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Radicalisation in Prison: The Italian Case
Virginia Cinelli

Nota autore
Virginia Cinelli, 24, is a young professional interested in security studies, Middle East and 
radicalisation. She has just graduated with a Master’s degree in Terrorism and International 
Security at King’s College London (UK). Previously, she studied Political Science and Inter-
national Relations at LUISS Guido Carli University, in Rome.

Abstract
L’avvento del terrorismo internazionale, l’emergere del fondamentalismo islamico e l’incre-
mento dei flussi migratori regolari e irregolari hanno reso le carceri italiane zone ad alto ri-
schio di radicalizzazione. Ad oggi non è, però, chiaro in che modo e perché questo accada. 
Attraverso un’analisi accurata della realtà carceraria in Italia, il seguente paper ha studiato il 
fenomeno della radicalizzazione in Italia, identificando quattro variabili che tendono a favo-
rire tale processo: il livello di frustrazione dei detenuti, le problematiche organizzative (quali, 
sovraffollamento, scarsità di personale e assidui trasferimenti di staff e detenuti), l’esposizione 
dei detenuti a idee radicali e, infine, l’adozione di inappropriate misure anti-radicalizzazione 
da parte delle autorità italiane. 

Abstract
The advent of international terrorism, the spread of Islamic radicalisation in the societal con-
text as well as the increase of legal and illegal migrant flows, have gradually turned the Italian 
penitentiary system into breeding ground for radicalisation. It is still unclear, however, how 
and why this happens. Through an in-depth and critical examination of the everyday reality 
within the Italian prison system, the author identifies four key factors that favour radicalisation 
processes in Italian prisons: deep offenders’ frustration, organisational issues (i.e., overcrowd-
ing, understaffing, high inmate turnover), inmate exposure to radical ideas, and inappropriate 
preventive as well as countering measures adopted by the Italian authorities. 

Keywords
Islamic extremism, Italy, Prison Radicalisation, Penitentiary System, estremismo islamico, Ita-
lia, radicalizzazione, sistema penitenziario.
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1. Introduction

“[Italian] prisons are at risk of radicalisation. They are hostile environ-
ments that facilitate the proliferation of Islamic extremist views and promote 
activities of proselytism,” the Minister of Justice Andrea Orlando declared in 
a conference on Islamist terrorism in February 20151. Two years later even 
Prime Minister Paolo Gentiloni confirmed the existence of prison radicali-
sation where he stated during a 2017 news conference: “...nowadays in Italy, 
processes of radicalisation are mainly taking place in prisons as well as on the 
Internet”2.

The fact that prison conditions facilitate individual’s radicalisation and 
further criminalisation is not a new phenomenon in Italy. In the 1970s, when 
the first terrorist offenders were incarcerated, Italian prisons became a certain 
kind of “university for terrorism,” where radicalised ordinary criminals joined 
terrorist groups and plotted revolts inside and outside the penitentiary system 
(Della Porta, 1992; Bosi, 2016: 71-90). Afterwards, Italian prisons became 
recruitment pools used by members of organised crime. The latter offered 
services and financial support to ordinary criminals in exchange for loyalty. 
Today similar dynamics have been adopted by radical Islamists who befriend 
ordinary criminals, provide them with religious advice and gradually turn 
them towards radical views.

While there is no doubt that prison radicalisation exists in Italy, there is 
insufficient understanding of the phenomenon. It is still unclear why Italian 
prisons favour radicalisation, much less how it takes place and the extent to 
which prisons are at risk. The purpose of this paper is not to quantify this 
threat, but to explain how Italian prisons facilitate radicalisation. Related re-
search concentrates on the phenomenon of prison radicalisation from 2000, 
focusing on Islamic extremism, and it identifies four key factors that influ-
ence the emergence of radicalisation in Italian prisons: the degree of frustra-
tion, organisational issues, the exposure to radical beliefs and the side-effects 
of the counter-strategies adopted by the authorities.

The paper’s structure is as follows: in the first section, the literature review 
provides the reader with a general understanding of prison radicalisation the-
ories, explaining why prisons may be ideal environment for radicalisation. 
The second chapter, divided into two sub sections, focuses on the Italian 
prison system case study. First, an overall picture of the current Italian pen-
itentiary system is given, analysing the spread of Islamic extremism within 
it. Second, the everyday reality within the Italian prisons is examined, based 

1 Declaration translated into English (Ministero di Giustizia, 2015).
2 Declaration translated into English (Presidenza del Consiglio dei Ministri, 2017).
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on the examination of four key variables identified to play a crucial role in 
favouring radicalisation. 

1.1 The Methodology and Choice of Prisons

The paper, extracted from the author’s Master dissertation, adopts a quali-
tative and in-depth research approach that illustrates the Italian prison system 
case study. The author has relied on a variety of sources to research this topic 
predominantly including academic papers as well as judiciary and peniten-
tiary files. However, it also relies on government policy documents; non-gov-
ernmental organisational documents; and media articles. In conjunction 
to this, face-to-face and telephone interviews are provided as well to offer a 
more solid understanding of the Italian case study. Some 10 semi-structured 
long interviews have been conducted throughout Italy over a 3-month period 
(June 2017-August 2017). The interviews were held with Daniela De Robert, 
a member of the National Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or 
deprived of freedom Office; 7 of the 11 Regional Guarantors for the rights of 
persons detained or deprived of freedom (the Italian regions of Campania, 
Emilia Romagna, Friuli-Venezia Giulia, Lazio, Marche, Piedmont, Tuscany, 
Umbria); Youssef Sbai, the Vice President of the Italian Islamic Association 
Unione delle Comunità Islamiche d’Italia (UCOII); and the General Man-
ager of the Associazione Antigone Patrizio Gonnella. In addition, the author 
visited two Italian prisons: the correctional facility Firenze Sollicciano, in Tus-
cany; and the penitentiary institution of Spoleto, in Umbria. Holding inter-
views with the prison staff was impossible during the author’s visits, because 
of the denial of the Penitentiary Administration (DAP).

This paper has distinct limitations that need to be outlined. First, a signif-
icant impediment was the DAP’s refusal to allow interviews with prison staff 
and offenders, resulting in denied access to private reports on the number of 
radicalised offenders, statistical data on the phenomenon and offenders’ bi-
ographies. Second, the dissertation does not include institutions for minors in 
its analysis. Juvenile detention centres would call for a separate and in-depth 
focus, considering how the younger population is most vulnerable to radical 
beliefs. The reader is, therefore, advised to avoid making any generalisations. 
Additionally, unlike other Western countries, studies on Italian prison radical-
isation are rare. This study, therefore, does not claim to portray radicalisation 
dynamics related to the entire Italian prison system, rather it aims to provide 
the most up-to-date study on this subject. The study leads to interesting con-
siderations on the role of Italian prisons regarding radicalisation and on the 
possible changes that could be applied during the preventive and de-radical-
isation processes.
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BOX 1 Key terms & Definitions

RADICALISATION Despite the fact that radicalisation has a contested nature. This paper refers to 
the phenomenon as “a growing readiness to pursue and support far-reaching changes in society 
that conflict with or pose a direct threat to, the existing order,” whereas violent radicalisation is 
“a process in which radical ideas are accompanied by the development of a willingness to directly 
support or engage in violent acts.” The above definitions are deliberately more general than the 
notion of radicalisation as applied to Islamism. It should be, in fact, clearly stated that the poten-
tial for radicalisation is found within a range of ideologies.

ISLAMISM The term refers to “forms of political theory and practice that have as their goal the 
establishment of an Islamic political order in the sense of a state whose governmental principles, 
institutions and legal system derive directly from the Shariah.” 

POLITICALLY MOTIVATED OFFENDERS The main difference between “politically motivated of-
fenders” and “ordinary criminals” is defined by their intentions. “...While ordinary criminals com-
mit crimes in pursuit of selfish and/or personal ends, politically motivated offenders believe that 
they are acting on behalf of a certain group, society or humanity as a whole. Politically motivated 
offenders commonly distinguish between ‘legality’ and ‘legitimacy’, arguing that breaking the law 
is justified when a particular policy or the entire political or legal system are illegitimate.” Not all 
politically motivated offenders, however, are terrorists.

TERRORIST the term terrorist refers to all individuals who have been charged with, or convicted 
of, offences that are prescribed under this country’s anti-terrorism laws.

TERRORISM To avoid the longstanding dispute over the definition of terrorism, the author adopts 
the definition of the EU’s Framework Decision on Combating Terrorism, art. 1, referring to it as any 
offenses which “...given their nature or context, may seriously damage a country or an interna-
tional organisation committed to such objectives as: seriously intimidating a population; or unduly 
compelling a Government or international organisation to perform or abstain from performing 
any act; or seriously destabilising or destroying the fundamental political, constitutional, econom-
ic or social structures of a country or an international organisation.”

2. Radicalisation in Prison

Addressing the issue of prison radicalisation has become a high priori-
ty and a controversialtopic for public policy-makers in Europe and beyond. 
Indeed, by trying to assess the causal factors that lead to terrorism, questions 
have been raised about whether or not specific places may facilitate radicali-
sation and extremist activity. Four main environments have been identified 
as places of concern: mosques, educational establishments, the Internet, and 
prisons (Neumann, 2012; Rabasa and Benard, 2015). 

For what concerns prisons, throughout history, they have served as recru-
itment centres and headquarters for ideological extremists of every radical 
and militant movement. No matter how different their causes or backgroun-
ds, Egyptian Islamists, Italian Marxists, Irish Nationalists or American Whi-
te supremacists have all used prisons to recruit new supporters, reinforce 
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the commitment of existing extremists and network with like-minded in-
dividuals. Prisons, therefore, should be considered as “microcosms” where 
macro-dynamics and societal challenges are reflected or fostered in such a 
context (Bosi, 2016: 74). Indeed, the majority of experts recognise prisons as 
“fruitful places for radicalisation and recruitment” (Neumann, 2010: 7). This 
does not mean, however, that all individuals who live in the same polarised 
environment and share a sense of injustice, will necessarily turn to radicali-
sm, much less to terrorism. Prisons can also be “engines for positive change”, 
offering a “second chance” to criminals (Jones, 2004; Horgan, 2010). The 
extent to which a prison may provide a favourable environment for positi-
ve or negative changes depends on a set of factors that have been found to 
play a key role in radicalisation dynamics. In this context, Neumann (2010) 
through an analysis of penitentiary systems across 15 countries, proposes a 
number of crucial factors for explaining prison radicalisation. The first factor 
refers to the nature of prisons as “places of vulnerability” (Neumann, 2010: 
59). As already mentioned, the experience of detention highly stresses the 
individual increasing his/her responsiveness to extremist messages. In prison, 
offenders are removed from their usual living situation and deprived of their 
friends and relatives, which may provoke a sense of disorientation and hu-
miliation (Basra, Neumann and Brunner, 2016: 30). Due to the abundance 
of available time, inmates are also often confronted with their past, which 
raises existential questions and may result in an identity crisis (Hamm, 2013: 
48; Neumann, 2007: 23). Moreover, offenders need to adapt to a new – and 
often hostile – social context, which usually inflicts new living rules. The 
second factor concerns institutional and organisational issues (Neumann, 
2010: 29). In a place where individuals live because they are forced to, the 
degree of safety and order in these prisons is crucial. Neumann (2010: 30) 
has singled out two major issues: overcrowding and understaffing. In addition 
to these two elements, Khosrokhavar (2013: 292-293) identifies in “the high 
inmate and staff turnover” another crucial organisational cause of radicalisa-
tion. The third factor refers to the inmates’ exposure to radical beliefs and 
material. More specifically, Neumann (2010: 29) points out “internal driv-
ers” – e.g. terrorist offenders, radical inmates detained for petty crimes, and 
prisons gangs ; and “external drivers” – e.g. extremist books, videos or websites 
directly sent to the prison or made available to offenders.

When talking about the ideological content to which offenders are ex-
posed, authors seem to agree that, although radicalisation can be applied to 
every ideological content, certain ideologies are more appealing than others. 
Specifically, studies on European prison systems identified Marxism and Isla-
mism as the most popular ideologies (Beckford, 2006; Khosrokhavar, 2013; 
Turjillo, 2009). The reason is that both ideologies, on a different timeline, 
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represent an “ideology of contestation”. They offer an anti-systemic and re-
volutionary narrative that appeals to repressed individuals, the type of popu-
lation that offenders can identify with. Furthermore, experts argue that there 
are two other reasons that make Islamism so popular amongst prisoners. First, 
it provides a simplistic vision of both life and line of thought that make it 
easier for anyone to join the group and call themselves part of the Muslim 
community (Neumann, 2009: 115). Second, Islamism is a “transnational ide-
ology”. In today’s globalised and multi-cultural world, an ideology like Islami-
sm which is completely de-territorialised and addresses a virtual community 
(ummah) by calling for religious duties gives foreign offenders an identity 
that will allow them to rebel against Western society (Neumann, 2010: 25).

This school of thought has deeply influenced European practices on the 
management of radicalisation in prison and convicted terrorist-offenders, 
with particular focus on the Muslim prison community and the prevention 
of Islamic extremism. Although these elements may be valid, they have rai-
sed doubts as to if the focus of Islamic radicalisation did not actually foster 
radicalisation. According to some scholars, this leading literature on Islamism 
has eroded trust and equality by marginalising Muslims, ethnic minorities, 
and immigrant groups by creating “suspect communities”. This focus has not 
helped the prevention of radicalisation but has disproportionally threatened 
inmates instead. Carrying on a securitisation of Muslims and Islam results in 
broader discrimination and ultimately in radicalisation (Williams, 2017: 77). 

All things considered, the reasons why prisons provide a favourable envi-
ronment for radicalisation should be based upon the following key factors: the 
degree of frustration, organisational issues (e.g., overcrowding, understaffing, 
high inmate and staff turnover), the exposure to extremist ideas (meaning the 
internal and external drivers), and the side-effects of counter-radicalisation 
and prevention practices implemented by the country. The only way for us to 
arrive at a full understanding of prison radicalisation in Italy is to examine all 
the aforementioned factors. As it will be done in the following section. 

3. International terrorism and prison radicalisation in Italy

From 2000 to date, Italy has been facing a new era of prison radicalisation. 
After 9/11, Italy gradually became a fertile soil for radicalisation activities and 
home-grown terrorism. The spread of Islamic radicalisation in the societal 
context as well as the increase of legal and illegal migrant flows, followed 
by the incarceration of foreign inmates and Islamic fundamentalists, partly 
influenced the Italian penitentiary system. Italian prisons rapidly turned into 
breeding grounds for radicalisation and terrorist activities. Indeed, according 
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to the last report made by the Italian Intelligence, the Italian penitentiary 
system recognises Islamic extremism to be the only issue concerning prison 
radicalisation that is facing (DIS, 2018: 39). 

At the beginning, Islamic radicalisation within Italian prisons spread due 
to an inappropriate management of terrorist offenders and by the fact that au-
thorities underestimated the threat. Despite previous experiences, vacillating 
policies swinging from dispersion to concentration of this group of offenders 
were implemented. Up until 2008, inmates detained for international terrori-
sm were mixed indiscriminately with national terrorists (i.e., far-left militants 
and anarchists) as well as with organised crime members, which resulted in a 
dangerous nexus (ISSP, 2012: 39). In addition, such offenders were distribu-
ted throughout the country according to the location of their trials, without 
taking into consideration the inmate criminal profile or their level of danger. 
Such a practice favoured the diffusion of Islamic radicalisation among offen-
ders and throughout Italy (Bianchi, 2009: 142). 

The risk of radicalisation, however, went beyond the inmates convicted 
of terrorist-related crimes. Initially, the DAP ignored the possibility that there 
could have been Islamic radicals among the Muslim community detained for 
minor crimes. Indeed, when a first monitoring operation was carried out by 
Italian authorities in 2004, they found out that two phenomena were pretty 
common among Italian prisons. First, some charismatic and radical leaders 
led the common prayer on Fridays, diffusing radical ideas and seeking sup-
port among the detained Muslim community. Second, some groups which 
united based on common ethnicity or religious beliefs whose members follow 
the Sharia law were found. Such a phenomenon, known as “Prison Islam,” or 
“Prislam,” had already spread in European prisons years before (ISSP, 2012: 
36; Bianchi, 2009: 152).

In light of such findings, Italian authorities began to implement some 
changes. Along the lines of the other European countries, the DAP began 
to put a particular focus on the monitoring and observational tasks as well 
as the rehabilitation element in order to prevent radicalisation in prison. 
However, differently from other European states, Italy has not yet adopted 
specialised programmes for radicalised offenders (RAN, P&P, 2016: 1). 

A first change refers to the establishment, in 2007, of a Central Unit for 
Investigations (NIC), in charge of analysing the phenomena of radicalisation 
and proselytism in prison.

In addition, the penitentiary police force has created a monitoring model 
organised on three levels:
1. High – monitoraggio, involves offenders charged with international terror-

ism or political extremism. 
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2. Medium – attenzionamento, referring to offenders charged with minor 
crimes but who share an extremist ideology. 

3. Low – segnalazione, involves offenders charged with minor crimes, but 
recognised by the prison institution as “vulnerable” to the influence of an 
extremist ideology.

According to this model, the NIC is in charge of making monthly-based 
analysis of information of daily life in prison and of contacts with the outside 
world for the first category of monitorati, whereas the analysis for the second 
category is carried out every other month. Conversely, the third category is 
monitored by each individual prison, which is then called to send updates to 
the NIC when useful and tangible information related to the risk of radicali-
sation and proselytism emerges. 

Moreover, in 2009, the high security model developed into three sub sec-
tions as it aimed at a more rational handling of those offenders classified as 
being dangerous:
1. ‘High security 1’ (AS1) hosts members of organised crime groups; 
2. ‘High security 2’ (AS2) is for offenders convicted of terrorist-related crimes 

at national and international levels; 
3. ‘High security 3’ (AS3) involves leading drug trafficking members of or-

ganised crime. 

In 2010, training modules related to the phenomenon of radicalisation 
were introduced for staff working in AS2 level. Afterwards, training was made 
available to all other penitentiary police and offered to all penitentiary ope-
rators who were interested in participating on a voluntary basis. Training 
modules are focused on the Islamic culture and religious as well as some 
knowledge of proselytism and radicalisation activities (RAN P&P, 2016: 7-8). 

These changes along with the Committee of Counter Terrorism Strate-
gic Analysis (CASA)3, the mandatory expulsion, implemented by law at the 
end of the 1990s, for foreign offenders who do not have a residency permit4; 
represent the main elements of the Italian strategy for the prevention of radi-
calisation within prison systems. 

Parallel to this security and monitoring approach, Italy has in place a pro-
per package of measures aimed at protecting inmate’s civil liberties and focu-

3 Committee created in 2014 to ensure an efficient flow of information between all of the 
relevant authorities involved in the prevention of terrorism (4 Law Enforcement Agencies, 
Intelligence Services – DIS, AISI, AISE – and the Ministry of Interior)
4 See more: (Bianchi, 134)
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sed on the reintegration of offenders into society. Such an approach involves 
all type of offenders, radicalised and terrorist inmates included. 

A first major element is the application of a tailor-made rehabilitation 
process during their detention, which involves: education; employment; 
relationship with family; sport, cultural and recreational activities; and the 
free practice of religion. The rehabilitation programme is defined and mo-
nitored by a multi-disciplinary team (e.g., prison police, educators, social 
workers, psychologist, doctors), and based on the background and personal 
circumstances of each offender (RAN P&P, 2016: 5-6). More specifically, 
Italian prisons have an internal school system that allows offenders to attend 
classes from elementary schools to University. Concerning employment, of-
fenders can work within the Administration or with third-party companies. All 
working inmates are paid a salary according to the national contract for their 
category and in line with the European Prison Rules (RAN P&P, 2016: 7). As 
far as religion is concerned, offenders are free to practice any type of religion 
while in prison. The Ministry of Justice and the DAP have signed a protocol 
with most religious organisations in order to allow their entrance into prison. 
All religious ministers are allowed to perform the rituals once per week and to 
attend personal meetings with the offender, if requested. The 2015 protocol 
signed with the Italian Islamic Association UCOII is the last agreement sig-
ned by the Ministry of Justice (DAP, 2015). 

Another important change regards the introduction in 2013 of the figu-
res of the “Guarantors for the rights of persons detained or deprived of their 
freedom.” Guarantors are elected on a council, provincial and regional level, 
and are in charge of ensuring the defence of offenders’ rights. Moreover, in 
March 2016, a National Guarantor was established in order to oversee and fa-
cilitate the communication and collaboration amongst the 20 Italian regions 
(Garante Nazionale dei diritti delle persone detenute o private della libertà 
personale, 2017: 20-21). 

Despite such an apparently stable system, Italian prisons still manage to 
provide a suitable environment for radicalisation activities. The overall pictu-
re of the penitentiary system is not encouraging and tends to reflect the socie-
tal challenges that Italy has been facing since 2000. As of January 2018, the 
situation in Italian prisons is represented by the following figures (Giustizia.
it, 2018; Giustizia.it, 2018b; DAP, 2018: 29):
• 58,087 inmates; 
• 19,818 foreign inmates;
• 34.1% of the prison population is foreign;
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• approx. 12,567 offenders come from countries where Muslim population 
represents the majority;

• catholic (54,7%) and Islamic (11.4%) are the major religious factions.

As far as the radicalisation issue is concerned, to date (DAP, 2018: 27):
• 506 offenders are being controlled;
• 242 monitorati, 62 of who are charged for international terrorism and de-

tained in high security sections (AS2); 
• 114 attenzionati;
• 150 segnalati. 

All data considered, doubts raise on the system functionality of the Italian 
prisons. In order to understand how prisons facilitate the proliferation of ex-
tremist views, an analysis of the everyday reality of the penitentiary system is 
necessary. More specifically, based on the prison radicalisation theories men-
tioned in the first section and on the first-hand experience of the author, four 
variables have been identified to influence the emergence of radicalisation in 
Italian prisons: the degree of frustration, organisational issues, the exposure 
to radical beliefs and the side-effects of the counter-strategies adopted by the 
authorities. 

3.1 The degree of frustration

Frustration, although alone cannot lead to radicalisation, has been found 
to be the first variable of radicalisation. Two distinct types of frustration need 
to be addressed. The first refers to endured by prisoners, regardless of their 
faith or creed. While the second is directly related to one’s faith or ethnicity 
and is much more likely to result in radicalisation because it affects core sa-
cred feelings. Within the first type of frustration, three issues stand out.

First, offenders have limited access to employment, both while they are in 
prison and after their release. Although the law requires that all prisoners have 
access to jobs, prisons do not offer enough jobs for offenders; most of them are 
low-quality and often underpaid (Mellano, interview; Tocca, interview; Ana-
stasia, interview). Only 31.68% of offenders were employed in 2017, 86.5% 
of whom are employed within the Penitentiary Administration, whereas the 
remaining offenders work for third-party companies (Giustizia.it, 2017). The 
latter data is particularly alarming if we consider that the jobs within the Pen-
itentiary Administration often do not require any particular skills. Moreover, 
the penitentiary system has adopted a sort of “rotational model” regarding job 
management for offenders. Simply put, the same job is assigned to several 
offenders who are required to work on different days (Materia, 2017). This 
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has sharply decreased the number of hours an offender can work, resulting in 
a drastically lower salary. Furthermore, prisons often do not offer any training 
or vocational courses for offenders, which makes it even more difficult for 
them to find a job once they are released. There are only 120 training courses 
available to date (Materia, 2017). The region of Campania is a case in point. 
This region has not provided any professional courses within the prison walls 
for three years due to a lack of economic resources. Prisons in the region of 
Lazio and Umbria are in a similar situation (Tocca, interview; Anastasia, in-
terview). The low rate of employment and the low salaries make it impossible 
for many offenders to provide for their subsistence and that of their families. 
Such an issue may favour radicalisation in two ways. In the first case, inmates 
with resources offer financial support, food and other needs to those offenders 
who are literally destitute. This kind of relationship created in prison is very 
dangerous. If such relationships are not created in prison, it is likely that once 
an offender is released, he/she is more likely to return to a criminal lifestyle, 
or join a crime organisation or terrorist networks due to a lack of income (Toc-
ca, interview; Mellano, interview). This phenomenon affects more foreign 
offenders. Prisoners without a residency permit are supposed to be expelled 
immediately. Actually, this does not happen often due to the lack of resourc-
es, and consequently these people are forced into illegality. Single prisoners 
and their families are therefore open to all kinds of assistance, and can end up 
in the Jihadist networks present in Italy (Bianchi, 2009: 159-160).

Frustration can also be engendered by inappropriate prison conditions. 
According to the last report of the Associazione Antigone, many prisons are 
poorly maintained, with low hygienic conditions and little space for recre-
ational purposes (di Scalea, 2017: 1). As an example, the Guarantor of the 
Italian region Piedmont explains how 10 over 13 prisons in Piedmont are old 
and in precarious conditions (Mellano, interview).

Another influential factor concerns food issues. The quality of the food 
in prisons is highly criticised. Many prisons do not even have a cafeteria and 
therefore food is served directly in the cells of the inmates (Marighelli, inter-
view). Frustration related to food issues particularly involves Muslims offend-
ers. While prisons do provide Muslims with a small bag containing food to be 
consumed after sunset during the holy month of Ramadan, they do not pro-
vide a systematic policy of halal food. Although some prisons put halal food 
at the disposal of their prisoners for private purchase in prison’s shops, this is 
quite rare and very expensive (De Robert, interview; Gonnella, interview).

Frustration related to religion can be ideologised more easily. Although 
the Italian law makes provisions for the free practice of religion or belief in 
prison, Catholic religion receives preferential treatment (Martello, 2017). 
A Catholic chapel must be present in each prison by law, whereas there is 
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no mention of other religious sanctuaries. Every prison, however, provides 
a space to perform the rites of other religions: usually a room used for other 
social activities and, when necessary, for religious functions. In 2016, a total 
of 200 Catholic chapels were counted as opposed to the 69 prayer rooms pro-
vided for inmates who observe different creeds (DAP, 2017: 10).

Another major factor is the paucity of religious ministers. The penitentiary 
system provides a Catholic chaplain guaranteed by law who is part of the 
penitentiary staff and is paid by the Administration. The chaplains of other 
religions, on the other hand, only have access to prisons to perform the reli-
gious rituals once a week and for scheduled meetings between the offender 
and the representative, if requested. Most of the difficulties regard the Mus-
lim community. Prior to the 2015 UCOII agreement, Imams had access to 
prisons strictly as volunteers or “self-made Imams” who were chosen among 
the offenders to perform the collective Friday prayer (Martello, 2017). Fur-
thermore, the spaces provided for religious duties are often too small to host 
the large number of Muslim inmates. In some prisons, Muslims have to sign 
up to book their spot in the room, otherwise they are forced to pray either in 
their cells or in prison’s corridors (Martello, 2017). Another problematic as-
pect is the paucity of Islamic ministers in comparison to the elevated number 
of Muslim offenders. There are 25 Imams accredited by law while Muslim 
offenders to date are 7,169 (DAP, 2018: 29). 

3.2 The organisational issues: overcrowding, understaffing and 
high inmate turnover

Radicalisation in prison can be caused or furthered by organisational fac-
tors, especially if combined with deep frustrations. In the first section, three 
main elements were singled out as prominent in European prisons: over-
crowding, understaffing, and high staff and inmate turnover (Neumann, 
2010; Khosrokhavar, 2013: 292). In Italy, the same factors have been found, 
except in the case of staff turnover, which does not seem to be a common or 
alarming issue.

Overcrowding seems to be quite a constant phenomenon in Italian pris-
ons (Scandurra, 2017). Despite a decrease in inmates’ number and the gen-
eral improvement of prison conditions between 2010 and 2015, the situation 
has worsened again since 2016. To date, of the 190 existing penitentiary insti-
tutions for adults in Italy, 130 of them contain a higher number of offenders 
than they should. This means that about 68% of Italians prisons are over-
crowded (Giustizia.it, 2018).

Another organisational issue involves the lack of personnel and its un-
balanced distribution. Although the data published by the DAP highlights a 
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lack of penitentiary police staff, they actually represent 89.94% of the entire 
penitentiary staff (DAP, 2017: 3). The lack of personnel to which guarantors 
refer, instead, concerns the health sector and educational department — e.g., 
medical and nursing staff, educators and cultural mediators (Rovereto, inter-
view; Mellano, interview). The inefficiency of health care services is a matter 
of great concern. Offenders do not receive the medical assistance provided by 
law, a fact that is clearly related to overcrowding. The number of doctors and 
nurses is incredibly lower than the number of offenders, which accentuates 
a scarce attention to the patients and their illnesses (Tocca, interview). Even 
more alarming is the shortage of psychologists and psychiatric assistance. Of-
ten offenders with mental-issues are detained in ordinary penitentiary institu-
tions, and are not given any specific treatment (Nobili, interview; Anastasia, 
interview). 

Understaffing combined with overcrowding undermine the communica-
tion between the staff and the offenders, and make it impossible for the staff 
to be familiar with each offender and follow them during their detention. 
This clearly undermines the effectiveness of the rehabilitation process that 
all inmates are forced to follow. Foreign inmates mostly feel this lack of com-
munication. Most of the prison staff does not speak a foreign language, and 
there are no cultural mediators within the prisons (ISSP, 2012: 93). When 
necessary, an external translator is engaged by the Administration – usually 
for the first interview that every offender must attend. However, a third-party 
inmate is called in a translator for daily communications between the foreign 
offender and the staff5. The high security penitentiary institution of Sassari 
is a case in point. The majority of terrorist offenders are detained in Sassari, 
most of them are foreigners and they hardly speak Italian. None of the prison 
staff members speak a foreign language, making any kind of communication 
between the two totally impossible, and thus fostering the hostile behaviour 
of terrorist offenders.

Another cause of dysfunction is the unorganised and high turnover of of-
fenders. In Italy, most turnovers are the result of overcrowding or security is-
sues. Usually, those offenders who are particularly violent, radicalised, or pose 
a threat within the prison context are transferred. This technique, although 
useful, does not take the offenders’ needs into account, so their feelings of 
frustration are accentuated as it is their sense of “prison shock” (Khorokha-
var, 2013: 294). There are cases where offenders have been transferred on 
the day they should have received their diploma or during their school pro-
gramme. Moving an inmate to a prison where the services they are used to are 

5 Information confirmed during the visits to the penitentiary institutions of Spoleto and Firenze 
Sollicciano.
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no longer provided, creates a great range of disillusionment and frustration 
against the prison system itself, which can ultimately turn into radicalisation 
(Anastasia, interview). Another aspect related to the turnover issue concerns 
the requests made by offenders to change prisons. Many inmates request to 
transfer so they can be closer to their relatives or to have a better job oppor-
tunity. Unfortunately, Guarantors complain about the lack of response from 
the Penitentiary Administration in Rome, which often ignores the legitimate 
demands of prisoners because of their heavy workload (Tocca, interview).

3.3 The exposure to radical beliefs: external and internal drivers 
in Italian prisons

Overcrowding, lack of preparation, understaffing, high turnover of offend-
ers combined with their deep frustration may result in radicalisation if given 
an ideological content. As identified in the first section, inmates can be ex-
posed to radical beliefs by internal or external drivers. In the case of Italian 
prisons, a number of internal and external channels have been identified as 
common phenomena throughout the country.

As far as internal channels are concerned, most terrorist offenders use 
their time in prison to continue their confrontation with the Italian State. 
By segregating all terrorist offenders, their radical beliefs are fostered. For 
example, in the female section of the penitentiary institution of Rebibbia, in 
Rome, four women were incarcerated together for crimes connected to inter-
national terrorism. The exposure of three of them to a more radicalised one 
along with their isolation from the other offenders turned them towards more 
radical views and behaviours. The Guarantor of the Lazio region explained 
that upon seeing them for their second interview, all ladies were wearing full 
burqa dresses, whereas their behaviour had been completely different when 
he had met them for their first interview (Anastasia, interview).

The risk of radicalisation, however, goes beyond the inmates convicted 
of terrorist-related crimes. In fact, ordinary criminals are exposed to greater 
drivers. The first internal channel regards the tribal phenomenon (Mellano, 
interview). In a prison context, it is common for inmates who share the same 
language or origins to join. In Italy, such a tendency is fuelled by the staff it-
self who often hold offenders of the same ethnic background in cells together. 
Italian prisons are, therefore, filled with small groups, which are often hostile 
against each other, some of which are characterised by radical beliefs and 
behaviours (ISSP, 2012: 76; 96).

Another common internal channel involves the phenomenon of “do-it-
yourself-Imams,” charismatic radical individuals who either elect themselves 
or are elected among offenders to lead the common prayer on Friday (ISSP, 
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2012: 72; 91). These leaders become the major spokesmen of radical ideas by 
diffusing anomalous Islamic views, often using quotes and references which 
are completely alien to the traditional Islamic beliefs (Bianchi, 2009: 152; 
ISSP, 2012: 41). These contacts tend to extend towards both Italian and for-
eign petty criminals. For example, the Italian offender Domenico Quaranta, 
who converted to Islam while serving time in the penitentiary institution of 
Trapani, was re-arrested in 2002 and detained in the Sicilian penitentiary in-
stitution of Ucciardone, where he led the common prayers on Fridays (ISSP, 
2012: 34). Such a phenomenon is partly caused by the general lack of Imams, 
but there have also been cases in which inmates refused the official Imam 
because he was considered a state representative (Sbai, interview).

Among the external channels, visits from relatives and non-governmental 
organisations seem to be the principal driver of radicalisation. Although visits 
should be approved following the control made by the penitentiary police, 
the police force often lacks the appropriate instruments to control the docu-
ments presented by the visitors. Such an institutional shortage makes it possi-
ble for radicals to enter without being identified. The same kind of problem is 
related to books, magazines, documents and radical material that have been 
found in Italian prisons over the years (ISPP, 2012: 90). The Penitentiary 
Administration lacks the appropriate means to understand and recognise ma-
terial written in foreign languages, especially if written in oriental languag-
es. There have also been cases of books introduced into prison whose cover 
did not correspond to the actual book inside (Bianchi, 154; ISSP, 2012: 32; 
57). Similarly, post and telephone communications are not monitored by the 
police, with the exception of a handful of cases requested by the NIC. This 
makes it possible for offenders to contact radicals and dangerous networks 
on the outside without being detected. In fact, there is overwhelming proof 
that “various groups keep contact among themselves through letters, postal 
carriers and the telephone” (Bianchi, 2009: 154).

3.4 The side-effects of counter-strategies

The preventive measures applied by the Italian penitentiary police have 
caused for various alarming “boomerang effects.” As reported in the first 
chapter, Williams (2017: 77) has recently demonstrated how preventive and 
countering measure focused on religiously motivated extremism in prison 
context can foster radicalisation processes. Indeed, this is what has been hap-
pening in Italian prisons.

First, many of the indicators of radicalisation tend to be confused with the 
simple practice of the Islamic religion. The repression of what is perceived 
by authorities to be Islamic fundamentalism has induced an atmosphere of 
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heavy suspicion that drives Muslim offenders towards radicalisation (Anasta-
sia, interview). Muslim inmates prefer not to declare their creed when they 
enter prison out of a fear of being stigmatised. The Imam Yussef Sbai (inter-
view) has confirmed that there are many Muslims who do not practice their 
creed in prison or hide it in order to avoid being controlled. Indeed, if we 
look at the quantitative numbers, 45% of inmates who come from Muslim 
countries did not declare their creed once imprisoned. Moreover, of the total 
population, 14,235 inmates have not declared their religious beliefs – 6,160 
of which are foreigners (Martello, 2017).

Second, aware of the preventive measures adopted by the police, Islamic 
radicals began to adopt a silent behaviour. Preventive measures are primarily 
focused on the external expression of radical views and since they are focus 
almost exclusively on the Muslim community, these measures could lead to 
erroneous interpretations: Muslims who are not guilty of anything more than 
being Muslims could be unjustly suspected, whereas Islamists may act undis-
turbed (Zaccariello, 2016: 47).

4. Conclusion

This paper has sought to prove how Italian prisons favour radicalisation 
due to a complex combination of factors mainly correlated to structural is-
sues. This has been achieved through on the investigation of the everyday 
life of Italian prisons and the current phenomenon of prison radicalisation. 
Specifically, focus was placed on four factors that have been identified as key 
variables in amplifying the conditions that lend themselves to prison radical-
isation. The combination of deep frustration, organisational issues (i.e., over-
crowding, understaffing, lack of preparation of the personnel, high inmate 
turnover), inappropriate preventive and countering measures, and inmate 
exposure to radical ideas (i.e., terrorist offenders, prison gangs, self-made-
Imams, radical visitors, radical material) have caused radicalisation in Italian 
prisons.

Based on the evidence offered in this research, the author has not only an-
swered the how and why Italian prisons provide a conducive environment for 
radicalisation. It has also explained to whom Italian prisons are more suitable 
environments for radicalisation and for which ideology Italian prisons repre-
sent more favourable contexts. Italian prisons inability to provide offenders 
with the most basic needs to survive mostly affect the ones who have less in 
life: foreigners and destitute individuals. In addition, it has been demonstrat-
ed that Muslim offenders are even more at risk than others because of their 
religiously-related needs and because of the inappropriate preventive meas-
ure that by now have been applied.
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For the Italian prison system, therefore, the first and most important rec-
ommendation is to improve general conditions, avoid overcrowding, train 
staff, and actually provide the rehabilitative programmes established by law 
that allows offenders to reintegrate into society. By doing so, prisons would 
turn into what they are expected to be – “a second chance in life,” instead of 
being the incubators of criminals. Moreover, the evidence of this paper sug-
gests that it would be better to shift the focus of the preventive and counter 
measures from a specific ideological content to the isolated phenomenon of 
radicalisation. Observing the phenomenon from a broader perspective could 
provide great changes that are not limited to short-term measures but, more 
importantly, could yield lasting results.

Not all the findings in this dissertation are negative. The dissertation shows 
that the Italian prison system as established by law has the potential to pre-
vent radicalisation. It is not recommended, therefore, a transformation of the 
Italian prison system but rather a correct application of already existing laws.
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Interviews

Andrea Nobili, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of freedom 
of the Italian Region Marche. Interviewed by phone, on 26/07/2017. Interview 
administered in Italian and subsequently translated into English.

Adriana Tocco, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of freedom 
of the Italian Region Campania. Interviewed in Naples, on 12/07/2017. Interview 
administered in Italian and subsequently translated into English.

Bruno Mellano, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of freedom 
of the Italian Region Piedmont. Interviewed by phone, on 13/07/2017. Interview 
administered in Italian and subsequently translated into English.

Daniela De Robert, member of the National Guarantor for the rights of persons 
detained or deprived of freedom Office. Interviewed in Rome, on 12/07/2017. 
Interview administered in Italian and subsequently translated into English.

Franco Corleone, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of free-
dom of the Italian Region Tuscany. Interviewed by phone, on 24/07/2017. Inter-
view administered in Italian and subsequently translated into English.

Marcello Marighelli, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of 
freedom of the Italian Region Emilia Romagna. Interviewed in Bologna, on 
02/08/2017. Interview administered in Italian and subsequently translated into 
English.

Patrizio Gonnella, General Manager of the Associazione Antigone. Interviewed by 
phone, on 19/07/2017. Interview administered in Italian and subsequently tran-
slated into English.

Pino Roveredo, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of freedom 
of the Italian Region Friuli Venezia Giulia. Interviewed by phone, on 11/07/2017. 
Interview administered in Italian and subsequently translated into English.

Stefano Anastasia, Guarantor for the rights of persons detained or deprived of freedom 
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