailored to house the maximum security unit, and therefore applies a higher security 

level than Unit 1. As such, when the terrorism wing was relocated from Unit 1 to Unit 5, the 

security level was automatically upscaled from an ‘extended’ to a ‘maximum’ security level. The 

rules and regulation that apply to the maximum security unit also apply for the terrorism wing 

and the same staff operate both regimes. According to the prison staff, the authorities never 

developed a tailored staff manual with instructions and procedures to manage inmates in the 

terrorism wing, although such a manual does exist with regard to the maximum security unit. At 

the time of data collection, this was frequently the subject of debate between staff and the prison 

directorate. On occasion, the lack of a staff manual caused confusion about the required 

procedure, for instance with regard to the treatment of (e.g., veiled) visitors. In most cases, 

prison staff relied on the manual of the maximum security unit. In the interviews, the prison 

staff emphasized the need to formulate a tailored staff manual and regulation for the terrorism 

wing, in order to identify and explain (to both staff and prisoners) as to how the regime on the 

terrorism wing is supposed to differ from that on the maximum security unit. 

 

 

 

 



 

External Communications 

 

In order to prevent inmates in the terrorism wing from communicating extremist messages or 

coordinating or supporting extremist activities with others outside prison, their external 

communications are subjected to close control. Incoming and outgoing mail for inmates in the 

maximum security unit and terrorism wing are monitored by the facility’s Bureau for 

Intelligence and Security (BIV). Telephone calls and visits are audio recorded (and translated 

where necessary), and cues of extremist messages or illegal conduct are reported to the prison 

governor. BIV also monitors the inmates’ library use. The Prison Service developed a list of 

‘forbidden’ literature, which bans extremist or potentially radicalizing literature. Since 2002, BIV 

also investigates cues of radicalization among non-extremist prisoners in regular units, but this 

has never resulted in transfers to the terrorism wing. 

 

2006 

 

In the interviews, the staff indicated that procedures regarding control on inmates’ external 

communication have been strictly followed since the opening of the terrorism wing. 

 

When it comes to external contacts, a distinction is made between personal and privileged 

individuals. Privileged individuals, such as solicitors, are allowed to visit and freely communicate 

with the inmates. In addition, inmates are entitled to one personal visit a week. Personal 

contacts are vetted by the Detainee Intelligence Service before being allowed to visit. Inmates 

can forward ten persons for vetting; external contacts are not allowed to visit multiple prisoners 

in the wing. When deemed necessary, the prison authorities can decide to refuse personal 

contacts for a maximum of twelve months. Visits are always monitored by prison staff. 

 

The only element where the prison regime in the terrorism wing differs from the maximum 

security unit concerns visits behind glass. Whereas inmates in the maximum security unit always 

receive their visits behind a glass wall, inmates in the terrorism wing are granted the choice to 

receive their visits in a room without a glass wall. Shaking hands is permitted at the start and 

end of the visit. Inmates are strip searched before and after the visit; in case of visit behind glass 

the inmates are frisk searched before and after the visit. Interviews with both staff and the 

inmates revealed that in the first months after the opening of the terrorism wing, most inmates 

opted for visits without glass. 

 



 

2010 

 

The staff indicated that the procedures regarding control on inmates’ external communication 

are still closely followed in 2010. However, one amendment has been made to the regulations 

concerning visits. After repeated requests from one of the inmates to permit physical contact 

between him and his children, the prison authorities allowed him five minutes physical contact 

at the beginning and end of a visit, every six weeks. Over the course of years the inmates 

increasingly opted for visits behind glass to avoid strip searches, which they experience as 

uncomfortable and humiliating.  

 

Level of Association 

 

2006 – individual regime 

 

The decision makers intended to subject the prisoners to an individual regime, which is 

supposed to prevent intensified radicalization and network strengthening by separating the 

inmates from one another. According to the prison authorities, within an individual regime in 

principle the inmates undertake out-of-cell activities, such as sport and recreation, on an 

individual basis. Association with others is considered a privilege, not a right. According to 

prison staff, in the first months after the opening the individual regime was strictly 

implemented, so that inmates spent most of the time in isolation and could not communicate 

with other inmates. However, in the interviews both the authorities and the prison staff pointed 

out that the isolation can negatively impact the inmates’ mental health, and that it was 

considered undesirable to impose the individual regime for sustained periods of time. A few 

months after the opening of the terrorism wing, prison staff allowed the inmates to associate 

during recreational hours in small groups of three to four inmates. Inmates who were charged in 

the same court case were kept separated and were not allowed to communicate.  

 

2010 – limited association 

 

Over the course of years, the level of association developed from an individual regime to a regime 

of ‘limited association’ (‘beperkte mate van gemeenschap’), which is also applied in the 

maximum security unit. Under a regime of limited association inmates undertake out-of-cell 

activities in groups of a maximum of four inmates. The prison governor has discretionary powers 



 

to put inmates back on an individual regime when necessary, for example in cases of behavioral 

disruptions or extremist activities, but according to prison staff this has never happened.  

 

Daily Routines 

 

2006 

 

In the first months after the opening the prisoners in the terrorism wing were offered a basic 

program of daily activities. Prisoners were confined to their cells for approximately 21 to 22 

hours a day and would only leave their cells for one hour’s solitary exercise in an individual cage 

on the courtyard. They were entitled to exercise and shower twice a week under supervision of a 

sports instructor. Education or labor activities were considered incompatible with the individual 

regime and were not offered to the inmates.  

 

2010 

 

After a few months (starting early in 2007), the prison staff gradually began to expand the range 

of activities offered in the terrorism wing. At the time of data collection, the inmates were 

allowed to spend approximately forty hours a week outside their cells. Between eight in the 

morning and five in the afternoon they were, within the constraints of the regime, relatively free 

to decide how to spend their day. Since the terrorism wing moved from Unit 1 to Unit 5 it has its 

own fitness room and recreational areas, which do not need to be shared with inmates from 

other wings. In addition, in Unit 5 all cells are equipped with a shower, so that inmates are no 

longer limited to two showers a week but can shower when they want. The terrorism wing also 

has its own kitchen; inmates are allowed to cook every day. For security reasons, only one inmate 

can use the kitchen at the time and although inmates often cook for each other, they eat 

individually in their cells. 

 

According to the prison authorities, the relocation from Unit 1 to the new and modern Unit 5 is 

the primary reason for these changes. Unit 5 is equipped with modern technology that allows 

inmates to move from one room to the other without physical intervention from prison staff. The 

staff encourage the inmates to spend as much time as possible out of their cells to prevent 

boredom and seek stimulating activities and interactions with other inmates. According to one 

respondent: 

 



 

“I’d rather have them all standing outside in the courtyard or reading the 

newspaper in the recreational area, then to have them in their cells all day. 

When they are in their cells you have no idea what they’re doing or how they 

are. By giving them something to do you can stay in contact with them and 

prevent them from withdrawing in isolation.” 

 

According to the administrator of the terrorism wing, whether and how it is possible to offer the 

inmates a broader range of out-of-cell activities depends to a large extent on the population size. 

When the group of inmates is relatively small, the prison staff can more easily offer flexible daily 

routines within the constraints of the security level and regime than when the group is large. 

Since 2007 many of the inmates have been transferred or released; as of late 2008 the 

population size varied between four and eight inmates, which created possibilities to offer the 

inmates more activities and out-of-cell time. In addition, the administrator emphasized that the 

inmates’ behavior improved considerably as the group size decreased, which contributed to the 

authorities’ motivation and ability to extend the program where possible.  

 

Realized Preconditions 

 

Chapter Three described which preconditions the decision makers had in mind for the 

intervention to successfully contribute to realizing its objectives. In this section, I examine to 

what extent these preconditions have been realized in practice.  

 

Monitoring 

 

As was done for the maximum security unit, the decision makers intended to install a Selection 

Advisory Committee (SAC) for the terrorism wing, to advise the selection official in decisions 

concerning placements and transfers of terrorism offenders. At the time of data collection the 

SAC had not been implemented, for uncertain reasons. However, a more informal focus group 

had been introduced, which meets monthly to discuss issues or problems on the terrorism wing 

and improve the daily functioning of the terrorism wing. The focus group includes the selection 

official, a representative of the detainee administration of the P.I. Vught, the director of Unit 5 

(which houses the maximum security unit and terrorism wing), the administrator of the 

terrorism wing, and representatives of the Public Prosecutor’s office and the Detainee 

Intelligence Information Service (GRIP). According to the (then) chair of the focus group, in 



 

contrast to a Selection Advisory Committee, the focus group has no discretionary powers to 

decide on placements and transfers of terrorism offenders but assumes an advisory role.  

 

Periodic Assessment 

 

The selection procedures describe a period assessment of inmates who have been allocated to the 

terrorism wing on the basis of selection criterion (c), expressing extremist messages. The 

intended aim of such period assessments is to evaluate whether the inmates’ stay in the 

terrorism wing is still necessary and goal-oriented. For inmates allocated to the terrorism wing 

on the basis of criteria (a) and (b), suspicion of or conviction for a terrorism offense, no period 

assessment was intended. Given that selection on the basis of criteria (c) has never occurred (all 

inmates have been selected on the basis of criteria (a) and (b)), no periodic assessments have 

been conducted between 2006 and mid-2010. 

 

Staff 

 

Specialized training was intended for prison staff working on the terrorism wing. At the opening, 

the staff consisted of sixteen members. Prior to the opening, these staff members were offered a 

training module, which was developed and supervised by representatives of the Detainee 

Intelligence Service, Intelligence Service, and the Prison Service and aimed to enhance 

specialized skills to manage terrorism offenders. The training focused predominantly on 

knowledge about radical Islam and about the background and characteristics of the envisioned 

target population. In addition, the training included a ‘verbal judo’ module and elaborated on 

rules and regulations of the regime that would be implemented on the terrorism wing. Staff who 

started on the terrorism wing after the opening have not participated in the training. 

 

In addition, the Prison Service published an educational folder for all prison staff working in the 

penal system, in which staff are encouraged to be alert for signals of violent extremism among 

inmates. The folder provides behavioral guidelines for staff and identifies cues that may signal 

radicalization, such as rapid changes in religious beliefs or practices and changes in attitudes and 

behavior like frustration and fatalism, proselytizing, correcting other Muslims, etcetera. The 

folder focuses singularly on Islamist radicalization. On the back cover, the Prison Service 

emphasizes that religion is not necessarily an indication for radicalization.  

 

 



 

Rehabilitation 

 

Detention phasing 

 

Rehabilitation was explicitly rejected as an objective of the terrorism wing. As such the prison 

regime in the terrorism wing does not include elements that are aimed at rehabilitation. The 

program theory intends to transfer inmates to a more lenient regime in the final four to twelve 

months of their sentence, to facilitate increased levels of association and probation possibilities.  

 

In practice, detention phasing is not realized. Of the twenty-six prisoners who have been 

transferred from the terrorism wing only one spent the last phase of his sentence in a regime 

with a level of ‘limited association’. In contrast to the intended four to twelve months, the 

transfer occurred only two months prior to the inmates’ eviction. No rehabilitation programs 

were offered because, according to the prison authorities, the prisoner would be evicted after 

release. According to representatives of the focus group, most inmates did not stay long enough 

in the terrorism wing to be eligible for detention phasing.  

 

Education 

 

Despite the policy officially not accounting for rehabilitation efforts, the prison authorities and 

prison staff have aimed to introduce elements into the prison regime that promote a successful 

return into society. For example, during the time of data collection, the prison staff tried to 

organize Discmans for the prisoners so that they can listen to audiobooks.  

 

In addition, partly on request of the inmates, the inmates are provided the opportunity to obtain 

accredited graduate degrees from the Open University. At the time of data collection, four 

inmates participated in master courses in social science, management studies, and linguistics. 

Educational materials are provided throughout the institution and inmates are allowed to use a 

shared computer (without internet connection) to complete assignments. 

 

The prison staff ascribe great value to providing education, not only because it breaks daily 

monotony but also because education may contribute to de-radicalization and reintegration. 

According to the wing’s administrator: 

 



 

“What is important, is to provide them with an abundance of books and 

magazines. This way, you can sow doubts. Because when you are at the train 

station ready to blow yourself up, you have got to be 100% sure that that is the 

right thing to do. If you have 10% doubts, I think you won’t do it. And by getting 

people interested in science, and by giving them education and some wisdom, 

perhaps it is possible to give them a different perspective on the future.”  

 

According to the administrator, the restrictive prison regime hinders the implementation of 

more rehabilitation efforts. Even small changes like providing Discmans are time consuming and 

require a series of bureaucratic procedures to be followed. 

 

The Inmates’ Perspectives 

 

In general, the inmates experience certain elements of the regime as severely restricting and 

drastic. Moreover, they feel unjustly treated and argue that the need to place them in the 

terrorism unit is not sufficiently substantiated by the government. Several inmates pointed out 

in the interviews that prior to being transferred to the terrorism wing they spent months in 

regular prison units, where they had significantly more freedom and could associate freely with 

other inmates and prison staff. Being transferred to the terrorism wing conveyed substantial 

losses in personal autonomy. 

 

One of the central themes that emerged in the interviews concerns the lack of privacy. Outside 

their cells, inmates are permanently observed. 

 

“The most difficult thing for me is the complete lack of privacy. It is just like ‘Big 

Brother’ here, but then for real. It scares me to think about that, it is not good for 

your mental state if you are continuously being watched and monitored. I try 

not to think about it, but you cannot ignore it.”  

 

In addition, the regular frisk searches are experienced as a drastic intervention. Most inmates 

receive their visitors behind glass to avoid being strip searched. One inmate talked about frisk 

searching:  

 



 

“Especially the frisk searching is difficult, but you can’t get around it. Every 

day you are being touched all over your body, on all the intimate places. It 

makes me reluctant to leave my cell in the morning.” 

 

All the inmates indicated they were bothered by the fact that the prison staff write daily reports 

on them. In the words of one inmate: 

 

“They interpret every step you take here, and they write everything down. If 

they come at your cell and you don’t say good morning enthusiastically enough, 

they write down that you are in a bad mood today. If the next day you are again 

not enthusiastic enough they will start to wonder whether something is the 

matter with you. They assign meaning to behavior that often doesn’t have any 

meaning at all.” 

 

Another issue that came up in the interviews is the strict control on communication with 

personal relations. The inmates indicated that it is difficult to maintain personal relationships 

because all communication is closely followed. Family and friends are often reluctant to visit 

because they feel intimidated by the security procedures. In particular, the lack of physical 

contact is experienced as unjust: 

 

“Before I was transferred to the terrorism wing, I could touch and hug my wife 

and children when they came to visit me. That is no longer allowed since I am 

here. Simply because I am suspected of a specific type of offense they deprived 

me of my right to touch my children. If I had killed someone that would have 

been allowed, but I did not even use violence. I don’t think that is fair.” 

 

The inmates feel that the prison staff respect their religiosity. The inmates indicated that religion 

gives them strength to deal with the pains of imprisonment. The Friday prayer is important to 

them and they would prefer to pray collectively under guidance of an imam, but this is not 

allowed. Inmates pray individually in their cells. 

 

The interviews exposed that the inmates are gravely concerned about their future prospects. The 

regulations prescribe that they spent their entire sentence incarcerated in the terrorism wing, 

regardless of how they behave. The inmates perceive this as demotivating, because good 

behavior does not earn them anything. They feel stigmatized and expressed concerns that they 



 

will face difficulties readjusting to life outside prison. In the documentary ‘Guantanamo Vught’, 

an ex-prisoner talks about his stay in the terrorism wing, and about his re-entry into society: 

 

“When I came out I couldn’t handle crowds, if someone spoke to me I did not 

want to speak to them, I did not feel like talking to people. I couldn’t handle it. If 

I went outside I couldn’t handle it, I just wanted to stay at home and lock myself 

up in my room.”  

 

Although the inmates experience the regime as harsh and drastic, they also see advantages in 

being detained in the terrorism wing. For example, the terrorism wing is much quieter than 

regular wings which house larger numbers of inmates. In the terrorism wing, the inmates can 

concentrate on their education and religious practices. For most inmates, education comprises 

an important element of their daily routine and gives them some confidence in the future and 

their reintegration prospects. One inmate claims that his study caused him to renounce violent 

extremist ideologies.  

 

The prisoners are happy with the move from Unit 1 to Unit 5. In the new building, the cells are 

more comfortable, there is more sunlight and each cell has its own shower. Moreover, the 

inmates can move from one room to the other without physical intervention from the prison 

staff, which reduced the number of daily frisk searches. The prison administrator confirms: 

 

“Because we can electronically transfer an inmate from room to room, they can 

participate in several activities in a row without physical contact with the 

prison staff, so that they don´t have to be frisk searched. Compared to Unit 1, 

the numbers of frisk searches probably reduced about eighty percent.”  

 

When asked whether they would prefer to stay in a terrorism wing or a regular prison wing, the 

inmates answered that they see advantages and disadvantages to both. On the one hand, being 

concentrated in a restrictive terrorism regime without individual risk assessment makes them 

feel stigmatized and discriminated. On the other hand, the terrorism wing allows them to focus 

on their study, so that they can prepare for their future after release. 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

 

This chapter examined how the terrorism wing’s security level and regime are implemented. In 

doing so I aimed to gain insight into whether and how threat-induced pressures on the policy 

context may have affected the policy’s implementation, and also in the extent to which the 

decision makers’ assumptions about how the policy is supposed to function are valid in the light 

of policy reality. The findings are in line with the findings of the previous chapter and indicate 

that the policy’s architecture seems a source of undesired outcomes, which – to the extent 

possible – had to be adjusted during the implementation phase.   

 

In general, the reconstruction of the terrorism wing’s daily functioning sketches a picture of a 

policy that is disproportionally balanced toward achieving instant security and leaves little room 

for differentiation on the basis of individual characteristics and needs, or for future-oriented 

security objectives. The policy accounts for an extended security level and a restrictive prison 

regime (which in practice turned out to be even more restrictive due to the terrorism wing’s 

allocation to the maximum security facility), in order to optimize control over the inmates’ 

behavior. In practice, however, it turned out that such restrictive confinement conditions caused 

several undesired side effects, such as serious infringements on inmates’ individual freedoms 

and a risk of eroded well-being as a result of the regime. Above anything else, the regime does 

not allow for efforts geared toward rehabilitation and reintegration, which triggered concerns 

among the prison authorities that the inmates would radicalize further during their incarceration 

or have poor reintegration prospects, possibly leading to recidivism.  

 

In an attempt to minimize undesired side effects, the prison authorities and prison staff have 

tried to add components to the prison regime with the aim to grant the inmates more individual 

freedom (e.g., more out-of-cell time than intended), avoid erosion of well-being as a result of the 

harsh confinement conditions (e.g., more interaction with other inmates than intended) and 

prepare them for their return into society (e.g., educational activities). In the first months after 

the terrorism wing was installed, fear and uncertainty about potential security risks associated 

with terrorism offenders dominated the practitioners’ perceptions and behaviors toward these 

prisoners. As time progressed these fears largely subsided; the staff perceived the inmates as 

‘model detainees’ and started to explore the ways to relax the prison regime. In practice, 

however, this turned out to be very difficult. The standardized and risk averse policy design 

appears incompatible with longer-term objectives and does not allow much room to tailor the 

regime to the inmates’ individual risks or needs and to incorporate elements that are geared 



 

toward rehabilitation and reintegration. This outcome was perceived as problematic not only by 

the prison authorities and staff but was likewise recognized by the decision makers, who (in 

hindsight) stressed the importance of rehabilitation and reintegration objectives for terrorism 

offenders.  

 

In sum the findings of this chapter support the suggestion that emerged from previous chapters, 

that threat-induced pressures on the policy context negatively influenced not only the decision 

making process behind the terrorism wing but also shaped its implementation and daily 

functioning in undesired ways. As a result, critical questions should be asked about the policy’s 

ability to effectively contribute to preventing violent extremism among prisoners. Arguably, the 

policy facilitates control over terrorism offenders’ behaviors and minimized their behavioral 

freedom to participate in clandestine activities. At the same time however, it is wholly unclear 

whether and to what extent the policy is necessary or suitable to prevent prisoner radicalization, 

and the policy’s design causes several undesired outcomes, primarily that it fails to prioritize 

longer term outcomes such as preventing recidivism.  

  



 

 

 

 

 

Recapitulation 

 

 

 

 

 

Based on the findings presented in the previous chapters, what can we thus far say about the 

expected use and value of concentration strategies as a means to detain terrorism prisoners? The 

study has provided insight into the underlying dynamics of the decision making processes as well 

as into the probability that concentration can adequately tackle the spread of violent extremist 

ideologies throughout the prison system.  

 

To begin with, the analysis of the Dutch policy, which was selected as a representative of similar 

approaches implemented around the globe, suggests that public and political fears of terrorism 

may play an important role in shaping such policies (Part One). In the Netherlands, societal 

anxiety and concerns at violent extremist ideologies resonating among Muslims put pressure on 

politicians and policy makers in ways that undermined sound reasoning and realistic appraisals 

of risks and available policy alternatives. It seems clear that the decision to segregate terrorism 

offenders from the remainder of the inmate population and subject them to restrictive prison 

regimes served important symbolic functions: the decision makers felt the need to quickly 

produce a prison policy that would not only prevent further terrorism attacks but would also 

obtain public and political consent by sending out a signal that the government is taking a 

decisive stance against terrorism suspects.  

 

Possibly as a result of the perceived urgency to satisfy public and political demands, combined 

with prevailing uncertainties as to the possible outcomes of different policy alternatives, the 

policy makers largely transferred the task of crafting the governments’ terrorism detention 

strategy to the practitioners. This meant that the prison authorities had a large say in defining 



 

the policy’s architecture, which paved the way for lower bureaucratic-level fears and concerns to 

shape the envisioned objectives and instruments. This seems to have translated into the policy’s 

features: the policy response reflects a tendency to avoid risks (and blame) or ambiguities and is 

geared to establish a safe and secure prison environment.  

 

The concentration model seems largely rooted in the belief that inmates are susceptible to 

violent extremist ideologies and that the presence of terrorists in the broader inmate community 

conveys a risk of radicalization and recruitment. Is this really true? Over the past decade, much 

has been written on the risk of prisoner radicalization. Based on a review of relevant 

international research, I found that academic and empirical knowledge provides no support for 

the assumption that prisons are hotbeds of violent radicalization, nor that concentration policies 

can be an adequate solution to it (Part Two). If anything, the available knowledge seems to 

suggest that the perceived risk of prisoner radicalization may be vastly exaggerated and that 

´security-first´ segregation strategies can create further problems by intensifying grievances and 

frustrations that feed into violent radicalization. Problematically, given that research that 

empirically assesses the probability and dynamics of prisoner radicalization or the outcomes of 

different correctional policies is lacking, it seems as yet impossible to substantiate and justify the 

implementation of concentration policies on the basis of academic knowledge.  

 

In fact, the analysis of the Dutch policy provided further support for the idea that there is little 

evidence that concentrating terrorists is a necessary and useful way to prevent prisoner 

radicalization (Part Three). In the Netherlands, there is no objective indication that inmates who 

are placed in the terrorism wing indeed pose a risk of radicalizing or recruiting other prisoners 

and thus that segregating them is a necessary and helpful reaction. Between the installation of 

the concentration model (September 2006) and the moment of data collection (June 2010), no 

inmates have been sent to the terrorism wing on the basis of personal risk assessments: all 

inmates were selected on the basis of general criteria (terrorism charges). Whether they also 

pose a risk of proselytizing extremist messages has not been investigated. According to the 

prison staff most inmates behave as model detainees and displayed no signs of radicalization or 

recruitment ambitions; in fact, in some cases inmates were reported to de-radicalize and 

renounce violent extremist ideologies. However, whether this might be the case as a result of, in 

spite of, or unrelated to the policy remains an open question.   

 

The findings of Part Three suggest that external pressures on the policy context can influence not 

only the decision making process but also the implementation phase. In the Netherlands, policy 



 

decisions that were made under pressure during the decision making process caused operational 

problems during the implementation phase, which could not be avoided without deviating from 

the intended policy. To a large extent such problems seem associated with the risk averse and 

standardized nature of the policy design, which leaves little room to tailor the implementation 

policy to the policy objectives or to situational circumstances where needed. For example, the 

decision to automatically allocate terrorism-related prisoners to the terrorism wing causes 

radicalized prisoners to be detained together with likeminded peers, which is perceived as 

undesirable by both the practitioners and the policy makers. In some cases, the practitioners 

deviated from the intended policy to avoid such outcomes.  

 

Even more, the Dutch case exposed yet another problem related to the concentration policy, 

namely that little attention is paid to rehabilitation and reintegration agendas, which may in the 

longer run increase the risk of post-release radicalization and recidivism. In the Netherlands 

rehabilitation is firmly embedded in the penitentiary act, which states that imprisonment should 

contribute to a peaceful reintegration into society after release. When it comes to inmates in the 

terrorism wing, however, the policy makers explicitly rejected rehabilitation as a policy objective 

and crafted a prison regime that focuses solely on acute threat reduction. This is not unique to 

the Netherlands: Neumann (2010) found that terrorism detention policies generally reflect a 

‘security first’ approach that does not emphasize rehabilitation. If it is indeed true, as was 

suggested in Part Two, that concentration may convey an increased risk of intensified 

radicalization and negative labeling of the offenders, then it might be that such policies 

ultimately give rise to post-release radicalization and recidivism and thereby possibly reinforce 

rather than thwart the threat of terrorism. 

 

In all, these results beg the question of what motivated policy makers to develop and implement 

concentration strategies for terrorism offenders in the first place, even though there is no 

evidence that such policies may be necessary or effective and that, on the contrary, the available 

evidence points in the direction of unwanted or even counterproductive outcomes? The findings 

presented in the previous chapters suggest that fear and threat-induced pressures in the policy 

context may offer an important explanation for this puzzle. Arguably, the socio-political 

conditions under which terrorism detention policies are created play a crucial role in shaping the 

ultimate policy design, in ways that seems to erode the decision quality and induce suboptimal 

policy making. In Part Four, I will subject this proposition to closer scrutiny and take a 

preliminary step to assessing whether and how threat and fear may shape the international 

policy debate on terrorism detention.  
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Captivated by Fear 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

  



 

Chapter Eight 

 

 

 

Fear-Based Terrorism Detention Policy 

 

 

 

 

 

The argument that fear can be a driving force behind counterterrorism policy is not new. Furedi 

(1997; 2006) maintains that Western democracies are dominated by a ‘culture of fear’ in which 

fear and risks have become guiding principles in the functioning of individuals, institutions, and 

society at large. Furedi observes that over the past decades, the political and public discourse in 

the West increasingly centered on uncertainty and on seemingly inevitable but unknown risks 

and threats, which led fear to become a driving factor in public life. According to Furedi (2007), 

the culture of fear is also firmly rooted in the political system and the functioning of 

governmental institutions, with the result that public policies are based on exaggerated risk 

assessments and a sense of vulnerability and weakness. In ‘Invitation to Terror’, Furedi (2007) 

argues that vulnerability-led responses to terrorism are likely to increase rather than reduce the 

threat of future attacks because such policies betray confusion and vulnerability and expose a 

lack of confidence in the ability of both the government and the public to cope with adversity, 

which in turn increases the appeal of terrorism as a strategic instrument (Furedi, 2007). 

 

A similar point was made by Richardson (2006) when she argued that Western democracies are 

playing into the hands of terrorists by giving them exactly what they want: revenge, renown, and 

reaction. Although there is still no single definition of terrorism that commands full approval in 

academic or governmental circles, most definitions tend to coalesce around the idea that 

terrorism is designed to instill fear and fear-driven reactions (Kushner 2003; Schmid & 

Jongman, 1988). In Richardson’s view, terrorists aim to provoke from their enemies a 

psychological and behavioral overreaction, because overreactions are often self-destructive and 

bear high financial and societal costs like increased intergroup tensions, loss of privacy, and a 



 

climate of fear and uncertainty. Moreover, fear-driven responses to terrorism are often 

accompanied with indiscriminate aggression and violence, which can mobilize support for the 

terrorists’ cause among the affected communities (Richardson, 2006; see also Buena de 

Mesquita & Dickson, 2006). The success of terrorism can thus be interpreted by its impact on 

the target’s responses. If the reaction is one of counter-reactions driven by emotions rather than 

by substantiated consideration, terrorism is an investment worth making (Veldhuis & Bakker, 

2013, p. 96).  

 

If the aim is to develop evidence-based and goal-oriented prison policies for terrorism offenders, 

awareness of the different ways in which fear can negatively influence the development, 

implementation and outcomes of the policy process is thus of utmost importance. To contribute 

to such knowledge I will present the findings of a review of the available literature on terrorism 

detention and prisoner radicalization, focusing on the possible influence of threat perceptions 

and fears in shaping the international policy and scholarly debate. I suggest that the field seems 

in the grip of a mindset of fear, which resonates at different levels and layers of the debate and 

exerts strong influence on the design and delivery of policy responses (see Figure 8.1). It seems 

that public fears of violent extremism in general and prisoner radicalization in particular spill 

over to the policy domain via a discourse of threat and vulnerability that is adopted by 

stakeholders throughout the policy process, including politicians, policy makers, scholars and 

practitioners, and shapes how they frame and respond to relevant issues. This way, fears can 

become institutionalized in the policy process and negatively affect decision making at different 

stages and levels. At the policy making level, it may lead to inadequate and inefficient use of 

information and result in unbalanced policy decisions, at the scholarly level it may lead to a lack 

of evidence-based knowledge development, and at the operational level it may induce case 

insensitive and unnuanced policy implementation. As a result, correctional policies for violent 

extremist offenders are likely to be suboptimal, imbalanced, and prone to produce undesired 

policy outcomes. 

  



 

 

Figure 8.1. Fear-based policy making 

 

Institutionalization of Fear 

 

Public fears of terrorism in Western societies were propelled by the attacks in New York and 

later in Madrid and London. In the first months and years after 9/11, studies and opinion polls 

consistently exposed elevated levels of fear of terrorism and identified terrorism as one of the 

most prominent concerns of citizens in the Western world (see for studies on fear-related 

responses to terrorism e.g., Boscarino, Figley & Adams, 2003; Dumont, Yzerbyt, Wigboldus & 

Gordijn, 2003; Galea et al., 2002; Galea & Resnick, 2005; Silver et al., 2002; Sinclair & 

Antonius, 2012). After the attacks in the U.S and Europe, the public and politicians realized that 

violent Islamist ideologies were not confined to the Muslim world but also resonated among 

indigenous Muslims, who had been born and bred in the countries they would end up attacking 

(e.g., Buijs, Demant & Hamdy, 2006; Silber & Bhatt, 2007; Wilner & Dubulouz, 2010). This led 

to fears of ‘homegrown’ radicalization among second and third-generation Muslims in the West 

and triggered concerns that fundamentalist Muslims would hatch terrorist attacks on Western 

soil (e.g., Silber & Bath, 2007). 

 



 

In the aftermath of 9/11, the Global War on Terror created an influx of terrorism related 

offenders into prison systems around the world, which drew attention to prisons as possible 

breeding grounds for violent extremism. Prisons are traditionally seen as ‘schools of crime’ (see 

for instance work on prisonization, Bonta & Gendreau, 1990; Haney, 2003; or strain theory, 

Agnew, 1999; 2006) and before long fears were expressed that prisons might also be ‘schools of 

terrorism’, where inmates are incited to plot and commit terrorist attacks (see Jones, 2014; 

Neumann, 2010; Pantucci, 2009). The idea that prisons might create conditions that are 

conducive to violent radicalization and expose potentially vulnerable young Muslims to already 

radicalized Islamists aroused fears of violent extremist ideologies spreading like wildfire through 

the inmate population (e.g., Sinai, 2014; The Guardian, 2014; Travis, 2008).  

 

Fears of prisoner radicalization were further increased by uncertainty about who the arrested 

terrorists were, how they had radicalized to the point of using violence and how they would 

behave in prison. Terrorism detention had received little empirical attention; criminological 

studies had not yet zoomed in on terrorist prisoners as a special needs category and the scholarly 

field of terrorism and counter-terrorism had only recently begun its rapid expansion. Little was 

known about whether and how violent extremist ideologies might spread through the inmate 

population and about how terrorists can best be incarcerated in order to minimize that risk. 

Probably what added to the fears was that the little information that was available, primarily on 

the importance of incarcerated leaders in the emergence of the Muslim Brotherhood (e.g., Kepel, 

2002) and on the management of Republican paramilitary prisoners in Ireland (Gormally, 

McEvoy & Wall, 1993; McEvoy, 2001) and leftwing extremists in Germany (e.g., Aust, 2008; 

Groenewold, 1992) in the 1970s and 1980s, suggested that the imprisonment of violent 

extremists might pose a source of (security) problems.   

 

Societal fears of prisoner radicalization may spill over to the policy domain by a public discourse 

that revolves around concepts of threats, vulnerabilities, and risks, which is then adopted by 

stakeholders throughout the policy process. Altheide (2002; 2006; 2007) argued that the mass 

media play an important role in accelerating fears of terrorism by creating a discourse that is 

driven by excessive use of rhetorical language of threat and by coverage that is designed to strike 

an emotional chord among the public. Politicians, decision makers, and media then contribute to 

these emotional responses by communicating to the public that danger and fear are central 

features of everyday life. This point dovetails with Furedi’s (2007) argument that fear and risk 

have become guiding principles in the public discourse in general and on terrorism in particular, 



 

and that governments reinforce a culture of fear by signaling vulnerability in their 

communications and policies.  

 

When the issue of prisoner radicalization emerged on the international policy agenda, politicians 

and decision makers hastened to emphasize the seriousness of the threat. As an illustration of 

the depth of concern, in 2005 U.S. Congresswoman Jane Harman (2005) released a statement in 

which she said she was “deeply concerned” about radicalization in U.S. prisons and emphasized 

that “our prisons cannot become training grounds for terrorism.” In 2011 the U.S. House 

Committee on Homeland Security conducted a series of hearings on the threat of prisoner 

radicalization. In his opening statements to the second hearing, Peter King (2011), the 

Republican chairman of the Committee, claimed that “the danger [of prisoner radicalization] 

remains real and present” and that “a number of cases since 9/11 have involved terrorists who 

converted to Islam or were radicalized to Islamism in American prisons, then subsequently 

attempted to launch terror strikes here in the U.S. upon their release from custody.” In the same 

meeting, Michael Downing (2011), head of the counterterrorism unit for the Los Angeles Police 

Department, warned that “prisoners by their very nature, are at risk and susceptible to 

recruitment and radicalization by extremist groups because of their isolation, violent tendencies, 

and cultural discontent” (p. 2) and continued that “if left unchecked prisons can and do become 

incubators of radicalization leading to violent extremism” (p. 6). These statements are exemplary 

for a more widely spread tendency among government representatives to present the risk of 

prison radicalization as a national security crisis. 

 

Such discourse creates the impression of a crisis situation, is conducive in exerting pressure on 

the decision making process, and arouses public demand for immediate and decisive 

governmental action (e.g., Boin & ‘t Hart, 2003). For instance, in one of the first reports on 

prisoner radicalization in the U.K., the Quilliam Foundation stressed that “in light of the role 

that prisons have historically played in incubating modern Islamist extremism, it should be a 

matter of urgent concern for the British government that there are currently record numbers of 

Muslims in British prisons at a time when the UK is under sustained threat from Islamist 

terrorism both at home and abroad” (Brandon, 2009b, p. 7).  

 

Public administration research has well established that threats and crisis situations can 

dramatically influence policy outcomes. The perceived public demand for immediate and 

decisive governmental action can lead to considerable deviations from “tried and true” policy 

routines. A useful framework to understand such processes is offered by punctuated equilibrium 



 

theory (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Jones & Baumgartner, 2005), which explains how 

disruptions in the policy context can produce a “tipping point oriented toward sharp and 

explosive policy change” (Givel, 2010, p. 188; see also Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Jones & 

Baumgartner, 2005). That external pressures can lead to  hurried action and drastic deviations 

from policy as usual (see for example May, Workman & Jones, 2008) is also recognized by 

studies on crisis management, which speak of a ‘window for reform’ (Keeler, 1993) that allows 

radical policy decisions that would otherwise be unthinkable to be implemented rapidly and with 

little challenge (Boin &‘t Hart, 2000). This idea may offer a first hint at explaining why, when 

confronted with a potential terrorism threat emerging from behind prison bars, several 

governments demonstrated willingness to implement – or at least contemplate – far-reaching, 

expensive, and sometimes unprecedented measures to counter the threat of prison radicalization 

virtually “on the spot”. 

 

In this way, the door is open for fear to shape the decision making process and resulting policies. 

When decision makers publicly commit to the seriousness of the threat and embrace a narrative 

of threat and fear, they must also commit to such rhetoric in their actions. After all, publicly 

emphasizing the threat and then refraining from taking appropriate actions is likely to thwart the 

public´s consent. Keeler (1993) explained how crisis situations can trigger a sense of urgency 

within the government that action must be taken to prevent the situation from being 

exacerbated. Moreover, fear-induced pressure on the decision making process can accumulate in 

what Keeler (1993, p. 234) termed ‘the fear mechanism’, whereby crisis- or threat-induced social 

mobilization related to demands for reform can create a sense of genuine fear that doing nothing 

will result in death or destruction of property. This point is illustrated by internal documents of 

the British Ministry of Justice, which became public in 2008, which stated that there is an 

“urgent requirement” to give priority to the control of extremist prisoners (e.g., Travis, 2008). 

Moreover, the actual or possible failure to prevent a terrorist attack being hatched or 

coordinated behind prison walls is also likely to lead to an intense scrutiny of the policy 

framework, and possibly to a retrospective assessment that a different or more proactive 

approach may have prevented the attack. The political imperative to be seen to have done all that 

is necessary to prevent attacks is reflected in British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s comment that 

“what we are desperate to avoid is the situation where, at a later point, people turn around and 

say: ‘If you’d only been as vigilant as you should have been, we could have averted a terrorist 

attack’” (cited in Pickering, McCulloch & Wright-Neville, 2009, p. 45).  

 



 

In sum, my conceptualization of fear as a driving force in the policy debate on terrorism 

detention moves beyond the traditional interpretation of fear as an acute psychological response 

to an imminent threat. Rather, it identifies fear among policy makers as a derivative of collective 

fear in society (linked to a fear-based public discourse) that puts pressure on the decision 

making process and simultaneously arouses fears among the relevant stakeholders about the 

consequences of tardy or inadequate governmental actions for which they carry responsibility. 

The stakeholders involved do not necessarily have to experience fear of terrorism themselves in 

order to be in the grip of a mindset of fear and caught in a discourse that centers on high-stake 

threats. As I present in some more detail in the next paragraphs, being in the mindset of fear has 

psychological consequences on what is attended to, how information is processed, what risks are 

perceived, what decisions are taken, etcetera. All these consequences are likely to influence the 

quality of the decision-making.  

 

Fear-Based Responses 

 

Threat and its corresponding emotional reactions, primarily fear and anxiety, can exert profound 

influence on how people think, feel, and act (e.g., Blanchette & Richards, 2010; Harvey, Watkins, 

Mansell & Shafran, 2004). In the present discussion, what matters most is that fear changes how 

people process information and affects social dynamics within decision making groups, in ways 

that are likely to erode the decision quality.  

 

One important outcome of fear is that it causes an attention- and interpretation bias that induces 

people to focus their attention on threat-related cues and to interpret information that is 

seemingly irrelevant or ambiguous in negative, threat-congruent ways (Blanchette & Richards, 

2010). When people are afraid they tend to selectively search for information that confirms the 

danger and ignore or discard information that signals safety (Harvey, Watkins, Mansell & 

Shafran, 2004; Remmerswaal et al., 2014). As a result, they are likely to overestimate the actual 

risk and the probability of future threats (e.g., Constans & Matthews, 1993; Constans, 2001; 

Lerner, Gonzalez, Small & Fischhoff, 2003), often without being aware of it (Fischhoff, Gonzalez, 

Lerner & Small, 2005). As such, when decision makers are in the grip of fear, this is likely to 

induce a bias toward cues that confirm the presence of a threat, while cues that challenge the 

threat are likely to be ignored or discarded. In all, this may favor exaggerated risk assessment 

over realistic appraisals.  

 



 

Fear is also related to what has been called “motivated reasoning” (Kunda, 1990). Under 

conditions of threat and pressure, people are likely to experience a heightened need for structure 

(e.g., certainty and predictability) and cognitive closure (e.g., unambiguous information and 

firm, simple answers to questions or problems) (Kruglanski, Webster & Klem, 1993; Kruglanski 

& Webster, 1996). This is likely to induce psychological and behavioral processes that are geared 

to avoiding uncertainty or ambiguity, such as tendencies to engage in stereotyping, reject 

opinion deviates, resist persuasive influence, and adopt conservative belief systems (Kruglanski 

& Freund, 1983; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski & Sulloway, 2003; Wichman, 2012). In this way, fear 

can trigger a tendency toward simplistic, categorical reasoning that leaves little room for nuance 

and ambiguity.  

 

Fear can also affect social dynamics among stakeholders in the policy process. Studies on group 

decision making suggest that threats increase the risk of groupthink, which causes the collective 

desire for unanimity to override individual motivation to realistically appraise alternative causes 

of action (Janis, 1982). Groups affected by groupthink can become preoccupied with one 

alternative and discount warnings or challenging information. Pet assumptions are protected, 

ethical or moral concerns are ignored, dissenters are pressured to conform, and group members 

self-censor doubts or deviating views. Groupthink affects the decision making process in that 

only a few alternatives are considered while others are ignored or discarded, and preferred or 

rejected alternatives are not reassessed. New information and expert opinion are likely to be 

selectively integrated, only when it matches the preferred course of action (Janis, 1982). 

 

In all, there is a solid research base that suggests that threat perceptions and fear in the decision 

making context can cause biases that translate into the policy debate. Specifically, I maintain 

that the policy debate on prisoner radicalization and terrorism detention suffers from several 

fear-induced flaws, including a tendency to selectively interpret information, to favor some 

policy alternatives at the expense of ignoring others, to be biased in risk assessment, to 

stereotype certain social groups, and to prioritize consensus over realistic assessment.  

 

Threat-Congruent Bias 

 

The policy debate betrays an inclination to interpret information as confirmative of a risk of 

prisoner radicalization, whereas cues that challenge the threat tend to be ignored. One indication 

of this confirmation-bias (Blanchette & Richards, 2010) is that claims about the threat of 

prisoner radicalization generally track back to an exceptionally small number of – and always the 



 

same – anecdotal examples, which are frequently reiterated to demonstrate the seriousness of 

the threat. As Hamm (2009; 2013) notes, radicalization to the point of engagement in terrorism 

among prisoners is extremely rare. There are only a few incidences in which terrorism has been 

linked to (former) prisoners, and in many instances these cases are poorly documented or based 

on ambiguous information. Nevertheless, a few of these accounts have been recycled so often 

that they have seemingly gained a false status of irrefutable evidence of the risk of prisoner 

radicalization.  

 

One such example is Kevin James, who recruited fellow inmates for his Islamist group (JIS) and 

hatched a plan to commit terrorist attacks in Los Angeles (Hamm 2009, p. 668-669). 

Notwithstanding that the JIS case remains the only documented instance in the United States of 

a terrorism plot being hatched behind bars (Hamm, 2009), it is popularly referenced to illustrate 

the possible outcomes if prisoners are left to radicalize unchecked. For example, in 2006, U.S. 

Senator Suzan Collins referred to the JIS case as a possible tip of an iceberg and emphasized that 

“we have to wonder how many other such conspiracies are taking shape under the radar in other 

prisons” (Collins, 2006). 

 

Another case that became a ‘poster child’ of inmate radicalization is Richard Reid, a 

fundamentalist Islamist who became known as the Shoe Bomber after attempting to detonate a 

bomb hidden in his shoes on an American Airlines flight from Miami to Paris in December 2001 

(e.g., Elliot, 2002). It later appeared that Reid had been radicalized during or directly after his 

stay in a London-based prison, where he had allegedly encountered radical inmates who had 

inspired him to adopt violent extremist Islamist beliefs (Brandon, 2009b). Although several 

authors have pointed out that little evidence exists for the relationship between Reid’s 

imprisonment and his later terrorist intentions (Ilardi, 2010; SpearIt, 2013), Reid is regularly 

forwarded as proof that inmates are susceptible to radicalization and violent extremist ideologies 

(Ciluffo & Saathoff, 2006; U.S. Department of Justice, 2004).  

 

Whereas cues that signal danger are regularly reiterated, accounts that challenge the ‘prisons as 

hotbeds of radicalization’ perspective appear to have little impact on the discourse. Especially in 

recent years, several authors have nuanced the risk of inmate radicalization and have argued that 

claims of radicalization among prisoners are false, or at least overstated, and driven by fears 

more than by empirical evidence (e.g., Ilardi, 2010; Jones, 2014; Useem, 2012). For example, on 

the basis of interviews with a number of academics, civil rights, law enforcement, and 

correctional officials about prisoner involvement in radical groups, Klein (2007) concluded that 



 

there is no evidence of radicalization among prison gangs in the U.S.41 Klein´s finding was 

corroborated by Useem and Clayton (2009), who concluded from interviews with almost 300 

inmates and more than 200 prison officials that correctional institutions in the U.S. have 

responded with urgency to the possible risk of radicalization among inmates, but that actual 

levels of radicalization are low. Useem testified in the House Committee on Homeland Security’s 

hearings on prisoner radicalization, where he emphasized that Muslim terrorists are not 

particularly likely to emerge from prisons (Useem, 2011, p. 2). However, in the hearings as well 

as in the literature, the dominant voices appear to belong to those who endorse, rather than 

challenge the seriousness of the threat.  

 

Stereotyping 

 

The policy debate tends to revolve around stereotypical beliefs about terrorists and Muslims. In 

the political discourse as well as in the literature, the focus is characteristically on Islamist 

violent extremism, while other forms of violent extremism are less accounted for. In 2011, the 

House Committee’s hearings on prisoner radicalization were criticized for focusing solely on 

Muslims and ignoring other groups, such as gangs and white supremacists (Cratty, 2011). The 

emphasis on Muslims is also reflected in the vast number of publications that mushroomed on 

issues related to Islam in prison, such as religious conversions to Islam (Hamm, 2009; Spalek, 

2005; Spalek & Hassan, 2007), relationships between Muslim and non-Muslim prisoners 

(Liebling, Arnold & Straub, 2012; Liebling & Arnold, 2012) and experiences of Muslims in prison 

(Beckford, Joly & Khosrokhavar, 2005; Spalek & Wilson, 2002). 

 

Moreover, at least in the West, people seem to apply different lines of reasoning in judging 

Muslim and non-Muslim terrorists. Whereas Muslim terrorists are seemingly perceived as 

typical for the Muslim world, ´indigenous´ terrorists are perceived as deviants and black sheep, 

who are not considered part of the ingroup (see for a discussion of the black sheep effect 

Marques, Yzerbyt & Levens, 1998). In a study in the Netherlands, Doosje, Zebel, Scheermeijer & 

Mathyi (2007) found that non-Islamic respondents attributed responsibility for violence 

committed by Muslims to the Islamic world as a whole, but tended to attribute responsibility for 

violence committed by native Dutch people to the individual perpetrator rather than to the 

                                                           

41 It must be noted that Klein (2007) did not describe the methodological details of his study, 

such as sample characteristics and analysis techniques, so it is not entirely clear how he derived 

his findings.  



 

Western world. These findings suggest that whereas extremist Islamists are likely to be seen as 

terrorists, extremist leftwing, rightwing, or other types of ‘ingroup’ terrorists are more likely to 

be perceived as madmen and mentally deranged. Among decision makers, such biased lines of 

reasoning can lead them to approach the management of Islamist prisoners with categorical and 

standardized policies (because these prisoners are ‘all’ considered a potential risk of 

radicalization), whereas indigenous types of extremists are dealt with ‘as they come’ (because 

these are considered a-typical and exceptional).  

 

Desire for Consensus 

 

It would appear that the policy debate is hindered by a collective desire for consensus among 

stakeholders, which is likely to produce agreement on short term answers and solutions that may 

be seemingly informative (because unambiguous and agreed upon) but are possibly flawed. 

Societal and political concerns over prisoner radicalization can put pressure on decision makers 

to formulate policy responses that are comprehensible, can be implemented rapidly and with 

relative ease, and which can be expected to produce immediate results. Under such conditions, 

decision makers (may feel that they) cannot afford extensive elaboration but that consensus is 

essential, which can lead to rapid agreement on important issues while complex and ambiguous 

issues remain undiscussed.  

 

The desire for consensus is a symptom of groupthink (Janis, 1982) and is likely to stem – at least 

in part – from a threat-induced need for cognitive closure among stakeholders, which reduces 

people’s motivation to deal with ambiguity (e.g., Kruglanski, 2004). Threats also tend to increase 

the desire for common understanding or shared reality with others, which serves to establish or 

maintain interpersonal relationships and to create a stable, predictable, and potentially 

controllable environment (e.g., Hardin & Higgins, 1996). In order to achieve such goals, people 

tend to ‘tune’ relevant attitudes, beliefs and behavior toward those of important others and 

become less tolerant of others who hold deviant opinions (Jost, Ledgerwood & Hardin, 2007). 

For example, Kruglanski and Webster (1991) showed that external pressures (e.g., an 

approaching decision making deadline or loud noise), increase the tendency to reject others who 

express deviant opinions and to praise conformists.  

 

One of the most prominent illustrations of the desire for consensus is that the policy debate is 

based on the assumption that stakeholders share an understanding of central concepts like 

violent extremism, (prison) radicalization, and recruitment, despite the fact that most concepts 



 

are still the subject of debate and lack universally accepted definitions (see for a discussion 

Schmid, 2013). Fear-induced pressure on the decision making process may induce stakeholders 

to pursue continuity of the policy debate, regardless of possible errors in the underlying 

assumptions on which it is based. At a deeper cognitive level, how individual actors frame the 

discussion depends on their objectives, world view, personal experiences, religion, political 

views, and exposure to sources of knowledge (e.g., empirical research, media). For example, 

whereas actors at the decision making level may frame prisoner radicalization as a national 

security issue, prison authorities may perceive it predominantly as an institutional concern that 

affects social dynamics within the inmate community. Such differences in perspective are rarely 

made explicit, however. As a result, policy decisions, research projects, and funding allocations 

are likely to be based on varying and potentially flawed assumptions about what prisoner 

radicalization entails, what causes it, and how it can be prevented.  

 

Selective Risk Aversion 

 

The debate exposes a ´better safe than sorry´ attitude, which reflects a reluctance to implement 

policies that bear the risk of being blamed and a preference for policies that produce more 

certain but possibly suboptimal expected payoffs. Risk aversion is a well-documented response 

to threat and threat-related emotions (e.g., Blanchette & Richards, 2010). Conditions of threat 

reduce people’s motivation to deal with uncertainty and induce actions that optimize 

predictability and controllability of the environment. When pressured to reach a decision, people 

are thus inclined to avoid risks and to opt for safer alternatives (Ben Zur & Breznitz, 1981). 

However, the consideration of risks is highly selective because only the fear-related risks are 

considered. Risks of detention regimes for negative consequences regarding, say, rehabilitation 

after release from prison, are not even considered. 

 

At a political level, decision makers may be motivated to obtain or maintain the consent of the 

public and to avoid policy and political failures by implementing policies that optimize control 

(e.g., Bovens & ‘t Hart, 1996). In developing prison policies for violent extremist offenders, 

decision makers have to balance multiple objectives including the (visible) pursuit of security, 

human rights, proportionality, and accountability. The imperative to prevent prisoners from 

plotting terrorist attacks or being incited or recruited to extremist violence is of a more 

immediate and perhaps tangible nature. Concerns over political scrutiny of policy procedures 

may enhance the motivation to prioritize measures that facilitate control and short term security, 

regardless of whether such measures have been proven effective or convey a risk of potential 



 

undesired outcomes in the longer run. Such instinctive, control-oriented bureaucratic reflexes 

are for instance visible in special terrorism legislation such as extended pre-trial detention 

periods (Elias, 2009), prolonged sentences (e.g., the ‘terrorism enhancement’, Brown, 2014) and 

the criminalization of preparatory conduct for terrorism-related felonies (Scanlon, 2014). 

 

Fear in the Expert Debate 

 

The institutionalization of fear affects not only how stakeholders in the decision making process 

operate, but also influences the work of experts. It is possible that scholars suffer from similar 

fear-induced cognitive biases as decision makers. However, pressure on the decision making 

context is not likely to directly affect the work of scholars who, unlike decision makers, bear no 

political responsibility for policy outcomes. A more likely scenario is that the work of scholars is 

negatively affected by fear-led decisions at an institutional level. In particular, I argue that the 

body of expert knowledge lacks the input of novel intellectual insights, that the small amount of 

knowledge that is available is insufficiently used, and that – as a result – the debate revolves 

around continuously recycled threat-congruent rhetoric that feeds into the climate of fear.  

 

Lack of New Intellectual Input 

 

I argue that fear-induced (institutional) barriers hinder the development of an empirical 

knowledge base on issues related to terrorism detention. Given the amount of political and 

scholarly priority that the issue of terrorism detention has received, surprisingly little empirical 

knowledge has been accumulated over the past years. Even basic figures, such as the extent to 

which radicalization in prison occurs and among whom, the numbers of Islamic conversions 

among inmates, and recidivism rates among former terrorism prisoners are unknown. More 

complex matters, such as the social and psychological mechanisms that drive prisoner 

radicalization, the conditions under which prisoners are likely to adopt violent extremist belief 

systems, or the post-release factors that predict relapse into violent extremism are even more 

poorly understood (e.g., Rappaport, Veldhuis & Guiora, 2012; Veldhuis & Kessels, 2013). 

 

I am neither the first nor the only one to make this argument. Others have similarly warned that 

the policy and academic debate on prisoner radicalization is based on weak and limited evidence 

(e.g., Murray, 2014, p. 18-19; Gartenstein-Ross & Grossman, 2009, p. 14-15; Hamm, 2013, p. 

160; Rappaport, Veldhuis & Guiora, 2012; SpearIt, 2013; Useem & Clayton, 2009). Ilardi (2010) 

for example, argues that claims of the threat of prisoner radicalization are rarely based on 



 

evidence and that little is known about the dynamics of prisoner radicalization. Ilardi concludes 

that research on prisoner radicalization fails to provide adequate explanation around three key 

areas, namely a) the nature of the individuals’ prison experience, b) the mapping of individual’s 

post release experiences, and c) the relationship between individuals’ pre- and post-release 

experiences. In a similar vein, Jones (2014) concludes from a cross-examination of prison 

systems in six Western and (South East) Asian countries42 that Islamist prisoner radicalization 

and recruitment are more the exception than the rule. Jones explicitly challenges the 

presumption that prisons are incubators of violent extremism and posits that cues that signal a 

risk of prisoner radicalization appear to have been over-emphasized (Jones, 2014). My point 

here is not only that claims of prisoner radicalization may well be exaggerated; above anything, I 

hope to have demonstrated that our current understanding of the core dimensions of prisoner 

radicalization is problematically poor and that this can have detrimental consequences for policy 

making in this field. 

 

In part, attempts to advance empirical knowledge of issues related to terrorism detention are 

hindered by conceptual, methodological and operational barriers that make research in this 

domain a “difficult and contentious” undertaking (see Hamm, 2013, p. 45). The field of terrorism 

studies has long been plagued by conceptual ambiguities. Scholars have spent decades trying to 

formulate universally accepted definitions of core concepts like terrorism, radicalization, and 

violent extremism (e.g., Schmid & Jongman, 1998). In the context of corrections, even more 

ambiguities exist. For instance, whereas Kruglanski and colleagues (2014) speak of ‘de-

radicalization’ programs, El-Said (2014) appears to refer to similar efforts as ‘Counter-de-Rad’ 

programs, Veldhuis (2012) uses the term ‘rehabilitation’ as inclusive of both ‘de-radicalization’ 

and ‘disengagement’, and the Global Counterterrorism Forum (GCTF, 2012) aims to capture it 

all within the framework of ‘rehabilitation and reintegration’. Although it is generally assumed 

that stakeholders intuitively grasp what is meant by these concepts, it is unclear whether they are 

actually talking about the same thing.  

 

Moreover the key concepts are not only difficult to define, they are also difficult to measure, 

especially among prisoners. How does one methodologically operationalize the complex dynamic 

between longitudinally changing attitudes, beliefs, and motivations that make up the process of 

radicalization and de-radicalization? Measuring attitude change has proven a challenge for 

psychologists, and scholars generally agree that self-reports, the most common technique to 

                                                           

42 The U.S., the U.K., Australia, the Philippines, Indonesia, and Pakistan. 



 

measure explicit attitudes, are not only vulnerable to social desirability but may also fail to 

capture automatic and affective components of attitudes (e.g., Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). Also, 

inmates themselves are a difficult research population (e.g., Liebling, 1999). They are 

disempowered and may not be (or feel) truly free to decide to participate in research or not. They 

may be vulnerable to exploitation, may have psychological issues or lower levels of analytical or 

literacy skills, and may be easily influenced by even modest incentives (Veldhuis & Kessels, 

2013).  

 

To a large extent, however, research attempts may also be blocked by fear-based institutional 

barriers. Conceptual ambiguities originate at least partly in deeply rooted (subconscious) 

cognitive differences in how actors in the field perceive and frame the issue as a function of 

personal views, experiences, and interests. Fear-induced pressure on the policy process prevents 

such differences from being explicitly exposed and discussed, with the result that driving 

assumptions behind the policy debate are likely to remain unchallenged and unsubstantiated. 

Also, it is likely that the fear-based discourse affects the demand for scholarly input. Research 

that could contradict the fear-based views meets with little demand and is often ignored and 

generally not further encouraged by granting agencies, colleagues, and ´expert´ committees, 

while research that confirms fear-based views is commonly accepted.  

 

Governmental institutions may erect barriers to research efforts that require access to (ex-

)violent extremist offenders. Following the prison´s institutional mission to isolate criminals 

from society, prison authorities are understandably reluctant to having civilians roam about 

within their institutions. When it comes to terrorism offenders, resistance may be even stronger. 

Terrorism prisoners are generally subjected to intensified monitoring, often under supervision of 

external governmental counter-terrorism divisions, and authorities may be reluctant to relax 

control (whether real or perceived) over the inmates and may be uncertain as to what kind of 

information will be reported and how. Hamm (2013) describes his own experience of having to 

overcome substantial resistance from the authorities before being granted access to California 

and Florida prisons, and concludes that “conducting primary research on prisoner radicalization 

is nearly impossible due to widespread official reluctance to allow researcher access to prisons, 

often for spurious reasons” (p. 45). Albeit to some degree understandable, such reluctance 

hinders the generation of new intellectual input into the scholarly and policy debate and thereby 

contributes to sustaining poorly informed policy decisions. 

 

 



 

Inadequate Use of Existing Knowledge 

 

I also argue that the small amount of empirical knowledge that is available is insufficiently or 

inadequately used to inform the policy debate. Such knowledge may be deemed irrelevant or 

does not seem readily applicable to contemporarily relevant issues. For example, a vast body of 

criminological research exists on detention and rehabilitation of regular prisoners, but this 

literature is rarely used as a theoretical or empirical foundation for studies on violent extremist 

prisoners (see for exceptions Horgan, 2009a; Lafree & Miller, 2009; Mullins, 2014). In the 

United States for instance, a growing body of research emerges on the functioning and 

consequences of supermax prisons, which are segregated high-security facilities designed to 

house extremely dangerous and violent offenders (Mears, 2008; Riveland, 1999). Studies in this 

area have begun to address questions related to the impact of supermax incarceration on 

institutional security and inmates´ mental and physical health and reintegration prospects (e.g., 

Mears & Watson, 2003). Despite the apparent similarities between supermax prisons and 

specialized high-security prisons for terrorism offenders, research on supermax incarceration 

rarely informs the debate on terrorism detention.  

 

In the literature on terrorism detention, several researchers have set out to improve the status 

quo of research and are publishing on the basis of primary resources. Part of this work focuses 

on identifying the conditions under which prisoners are likely to turn to violent radicalization 

(e.g., Useem & Clayton, 2009; Liebling, Arnold & Straub, 2012). A prominent voice in this area 

comes from Hamm, who is one of the few scholars who has collected data among prisoners in the 

U.S. prison system to examine violent extremism among (ex-) prisoners (e.g., Hamm, 2007; 

2009; 2013). Other scholars focus on what happens after imprisonment. El-Said (El-Said & 

Harrigan, 2012; El-Said, 2014) for instance conducted a series of in-depth case studies on de-

radicalization and reintegration initiatives in Muslim majority states. El-Said’s work fits within a 

broader line of research that examines processes of de-radicalization and disengagement and the 

policies and programs that pursue these objectives (e.g., Ashour, 2009; Barrett & Bokhari, 2008; 

Bjørgo & Horgan, 2009; Chowdhury Fink & Hearne, 2008; Horgan, 2009a; 2009b; Gunaratna, 

Gerard & Rubin, 2010; Rubin, Gunaratna & Gerard, 2011; Vidino & Brandon, 2012). Recently, 

Kruglanski and colleagues (2010; 2014) have undertaken efforts to empirically assess the 

influence of deradicalization programs with a longitudinal quasi-experimental research design 

that is designed to include both cognitive and affective/motivational components of the 

deradicalization programs. 

 



 

Although some scholars appear to gain evidence-based influence on the policy debate and 

several efforts have been made in previous years to integrate insights from related fields (for 

instance by inviting experts on criminal gangs, different types of extremism, and rebel groups to 

conferences on prisoner radicalization), the fear-induced tunnel vision and simplistic reasoning 

that characterizes the contemporary debate is likely to prevent such insights from being 

effectively integrated or translated to transferrable lessons.  

 

Recycling of Rhetoric 

 

I further argue that a large part of international scholarship is biased toward threat-congruent 

information. Despite the lack of novel intellectual input into the body of expert knowledge, 

scholars are regularly invited by decision makers and media to share their expertise. Albeit 

understandable, this leads to recycling of unsubstantiated and often threat-congruent 

information.  

 

Part of the problem is that several experts have reiterated and intensified fears of prisoner 

radicalization, often without providing evidence for their claims (see for discussions Hamm, 

2013, p. 46; Rappaport, Veldhuis & Guiora, 2012). For instance, in testimony before the Senate, 

conservative writer and researcher Michael Waller declared that “radical Islamist groups (…) 

dominate Muslim prison recruitment in the U.S. and seek to create a radicalized cadre of felons 

who will support their anti-American efforts. Estimates place the number of Muslim prison 

recruits at between 15–20% of the prison population” (Waller, 2003). Waller’s estimate yields a 

shocking number of prison recruits. In a total prison population of nearly 1.6 million in 2010 

(PEW, 2010), this suggests that the number of radicalized felons in United States prisons is 

between 240.000 and 320.000. However, the basis for Waller’s dire warning is wholly unclear. 

As Hamm (2009, p. 681) writes, Waller “offers no explanation for his numerical estimate; no 

case studies of radicalization and terrorist recruitment; no interviews with wardens, intelligence 

officers, chaplains or prisoners. In fact, there is no reason to believe that Waller has ever set foot 

inside a prison”. 

 

In 2008 the British think tank RUSI made national news (e.g., Travis, 2010) when it offered a 

dramatic warning that “some 800 potentially violent radicals, not previously guilty of terrorism 

charges, will be back in society over the coming five to ten years" (Clarke & Soria, 2008). RUSI’s 

estimate was based on a 2008 news article, which stated that "probation officers (…) believe that 

attempts have been made to convert one in ten of the estimated 8,000 Muslims in the eight 



 

high-security prisons in England and Wales to the Al-Qaeda cause in the past two years" 

(Leppard, 2008). The figure, however, was subsequently rejected by a Ministry of Justice 

spokesman, who said: “there are only 6.000 prisoners in the High Security Estate, most of whom 

are not Muslim. The figure of ‘one in ten of the 8.000 Muslims’ in the High Security Estate is 

therefore unrecognizable” (Doyle, 2010).  

 

Another example of experts putting oil on the fire concerns the frequently forwarded claim that 

large numbers of prisoners are converting to Islam. The concern is that this group poses a 

particularly high risk for radicalization (see for a discussion Hamm, 2007), but statements about 

high conversion rates are often poorly substantiated. For example, Dix-Richardson (2002) 

asserts that converts to Islam in the U.S. number 30.000. Waller contends that the number of 

Muslim inmates increases by 40.000 per year, with the majority of the growth occurring through 

conversion (Waller, 2003). These are dramatic estimates. Unfortunately, the source for these 

estimates is unclear. Dix-Richardson's estimate, for example, is drawn from a single sentence in 

a book by Smith (1999) on Islam in America, in which Smith writes that "while exact figures are 

again hard to determine, it is estimated that more than 300.000 prisoners are converts to Islam, 

and that the rate of conversion may be more than 30.000 per year" (p. 165). Smith herself offers 

no citation in support of that figure. The source for Waller’s estimate of up to 40.000 converts 

per year is similarly uncertain. Nevertheless, these claims are frequently referenced (e.g., Hamm, 

2007, p. 20; 2011b, p. 3; Gaffney, 2005; Popeo, 2006, p. 137; Williams & Lynch, 2009, p. 38; see 

for critical discussions Rappaport, Veldhuis & Guiora, 2012; SpearIt, 2012; 2013).  

 

These examples are only the tip of an iceberg of opinion that portrays prisoner radicalization as 

one of the most serious security threats since 9/11. The problem is that fear, through its influence 

on how people process and respond to threat-related information, allow such statements to gain 

a life of their own and to be continuously recycled throughout the literature without critical 

scrutiny. This way, the absence of empirical knowledge creates a vacuum in which unfounded, 

rhetorical statements can gain the status of alleged evidence, which in turn further reinforces 

and intensifies the impact of fear on the policy debate.  

 

Rehabilitation and Reintegration 

 

Fear does not only affect the making of terrorism incarceration strategies, but arguably also 

affects rehabilitation and reintegration efforts. When the issue of terrorism detention had 

obtained a solid position in the international security debate, a new problem emerged on the 



 

policy agenda: how to prevent violent extremist prisoners from returning to terrorism after 

release from prison (e.g., Pluchinsky, 2008)? Signs that former Guantanamo Bay prisoners had 

returned to terrorist activity triggered concerns about recidivism and the role of terrorism 

detention policies in post-release violent extremism (Fahey, 2013; Macedo, 2010). 

 

In response, policy makers and scholars embarked on a quest for ‘good practices’ in 

rehabilitation and reintegration. This resulted in an extensive body of literature, generally 

summarized as the de-radicalization and disengagement debate, on the processes by which 

radicalized movements or individuals (prisoners, ex-prisoners, and non-prisoners alike) leave 

violent extremism behind (e.g. Bjorgo & Horgan, 2008; Horgan, 2009a; Ashour, 2009; El-Said 

& Harrigan, 2012). In 2012, the Global Counter Terrorism Forum (GCTF), a multilateral 

cooperation between twenty-nine UN Countries and the EU, formally adopted the ´Rome 

Memorandum on Good Practices for Rehabilitation and Reintegration of Violent Extremist 

Offenders´ (henceforth Rome Memorandum), which identifies a series of guiding principles that 

can potentially serve as the foundation for states’ policies (GCTF, 2012). The Rome 

Memorandum and the international collaboration efforts in which it is embedded reflect a 

commendable ambition for more balanced policies that integrate short-term security objectives 

with ameliorative efforts to promote rehabilitation and reintegration.  

 

In principle, this change in focus presented an opportunity to move away from fear-based policy 

making to a more balanced prioritization of objectives. However, I argue that fear-based 

detention strategies cause path-dependent effects that still haunt the debate today. The 

contemporary debate on rehabilitation and reintegration of violent extremist offenders remains 

flawed because underlying assumptions have not changed and are still rooted in the fear of 

prisoner radicalization, now reinforced by novel fears of terrorist recidivism. Such path 

dependencies are visible in several characteristics of the rehabilitation debate.  

 

Preoccupation with Risk 

 

Firstly, the contemporary rehabilitation debate signals a preoccupation with risks and 

vulnerability. Much of the literature on rehabilitation and reintegration is vested with references 

to risks and threats related to violent extremism. Rehabilitation and reintegration are generally 

not presented as inherently valuable and worthy objectives, but as necessary efforts to fight the 

threat of terrorism. For example, Stern (2010) stresses the importance of de-radicalizing Islamist 

terrorists by citing General David Petraeus saying that the United States “cannot kill [its] way to 



 

victory” in the struggle against Islamist terrorism (p. 95). Stern goes on to warn that terrorism 

prisons like Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib could inflame violent extremist ideologies among 

the inmates (and their supporting communities), and that “effective deradicalization programs 

could help make such individuals less dangerous” (p. 96). In a similar vein, Gunaratna (2011) 

expresses anxious concerns that contemporary detention and prison conditions contribute to 

radicalization, and that “unless a terrorist is rehabilitated from custody, he is likely to pose a 

security threat to the government and a societal threat to the community upon his return” (p. 

65). These comments do not stand alone, but are illustrative of a general trend to present violent 

extremist rehabilitation and reintegration as a necessary step in protecting the public against an 

otherwise inevitable and dangerous threat.  

 

Inefficient Use of Existing Bureaucratic Structures 

 

Second, and related, it seems that existing knowledge and bureaucratic structures are 

inefficiently used, which might be another symptom of prevailing fears. Rehabilitation efforts for 

violent extremist offenders are based on the assumption that these inmates are ‘special’ and 

cannot participate in regular programs but require specialized treatments. What distinguishes 

violent extremists from other inmates, it is often argued, is their ideological motivation and 

sincere conviction that their acts are moral and even obligatory (e.g., Neumann, 2010, p. 12). 

Although probably true, it is not clear whether this is sufficient or necessary ground to subject 

these offenders to different treatments. In many countries for instance, violent extremist 

rehabilitation programs are implemented in strictly controlled confinement settings where 

violent extremists are housed separately from other prisoners (see for an extensive discussion of 

various programs El-Said & Harrigan, 2012).  

 

Interestingly, the recommended programs for violent extremists largely overlap with what is 

recommended for ‘regular’ prisoners, such as education, vocational training, psychological and 

behavioral therapy, and after-care, and seem to differ primarily in their emphasis on changing 

religious or ideological motivations. Yet rather than integrating violent extremist offenders into 

regular rehabilitation efforts, complemented with additional components to address ideological 

motivations, most programs operate the other way around and only integrate violent extremists 

into the regular inmate community when risk assessments indicate a reduced risk of 

radicalization and recruitment. The resulting policies tend to be very costly and labor intensive. 

In other words, the starting point for rehabilitation of violent extremists is the assumption that a 

threat exists and needs to be contained, rather than that if a threat exists, the institutional 



 

system will be able to deal with it at hand. Again, the underlying assumption is one of fear and 

uncertainty.  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have examined the proposition that fear might play an important role in 

shaping the international policy and scholarly debate on prisoner radicalization and terrorism 

detention. Based on an extensive review of relevant literature I suggested that, when it comes to 

terrorism, fear has become institutionalized at different levels and layers of the policy process 

and negatively affects the decision making of actors throughout the system, including politicians, 

policy makers, scholars, and practitioners.  

 

My argument is that public fears of terrorism and prisoner radicalization spill over to the policy 

debate by giving rise to a discourse of threat and fear, which is adopted by stakeholders in the 

policy process and influence how they think, feel, and act. From psychological research it is 

known that a real or perceived threat leads to “motivated reasoning” by creating an asymmetric 

focus on the threat at the expense of (potentially relevant) information that is considered less 

urgent or challenges the presence of danger. Also, it can lead to stereotyping, risk aversion 

(especially when it comes to risks that can lead to blame), and a strong desire for consensus 

among stakeholders. Such cognitive biases affect how stakeholders cognitively represent the 

problem of prisoner radicalization, primarily in that they are likely focus disproportionally on 

the possibility that such a problem is indeed present, regardless of information that states 

otherwise. In addition it is also likely to affect social dynamics between stakeholders and trigger 

a strong desire for shared reality, risk aversion, and firm and unambiguous information.  

 

Fear in the policy domain not only affects policy makers burdened with the responsibility for 

terrorism detention policies, but is also reflected in the international scholarly debate. Although 

prisoner radicalization has received substantial political and academic priority over the past few 

years, scholars have produced little evidence-based knowledge on this issue. Much of the work in 

this field is descriptive rather than empirical, and experts have displayed a tendency to recycle 

rhetorical statements that are based on little evidence but resonate with the threat-based 

discourse applied by policy officials and media.  

 

In part, the lack of academic knowledge may be the result of conceptual and methodological 

difficulties in studying prisoner radicalization. In part also, however, it seems that fear-based 



 

decisions made by the authorities erect barriers that prevent or discourage empirical research 

endeavors: researchers often face difficulties obtaining access to (violent extremist) prisoners 

and research funding appears to favor short-term, policy-oriented projects over theory-driven, 

empirical efforts that may require more time and resources.  

 

Ultimately, fear in the policy context may also reach down to the operational level, where 

practitioners are confronted with constraints imposed by fear-based decisions made in the policy 

formulation process. In addition, practitioners may be influenced by lower-level bureaucratic 

fears of policy failure and security risks at the operational level and may respond accordingly by 

focusing on cues that signal danger and ignore cues that signal safety. This way, fear may erode 

decision quality at different stages of the process and ultimately lead to the development and 

implementation of suboptimal policy responses. 

 

Arguably, the institutionalization of fear may not only be relevant in the context of incarceration 

strategies but may also affect rehabilitation and reintegration efforts targeted at violent 

extremist offenders. When such policies are implemented, they are likely grafted on top of fear-

based incarceration strategies. This creates internal inconsistencies because the incarceration 

strategies generally tend to be designed in ways that conflict with longer term rehabilitation 

objectives (e.g., see Neumann, 2010; Veldhuis & Lindenberg, 2012b). In addition, the 

rehabilitation policies are themselves likely to be strongly influenced by fear of extremist 

proselytization, and designed to prevent extremists from recruiting others. More recently, fed by 

signals that former Guantanamo Bay inmates have returned to violent extremist movements, 

these concerns have been complemented by fears of recidivism among released terrorism 

offenders. As a consequence of the influence of such fears and the corresponding discourse, it is 

plausible that such policies are also suboptimal and that they are poorly tailored to their formal 

aims and objectives.  

  



 

Chapter Nine 

 

 

 

General Conclusions and Discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

In 2014, substantial numbers of young Muslims in the West traveled to Syria to join the ranks of 

IS, a violent extremist movement seeking to establish an Islamic caliphate. In several countries, 

this development triggered public and political fears of what would happen when these 

youngsters returned home, ready and skilled to conduct terrorism attacks against countries on 

Western soil. One of the most prominent questions that needed answering was how returning 

jihadists, or others who had been arrested in relation to the conflict, should be incarcerated in 

order to prevent violent extremist ideologies from spreading through the inmate population. 

 

The question of how to detain terrorism offenders was not new but has received political and 

policy attention since the aftermath of 9/11, when the Global War on Terror internationally 

caused an influx of prisoners incarcerated on terrorism charges. Today’s terrorism detention 

policies are a continuation of measures that were implemented then. Countries have taken the 

potential threat of prisoner radicalization seriously and have generally approached the matter 

with (often expensive) measures to gain control over potentially radicalized prisoners and to 

minimize the risk that they radicalize or recruit fellow inmates. In the Netherlands, the 

government opted for a strategy that includes concentrating terrorism-related prisoners in 

specialized high security prisons, so called ‘terrorism wings’, with the aim to isolate them from 

other kinds of offenders and to contain the spread of violent extremist ideologies. The Dutch are 

not the only ones to pursue a concentration policy: other countries like the United States, 

Australia, France, and the Philippines opted for similar incarceration strategies. 

 



 

Although it seems intuitively logical that isolating terrorists in high security prisons can be a way 

to control them and reduce their ability to negatively influence other prisoners, there are also 

obvious downsides to such an approach. Housing terrorists in the same unit may lead them to 

congregate and try to plot terrorism attacks or reinforce each other in their extremist views. 

Furthermore, it may be that subjecting these inmates to special treatments and harsh 

confinement conditions has a radicalizing effect on both the inmates and their support 

community, which may ultimately lead to an intensified threat. This begs the question as to what 

motivated policy makers to pursue a concentration strategy in the first place, and whether such 

models are based on sound rationale or not. Can concentration of terrorism prisoners be an 

adequate way to respond to the possible risk of prisoner radicalization, or are such policies more 

likely to be an irrational response to threat, fear, and pressures in the policy domain?  

 

In this book I presented the findings of an evaluation of the processes whereby concentration 

policies emerge and the assumptions on which these policies are based. I selected the Dutch 

approach as an illustration of such policies, predominantly because it is exemplary for similar 

interventions implemented in other countries, and conducted a detailed examination of its 

development and implementation. Launching from the realist approach (Pawson & Tilley, 1997), 

which describes a theoretical and methodological approach to policy evaluation, I reconstructed 

the development and implementation of the Dutch terrorism wing and aimed to evaluate the 

policy process in the light of available academic and practical evidence.  

 

In all, the results suggest that concentration policies may reflect a panicked response to a 

perceived threat rather than a sound and rational decision making process, and that there is little 

to no evidence that such policies are an adequate way to detain terrorism offenders and prevent 

prisoner radicalization. In fact, the evidence seems to suggest that such policies may produce 

undesired outcomes that could ultimately lead to a heightened rather than reduced violent 

extremist threat. In what follows, I will summarize the main findings that lead to this conclusion 

and discuss them within the broader context of international policy and academic debates on 

terrorism detention.  

 

Concentration of Terrorism Offenders 

 

In Part One I started out by reconstructing the decision making process behind the Dutch 

terrorism detention strategy, with the aim to understand how the policy came about and on what 

information and ideas it is based. In 2006, the Dutch government responded to the Islamist 



 

threat by segregating terrorism offenders from the mainstream inmate population and 

incarcerating them in separate high security units. In 2010 the Ministry of Justice commissioned 

an evaluation of this policy, which was published in 2011 (Veldhuis et al., 2011). Parts of the 

research in this book are based and build forth on those findings. In Chapter Two I described the 

societal and political conditions under which the imprisonment of terrorism offenders emerged 

on the public and political agenda and aimed to capture the decision making dynamics that gave 

rise to the concentration strategy. In Chapter Three, I examined the policy’s architecture in more 

detail and identified the central ideas and assumptions on which the intervention is built.  

 

Together, these chapters suggest that the decision to segregate terrorism prisoners from the 

mainstream inmate population and concentrate them in specialized high security prisons reflects 

a bureaucratic reflex in response to threat-induced pressures in the policy domain, rather than a 

thought-through outcome of realistic assessments of risks and available policy alternatives. It 

appears that the terrorism wing was primarily introduced to satisfy public and political demands 

for decisive governmental action against terrorism suspects rather than as a sustainable effort to 

prevent violent radicalization in the shorter as well as longer run. Several findings hint to this 

possibility.  

 

Above all, the reconstruction of the agenda setting and policy preparation phases made clear that 

the decision making processes occurred under high levels of public and political pressures as a 

result of a heightened terrorist threat in the Netherlands after 9/11. The government’s counter-

terrorism strategy was closely scrutinized in the media and decision makers felt urged to take 

rapid action to prevent violent extremist ideologies from spreading through the prison system. 

They perceived that drastic measures were required (and demanded) to guarantee the public’s 

safety.  

 

As a result of these (real or perceived) pressures, no systematic research was conducted to 

inform the decision makers about the nature and degree of the risk of prisoner radicalization or 

about the possible effects of different policy strategies. The decision makers felt they lacked the 

time to investigate whether and, if so, how violent extremist ideologies may spread among 

prisoners and which policy alternatives might offer an adequate solution to this risk. As such 

they did not examine whether concentrating terrorists in separate prison units was indeed a 

necessary and useful response, or what outcomes such an intervention might produce. Rather 

they relied on folk psychology, which led them to assume that a concentration strategy would 



 

maximize control over potential dangers and minimize the risk of violent extremist activity in 

prison.   

 

Remarkably, the policy makers were primarily involved in crafting the general outline of the 

government’s terrorism detention strategy (i.e., concentrate terrorists in segregated high-

security prisons), but left important decisions about policy details and operationalization to be 

made by the practitioners. The Prison Service, in particular the penitentiary institute in Vught 

where one of the terrorism wings would be located, had an important say in defining the policy’s 

architecture. In one way, this informal transfer of responsibility seems to point at the terrorism 

wing’s symbolic function: the policy makers prioritized developing an intervention that sends out 

a signal of decisive governmental action but paid less attention to whether such an intervention 

would indeed be designed in a way that is tailored to the policy’s formal goals and objectives. In 

another way, it also exposes uncertainty and lack of knowledge in the decision making domain: 

the policy makers relied largely on existing knowledge and experience at the operational level in 

crafting the policy’s details. Either way, it seems that the practitioners’ prominence in the policy 

making process paved the way for lower bureaucratic-level concerns and priorities to shape the 

policy design in a way that would minimize the risk of failure at the prison level.  

 

The resulting policy betrays these pressures and decision making dynamics with an imbalanced, 

short-term oriented intervention that is geared solely toward instant threat management, 

whereas undesired or longer-term policy outcomes received little priority. The terrorism wing is 

characterized by intense security measures and restrictive prison regimes that facilitate control 

over the inmates’ behavior, whereas less urgent ambitions like rehabilitation or de-radicalization 

were explicitly rejected as policy objectives. As such, the terrorism wing focuses only on 

achieving security in the short term but does not seek to avoid undesired policy outcomes (e.g., 

post-release radicalization) or to achieve sustainable prevention of violent extremism (e.g., by 

preventing recidivism). 

 

The Nature and Dynamics of Prisoner Radicalization 

 

In Part Two, I examined whether the underlying ideas that give rise to such short-term security 

oriented policy responses are supported by academic knowledge or not. Is the rationale behind 

concentrating terrorists valid, or is it more likely to be rooted in flawed assumptions about the 

probability and processes whereby violent radicalization may spread through the prison system 

and about how such processes may be countered? To answer this question I contrasted the 



 

central assumptions in the international policy debate on prisoner radicalization against 

theoretical (Chapter Four) and empirical (Chapter Five) observation.  

 

The findings indicate that there is little evidence that concentrating strategies may be helpful to 

prevent prisoner radicalization. The available evidence suggests that such policy responses may 

be based on exaggerated risk perceptions and unsubstantiated assumptions and that there may 

in fact be a risk that they produce undesired outcomes. If anything, it is clear that there is 

negligible empirical knowledge about the nature and dynamics of prison radicalization and that 

it is thus wholly unclear under which conditions (if at all) the concentration of terrorists may be 

an adequate way to prevent prisoner radicalization, or what outcomes such policies can be 

expected to produce. 

 

In Chapter Four I aimed to examine whether or not the assumption that prisons are fertile 

breeding grounds for violent extremism is supported by academic knowledge. As little empirical 

data is available to help answer this question, I reviewed existing evidence from adjacent 

disciplines in criminology, sociology, and psychology and developed a theoretical model that 

discusses the conditions under which (and mechanisms whereby) prisoner radicalization is likely 

to occur. I unfolded the argument that prisoner radicalization may occur when inmates become 

highly dependent on membership of a group in order to obtain the means to satisfy fundamental 

needs. The more dependent inmates become, as a result of threats to or deficits in individual 

need satisfaction caused by depriving confinement conditions, the more intensely they might 

identify with the group’s norms and values. 

 

In this way prisons with highly depriving confinement conditions, for instance due to 

overcrowding or violence, may produce cohesive and competitive inmate groups that seek to 

distinguish themselves from other groups and whose members may be willing to go to great 

lengths to defend the group or prevent being rejected by it. Within groups that are defined by 

(extremist) ideology, this may lead to radicalization among individual members. This is not 

necessarily a recipe for violent extremism, however. Inmates may join an extremist group for 

several reasons other than ideological commitment, such as protection or status. For 

radicalization to occur it is likely that – at least – a shared sense of vicarious humiliation, 

identification with a charismatic leader, and a basic level of physical need satisfaction must also 

be present. Given the lack of research into the extent to which these conditions and mechanisms 

are present in prisons around the world, it is as yet unclear how serious the risk of prisoner 

radicalization may or may not be in any particular case. 



 

The findings of the study presented in Chapter Five support the view that, in the absence of 

highly depriving confinement conditions, the risk of radicalization among ‘ordinary’ prisoners 

may be smaller than is often believed. An additional factor is likely to affect this risk: the social 

standing of violent extremist offenders within the broader inmate community. In order to 

influence others one must be respected. Using survey data collected among prisoners in regular 

Dutch prisons I examined whether it indeed seems likely that terrorism offenders obtain an 

influential position among inmates, by assessing their status position within the broader inmate 

community and examining whether other inmates view them favorably and with respect or 

rather disrespect and reject them. The results indicate that, at least in the absence of highly 

depriving confinement conditions, prisoners – Muslims and non-Muslims alike – hold extremely 

negative attitudes about terrorism offenders and are more likely to distance themselves from 

these prisoners than they are to seek to associate and interact with them. This seems to suggest 

that mainstream prisoners may be unlikely to be open to (radicalizing) influence of terrorism 

offenders, and hence that concentrating terrorism prisoners may be an unnecessary reaction to a 

problem that may not even exist in the first place. 

 

To make matters worse, the findings point to the possibility that concentration policies may not 

only be redundant but can also produce undesired side effects that could ultimately undermine 

longer term security objectives. The survey results revealed that detention in a separate 

terrorism prison triggered even stronger rejecting responses from other prisoners than detention 

in other regime types: general inmates were more likely to express disrespect, a desire for social 

distance and negative attitudes toward inmates who had been in a terrorism prison than in other 

prison regimes. Although examining how such responses may affect terrorism offenders’ in-

prison and post-prison behavior was beyond the scope of this study, previous research has 

shown that experiences of rejection and stigmatization can result in aversive responses like 

aggression (Twenge, Baumeister, Tice & Stucke, 2001), loss of self-control (Baumeister, DeWall, 

Ciarocco & Twenge, 2005), and self-defeating behavior (Twenge, Catanese & Baumeister, 2002). 

Likewise, such experiences have also been linked to a propensity toward violent radicalization 

and terrorism (e.g., Veldhuis & Staun, 2009), and may hence increase the risk of recidivism or 

post-release radicalization.  

 

The Concentration Model in Practice 

 

In Part Three, I examined how concentration policies operate in practice and whether they 

produce the expected mechanisms and outcomes. By doing so I aimed to assess whether 



 

pressures on the decision making process can also reflect on the implementation phase and 

affect how the policy is delivered. Moreover I aimed to evaluate the validity of the underlying 

rationale behind concentration policies against yet another criteria (in addition to academic 

knowledge) and assess whether the policy makers’ – possibly flawed – assumptions about how 

the policy is supposed to achieve its objectives are supported by practical experience.  

 

To this end I returned to the Dutch case and reconstructed how the policy’s different elements 

are delivered. The analysis sheds light on the quality of the decision making and implementation 

processes as well as on the validity of the policy’s underlying rationale. In Chapter Six I discussed 

the policy’s primary element: segregating terrorism prisoners in separate high-security units; in 

Chapter Seven I focused on the secondary elements: the security level and prison regime. The 

results reveal how threat-driven decisions during the agenda setting and policy formulation 

processes caused path-dependent feedback effects that negatively affected the policy’s 

implementation and triggered several unwanted mechanisms.  

 

To begin with, the findings of Part Three reinforced the idea that concentration policies may be 

driven by exaggerated (or at least untested) estimations of the risk of prisoner radicalization. In 

the Netherlands, the selection criteria for the terrorism wing were broadly defined on the basis of 

categorical criteria: suspicion or conviction of a terrorism-related offense. However, whether the 

selected inmates also conveyed a risk of radicalizing or recruiting fellow inmates, and thus 

whether segregating them from the mainstream inmate population contributes to preventing the 

spread of violent extremist ideologies, was not investigated. As was demonstrated in Part Two, 

whether or not violent extremist offenders can have a radicalizing effect on other prisoners or 

whether these other inmates are in turn susceptible to such influence depends on situational and 

individual conditions, including the social standing of violent extremists in the inmate 

community. Most of the inmates had spent months in regular jails prior to their transfer to the 

terrorism wing without displaying signs of radicalization or extremist proselytization. In fact, in 

some cases inmates seemed to be de-radicalizing during their stay in the terrorism wing, which 

raises doubts about the necessity to segregate them from other prisoners. As such, there seems to 

be no objective justification that placing these inmates in the terrorism wing contributed to 

solving the problem of prisoner radicalization, if such a problem existed in the first place.   

 

Moreover, the concentration policy triggered a series of undesired mechanisms during the 

implementation phases, which could not be avoided without deviating from the original policy 

plan. In part, these mechanisms are inherent in the concentration strategy: during the 



 

implementation it became clear that incarcerating terrorism offenders together conveys a risk 

that already radicalized offenders reinforce each other’s ideological beliefs and plan terrorism 

plots together. Likewise, it may be undesired to detain leaders and followers together, or 

individuals who are charged in the same court case. To avoid this, on several occasions the 

prison authorities deviated from the concentration policy by refraining from placement in the 

terrorism wing or by transferring inmates from the terrorism wing to regular prison units, even 

though they met the selection criteria for the terrorism wing.  

 

In part, undesired mechanisms emerged as a result of the (arguably due to threat-based 

pressures on the decision making process) risk averse and categorical way in which the policy is 

designed. For example, by categorically allocating all terrorism-related prisoners to the terrorism 

wing, regardless of whether they have been found guilty or not and without consideration of the 

nature of the offense, the policy may unnecessarily subject low-risk offenders to high security 

levels and harsh confinement conditions. While segregating potentially influential violent 

extremists from potentially susceptible prisoners may be useful or necessary in some cases, it 

certainly is not in all. In such cases placement in specialized terrorism prisons may not only be 

pointless and unjustified, it may even feed in to frustration and anger that could ultimately result 

in an increased risk of (post-release) radicalization. Because the policy makers did not account 

for periodic evaluations of the inmates’ stay in the terrorism wing or facilitate transfer to other 

prison regimes when desired, such unwanted mechanisms are not easily avoided.  

 

Another notable characteristic of the concentration model, which again illustrates how threat-

based policy making can lead to imbalanced and suboptimal policy responses, is that it is solely 

designed to achieve short-term security objectives and pays little heed to undesired outcomes or 

longer term objectives that may seem less urgent during the decision making process. This is not 

only true for the Dutch case: Neumann (2010) found that around the world, terrorism detention 

strategies tend to be risk averse and focus predominantly on restrictive security regimes that 

leave little room for rehabilitation and de-radicalization efforts. Although no research has been 

done that empirically assessed that impact of concentration models on violent extremist 

recidivism, criminological research increasingly converges on the conclusion that harsh 

confinement conditions have a criminogenic effect and increase rather than reduce the risk of 

reoffending (Cullen, Lero & Nagin, 2011; Gendreau, Coggin & Cullen, 1999). If similar outcomes 

can be expected in terms of violent extremism it may be that concentration policies prove 

counter-productive in the longer run. As long as there is no empirical data available on such 



 

possibilities, it remains to be seen whether concentration policies can contribute to preventing 

the risk of violent extremism or, in contrast, whether they may reinforce it. 

 

Interestingly, many of the undesired policy mechanisms could have been foreseen in advance but 

were discarded by the policy makers. Several of the problems that emerged during the 

implementation phase had been anticipated and discussed during the decision making process 

and the policy makers were aware that other countries, like Germany and Ireland, had had 

negative experiences with concentrating violent extremist prisoners and that such policies have 

caused a range of security problems in the past. Nevertheless, no measures were taken to prevent 

such undesired outcomes and information about previous experiences with concentration 

policies were discarded as irrelevant: the decision makers seemed predisposed toward 

implementing a strategy that would produce immediate results (e.g., obtain political and public 

consent and facilitate instant risk management) and paid little – arguably insufficient – 

attention to the possible downsides of such an approach. 

 

Fear-Based Terrorism Detention Policy 

 

Together, the results of Parts One to Three suggest that policies to segregate terrorism prisoners 

from the mainstream inmate population and detain them in separate high-security prisons may 

reflect a bureaucratic knee-jerk in the face of a (real or perceived) threat, rather than the 

outcome of rational decision making. Not only is it wholly unclear to what extent the threat of 

prisoner radicalization actually exists or how it evolves, and thus whether concentration policies 

may be an adequate policy response, there is also a credible risk that such policies create 

undesired or even counterproductive outcomes. This begs the question as to what motivates 

policy makers to implement (variations of) a concentration strategy, even though such strategies 

are likely to be suboptimal.  

 

In answer to this question, the findings presented in this book suggest that threat perceptions 

and fear in the policy domain may play an important role. In Part Four (Chapter Eight), I 

examined this proposition by reviewing the contemporary state of the international policy and 

academic debate on prisoner radicalization, with a specific focus on the different levels and ways 

in which fears of terrorism may shape policy making in this area.  

 

I suggested that fear has become institutionalized in the policy and scholarly field of terrorism 

detention in ways that affect actors throughout the policy cycle and negatively influence how 



 

they think, feel, and act. Ultimately, this causes erosion of the quality of the policy process. 

Societal concerns may give rise to a public discourse of threat and fear that is adopted by 

stakeholders at different stages and bureaucratic layers of the policy process, including 

politicians, policy makers, scholars and practitioners, and shape how they cognitively frame and 

respond to risks. By adopting fear-driven discourses, in their communication to the public as 

well as internally, actors involved may also implicitly commit themselves to responses (e.g., 

policy strategies, research focus, policy delivery) that correspond to such narratives. 

Consequentially the entire policy domain may become dominated by a mindset of fear – even 

when individual actors do not personally experience fear – such that perceptions of threat and 

corresponding psychological responses may become guiding principles in the formation and 

implementation of policy. 

 

Within the international policy debate on prisoner radicalization and terrorism detention, hints 

to the possible influence of fear are reflected in an asymmetric sensitivity to information that 

signals threat, with little regard for information that points to low risk. These hints are also 

reflected in policy responses that stereotypically target Muslims over other subgroups, and in an 

apparent tendency among decision makers to avoid risks and blame. The policy debate is awash 

with references to a perceived threat of prisoner radicalization despite a lack of supporting 

evidence, in spite of information that suggests the threat may not be as serious as assumed, and 

in spite of evidence that policies may be counterproductive. This threat-filled tone in the debate 

translates into actual policy: around the world, terrorism detention policies reflect a security-

first approach that is primarily geared toward instant threat reduction and betrays little 

consideration of longer term security objectives (Neumann, 2010).  

 

The institutionalization of fear in the decision making context also seems to negatively affect the 

use and production of relevant academic knowledge to inform the policy debate. Foremost, the 

academic debate itself appears to be in the grip of a mindset of fear, with scholars often raising 

alarmist voices about the threat of prison radicalization, generally on the basis of weak evidence 

(see for discussions Hamm, 2013; Ilardi, 2010; Rappaport, Veldhuis & Guiora, 2012). Given the 

amount of political and scholarly attention the issue of prisoner radicalization has received over 

the past decade, surprisingly little knowledge has been produced that can truly inform the policy 

debate. Much of the work that has been done in the field is of descriptive or exploratory nature; 

little theoretical work and empirical data are available that provide insight into the nature and 

dynamics of prisoner radicalization. In part, the lack of knowledge may be attributed to 

conceptual and methodological difficulties in conducting research in this area. In part, however, 



 

it seems that researchers face fear-based institutionalized barriers, such as limited access to 

prisons and little funding for empirical research endeavors (vis-à-vis policy-oriented projects), 

which prevent the formation of a knowledge base that is rooted in evidence and realistic 

appraisals.  

 

In addition, fear in the policy context is likely to cause policy makers to ignore or inadequately 

rely on the little bit of academic knowledge that is available. Over the past decades, the field of 

criminology has produced a vast amount of literature on issues related to crime and the penal 

system, including on the dynamics of inmate behavior (e.g., Gogin & Law, 1997), rehabilitation 

and reintegration (e.g., Geandreau, Little & Goggin, 1996), and the consequences of 

imprisonment (e.g., Bonta & Gendreau, 1990; Haney, 2003). For example, a growing body of 

research is emerging on the possible outcomes of supermax prisons, which closely resemble 

specialized terrorism prisons in that they segregate and concentrate reportedly dangerous 

prisoners from the mainstream inmate population (e.g., Mears, 2008; Riveland, 1999), yet such 

accounts seem rarely to be used to inform the policy debate.   

 

As a consequence, policy makers are challenged to develop policy responses to a perceived threat 

of prison radicalization while (seemingly) lacking evidence-based information on the causes and 

nature of the problem as well as on the possible outcomes of different policy alternatives. This 

lack of knowledge, combined with external pressures on the decision making process as a result 

of public and political fears of terrorism, may serve to explain why decision makers regularly 

opted for terrorism detention strategies that depart drastically from traditional policy lines and 

promise instant threat reduction, even though such policies have not been tested and may 

produce uncertain or even counterproductive longer term outcomes. 

 

Implications for Rehabilitation and Reintegration 

 

One of the questions that remains open is what the longer term consequences might be of fear-

based terrorism detention policies. We have seen that fear-based prison policies often neglect to 

prioritize longer-term objectives like rehabilitation (see also Neumann, 2010). How does being 

detained in a specialized terrorism prison affect inmates’ post-release reintegration and 

recidivism prospects? Alarmingly, the results presented in this book seem to suggest that there is 

a credible risk that concentration policies can increase the probability of violent radicalization, 

both during and after release. If anything, it is clear that our current understanding of the policy 

effects of fear-based concentration models is problematically poor and that we are still a long 



 

way from being able to predict how such policies influence the risk of violent extremism in the 

longer run. This point is illustrated by a recent example from the Netherlands, where two 

brothers who had both been detained in the terrorism wing have gone down opposite paths after 

their release. Whereas one brother publicly renounced violent extremism and aspired to live a 

moderate, law-abiding life (e.g., Groen, 2010a; 2010b), the other brother reportedly travelled to 

Syria to join the violent jihad in 2014 (Groen, 2014).  

 

In the past few years, the rehabilitation and reintegration of violent extremist offenders has 

received widespread political, professional, and scholarly attention. Although this shift in focus 

from incarceration to rehabilitation reflects a commendable ambition for more balanced prison 

policies and denoted an opportunity to move away from fear-based policy making, it is plausible 

that fear is also a driving force behind these policies, which may thus not be optimally suited to 

realize their intended objectives. There are cues that the policy debate on rehabilitation and 

reintegration is in itself rooted in fears of prisoner radicalization, now added with fears of violent 

extremist recidivism. For example, in Chapter Eight I aimed to demonstrate that the 

prioritization of rehabilitation and reintegration seems largely rooted in fears of ex-prisoners 

(often detained in specialized terrorism prisons like Guantanamo Bay) returning to terrorism 

and that the corresponding policy and scholarly discourse on rehabilitation is vested with 

references to threats, risks, and uncertainties. Such threat-based discourses may be adopted 

throughout the entire policy chain, reaching from politicians to policy makers and scholars all 

the way to the practitioners, and may activate a mindset of fear that comes to shape the 

development and implementation of corresponding rehabilitation and reintegration efforts.  

 

Moreover, it stands to reason that fear-based terrorism detention policies create path-dependent 

effects that impose constraints on the flexibility and efficacy of rehabilitation programs, by 

setting the institutional boundaries within which such policies operate. For instance, in a country 

like the Netherlands, where terrorism offenders are detained in separate high-security prisons 

(often up to the moment of their release into society), rehabilitation programs would have to be 

adjusted to the constraints imposed on the offenders by the restrictive prison regime. This is 

likely to cause a problem of conflicting objectives. Whereas rehabilitation policies require 

loosening control and granting inmates a certain degree of autonomy to participate in courses 

and prepare for life as a free citizen, fear-based incarceration strategies are likely to do the 

opposite and intensify control by restricting the inmates’ social and behavioral freedom 

(Veldhuis & Lindenberg, 2012b).  

 



 

As a result, a paradoxical situation may emerge in which rehabilitation programs are introduced 

on top of the fear-based detention policy. In this way, rehabilitation programs would first have to 

‘undo’ the harm done by the confinement conditions, such as intensified radicalization and the 

development of close-knit extremist networks, before they can begin to promote peaceful 

reintegration into society. Likewise, such programs may not be tailored to address stigmatization 

of ex-prisoners as a result of being labeled and treated as ‘terrorists’, which may lead to rejecting 

responses by society and hence frustrate reintegration. The relevance of such concerns is 

illustrated by recent as of yet unpublished survey data, which revealed that public audiences hold 

more negative views toward prisoners housed in a terrorism prison than in a regular prison 

regime or a high-security prison (Veldhuis, Lindenberg, Gordijn & Veenstra, 2014). Until such 

possible outcomes are subjected to empirical scrutiny the conclusion remains that correctional 

counter violent extremism policies, both incarceration and rehabilitation policies, are rooted in 

weak rationale and poor evidence and that we know too little about the shorter term and longer 

term outcomes such interventions are likely to produce. Yet, as this book shows, we have more 

knowledge about these things than policy makers actually use in their decisions. 

 

Reflections and Directions for Future Work 

 

As with all scholarly work, the research presented in this book raises as least as many questions 

as it answers. Along the way, some important questions emerged that I have not been able to 

answer in this book, in part due to some limitations of the research. In this final section, I will 

make some suggestions for future work in the field of terrorism detention studies.   

 

Throughout this book, I have forwarded the theory that threat-based fears in the policy domain 

may exert strong, negative influence on the quality of terrorism detention policies. Probably the 

most obvious limitation of this work is that I can only provide limited empirical substantiation 

for this argument: the study was not designed to measure a mindset of fear and its psychological 

and behavioral consequences among stakeholders at different stages in the policy process. 

Rather than to falsify this theory, this study could only gather facts and evidence that strongly 

suggests that fear might play a role in the policy debate, but cannot refute (nor prove, for that 

matter) such claims. Falsification problems are the rule rather than the exception in policy 

analysis. This point is also recognized by Pawson (2002) when he argues that falsification as 

intended by Popper (1959) does not necessarily require falsification at the level of individual 

studies: “rather it is about how cumulation of understanding occurs across the body of research 

and so it occurs collectively as the second researcher tries to correct the errors of the first, the 



 

third improves on the ideas of the second and so on” (Pawson, 2002, p. 346). Hence, it is of 

utmost importance that more evaluation studies are conducted that do not only focus on policy 

outcomes but also scrutinize the decision making processes by which such policies come into 

existence, with a particular emphasis on the different ways in which threat-based external 

pressures can affect the design, implementation, and outcomes of terrorism detention policies.  

 

Also, an important suggestion that was raised in this book is that terrorism detention strategies 

may be rooted in exaggerated estimations of the risk of prisoner radicalization. The findings of 

this study suggests that violent extremist ideologies are only likely to take root among prison 

communities under highly specific institutional, situational and individual conditions. At least in 

the Netherlands, there is little evidence that such conditions are present and thus that prisoner 

radicalization is a serious problem to begin with. However, this study was not designed to 

empirically disentangle the social and psychological mechanisms by which inmates may come to 

adopt violent extremist ideologies and further behavioral data is needed to substantiate such 

claims. In fact what is needed first is that rudimentary facts are recorded to gain knowledge of 

the present situation, such as the proportion of terrorism offenders relative to the overall inmate 

population, sentence length of terrorism offenders, the numbers of prison conversions to 

(extremist interpretations of) Islam, and recidivism rates among violent extremist prisoners. 

Future research should thus aim to develop theoretical models on the dynamics of violent 

extremism in relation to the correctional system (e.g., both during and after imprisonment), and 

to test these models empirically. Such studies would not only contribute to enhancing our 

knowledge of the conditions under which radicalization among inmates may translate into a 

security threat, but are also essential to inform evidence-based rather than fear-based policy 

making in this area. 

 

Moreover, I have pointed out that there is a credible risk that fear-based terrorism detention 

policies produce undesired or even counterproductive outcomes, like an increased risk of (post-

release) radicalization, but I have not aimed or been able to empirically assess whether such 

negative outcomes actually occur in reality. Attempts to evaluate policy effects are often hindered 

by methodological difficulties in identifying causality: how to establish that observations are the 

result of the intervention rather than other factors? In order to understand the possible effects of 

different correctional strategies, it is important to subject (elements) of policies to closer scrutiny 

and assess whether and under which conditions that expected mechanisms by which policies are 

supposed to reach their objectives can be triggered. Conducting and comparing evaluation 



 

studies in different countries and contexts should provide insights into the extent to which 

concentration policies for terrorists trigger both intended as well as unintended outcomes.   

 

To Conclude 

 

The research for this study was conducted in 2010, when the Dutch terrorism wing had been 

operational for four years. Although the findings presented in this book reflect on a policy period 

a few years ago and do not account for recent developments or policy changes, I believe that the 

argument that fear can be a driving force in terrorism detention policy is still relevant today. In 

response to the evaluation of the Dutch terrorism detention strategy, which was published early 

2011 and criticized the policy’s design and implementation (Veldhuis et al., 2011), the 

government decided to shut down the terrorism wing (NOS, 2011). In principle, this policy 

change denoted an opportunity to introduce a more balanced detention strategy and produce 

policy that reflects a realistic assessment rather than a bureaucratic reflex to political and public 

demands.  

 

However, recent developments with IS and the possible security concerns associated with jihadis 

returning to their homes in Europe have catapulted the issue of prisoner radicalization back onto 

the international policy agenda and seem to have flared up fears of violent extremist ideologies 

spreading through the prison system. In the Netherlands, these concerns have led to the re-

opening of the terrorism wing in September 2014 (Salome & Van der Wal, 2014). Similarly, 

France recently responded to the increased threat of violent extremism by segregating terrorism 

offenders in specialized high-security prisons (de Volkskrant, 2014), in spite of the lack of 

evidence that such policies are likely to help. Again, it seems that fear has gained a prominent 

role as a policy advisor.   

  



 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 1. Abbreviations 

 

 

 Dutch (when original) English 

   

AIVD Algemene Inlichtingen en 

Veiligheidsdienst 

General Intelligence and Security 

Service 

CPT  Committee for the Prevention of 

Torture and Inhuman or Degrading 

Treatment or Punishment 

DJI Dient Justitiële Inrichtingen Custodial Institutions Agency 

EBI Extra Beveiligde Inrichting Maximum Security Prison 

GCTF  Global Counter Terrorism Forum 

GRIP Gedetineerden Recherche 

Informatie Punt 

Detainee Intelligence Information 

Service 

ICPS  International Centre for Prison 

Studies 

KLPD  Korps Landelijke Politiediensten National Police Services Agency 

NCTb Nationaal Coördinator 

Terrorismebestrijding 

National Counterterrorism 

Coordinator 

P.I. Penitentiaire Inrichting Penitentiary Facility 

RSJ Raad voor Strafrechtstoepassing en 

Jeugdbescherming 

Council for the Administration of 

Criminal Justice and Protection of 

Juveniles 

SAC-EBI Selectie Advies Commissie – Extra 

Beveiligde Inrichting 

Selection Advisory Committee – 

Maximum Security Prison 

SAC-TA Selectie Advies Commissie – 

Terroristenafdeling 

Selection Advisory Committee – 

Terrorism Wing 
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Samenvatting 

 

 

 

 

 

Radicalisering in gevangenissen staat hoog op de politieke agenda in Europa. Een toenemend 

aantal jonge moslims werd in de afgelopen jaren gearresteerd op verdenking van het 

voorbereiden van extremistisch geweld of het ronselen voor de gewapende strijd in 

conflictgebieden zoals Syrië en Irak. Geluiden dat diverse extremisten, waaronder de plegers van 

de aanval op het satirische magazine Charlie Hebdo in Parijs in januari 2015, in de gevangenis 

zouden zijn geradicaliseerd voeden de angst voor verspreiding van extremistisch gedachtegoed 

onder gedetineerden. Verschillende landen worstelen met de vraag hoe terrorismeverdachten 

het beste kunnen worden gehuisvest om dit te voorkomen.  

 

In Nederland past de overheid sinds 2005 een concentratiebeleid toe, waarbij alle van terrorisme 

verdachte of veroordeelde gedetineerden worden afgezonderd van de reguliere 

gevangenispopulatie en worden ondergebracht in streng beveiligde ‘terroristenafdelingen’. Hier 

worden zij onderworpen aan een strikt regime en wordt hun communicatie met andere 

personen, zowel binnen als buiten de gevangenis, streng gecontroleerd. Nederland is niet het 

enige land dat terrorismeverdachten op aparte afdelingen plaatst: Andere landen, zoals Amerika, 

Australië, de Filippijnen, en recentelijk Frankrijk, passen vergelijkbaar beleid toe. 

 

Hoewel het intuïtief plausibel lijkt dat het bij elkaar plaatsen van extremisten het makkelijker 

maakt hen te controleren en te voorkomen dat zij andere gedetineerden negatief beïnvloeden, 

kleven er ook nadelen aan een dergelijke aanpak. Immers, het is denkbaar dat gedetineerden op 

een terroristenafdeling elkaar (blijven) bevestigen in hun radicale overtuigingen of dat zulke 

afdelingen tot onvrede leiden onder bepaalde bevolkingsgroepen, wat mogelijk weer een verdere 



 

voedingsbodem voor radicalisering biedt. Inderdaad hebben landen die in het verleden 

concentratiemodellen hebben toegepast, zoals Duitsland en Engeland, overwegend slechte 

ervaringen met deze aanpak gehad.   

 

Ook in Nederland is er geregeld kritiek op de terroristenafdelingen. Eind december 2014 gingen 

verschillende gedetineerden in hongerstaking als protest tegen het in hun ogen te strenge 

regime, en zowel advocaten als wetenschappers plaatsten kritische kanttekeningen bij het beleid. 

Het is dus de vraag wat de beleidsmakers ertoe heeft aangezet om aparte terroristenafdelingen 

op te richten, ondanks dat zulk beleid negatieve of zelfs contraproductieve gevolgen met zich 

mee kan brengen? Is dit beleid gestoeld op evidentie en realistische aannames, of is het een 

grotendeels ondoordachte reactie op maatschappelijke onrust en angst voor extremisme? 

 

In dit proefschrift wordt deze vraag beantwoord door te onderzoeken hoe gevangenisbeleid voor 

terroristen tot stand komt en hoe het in de praktijk functioneert. Hiertoe is de Nederlandse 

aanpak om terrorismeverdachten te concentreren geselecteerd als voorbeeld van vergelijkbaar 

beleid in andere landen. Aan de hand van Pawson en Tilley’s realistische evaluatiebenadering is 

geëvalueerd of dergelijk beleid wordt gesteund door bestaande wetenschappelijke kennis. Hierbij 

is gebruik gemaakt van verschillende kwalitatieve en kwantitatieve methoden, waaronder 

uitgebreide literatuurstudies, interviews met de betrokken beleidsmakers, gevangenispersoneel 

en (extremistische) gedetineerden, aangevuld met experimenteel onderzoek binnen 

gevangenissen. 

 

Over het geheel genomen kan worden gesteld dat het bij elkaar plaatsen van 

terrorismeverdachten een overhaaste beleidsreactie op maatschappelijke vrees voor terrorisme 

lijkt te zijn, zonder dat er concreet bewijs is dat een dergelijke aanpak helpt om radicalisering 

onder gedetineerden te voorkomen. Sterker nog, de resultaten uit deze studie wijzen er op dat 

dergelijk beleid negatieve bijwerkingen kan genereren en uiteindelijk zelfs contraproductief kan 

zijn. Het is niet ondenkbaar dat de terroristenafdelingen op de langere termijn eerder 

radicalisering in de hand werken dan tegengaan. Hieronder zullen de belangrijkste bevindingen 

die ten grondslag liggen aan deze conclusie worden samengevat. 

 

De Terroristenafdeling 

 

Om inzicht te bieden in de achterliggende gedachte van het bij elkaar plaatsen van 

terrorismeverdachten en –veroordeelden is in deel één van dit proefschrift het Nederlandse 



 

beleid in kaart gebracht. Hierbij is met name onderzocht hoe en onder welke omstandigheden 

het beleid tot stand is gekomen (hoofdstuk twee) en op welke aannames het is gebaseerd 

(hoofdstuk drie).  

 

In hoofdstuk twee is, aan de hand van interviews met de betrokken beleidsmakers, het 

besluitvormingsproces achter de terroristenafdeling gereconstrueerd. Hieruit blijkt onder meer 

dat de terroristenafdeling onder hoge politieke en maatschappelijke druk tot stand kwam en dat 

er nagenoeg geen risicoanalyses zijn uitgevoerd voordat het beleid werd ingesteld. Na de moord 

op Theo van Gogh werd het overheidsoptreden in de strijd tegen terrorisme door de 

maatschappij op de voet gevolgd en klonk volgens de beleidsmakers een publieke en politieke 

roep om daadkrachtige maatregelen. De net opgerichte Nationaal Coördinator 

Terrorismebestrijding nam het voortouw in het ontwikkelen van een speciale terroristenafdeling, 

om zo radicalisering onder gedetineerden te voorkomen en een maatschappelijk signaal uit te 

zenden dat gewelddadig extremisme niet zou worden getolereerd. Binnen een tijdsbestek van 

een aantal maanden werd het plan om terrorismeverdachten bij elkaar te plaatsen ontwikkeld, 

geaccepteerd en ingevoerd.  

 

Een opmerkelijke bevinding is dat niet alle betrokken partijen de voorkeur gaven aan het 

concentreren van terreurverdachten. De Dienst Justitiële Inrichtingen (DJI), die 

verantwoordelijk is voor de tenuitvoerlegging het beleid, pleite ervoor terrorismeverdachten in 

beginsel vast te zetten op reguliere gevangenisafdelingen en hen over verschillende afdelingen te 

verspreiden. Volgens DJI was er geen noodzaak om aparte terroristenafdelingen op te richten en 

hebben gevangenissen binnen de bestaande kaders voldoende middelen om radicalisering en 

rekrutering tegen te gaan. Ook de Raad van Strafrechtstoepassing en Jeugdbescherming, die 

door het Ministerie van Justitie werd gevraagd te adviseren over de detentie van 

terrorismeverdachten, liet zich kritisch uit over de terroristenafdelingen.  

 

In hoofdstuk drie is vervolgens gereconstrueerd wat het achterliggende idee is van de 

terroristenafdeling en op welke aannames en veronderstellingen het beleid is gebaseerd (de 

zogenaamde programmatheorie). Hieruit blijkt dat het beleid, waarschijnlijk als gevolg van de 

ervaren druk op het besluitvormingsproces, sterk is georiënteerd op kortetermijndoelstellingen 

en tamelijk inflexibel is. Het regime biedt weinig ruimte voor maatwerk of voor aanpassingen 

aan individuele gevallen of bijzondere omstandigheden. De nadruk ligt expliciet op het creëren 

van een veilige detentiesituatie. Ongewenste of minder urgente beleidsuitkomsten, zoals 

eventuele negatieve gevolgen van verblijf op de terroristenafdeling voor het welzijn van de 



 

gedetineerden of voor hun re-integratieperspectieven, zijn expliciet ondergeschikt gesteld aan 

het acute veiligheidsbelang.  

 

Theoretische en Empirische Reflecties op Gevangenisradicalisering 

 

De Nederlandse terroristenafdeling (en vergelijkbaar beleid in het buitenland) is gebaseerd op 

een aantal veronderstellingen over hoe extremistisch gedachtegoed zich binnen gevangenissen 

zou kunnen verspreiden. Zo wordt doorgaans aangenomen dat extremistische gedetineerden 

zullen proberen reguliere gedetineerden te rekruteren voor extremistische doeleinden, en dat 

reguliere gedetineerden op hun beurt vatbaar zijn voor dergelijke beïnvloeding. Het is de vraag 

of deze aannames worden gesteund door bestaande inzichten.  

 

Om deze vraag te beantwoorden is in hoofdstuk vier onderzocht of de aanname dat 

gedetineerden vatbaar zijn voor radicalisering steun vindt in wetenschappelijke inzichten. Er is 

weinig tot geen empirisch onderzoek naar deze vraag gedaan. Daarom is in dit hoofdstuk op 

basis van bestaande kennis uit de sociologie, criminologie, en psychologie een theoretisch model 

ontwikkeld dat de condities beschrijft waaronder gedetineerden zouden kunnen radicaliseren. 

Dit model suggereert dat het risico op radicalisering onder gedetineerden niet gegeven is maar 

dat dit alleen gebeurt onder uiterst specifieke institutionele, sociale, en individuele 

omstandigheden. Of radicalisering plaats vindt is sterk afhankelijk van de mate waarin en de 

manier waarop individuele behoeftes al dan niet worden bevredigd. De kans dat radicalisering 

zal  plaatsvinden lijkt dus klein. Gezien het gebrek aan onderzoek is momenteel onduidelijk of en 

in welke mate radicalisering onder gedetineerden in verschillende landen plaatsvindt. 

 

De bevindingen van hoofdstuk vijf steunen de gedachte dat het risico op radicalisering onder 

gedetineerden kleiner is dan vaak wordt verondersteld. Uit experimenteel onderzoek onder 

gedetineerden in Nederlandse gevangenissen blijkt dat terroristen een lage sociale status hebben 

in de reguliere gevangenispopulatie, wat suggereert dat zij waarschijnlijk weinig invloed hebben 

op  de opvattingen en het gedrag van andere gedetineerden. Uit het onderzoek blijkt dat zowel 

moslim als niet-moslim gedetineerden extreem negatieve opvattingen hebben over terroristen. 

Het lijkt erop dat zij eerder geneigd zullen zijn zich van terroristen af te keren dan zich door hen 

te laten beïnvloeden.  

 

Daar komt bij dat het bij elkaar plaatsen van terrorismeverdachten ongewenste neveneffecten 

kan veroorzaken en mogelijk verdere radicalisering op een terroristenafdeling in de hand kan 



 

werken. Uit het onderzoek blijkt dat reguliere gedetineerden afwijzender staan tegenover 

gedetineerden die op een terroristenafdeling zijn geplaatst dan tegenover gedetineerden die in 

andere gevangenisregimes (zoals de Extra Beveiligde Inrichting, de EBI) verblijven. Dergelijke 

afwijzende reacties zouden op hun beurt weer tot meer frustratie onder terrorismeverdachten 

kunnen leiden, waardoor het risico op radicalisering bij hen alleen maar toeneemt.  

 

Al met al maken de bevindingen van deel twee duidelijk dat er weinig bewijs is dat het bij elkaar 

plaatsen van terreurverdachten een zinvolle bijdrage kan leveren aan het tegengaan van 

radicalisering. Niet alleen zijn dergelijke maatregelen gestoeld op ongefundeerde risico-

inschattingen, er bestaat ook een aannemelijk risico op ongewenste of zelfs contraproductieve 

beleidsuitkomsten.  

 

Het Concentratiemodel in de Praktijk 

 

In deel drie is onderzocht of er aanwijzingen zijn dat zich inderdaad ongewenste 

beleidsuitkomsten voordoen en of het beleid in de praktijk functioneert zoals werd beoogd. 

Hiervoor is opnieuw ingezoomd op het Nederlandse aanpak en is in kaart gebracht hoe de 

terroristenafdeling dagelijks functioneert.  

 

In hoofdstuk zes is de gerealiseerde doelgroep van de terroristenafdeling bestudeerd en afgezet 

tegen de beoogde doelgroep. Ook is bekeken hoe de selectieprocedure voor de terroristenafdeling 

functioneert. Het blijkt dat het beleid inflexibel is en weinig ruimte biedt voor een 

persoonsgerichte aanpak, wat ongewenste uitkomsten veroorzaakt die alleen kunnen worden 

voorkomen door van de beoogde regels af te wijken. Zo worden gedetineerden die van lichte 

misdrijven worden verdacht (bijvoorbeeld het verlenen van financiële steun aan een 

terroristische organisatie) automatisch in een zeer strikt regime geplaatst, zonder dat dit wordt 

onderbouwd met een individueel risicoprofiel. Ook worden gedetineerden die (nog) niet ver zijn 

geradicaliseerd op een afdeling geplaatst waar zij mogelijk met ideologische zwaargewichten in 

aanraking komen, waardoor zij wellicht verder zouden kunnen radicaliseren.  

 

In hoofdstuk zeven is het dagelijkse functioneren van de terroristenafdeling in kaart gebracht, 

waarbij onder meer is gekeken naar het gevangenisregime en de invloed hiervan op de 

gedetineerden. Eén van de opmerkelijkste bevindingen is dat, ondanks dat resocialisatie tijdens 

het besluitvormingsproces expliciet werd afgewezen als beleidsdoelstelling, het in de praktijk 

onwenselijk wordt geacht om gedetineerden niet voor te bereiden op hun terugkeer in de 



 

samenleving omdat dit mogelijk de kans op recidive vergroot. Op uitvoerend niveau is door de 

jaren heen geprobeerd om op resocialisatie gerichte elementen in het gevangenisregime te 

integreren. Maar doordat het regime weinig ruimte biedt voor maatwerk is dit lastig en wordt 

betrekkelijk weinig gedaan om de gedetineerden te de-radicaliseren of te resocialiseren.  

 

Al met al blijkt dat de terroristenafdeling in de praktijk implicaties heeft die als ongewenst 

kunnen worden beschouwd omdat zij tot nieuwe veiligheidsrisico’s kunnen leiden, zoals verdere 

radicalisering onder de gedetineerden (zowel tijdens als na hun detentie). Opmerkelijk is dat veel 

van deze processen op voorhand hadden kunnen worden voorzien maar tijdens het 

besluitvormingsproces werden genegeerd, waarschijnlijk als gevolg van de ervaren druk op de 

beleidsmakers.  

 

Samengenomen wijzen de eerste drie delen van het proefschrift erop dat de beslissing om 

terrorismeverdachten te concentreren op aparte gevangenisafdelingen een bureaucratische 

reflex is in reactie op maatschappelijke angst voor radicalisering in gevangenissen, zonder dat 

duidelijk is in hoeverre deze dreiging daadwerkelijk bestaat en hoe deze het beste kan worden 

bestreden. Er is geen structureel bewijs dat reguliere gedetineerden vatbaar zijn voor 

radicalisering, zoals vaak wordt aangenomen. In tegendeel, er zijn aanwijzingen dat de meeste 

gedetineerden, zowel moslims als niet-moslims, zeer negatief denken over terreurverdachten. 

Daarnaast is onduidelijk in hoeverre het concentreren van terrorismeverdachten een zinvolle 

bijdrage kan leveren aan het tegengaan van de verspreiding van radicaal gedachtegoed en zijn er 

bovendien indicaties dat dergelijke maatregelen ongewenste uitkomsten kunnen genereren. Dit 

roept de vraag op wat beleidsmakers, niet alleen in Nederland maar ook in het buitenland, ertoe 

heeft bewogen om extremisten desondanks op aparte gevangenisafdelingen onder te brengen. 

 

In de Greep van de Angst 

 

In deel vier (hoofdstuk acht) wordt de bestaande literatuur over gevangenisradicalisering 

bestudeerd. De bevindingen wekken de indruk dat het gehele internationale beleidsveld, 

inclusief politici, beleidsmakers, onderzoekers, en uitvoerders, in de greep is van angst voor de 

mogelijke gevolgen van radicalisering onder gedetineerden. Er zijn diverse aanwijzingen dat 

partijen op alle betrokken niveaus geneigd zijn zich te laten leiden door angst en politiek-

maatschappelijke druk. Dit lijkt niet alleen negatieve gevolgen te hebben voor de kwaliteit en 

uitkomsten van beleid, maar ook van wetenschappelijk onderzoek op dit terrein.  

  



 

Het publieke discours over extremisme in het algemeen, en over extremistische gedetineerden  

in het bijzonder, wordt gekenmerkt door referenties naar dreiging, onzekerheid en gevaar. Dit 

angstige taalgebruik wordt overgenomen door andere partijen, waaronder politici, 

gevangenispersoneel en onderzoekers, en beïnvloedt hoe zij het probleem rond extremisme zien 

en hoe zij hierop reageren. Wanneer we kijken naar de beleidsdiscussie over detentiebeleid voor 

terroristen zien we dat politici en beleidsmakers doorgaans afgaan op hoge maar grotendeels 

ongefundeerde risico-inschattingen en dat zij geneigd zijn om bepaalde risico’s en 

verantwoordelijkheden te vermijden. Ook onderzoekers lijken negatief te worden beïnvloed door 

het discours van angst, waardoor er weinig (waardevol) onderzoek is gedaan naar radicalisering 

onder gedetineerden en naar de effecten van verschillende detentiestrategieën. Het gevolg is dat 

detentiebeleid voor terrorismeverdachten en -veroordeelden vaak slecht wordt onderbouwd en 

suboptimaal aansluit bij de beoogde doelstellingen, en mogelijk een risico meebrengt op 

ongewenste of zelfs averechtse effecten. 
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