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rosse (Red Brigades) carried out numerous shoot‐
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political violence and terrorism.

Red Brigades’ most notorious attack was the auda‐
cious kidnapping and assassination of former Ital‐
ian prime minister Aldo Moro in 1978. In the
same period, the Brigate nere (Black Brigades),
composed of right-wing militants, organized their
own bombings and assassinations against politi‐
cal and economic targets. Although the attacks ta‐
pered off in the 1980s, the trauma of this turbu‐
lent period continues to haunt Italian society. Ital‐
ian politics arguably still reflects the deep divi‐
sions of the anni di piombo, and the historical
memory of the violence has not yet been seriously
examined.[1]
Alessandro Orsini’s Anatomy of the Red
Brigades: The Religious Mind-Set of Modern Ter‐
rorists proposes a new reading of the violence of
the Red Brigades. The book was originally pub‐
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English-language

The Brigate rosse seem to have formed in
1969 as militant members of the Partito Commu‐
nista d’Italia (Italian Communist Party, or PCI)
broke with the party and founded their own un‐
derground groups dedicated to more radical polit‐
ical action and violence. Orsini declares that “the
Italian Communist Party had a very evident ‘peda‐
gogical’ responsibility in the genesis of the Red
Brigades” (p. 129). This interpretation of a direct
link between the PCI and the Red Brigades is con‐
troversial and will certainly be questioned by oth‐
er scholars of political violence in modern Italy.
Although it is only briefly mentioned, the in‐
famous Piazza Fontana bombing in Milan on De‐
cember 12,1969, permeates the entire book. Orsini
dismisses the “strategy of tension” arguments that
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coherent and inherently violent ideological tradi‐
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and Adriana Faranda. The autobiography of for‐

Orsini sets out to dissect the ideology of the

mer brigatista Petrizio Peci emerges as a particu‐

Red Brigades, which he examines as a “revolu‐

larly crucial source, revealing the dynamics of
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revolutionary education. The book interweaves
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through a “gnostic revolution” (pp. 3-4). Although
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he mentions Marxist theory and its “material con‐

struct deep readings of these brigatisti texts, Orsi‐

cept of history,” the author argues that the Red

ni digresses into broad generalizations about all

Brigades’ ideology relied on a sacralized “eschato‐

“professional revolutionaries.” The book could

logical politics” that viewed modern society as

have

suffering from social catastrophe and needing pu‐

developed

analysis

of
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brigatisti directly utilized the works of Karl Marx,

rificatory renewal (p. 27). For this reason, Orsini

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin, Antonio Gramsci, and other

sees the mentality of the Red Brigades as charac‐

political theorists in their own writings, but fails

terized by an “apocalyptic vision of history” (p. 4).

to do so. Diverse writings by male and female

Anatomy of the Red Brigades thus presents

members of the Red Brigades seem to offer oppor‐

the Red Brigades’ attacks as a form of religious vi‐
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olence, rather than political terrorism. Orsini
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the sacred dimensions of their violence. Using a

Unfortunately, the book veers far off its in‐
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tended course, wandering into a series of bio‐
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thus misses opportunities to analyze religiously
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deed contributed to the Red Brigades’ militant
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members of a single “politico-religious tradition”

however.[6] Surprisingly missing from the book

that he calls “revolutionary gnosticism” (p. 155).

are comparative studies of political mobilization,

He characterizes Lenin as “the greatest purifier of

civil conflict, and comparative revolutions in the

the world known to history,” since the Russian

author’s own field of political sociology.[7]

Revolution allowed him to succeed in implement‐

The author prefers to range casually through
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includes extremely disparate revolutionaries, but

Orsini almost completely ignores the right-

ignores other twentieth-century Italian revolu‐

wing Brigate nere (Black Brigades), such as the

tionary groups such as Italian brigades in the

Squadre d’Azione Mussolini, even though they

Spanish Civil War and Italian Resistance fighters

were active in Italy in the same period. The book

during the Second World War. Orsini simplistical‐

does employ an appendix to compare the Black

ly declares that “There is no difference between

Brigades and Red Brigades’ revolutionary vio‐
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This exposes the central flaw of the book: if

The choice of treating the Red Brigades as a

Marxist ideology produced the Red Brigades, how

“revolutionary sect” prevents the consideration of

can a diametrically opposed ideology produce a

alternative forms of organized violence that the

similar armed movement? Apparently, Orsini’s
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Brigades were both professional revolutionaries

the comparative histories of terrorism is not con‐
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posed predecessors for the Red Brigades. The

and indeed he briefly notes that “rather than a po‐

analysis relies on a fundamentally problematic

litical group the Red Brigades have the look of a

notion of ideology that equates political violence

military organization” (p. 55). This insight is not

with religious violence.

developed using studies of guerilla warfare, coun‐
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terinsurgency, and combat motivation theory,
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