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Mr./Ms. Chairperson, lades and gentlemen, 

Thank you for the invitation to address you. In my short speech I will focus on my views and 
experience regarding the prevention of radicalisation. I do so from my background as a 
theologian in general, as a university lecturer at VU University Amsterdam and as Head of 
Islamic Chaplaincy at the Correctional Institution Service in the Netherlands

For an appropriate approach to the phenomenon of radicalisation, a correct determination of the 
causes of this phenomenon is very important. In your announcement, you refer to the fact that it 
concerns a complex phenomenon that must be approached from different points of view. You 
also speak of underlying factors. My approach is one of the many possible approaches, and I will 
discuss a few possible underlying factors. I will then propose a few possible actions that could 
combat this phenomenon.

In my opinion, one of the underlying factors is the way in which the religious component of 
Muslim immigrants has been viewed in the EU countries in the last few decades. The importance 
of this religious component for the integration of Muslims has been somewhat underestimated. 
The development of Islam has been left to chance and good luck. Too little attention has been 
paid to the direction that Islam must take in Europe. The result is the emergence of a large gap 
that religious traditions – which may not be very suited to the European continent – from 
outside of Europe have jumped into. This holds in particular for traditions from the Middle East. 
They were supported in this by enormous funding, media, and other infrastructure.

These traditions have contributed to the indoctrination of Muslims for decades, ultimately 
resulting in many Muslims being less resilient to tendencies towards radicalisation. The Islamic 
communities were unable to offer any counterarguments to this indoctrination. They also often 
underestimated the importance of such arguments. Even more important, there was a lack of 
strategy developed in the Muslim communities for working towards an Islam with all its 
diversity, including the orthodox variety, that fit into their new homelands.

The fact that some Muslim have very quickly been radicalized in the last several years is not 
something that has just dropped out of the blue. It is the fruit of how things have been done for 
years in the Islamic religious landscape of Europe.

What needs to be done?

The Muslim community has a great responsibility to catch up and separate the chaff from the 
grain. Radical traditions should be isolated, and peaceful orthodox traditions should be 
distinguished from radical and extremist schools. Radical Islamic ideology should be made 
unattractive. In addition, it is necessary to develop further a contextualised Islamic theology that 
fits within the European context.
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At this time, Islam as a religion is too large and too sensitive a issue throughout the entire world. 
Almost all Islamic countries are trying to restructure the so-called ‘Islamic religious landscape’ 
and to ‘manage’ it better in order to at least be able to isolate and combat radicalism. At times, 
this is done by rigorous interventions by the Ministry of Religious Affairs in these countries.

European countries cannot allow such intervention because of the separation of church and 
state. But European governments can ask the Islamic communities to take on this historical 
responsibility to eradicate radicalisation and to develop plans for this. Governments also have a 
few instruments that will help in this. One example here would be look closely at funding from 
abroad. Muslims need to understand that they must finance their own faith communities and not 
be dependent on gifts from abroad. Those who pay want to have the deciding voice. Another 
instrument is the facilitation of intellectual infrastructure to develop Islamic contextual 
theology. This holds for education in particular. Think, for example, of initiatives for Islamic 
theological training, such as the one established at VU University Amsterdam in 2006. Such 
initiatives are crucial for the cultivation of the European Islamic theological framework and the 
development of a contextual Islamic theology.

I will close with by referring to my experiences in the prison system. Prevention and the 
combatting of radicalisation in the prison system is part of the management of religion in the 
public domain. I would like to refer you to how the Netherlands deals with this. In the 
Netherlands, I believe we have a good humane system in general. Part of this system or climate 
is the safeguarding of the detainees’ right to religious freedom on the one hand and a well-
organised service of spiritual caregiving on the other. An important dimension of spiritual care, 
which the prison imam has been part of since 2008, is offering religious guidance to detainees. 
These are well-educated imams who have attended Dutch universities, work in team 
environments with their colleagues from other religions and worldviews, receive additional 
training throughout their careers, and function as discussion partners and advisors for the 
institutions. Because of this approach, spiritual care, here the Islamic variant, works to prevent 
radicalisation. I have explained how that works in an appendix called: ‘The Dutch Model of the 
Management of (Islamic) Religiosity in Prisons as a Preventative Measure against Radicalisation:
An Extra Dimension of Spiritual Caregiving.’ Given the lack of time, I refer you to the appendix. I 
would also be happy to discuss any questions during the question and answer session*.

Thank you.
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Introduction
Radicalisation in the public domain is an issue that merits the attention of the Dutch 
government. Government bodies have been given the political task of mapping the phenomenon 
of radicalisation in their own context and developing plans to combat it. The correctional 
institutions fall under government bodies which is where the danger of radicalisation is present. 
In the following explanation, I will look at the role that the Islamic spiritual care (Islamic 
chaplaincy) plays in the prevention of radicalisation. Implementing Islamic spiritual caregiving 
is a project in which the Dutch government cooperates with the Contactorgaan Moslims en 
Overheid (Muslims and the Government Liaison Committee) (CMO). The CMO was recognised in 
2007 as the sending Islamic organisation for spiritual care in correctional institutions and the 
military. 

Causal Connection between Detention and Radicalisation
In past decades it appeared that a number of Muslims who have used religious violence or have
fought as jihadists have served time in prison (France, the United Kingdom, Belgium, Denmark, 
etc.). Thus, a causal connection was established between detention and religious radicalisation.
Attention paid to a possible causal connection between detention and religious radicalism 
focuses mainly on two questions:

A. What factors contribute to the religious radicalisation of Muslim detainees?
B. What is the role of the Islamic spiritual caregivers (Islamic chaplain / prison imam) in this?

The following explanation applies to these two main questions. The insights that are provided 
here are based on the experiences of the Islamic spiritual care of the Dutch Correctional 
Institutions Service.

Ad A: A few risk factors that influence radicalisation processes in the context of detention.

1. Influence by clergy who are themselves radical, who consciously or 
unconsciously spread radical thought and/or are not capable of recognising 
radical tendencies and responding to them adequately.

2. A lack of religious supervision of the detainees.
3. Recruitment by other detainees.
4. Religious reading material.
5. Influence of networks, whether external or abroad.

Ad 2. What is the role of the Islamic spiritual caregivers in the prevention of religious 
radicalism with respect to the above-mentioned risk factors?

1. Influence by spiritual caregivers who are themselves radical.

Requirements, selection, supervision, and professionalisation of prison imams minimize or 
exclude imams with a radical background from becoming spiritual caregivers. The Islamic 
spiritual caregiver is characterised by the following attitude.



- The prison imam is appointed to offer spiritual care to detainees who have been 
entrusted to the care of the government. He or she does so by providing seven services: 
intake interviews, individual talks, group discussions, Friday services, casual 
conversations, prayer services during religious feasts, and intervention in crisis 
situations. Via these services, the prison imam, as well as his or her colleagues from 
other denominations, contributes to the realisation of the legal right to have a religion 
and worldview, spiritual care, peace, and security in the institution and in human 
detention in general.

- The prison imam also provides other services of a more practical and strategic 
importance to the boards and personnel of the correctional institutions. Examples of 
such practical services are: dealing with religious and cultural diversity (advice with 
regard to dietary provisions, mediating in conflicts, advising with regard to religious 
provisions that fall outside spiritual care). The more strategic services can include advice 
regarding (the prevention and combatting of) radicalisation.

- The prison imam is now (since 2008) a civil servant with the same rights and obligations
as her colleagues from other religions in many aspects concerning radicalisation. He or 
she is a material expert and contributes, within the boundaries of his or her official 
status, to policy (advice), execution (information, education) on a social level, and when 
requested to courses at the Training Institute for prison personnel. He or she gives 
feedback to the Head of Islamic Spiritual Care.

- The prison imam also sees it as his or her duty to contribute to security, peace, and 
public order. He or she sees it as his or her responsibility to assess and respond
appropriately, as a civil servant,  to security risks, such as the phenomenon of 
radicalisation.

- The prison imam sees it as his or her duty in general to contribute to the cohesion of 
society and to combat disruptive phenomena such as radicalisation. The prison imam is 
also committed to combatting radicalisation outside of the prison walls by means of 
discussing the problem within the Islamic community.

- The prison imam looks at disruptive phenomena (such as radicalisation) not only from 
the point of view of security but also especially from the point of view of society. He or 
she works and contributes to a solution for this phenomenon from this perspective.

- The prison imam offers a number of activities that cohere with one another, integrated in 
principle into his or her normal work, to prevent and combat the phenomenon of 
radicalisation. Contact and dialogue with the parties involved, including those who are in 
danger of becoming radicalised and their environment, is essential in this.

- On his or her own initiative, via the training programme offered by the prison directors, 
the prison imam works on refreshing and maintaining his or her knowledge and 
expertise with respect to mechanisms of radicalisation.

- During the selection process prison imams are tested by the sending Islamic 
organisation (Contactorgaan Moslim en Overheid) regarding their religious background 
with respect to their suitability for a civil servant position and also for their ability to 
deal with religious radicalisation.

- Via study days, training and courses, prison imams are equipped to study the problem of
radicalisation more deeply and to reflect on their own role in this. A multiple approach to 
the phenomenon (religious/theological, (religious) sociological, (religious) 
psychological) has been chosen.

- The topic of radicalisation is discussed regularly between the Head of the Correctional 
Institutions Service and the imams during evaluations of the prison imams’ work.



-
2. Religious Supervision of Detainees

The practice of religious freedom occurs in the Dutch Correctional Institutions Service under the 
supervision of a spiritual caregiver. This obtains for both the practice of faith as a community 
and as an individual. The prison imam makes full use of his or her presence within the normal 
services of spiritual care by conveying to the Muslim detainees the Islamic views that exclude 
radicalisation or offer a counterbalance to it. The prison imam uses Islamic views that promote 
the integration of the Muslim detainees and combat tendencies that work against integration, 
including radicalisation, in a general sense.

3. Recruiting through other detainees
The prison imam always leads the group activities that occur under his or her responsibility. 
This prevents the detainees who may have a radical point of view from imposing their ideas on 
others. Furthermore, if radical ideas do emerge, they are channelled and adjusted by discussing 
them in groups or individually. Cases of recruitment, where a detainee actively attempts to 
impose radical ideas on his fellow detainees or to ‘evangelise, in the broad sense of the term, are 
reported to the prison directors for consultation.

The Dutch Correctional Institutions Service has a specific policy with regard to detainees who 
have been radicalised prior to their detention and are suspected of or have been sentenced 
because of religious violence. They are incarcerated in such a way that the danger of recruiting is 
minimised. In these cases, prison imams also work and talk with the detainees involved and give 
them spiritual guidance.

4. Religious Reading Material
Certain religious reading matter material can have an undesired influence towards
radicalisation. Such material can be found in the prison libraries or be brought in by detainees. 
The institution must make well-considered decisions about whether or not this reading material
is desirable. The Islamic spiritual caregiver can advise prison directors regarding requests for 
religious reading material and audio materials.

5. Influence from Outside:

- Islamic spiritual care in Dutch prisons pursues a strict policy with regard to cooperation 
with organisations outside of the Correctional Institutions Service. There are many 
networks that desire access to Muslim detainees, offering  them religious reading 
material, material goods or personal contacts. Although good intentions can usually be 
assumed here, many of these networks display evangelising tendencies whose effect is 
not subject to control.

- Islamic spiritual care in Dutch prisons works selectively with volunteers who wish and 
are able to contribute to re-socialisation during detention and aftercare after detention. 
Islamic spiritual care has established criteria for this that are maintained by the prison 
imams.

- Islamic spiritual care in Dutch prisons does not cooperate with requests from foreign 
powers that wish to come into contact with Muslim detainees via their embassies or 



other networks via prison imams.
- Islamic spiritual care in Dutch prisons advises directors about that which has been stated

above.

Summary

A good system of spiritual care is very important in connection with the right to practise 
freedom of religion and worldview. Moreover, this care is an important aspect of humane 
detention. In addition, this care has acquired a new dimension in the light of radicalisation 
tendencies. The recognition and implementation of Islamic spiritual care as part of spiritual care
and of the Correctional Institutions Service works to counter the rise of radicalisation. It has an 
advisory role where it concerns the prevention of this in the context of detention. Because the 
Islamic community is involved in this project, this community also carries responsibility for
combatting radicalisation by, for example, taking theological responsibility for the prison imams 
who are recommended by the sending organisation.
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