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Abstract: Radicalization is the change of beliefs, ideas and behaviors in order to justify violence against a group, 

often asking for self-sacrifice in order to demonstrate group membership. It represents a dynamic process, of acquiring the 

convictions opposed to democracy, in which people with a certain psychological profile are attracted. The present paper aims 

to identify the reason why a person deprived of liberty is adhering to specific values of radicalization and draws attention to 

the current lack of tools to identify it. From the desire to understand the complexity of the phenomenon, but also to formulate 

conclusions that may underpin future steps, the research focused on the specificity of the psychological evaluation in the case 

of a Romanian inmate. 
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Introduction 

 

The definition given by the European Commission to the term radicalization focuses on: "the phenomenon 

whereby certain people who adhere to certain points of view, opinions and ideas can be determined to commit 

terrorist attacks." Also, in the European acceptance, the process of radicalization is one "specific, 

multidimensional, difficult to tackle, which may involve aspects such as personal, circumstantial, ideological 

factors". 

Thus, radicalization is the phenomenon by which some people embrace extremist ideologies and behaviors 

that might cause them to commit acts of terrorism.  

Member States are responsible for their own national security, including the fight against terrorism, for 

designing and implementing measures at national level to combat radicalization. 

In 2011, the Radicalization Awareness Network (RAN) was created, which connects the groups specially 

set up for this purpose with people involved in preventing radicalization throughout the European Union. In this 

regard, researchers, religious leaders, social workers, young political leaders, policemen, but also others involved 

in vulnerable communities are trying to identify good practices. 

On July 6, 2017, the European Parliament set up a Special Commission to Combat Terrorism (TERR), 

with the aim of giving the European Parliament an opinion on the practical and legislative gaps in the counter-

terrorism regime that allowed terrorist attacks to occur and to formulate recommendations that would help counter 

the terrorist threat at EU level. It should be mentioned that out of the 88 measures to combat terrorism, legally 

binding, proposed from September 2001 to the summer of 2013, only a quarter made the subject of impact 

assessments and only three were subject to public consultations. 

The final statement of the Brussels Summit (2018) states that terrorism, under all its forms and 

manifestations continues to present a direct threat to international security, stability and prosperity. 

The actions undertaken by NATO involve actions of awareness and analysis, preparation and reactivity, 

capabilities, capacity building and partnerships. Mapping counter-terrorism capacity building activities in partner 

countries is also an objective assumed by the countries involved. 
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1. The penitentiary, a vulnerable environment 

 

The penitentiary can be a fertile ground for the development of this contemporary psychosocial 

phenomenon, due to the fact that this environment presents several risks, among which: recruitment of prisoners, 

obtaining of material resources, preparation for extremist acts in the post-liberation period.  

By the resolution of the European Parliament of 12 December 2018 on the findings and recommendations 

of the Special Commission on Combating Terrorism, it was ruled that the penitentiary can easily become a 

microcosm in terms of terrorist networks. The practice shows that terrorist attackers started by committing criminal 

offenses under common law, and during the execution of the prison sentence, they were indoctrinated, before 

entering the unit, there was no risk of adopting extremist attitudes. 

Currently, there are no specific procedures in the penitentiaries of the European Union to identify detainees 

with the potential to be radicalized, the phenomenon is not monitored and the staff is not properly qualified. 

Regarding the last mentioned aspect, training courses in this area are developed by the European Probation 

Confederation, EuroPris and the network of European Penitentiary Training Academies (EPTA). 

Radicalization is a process of change, determined by a multitude of factors, which demands a wide range 

of preventive actions to address this problem. Because change is a dynamic process, state representatives must 

identify the specific conditions created by the interaction between individual factors, radicalization agents and 

detention conditions. 

The penitentiary authorities, according to the European recommendations, will develop tools and methods 

for identifying and monitoring inmates according to the degree of radicalization. Prevention efforts are 

indispensable, specialists must be aware of radicalization signals and know how to seek support to address the 

phenomenon. In the penitentiary, the phenomenon of radicalization can take place on three levels: individual, 

group or mass public. Regardless of the level, the process involves changing attitudes, beliefs, ideals, aspirations 

and, consequently, behaviors. 

 

2. Determinants of radicalization 

 

In Romania, the national authority designated in the field of prevention and combating terrorism is the 

Romanian Intelligence Service, which, through specialized structures and specific activities, acts to prevent the 

transformation of vulnerabilities into risks to the security of the individual and the state. 

Starting with 2001, the General Directorate for the Prevention and Combating of Terrorism is the structure 

with responsibilities on the counterterrorism and counterterrorism component. 

In the actions against this invisible and unpredictable enemy, along with the prevention component, it is 

equally important to eliminate the possible sources of financing. All the forms in which organized crime can be 

seen cross-border illegal immigration, trafficking in weapons, persons, drug trafficking support terrorist 

organizations and their activities. These illicit actions are closely related to the penitentiary environment, because 

convicted persons can continue their llicit activity in prison. 

In Romania, the phenomenon of radicalization is not among the priority actions in the field of justice, 

aspect explained by the lack of cases of detainees radicalized in the penitentiary. However, European practice 

emphasizes that overcrowding and inhuman conditions of detention are counterproductive in preventing 

radicalization in the prison environment. Thus, against the backdrop of an overcrowded environment that 

determines a high level of aggression, the prisoners can be opened to a new ideology, even an extremist one, which 

corresponds to the desires of revenge.  

The penitentiary environment can be a field for recruiting and establishing contacts: at present, in 

Romania, there are around 21,000 persons deprived of liberty, and in the European countries another 11,000 

Romanian detainees are being executed. In the current political context, in which more and more countries want 

to extradite them in order to execute the punishment in the penitentiaries of the country that already have a high 

level of overcrowding, there is a real danger that they will be sources of transmission of ideas, beliefs specific to 

radicalization. . The lack of screening to evaluate this risk is felt among the penitentiary specialists, who are obliged 

to identify the determining factors or triggers in interviews they have with the detainees, among the factors being: 

economic conditions, religious and ideological ideals, personal traumas and psychological vulnerabilities. 

http://juridica.ugb.ro/


Acta Universitatis George Bacovia. Juridica  - Volume 9. Issue 1/2020 - http://juridica.ugb.ro/ - 

Andreea Cătălina FORȚU 

= ISSN 2285-0171                                   ISSN-L=2285-0171 

Regarding the development of this psychosocial phenomenon in Romania, the low number of cases entails 

insufficient knowledge of the radicalization process. Through projects with non-reimbursable funds, objectives 

such as the specialization of prison police, the creation of working tools and intervention procedures are proposed. 

Development of psychological assistance programs to prevent violent extremism will be carried out with the help 

of international specialists. 

 

3. The psychological profile of the inmate with high risk of radicalization 

 

The process of radicalization is carried out in four stages, each of which is unique. The specialized 

literature surprises the fact that not all radicalized people go through them completely, most abandoning the 

process at different points. It is very likely that these individuals will be involved in the planning or implementation 

of a terrorist act, but there are also cases where the radicalized ones do not necessarily become terrorists: 

a) stage I - pre-radicalization (the moment preceding the beginning of the radicalization process); 

b) stage II - self-identification (individuals, influenced by both internal and external factors, begin to 

explore Salafist Islam, moving away from the old identity and adopting the ideology); 

c) stage III - indoctrination (the phase is facilitated and led by a "spiritual authority", in which individuals 

identify their new values, fully adopting the ideology and acting to promote it); 

d) stage IV - jihadization (the members of the group call themselves "holy warriors" or "mudjahedini", 

accepting participation in the war, with all that this implies - planning, preparation and execution). 

In defining these stages, there is clearly a high degree of relativity because, the changes that occur during 

them are not associated with a visible and clear symbolism for specialists or for the members of the society in the 

immediate vicinity of those who choose this sacrificial path. 

In the study of prison and violent political extremism in the United States, Gary LaFree, Bo Jiang & Lauren 

Porter (2019) examine three research questions: (1) whether spending time in prison increases the risk of post-

release involvement in violent acts; (2) if the political extremists who have been radicalized in prison are more 

likely to commit violent acts than the political extremists radicalized elsewhere; and (3) whether individuals in 

prison and radicalized were more likely to engage in violent extremism after post-prison compared to persons in 

prison and did not radicalize there. The results show that the effects of incarceration and radicalization of the 

prison increase the violent post-prison extremism, and when the radicalization takes place in the context of the 

prison, the criminogenic effect of the prison is doubled. In support of the longstanding arguments that the 

penitentiary plays a major role in the identity and behavior of individuals after their release, there is consistent 

evidence that post-prison use of politically motivated violence can be estimated in part if the perpetrators spent 

time in prison and if were radicalized there. 

The execution of a sentence deprived of liberty implies for the individual the removal from society for a 

limited period of time with the stated purpose of justice to analyze the determinants of the crime and to rehabilitate 

its antisocial behavior. The detainee receives from the society, through conviction, a label of "offender" and, most 

often, the close ones, sometimes even the family, is removed from him: the lack of phone calls, visits, letters are 

indicators of social exclusion. In the case of the pre-radicalization stage, contacting a person involves accepting 

the detainee and replacing the stigmatization of "offender" with the expression "one of the chosen". 

The inmate is offered a purpose, a mission that anchors him beyond the limited reality of the penitentiary, 

often in the post-release period, where future plans are lacking due to limited resources and horizons. The vision 

is a positive one, and the convicted person has the opportunity to show courage, heroism, self-sacrifice, qualities 

that have been lacking so far from his description. Moreover, its social influence and integration into a group is 

due to the new belief system. For the first time, personal charisma is not used in committing crimes, but in 

transmitting a system of ideas in accordance with the "good" only a part of people know. 

The evaluation of a detainee in order to identify the risk of radicalization implies the analysis: 

- the need for belonging (regardless of the status, the convicted person may have an increased need to be 

valorized, psychologists examining the narcissistic, antisocial or addictive tendencies of the person); 

- psycho-emotional state (uncertainty, emotional instability can be an indicator of the lack of a belief 

system that offers intrapsychic certainty); 

- the perception of self-esteem (a deficient relationship between the tasks that they consider to be satisfied 

and those which are fully covered may be another significant indicator). 
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For the relevant dimensions, until the adaptation or creation of instruments for assessing the risk of 

radicalization in the national penitentiary system, a short interview guide has been developed within the periodic 

evaluation of the inmate in which the general risks are evaluated (the need for personal optimization, for growth 

of the motivation for change etc) and the specific ones (risk in the consumption of drugs, alcohol, risk of suicide, 

self-aggression and hetero-aggression, mental disorders, etc.) that explore: 

- the need for belonging ("How does a person has to be in order to become your friend?What beliefs, 

values do they have?"); 

- emotional uncertainty ("What do you think about people who are constantly making changes in their 

lives? Do you think change is useful?"); 

- self-esteem ("What would you like to know about a person who talks to you for the first time?"); 

- social isolation / isolation ("Do you believe in a society where there is equality between people and 

between social groups?", "Do you think there is a society whose lifestyle / culture you do not fit?"); 

- religious beliefs ("Do you consider yourself a religious man?"; "Do you believe in the existence of a 

higher entity?"); 

- political attitudes ("If you had the opportunity would you like to get involved in the political 

environment?", "Do you think there is something you could do to change the current" system "?"). 

The basic level of needs is met by the state (by providing a bed, clothes, 3 meals a day, etc.) and by the 

attendants (the family who visits him weekly for example), but the need for information and, at the same time, the 

value, it can be covered by the new system of ideas specific to the phenomenon of radicalization. Inmates can 

perceive that they enrich your level of knowledge by acquiring abstract concepts, often without significance 

initially for them.  

That is why it is necessary for the representatives of the social reintegration sector to know the intellectual 

level of the detainees and to offer activities and programs corresponding to each level, precisely to prevent the 

possibility of attracting them through interesting and apparently useful information for them. 

 

Conclusions 

 

The penitentiary environment imposes an authority that the detainee does not accept, but tolerates. Those 

with a low level of submissiveness, high persuasion and intelligence can identify individuals with an acute need 

for belonging to whom to induce ideas to guide the radicalization process. Ultimately, it is in the nature of man 

the need for authority, and in the absence of state recognition of authority, it can be replaced by pseudo-authorities 

promoted in the process of indoctrination. 

Although prison radicalization has long been a critical issue in the West, where penitentiaries have 

sometimes been turned into extremist recruitment centers, it is now a widespread problem throughout Europe. One 

of the main concerns is that radicalized subjects can indoctrinate other common inmates. In fact, the time spent in 

prison can even become an opportunity to continue the "fight", so to speak, a virtue of necessity. Moreover, a 

common nationality, ethnicity, area of origin and / or language among detainees could facilitate this proselytizing 

activity. 

It is a fact that in the penitentiary and not only, people are usually judged, and not their behaviors, the 

tendency being the generalization of behaviors and labeling people as "good" or bad. If the company labels the 

inmate as a criminal, in the pre-radicalization stage, it is validated by identifying some positive characteristics. As 

a result, the convicted person tends to pay this valuation at the price of life.  

Because the risk of possible disastrous consequences is major, it is necessary to know the psychological 

profile of the detainee with the risk of radicalization in order to implement preventive programs in the penitentiary. 
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