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INTRODUCTION  
 
This dissertation poses an ambitious and challenging question: is it more reasonable to let 

a man die in order to preserve a State’s integrity, or is it better to save a life and face the 

political and social consequences of that decision? As this is a question that pertains to 

the realm of human emotions and psyche, there is not a factual or one-word answer. In 

addition, the affair here analyzed presents an enormous moral dilemma, reminiscent of 

the “kill or let die” dilemma and thus the “double effect theory”, according to which an 

action can have a double effect: one intentional, and one foreseeable but not intended. In 

this sense, killing someone or letting them die can be either seen as equivalent actions or 

as two incomparable things, depending on one’s point of view. To some, letting a man 

die to save the Republic is virtually the same as killing him; to others it is not, since 

bloodshed was not caused by them personally and, although the person’s death was 

foreseeable, it was not desired. The dissertation also intends to offer a fairly less explored 

perspective on Moro’s affair by reconstructing the events through the analysis of the 

contribution of Italian media. The research was carried out by operating a broad literature 

review on the topics of terrorism, negotiation, and the Red Brigades, more specifically in 

the context of the kidnapping of Aldo Moro. In particular, for what concerns the media 

coverage section, as will be further explained later in this introduction, I based my 

analysis on two newspapers: the “Avanti!”, the Socialist Party’s newspaper, and the 

“Corriere della Sera”, which was directed at a larger section of Italian society and public 

opinion. The topic was chosen in light of my interest in the matters of negotiation and 

terrorism, which stems from the classes provided by this master’s degree and other 

degrees offered by the department. Moreover, I believe that the matter is particularly 

relevant nowadays, due to the prominence of both domestic and international terrorism in 

our lives, and to the necessity of dealing with terrorist entities, either through dialogue - 

which does not necessarily mean compromise - or through counterterrorist actions. In 

addition, it is important to analyze past experiences to understand how to put in place 

effective measures in the present, thus avoiding a waste of already limited human and 

economic resources. Every chapter will address a different research question: in the first, 

I will try to uncover the issue of defining terrorism. In fact, understanding terrorism is 

essential in order to be able to produce a widely accepted definition, which should allow 
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countries to address the issue properly through the creation and implementation of 

effective policies. An agreement on a definition should also promote cooperation among 

states and hinder the terrorists’ abilities to operate, regardless of the country they choose 

to act in or from. The main steps that characterized the evolution of the definition of 

terrorism and some Conventions that tried to deal with the topic will be mentioned - such 

as the Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of Terrorism of 1937 and 

Resolution 1373 - and the main challenges in reaching a comprehensive definition will 

be discussed, especially considering the differences between state- and non-state 

terrorism. Finally, causes, motivations, methods, and tactics of terrorism will be explored. 

In the second section, I will dive into the historical period in which the events of this 

dissertation take place: the Years of Lead. Particular attention will be paid to the 

socioeconomic and political conditions that characterized the “economic miracle” which 

affected Italy in the 1950s and that started to decay around the 1960s, leading to 

widespread unrest and terrorist acts. However, Italy was not the only country affected by 

such unrests: indeed, the whole world faced similar issues and the idea of a revolution - 

often cultural and pervaded with ideological components - spread almost everywhere. 

Precipitants can be found in the Vietnam War, the Chinese cultural revolution, and 

guerrillas in Latin America. A significant aspect of this period is the so-called “Strategy 

of Tension”, which involved indiscriminate terrorist attacks aimed at instilling fear into 

civil society. Such attacks were almost always blamed on the far left, but investigations 

revealed that they actually came from the far right, often with the support of the State as 

well as domestic and foreign secret services. Furthermore, the Italian political landscape 

will be discussed to prepare the ground for the events of Moro’s kidnapping. I will then 

analyze in depth the most active organization of this dissertation’s reference period: the 

Red Brigades. The origins of the Organization, the role of Soviet training camps in 

Czechoslovakia, the organizational structure, and the group’s ideology will be uncovered 

through the analysis of the Strategic Resolutions produced by the brigadists and their code 

of conduct. The Red Brigades' activities will be divided in three phases: the first going 

from 1970 to 1974; the second ranging from 1974 to 1976; and the third from 1977 

onward, culminating with their most known action: the kidnapping and assassination of 

Aldo Moro. In the second chapter, the pillars of domestic and international negotiation 

will be addressed: the main question to which I will try to find an answer will concern the 
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topic of whether negotiations with terrorists should be pursued or not. As in the previous 

chapter, some definitions of negotiation will be presented, as well as the theoretical 

analysis elaborated by scholars such as Iklé and Zartman. The Game Theory Approach, 

the four main “games” that can be attributed to it, and the possible outcomes of 

negotiation - such as the “win-win” or the “win-lose” situations - will also be covered, in 

order to provide a broader context for the analysis. Afterwards, some rules and 

preconditions to negotiation will be displayed, and particular attention will be paid to 

different models of negotiation, as for example those elaborated by Zartman and O’Neill. 

It should be noted that biases can deeply affect the outcome of bargaining, and thus they 

deserve to be mentioned as well. To complete Zartman and O’Neill’s analyses, Glasl's 

nine-stage model of conflict escalation and resolution - according to which conflicts can 

be solved up to a certain stage, after which they start to degenerate - will also be presented. 

After such a comprehensive introduction on the topic, the second section will focus on 

negotiation between States: the concepts of BATNA and ZOMA (or Zopa) will be 

discussed. Negotiations generally follow two main strategies of bargaining: 

accommodation and confrontation. However, it should not be forgotten that globalization 

has a profound impact not only on the bargaining object– terrorism – but also on the 

negotiation process itself. The analysis of tactics and tricks will provide an interesting and 

more practical take on the topic, always keeping in mind that failures and obstacles, such 

as the hurdles that come with intercultural negotiation, might affect the outcome of the 

process. Subsequently, I will move on to explore the type of negotiation that concerns the 

chosen case study the most: that with terrorist or nonrecognized entities. A definition of 

both will be provided, as well as a clarification of the distinction between absolute and 

relative terrorists. As already mentioned, the main question that arises from the topic of 

negotiating with terrorists is whether or not to do it. Among scholars, the reason that might 

lead to negotiate is believed to be saving the lives of the hostages, while the issue of 

granting legitimacy is the one that most often prevents governments from pursuing a 

negotiation. Interestingly, it has been found that negotiating can trigger some paradoxes, 

which may complicate the issue even more. An overview of the negotiation process, 

demands, concessions, and the role of third parties and backchannel talks will be also 

provided. A particular problem arises in the case of hostage crisis: elements to be taken 

into consideration in such a case are the value of the hostages themselves and the main 
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strategies to be adopted by bargainers. To conclude on the issue of negotiation, I will 

briefly look at the approach of the Italian and international community to the topic, and 

examples of both negotiation and non-negotiation carried out by some States will be 

described, such as the Boko Haram case and the Achille Lauro hijacking. The third 

chapter, the core of the whole dissertation, will address the events of Aldo Moro’s 

kidnapping and the government’s reaction to it: the no-concession policy was applied 

perfectly, but at what cost? Two main reasons led the Red Brigades to think the time was 

ripe to conduct an attack at the heart of the state: the evolution of the political situation 

and the reopening of the trial against some members of the Organization in Turin. The 

fact that the kidnapping occurred on March 16th, the same day of the new government’s 

approval, was considered significant by some and just a coincidence by others: arguments 

supporting both options will be provided. The preparation of the attack included Costa’s 

kidnapping, carried out with the aim of gathering money to finance the operation, and the 

preparation of Moro’s hideout in via Montalcini, 8. I will trace the Red Brigades’ plan 

concerning the kidnapping, which had originally to be carried out while Moro was in 

church; however, due to possible hurdles, the plan was changed, and the ambush was 

carried out via Fani. The moments of the kidnapping, the way Moro was transferred to 

the hideout, and the police reaction - which was characterized by inefficiencies and 

confusion, as the call for a “Plan Zero”, unknown in most of Italy, demonstrates – will be 

carefully analyzed. Many mistakes and inefficiencies prevented Moro’s escort team from 

reacting adequately to the ambush, such as the fact that their weapons were not within 

their reach. However, there is to consider that many gray areas still encompass the events 

of that day, making it difficult to know for sure what happened. In the second section of 

the chapter, the communiqués issued by the Red Brigades during Moro’s kidnapping will 

be summarized and briefly commented, allowing a further analysis of their ideology. The 

third section will dive into the reconstruction of the affair by using the press and Moro’s 

missives. Most of the time, this will lead me to consider the events one or two days after 

they actually happened, due to a logical delay in the reception and publishing of the news 

by the media. In light of the fact that the Socialist Party - after initially strongly supporting 

the policy of firmness - was the one that tried to find a way to negotiate with the Red 

Brigades, it seemed interesting to me to choose their newspaper, the “Avanti!”, as one of 

the sources of analysis for this chapter. The choice of the “Corriere della Sera”, on the 
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other hand, rests on different bases. One of them is the involvement of the Masonic Lodge 

P2 in the management of Moro’s crisis, especially since the publishing company of the 

“Corriere della Sera” had been acquired by P2 with the intent of - as it can be read in the 

related Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry - “coordinating all the provincial and local 

press [...] in order to control the public opinion of the country”, through the “elimination 

of inconvenient journalists, focused coverage and assignment of tasks and positions to 

people belonging to the Lodge”1. It should also be noted that the newspaper was highly 

popular, and was able to reach a nationwide audience, with a total of 691.916 printed 

copies in 19782, making it a primary source of information for the citizens. These two 

reasons led me to believe it could be interesting to analyze the coverage of this specific 

newspaper instead of the Christian Democracy’s newspaper. It should also be noted that 

the “Corriere della Sera”, although it is not formally affiliated to a political party, 

represents the most important pro-government newspaper circulating in the country. In 

addition, it is important to highlight that, when quoting Moro’s missives, I decided to 

report his own exact wording and sentence structure - even when there were easier and 

clearer ways to translate them in English – in order to convey his messages in the most 

faithful and realistic way possible. Indeed, very often his sentences were extremely 

complex in Italian as well. Two subsections will follow: in the first, the general line of 

firmness adopted by all parties at the beginning of the affair will be highlighted, while in 

the second I will display the Socialist break which started from April 21st, when Moro 

was confirmed to be alive after the false seventh communiqué was released. The fourth 

section of the chapter will cover the events of May 9th, when Moro’s body was found in 

the trunk of a car close to the headquarters of the Christian Democracy and the 

Communist Party. To conclude the chapter, I will briefly explain the end of the Red 

Brigades as an organization, especially considering Dalla Chiesa’s work and the role of 

the so-called “pentiti”. In the last section, preceding the conclusion, I will try to 

understand whether the Italian approach to counterterrorism and negotiation with terrorist 

actors has changed over time or not. In this respect, although a “no-negotiation” approach 

has been maintained since the time of Moro’s affair, there are several cases in which the 

Italian government actually negotiated with terrorist entities, and it should be noted that 

                                                
1https://legislature.camera.it/_dati/leg09/lavori/stampati/pdf/p2/09%20Leg%20Doc%20XXIII%20n%202
-1%20relatore%20ANSELMI-ocr.pdf 
2 https://www.adsnotizie.it/Dati/DatiStorici# 

https://www.adsnotizie.it/Dati/DatiStorici
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Italy is not the only country that makes exceptions to the rules. Concerning 

counterterrorism, between the 1970s and 1990s, Italy adopted many measures to contrast 

the phenomenon, such as safeguarding strategic objectives, promoting the cooperation of 

former terrorists with the judiciary, and introducing new terrorism-related offenses. 

Moreover, the country has improved its cooperation with the United Nations, the 

European Union, and more international organizations such as the G8 in order to make 

more effective efforts in the fight against terrorism, especially in light of the fact that the 

new threats are dynamic and global. However, as often happens, the measures adopted 

are not necessarily efficient and effective, and in some cases even risk leading to different 

but equally relevant problems. As for the cases in which Italy has negotiated with 

terrorists, the first will concern Judge D'urso and dates back to 1980. The second, on the 

other hand, is extremely recent and concerns the freeing of Italian woman Silvia Romano. 

Although it is not formally known whether a ransom was paid by the Italian government 

or not, it is fairly probable that it happened. I will report several different journal articles 

that discuss the issues that may arise from this behavior from part of our State. In the 

second paragraph of the last section, the research question will be explored through 

different lenses, namely the role of the European Union in creating and maintaining a 

more secure world. The European Security Strategy drafted in 2003 will be briefly 

discussed, as well as the main measures adopted by the Union to counter terrorism, such 

as the introduction of the European Arrest Warrant, Europol, and Eurojust. However, 

there are important variations in the perception of terrorist threats depending on the 

country considered, which can hinder the ability of the national governments to make the 

general public understand the collective importance of the policies adopted by the Union 

and fully implement them. The main policies of the European Union, and the framework 

based on four pillars - Protect, Prevent, Pursue, and Response - will be displayed. The 

adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon gave a new boost to the cooperation between Member 

States, although obstacles still persist. To conclude, a last reflection will be advanced: did 

Moro’s sacrifice ultimately contribute to saving lives? 
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CHAPTER I - DEFINING TERRORISM 
 

1.1 WHAT IS TERRORISM? 

 

It is frequently said that there is no widely accepted definition of terrorism, both at a 

scholarly level and in international law. This greatly challenges the attempts of States and 

international organizations to discuss and approve suitable solutions for an issue that 

severely affects almost every nation in the world, especially given the widespread current 

globalization. The importance of understanding terrorism lies in the compelling need for 

a definition which can cover a wide range of situations and that is acceptable for most 

people and governments, so that effective cooperation and actions can be taken to contain 

and possibly eliminate the phenomenon of terrorism. Moreover, it is also important to 

note that the lack of a universal definition allows terrorists to choose a country to operate 

in or from according to its own specific laws on terrorism, therefore potentially 

endangering even a foreign country with stricter legal provisions on the matter. In 

addition, anti-terrorism obligations imposed by the United Nations could be avoided or 

used to mask human rights abuses3: it is clear that at least a minimum common definition 

is needed to avoid such risks. Furthermore, such a definition is needed so that acts of 

violence can be measured and assessed against a given set of criteria in order to determine 

whether or not acts of violence constitute terrorism4: this would help to avoid abuses of 

the term. As Schmid highlighted, the nature of terrorism is not inherent in the violent act 

itself: the same act, for example a bombing, can be terroristic or not depending on 

intentions and circumstances5.  

 

Before looking into the definition of terrorism, or at least the most accepted ones, we 

should quickly cover the main steps that brought to the present-day ways to define the 

                                                
3 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
4 Richards, A. (2014). Conceptualizing terrorism. Studies in Conflict & terrorism, 37(3), 213-236. 
5 Schmid, A. P., Jongman, A. J., Documentatiecentrum, S. I. E., & Van Maatschappelijke Tegenstellingen, 
R. T. L. C. V. O. (1984). Political terrorism: A research guide to concepts, theories, data bases, and 
literature 
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concept. According to what Young stated in his “Defining terrorism: the evolution of 

terrorism as a legal concept [..]” (2006), the word “terrorism” gained its political 

connotations from its use during the French Revolution6, and - according to Crenshaw 

(1981) - it described the “systematic inducement of fear and anxiety to control and direct 

a civilian population or to challenge the authority of the state”7. It was initially associated 

with state-perpetrated violence until, following the applications of French and Russian 

anarchists of the 1880s and 1890s, it shifted to describe violence carried out by non-state 

actors. In 1937, in the context of the League of Nations, the Convention for the Prevention 

and Punishment of Terrorism was signed. It concerned only transnational terrorism 

perpetrated by non-state actors and defined “terrorism” as “[c]riminal acts directed 

against a State and intended or calculated to create a state of terror in the minds of 

particular persons, or a group of persons or the general public"8.  Consequently, States 

were bound to adopt legislation which criminalized terrorism9. However, such a 

Convention never entered into force. Following the 1972 Munich Olympics attack, the 

urge to effectively confront terrorism emerged: an ad hoc committee was established, but 

no significant progress was made10. In the meantime, other Conventions were drafted, 

and exceptions were introduced to old ones, but they too failed to bring meaningful 

developments. The end of the Cold War allowed the General Assembly to more 

categorically declare the illegitimacy of terrorism under all circumstances11. The so-called 

“second generation agreements”12 contained wider prohibitions, and the United Nations’ 

resolutions were unequivocal in their condemnation13. Later on, in 1994 - as reported by 

                                                
6 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
7 Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
8 League Of Nations Author. (1937) Convention for the Prevention and Punishment of Terrorism. Geneva: 
League of Nations, -11-16. [Pdf] Retrieved from the Library of Congress, 
https://www.loc.gov/item/2021667893/.1937 supranote 57, art. 2.  
9 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
10 See Nawaz & Singh, supranote 2, at 69.  
11 Flory, supra note 40, at 18.  
12 Alvarez, J. E. (2003). Hegemonic international law revisited. American Journal of International 
Law, 97(4), 873-888. 
13 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
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Young (2006) - the Declaration on Measures to Eliminate International Terrorism was 

signed, and it stated that “Acts, methods and practices of terrorism constitute a grave 

violation of the purposes and principles of the United Nations, which may pose a threat 

to international peace and security, jeopardize friendly relations among States” and that 

“Criminal acts intended or calculated to provoke a state of terror in the general public, 

a group of persons or particular persons for political purposes are in any circumstance 

unjustifiable”14. After 9/11, terrorism shifted from an issue of concern for the General 

Assembly to an issue threatening international peace and security15, alarming enough to 

require the intervention of the Security Council. The organ was authorized to act and 

adopt binding resolutions by Articles 2516 and 4817 of the United Nations Charter. 

Following the call to action, it adopted Resolution 1368(2001), which condemned the 

attacks and encouraged the international community to “redouble their efforts to prevent 

and suppress terrorist acts including by increased cooperation and full implementation 

of the relevant international anti-terrorism conventions.”18. 

Resolution 1373 was then adopted: it represented the first use of Chapter VII powers to 

order States to take or refrain from specific actions other than when disciplining a specific 

country.19 The resolution reclaimed several of the already existing obligations, which 

derived from previous instruments. It also posed, inter alia, significant obligations on 

states to enact domestic legislation20, and required states to tighten border controls to 

prevent the movement of terrorism, refrain from any kind of support to terrorists and 

prevent potential attacks, mutual assistance in criminal investigations, and the denial of 

safe haven. It also called upon states to exchange information, to cooperate on prevention 

and to ensure justice, and to become party to relevant Conventions and to implement their 

provisions21. Concurrently, the Resolution established a Counterterrorism Committee in 

                                                
14 Perera, R. (2008). Declaration on Measures to Eliminate International Terrorism, 1994, and the 1996 
Supplementary Declaration thereto. UN. 
15 Ibidem 
16 https://legal.un.org/repertory/art25.shtml 
17 https://legal.un.org/repertory/art48.shtml 
18 S.C. Res. 1368, 4, U.N. Doc. S/RES/1368 (Sept. 12, 2001).  
19 Paul C. Szasz, The Security Council Starts Legislating, 96 AM. J. INT'L L. 901, 901 (2002).  
20 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
21 https://www.unodc.org/pdf/crime/terrorism/res_1373_english.pdf 
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order to monitor the implementation of the above-listed provisions and, if needed, to 

provide assistance to the countries. Something that really stands out in this instrument is 

the adoption of a typically binding language. However, the text presented an important 

problem: as many other previously adopted instruments, it did not provide a definition of 

terrorism, but rather it delegated such a matter to each state. This clearly hinders the 

effectiveness and the implementation of a Resolution that is supposed to address such a 

topic. Furthermore, as already mentioned, a broad definition could be used to suppress 

political opposition or limit human rights: such actions could be justified with the excuse 

of fighting against terrorism. In 2004, Resolution 1566 tried to address the lack of 

definition which characterized the previous resolution. In it, it can be read: “criminal acts, 

including against civilians, committed with the intent to cause death or serious bodily 

injury, or taking of hostages, with the purpose to provoke a state of terror in the general 

public or in a group of persons or particular persons, intimidate a population or compel 

a government or an international organization to do or to abstain from doing any act, [... 

], are under no circumstances justifiable [...], and calls upon all States to prevent such 

acts and, if not prevented, to ensure that such acts are punished [...]”22. Although it is 

undeniable that this represented an important step forward, it is also clear that the Security 

Council tried to compromise between different approaches supported by different 

countries. For example, it did not directly address the issue of whether military targets 

can be subjects of terrorist attacks, and it endorses definitions ascertainable from previous 

conventions, adding very little to the debate on the subject.23 Many other Conventions 

have been drafted both before and after the events of 9/11, such as the Punishment 

Conventions - that are intended to address terrorism - and the Prevention Conventions - 

which deny terrorists support and equipment. It is also interesting to mention that the 

European Union contributed to boosting efforts for the signing of new Conventions or 

Treaties on terrorism which were supposed to help create an effective framework, such 

as for example the so-called TREVI system of 1975, which ceased to exist after the 

entrance into force of the Maastricht agreement in 1993. 

                                                
22https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n04/542/82/pdf/n0454282.pdf?token=5QR4q94ymoCtYp8Dje
&fe=true 
23 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
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After having discussed the background concerning the definition of terrorism, we can 

move on to analyze its main definitions. Taking inspiration from what Begorre-Bret stated 

in his “The definition of terrorism and the challenge of relativism” (2006), there’s to say 

that while some believe that finding a definition is necessary in order to identify an act of 

violence and condemn it, some others believe that agreeing on one is nearly impossible 

and unnecessary. Moreover, the so-called definitions of terrorism can be interpreted as 

justifications or condemnations of certain forms of violence rather than adequate 

descriptions of the phenomenon.24 In spite of these numerous challenges, countless 

theoretical reflections on terrorism and its definition have been conducted.  In the 1980s, 

Schmid analyzed 109 definitions of terrorism and identified some definitional elements 

common to most statements25.  

 
 

 
Fig. 1.1, frequencies of definitional elements (Schmid, 1983) 
 

                                                
24 Begorre-Bret, C. (2006). The definition of terrorism and the challenge of relativism. Cardozo Law 
Review, 27(5), 1987-2004. 
25 Schmid, A. P. (1983). Political terrorism: A research guide to concepts, theories, data bases and 
literature (p. 76–77). North-Holland Publishing. 
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As can be seen in the table above, the element of violence is present in 83,3% of the 

considered definitions, the political character in 65%, fear in 51%, and intimidation in 

17%. Similar features are pointed out by Begorre-Bret (2006). The first is violence: 

terrorism is a certain type of violence, whether lethal or not, and/or the threat of it. The 

second is that, since it aims to influence the decision-making process, it differs from other 

forms of violence in its political status. The third, more controversial, concerns the means 

employed by terrorists to reach their goal, such as instilling fear and targeting civilians. 

The final feature is the indiscriminate nature of such violence.26 Following Schmid’s 

analysis, the U.S. Vice President’s 1986 task force defined terrorism as “the unlawful use 

or threat of violence against persons or property to further political or social objectives. 

It is generally intended to intimidate or coerce a government, individuals or groups to 

modify their behavior or policies”27. A year earlier, the German Federal Republic’s Office 

for the Protection of the Constitution stated that “terrorism is the enduringly conducted 

struggle for political goals, which are intended to be achieved by means of assaults on 

the life and property of other persons, especially by means of severe crimes [...] or by 

means of other acts of violence, which serve as preparation of such criminal acts.”28. 

Three common elements can be identified: the use of violence, the political objectives, 

and the intention of instilling fear in a target population29. 

 

Many other definitions - or features of a good definition - have been suggested. To begin 

with, according to Richards (2002), in academic literature, it seems that an agreement 

over the core essence of terrorism has been reached: terrorism entails the intent to generate 

a wider psychological impact beyond the immediate victims30. Indeed, as stated by 

Crenshaw in “The Causes of terrorism” (1981), the victims or objects of the attacks have 

little intrinsic value to the terrorist group: they rather represent a larger human audience 

                                                
26 Begorre-Bret, C. (2006). The definition of terrorism and the challenge of relativism. Cardozo Law 
Review, 27(5), 1987-2004. 
27 Chaliand, G., Blin, A., Schneider, E., Pulver, K., & Browner, J. (2016). The History of Terrorism: From 
Antiquity to al Qaeda. http://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA84250128 
28Amador, B. S. (2003). The Federal Republic of Germany and left-wing terrorism. 
https://hdl.handle.net/10945/6236 
29 Chaliand, G., Blin, A., Schneider, E., Pulver, K., & Browner, J. (2016). The History of Terrorism: From 
Antiquity to al Qaeda. http://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA84250128 
30 Richards, A. (2014). Conceptualizing terrorism. Studies in Conflict & terrorism, 37(3), 213-236. 
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whose reaction the perpetrators seek31. Sometimes, it is the aim of reaching publicity, 

rather than immediate change in the political system, that drives terrorist actions. 

Hoffman also argued that it presupposes “the deliberate creation and exploitation of fear 

through violence or the threat of violence in the pursuit of political change. [...]. 

Terrorism is designed to have far-reaching psychological effects beyond the immediate 

victim(s) or object of the terrorist attack. It is meant to instill fear within, and thereby 

intimidate, a wider “target audience” that might include a rival ethnic or religious group, 

an entire country, a national government or political party, or public opinion in 

general”32. In a somewhat similar but much-limited version contained in the introduction 

to the U.S. Department of State’s Patterns of Global Terrorism, terrorism is defined as 

“politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by subnational 

groups of clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an audience”33. As Ruby 

stated in “The Definition of terrorism” (2002), the definition includes three key criteria 

that distinguish terrorism from other forms of violence: the actions are politically 

motivated, are directed at noncombatants and they are characterized by a clandestine 

feature34. However, this last element should be more carefully assessed due to the fact 

that state entities could operate in a clandestine manner as well. After having displayed 

many definitions, it is clear that a better definition of terrorism needs to incorporate the 

possibility of terrorism that one might sympathize with or even endorse, as well as “bad 

terrorism” and international approaches to the phenomenon should arguably reflect this. 

It is then a question as to which forms of terrorism should merit a more urgent response.35   

      

However, defining terrorism comes with numerous challenges. After 9/11, terrorism 

shifted from an issue of concern for the General Assembly to an issue threatening 

international peace and security, alarming enough to require the intervention of the 

Security Council. In 2001, the Security Council of the United Nations declared that “acts 

of international terrorism constitute one of the most serious threats to international peace 

                                                
31Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
32 Hoffman, B. (1998). Inside terrorism (pp. 43–44). Columbia University Press. 
33 https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/22/2656f 
34 Ruby, C. L. (2002). The definition of terrorism. Analyses of social issues and public policy, 2(1), 9-14. 
35 Richards, A. (2014). Conceptualizing terrorism. Studies in Conflict & terrorism, 37(3), 213-236. 
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and security”36. However, what these acts consist of is not specified. In fact, as noted by 

Young (2006), domestic and international legislations, instead of defining terrorism in 

toto, often prefer to recognize and prohibit specific acts that fall under the concept of 

terrorism. This approach was preferred due to the fact that many states supported the use 

of terrorism to advance political goals37. Self-determination also played a role in making 

the reach of a common definition more difficult. However, today States ought to ensure 

that the definition of terrorism in their domestic legal systems is consistent with this 

minimum definition of terrorism in international law.38 Nevertheless, one has to 

acknowledge that terrorism is a social construction: in theory, it can be whatever one says 

it is and - as Richards (2002) claimed - it comes down to who has the power to define or 

who “is heard the loudest”. Richards also highlighted that some might think that “there 

is nothing intrinsically different about terrorism, that it is merely the violence perpetrated 

by those we disagree with, that it is […] seen as illegitimate by the prevailing power 

holders”39. Achieving a common definition has thus been, and still is, extremely 

challenging. When it comes to reaching an agreement on the definition of complex 

concepts such as terrorism, a major obstacle is relativism: knowledge and truth are to be 

considered in relation to culture, and thus are not absolute. In this sense, the first problem 

lies in the fact that one single definition is supposed to fit all forms of terrorism, even 

those that have nothing in common40: however, it is ascertained that the phenomenon has 

varied enormously over time, so such a feature of the definition is misleading. For 

example, Gayraud and Sénat highlighted that Cold War terrorism was limited and 

rationalized, used especially by countries which lacked diplomatic influence, while 

present-day terrorism is massive, “deterritorialized”, irrational, and can also come from 

sub-state organizations41. Another problem mentioned by Begorre-Bret (2006) is the 

semantic nature of the word: the notion of terrorism is not descriptive, but rather is 

                                                
36 S.C. Res. 1377, Annex, U.N. Doc. S/RES/1377 (Nov. 12, 2001).   
37 See Sofaer, A. D. (1986). Terrorism and the law. Foreign Affairs, 64(5), 901-903. 
38 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
39 Richards, A. (2014). Conceptualizing terrorism. Studies in Conflict & terrorism, 37(3), 213-236. 
40 Begorre-Bret, C. (2006). The definition of terrorism and the challenge of relativism. Cardozo Law 
Review, 27(5), 1987-2004. 
41 Gayraud, J. F., & Sénat, D. (2009). Le terrorisme (Vol. 2, No. 1768, pp. 12-47). Presses universitaires 
de France. 
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imprecisely used to condemn the act42, often from a well-defined and deep-rooted 

political point of view. Definitions draw a clear-cut distinction between “us” and “them”, 

justifying the former’s actions and condemning the latter’s: the “nominalistic fallacy” is 

thus intertwined with the “ideological fallacy”43. Moreover, another distinction that 

complicates the definitional issue is the one between state terrorism and non-state 

terrorism. Since the state defines what crime is, there is a question of whether states can 

actually commit crimes and thus engage in terrorism44. This is a problem, especially when 

considering national law. Furthermore, according to Crenshaw, terrorism can occur both 

in the context of violent resistance to the state as well as in the service of state interests45. 

A distinction between actions carried out by state actors and those carried out by non-

state actors can be found in Schmid’s work (1988). 

 

 
Fig.1.2, state versus non-state actors (Schmid, 1988) 

                                                
42 Begorre-Bret, C. (2006). The definition of terrorism and the challenge of relativism. Cardozo Law 
Review, 27(5), 1987-2004. 
43 Ibidem 
44 Alex P. Schmid, Alex P. (2004) Frameworks for conceptualizing terrorism, Terrorism and Political 
Violence, 16:2, 197-221, DOI: 10.1080/09546550490483134 
45Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09546550490483134
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Some believe that acts of terrorism by non-state actors generally do not constitute a breach 

of international law - so only the ones carried out by the States do - and thus do not need 

to be addressed in this sense, although since the early twentieth century the international 

community has engaged with such issue46, as the 1937 Terrorism Convention 

demonstrates. Some others, on the contrary, believe that until very recently, no one spoke 

of “state terrorism”. For example, Freedman (2007) reported that the traditional Weberian 

definition of a state is that it monopolizes legitimate and organized violence. For this 

reason, the most effective terror campaigns are those organized by states on their own 

behalf47. State terrorism, as it is understood today, applies above all to the support 

provided by certain governments (for instance, Libya or Iran) to terrorist groups48. 

However, as often happens when dealing with this topic, sometimes there is no clear 

distinction since terrorist actions can be carried out by the State itself or the State can 

simply sponsor attacks carried out by non-state agencies. State involvement in this matter 

can be divided into different levels. Yamamoto (2017), categorized it in the here-attached 

table49: 

 

 
Fig. 1.3, levels of state involvement (Yamamoto, 2017) 

 

 

To sum up what has been said so far, it might be useful to look at Yamamoto’s Appendix 

C to his “Terrorism against democracy” (2017). Arguments against defining terrorism 

are that such a concept cannot be defined since a definition would be too limiting - due to 

disagreements and the evolving nature of the concept - and that there is no actual need for 

a definition. On the other hand, arguments in support of a definition are that it makes 

                                                
46 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
47 Freedman, L. (2007). Terrorism as a Strategy. Government and Opposition, 42(3), 314-339. 
48 Chaliand, G., Blin, A., Schneider, E., Pulver, K., & Browner, J. (2016). The History of Terrorism: From 
Antiquity to al Qaeda. http://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA84250128 
49Yamamoto, M. (2017). Terrorism against democracy, Appendix C.  
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counterterrorism efforts more effective and the related politics and research more 

productive and accurate, reduces terrorism and its associated costs, as well as the misuse 

of the term50.   

 

Before concluding on the definitional issue - and prior to diving into the analysis of causes 

and motivations of terrorism - it may be interesting to look at the definition of such a 

concept from a legal point of view, particularly in the framework of international law. 

Several steps can be identified in the drafting of the legal definition of terrorism. First of 

all, it should be stressed again that following several terrorist attacks conducted after 

World War II (such as the Munich Massacre of 1972), the international community felt 

the need to respond and drafted a series of treaties: these, however, were mostly 

ineffective, since they lacked enforcement and effective prevention strategies51. From a 

legal perspective, a definition must contain both the objective element - the commission 

of a crime - and the subjective element - the motivations and intentions of the perpetrators. 

An early legal definition of terrorism that takes these features into account probably dates 

back to 1931 and described it as “The intentional use of means capable of producing a 

common danger that represents an act of terrorism on the part of anyone making use of 

crimes against life, liberty or physical integrity of persons or directed against private or 

state property with the purpose of expressing or executing political or social ideas”52. A 

couple of years later, the Sixth Conference in Copenhagen defined terrorism as 

“International acts directed against the life, physical integrity, health or freedom of a 

head of state or his spouse, or any person holding the prerogatives of a head of state, as 

well as crown princes, members of governments, people enjoying diplomatic immunity, 

and members of the constitutional, legislative or judicial bodies [..], or a state of terror 

that might incite a change or raise an obstacle to the functioning of public bodies or a 

disturbance to international relations” 53 

                                                
50 Ibidem 
51 Coll, A. R. (1987, January). The legal and moral adequacy of military responses to terrorism. 
In Proceedings of the ASIL Annual Meeting (Vol. 81, pp. 297-307). Cambridge University   
52 Zlataric, supranote 2, at 479, quoted in Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism 
as a legal concept in international law and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l 
& Comp. L. Rev. 23, http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 
53 Id. at 481-82, quoted in Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal 
concept in international law and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. 
L. Rev. 23, http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3   
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None of the two definitions considers attacks against civilians. As of today, among the 

most used definitions, even in legal contexts, are the one given in Resolution 1566 and 

the one contained in the 18 U.S. Code §2331. Sometimes, a distinction can be made 

between domestic and international terrorism, as the United States Congress frequently 

does. In the just-mentioned 18 U.S. Code §2331, international terrorism is defined as 

“activities that involve violent acts or acts dangerous to human life that are a violation of 

the criminal laws of the United States or of any State [...], are intended to intimidate or 

coerce a civilian population, influence the policy of a government, or to affect the conduct 

of a government by mass destruction, assassination, or kidnapping. It occurs primarily 

outside the territorial jurisdiction of the United States or transcends national boundaries 

[...]. Domestic terrorism is separately described, although most of the definition remains 

the same: what changes is that the acts occur primarily within the territorial jurisdiction 

of the United States”54. According to Young (2006), terrorism as a legal concept in 

international law has a core content: it is the serious harming or killing of civilians and 

the damaging of property causing economic harm done for the purpose of intimidating a 

group of people or a population or to coerce a government or international organization. 

The act must be unlawful, intentional, and its consequences must be foreseen and desired. 

No particular motivation is needed to explain the act, which cannot be justified. Group 

action or involvement is not a requirement, but the act must be perpetrated by a sub-state 

actor. The act and/or its effects must be international in character.55  
 

While, according to the author, no particular motivation is needed to explain the act, over 

time causes and motivations for terrorism have been analyzed in depth, to the point that 

four waves of terrorism, in here just mentioned, have been identified by Rapoport 

(anarchist, anticolonial, new left, and religious).). First of all, in order to develop a 

comprehensive framework for understanding the context of terrorism, we need to 

distinguish between “preconditions”, factors that set the stage for terrorism in the long 

run, and “precipitants”, specific events that immediately precede the occurrence of 

                                                
54 https://uscode.house.gov/browse/prelim@title18&edition=prelim 
55 Young, R. (2006). Defining terrorism: The evolution of terrorism as a legal concept in international law 
and its influence on definitions in domestic legislation, 29 B.C. Int'l & Comp. L. Rev. 23 
(2006),http://lawdigitalcommons.bc.edu/iclr/vol29/iss1/3 

https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/18
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/18
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terrorism56. Taking Crenshaw’s work of 1981 as reference, another distinction about 

preconditions can be made: there are enabling or permissive factors - such as 

modernization, which generates opportunities and vulnerabilities - and situations that 

directly inspire and motivate terrorist campaigns. Facilitating factors are almost always 

the governments’ inability or unwillingness to prevent terrorism: such elements are 

worsened by the often-clandestine nature of terrorist organizations57, as well as the costs 

of counterterrorism policies or, even worse, the costs of addressing the root causes of 

terrorism.  

 

A condition that can be considered a direct cause of terrorism - but it is not a necessary 

or sufficient cause of it - is the existence of concrete grievances among an identifiable 

subgroup of a larger population: a social movement develops to address such grievances, 

and it may resort to extremism and terrorism58. Another important feature highlighted by 

many scholars and reported by Crenshaw (1981) is the perception that the suffered 

grievances are unjust: perception alone is sufficient to give rise to sentiments of 

frustration and, eventually, anger. This is often the case when talking about self-

determination and emancipation: there is the idea that terrorism could be employed as a 

means to advance a progressive political project aimed at protecting marginalized and 

vulnerable populations from indiscriminate and oppressive forms of violence59. A second 

condition enumerated by Crenshaw is the lack of opportunity for political participation: 

this can create a combination of feelings of apathy among the population and disaffection 

and dissatisfaction of the elite with the state's institutions. Such elites act on behalf of a 

minority, and the general population might not agree with their means and scopes. 

However, it is wrong to assume that where there is terrorism there is always oppression: 

some groups may just openly oppose nonviolent opposition methods, they may not be 

able to gather enough support for them to be effective, or they may simply be impatient 

and cannot resist the sense of urgency to act60. It is not a case that terrorism often occurs 

                                                
56Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
57 Ibidem 
58 Ibidem 
59 Jackson, R. (2008). An Argument for Terrorism. Perspectives on Terrorism, 2(2), 25–32. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/26298330 
60 Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
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around election times61. In fact, as affirmed by Hoffman, terrorism is more frequent in 

democracies than in non-democratic regimes62. Lastly, although it is commonly thought 

that precipitants are in large part unpredictable, there seems to be a pattern of government 

actions that act as catalysts for terrorism63, such as the unexpected use of force in response 

to protests: a notable example is the tsarist regime’s reaction in dealing with populist 

movements, which unwittingly became a factor in the development of Narodnaya Volya 

as a terrorist organization in 187964. Finally, sometimes terrorism might not be home-

grown but rather be imported by other state- or non-state actors65. 

 

As for the motivations, although the ultimate goals of terrorists have varied over time, 

five have had enduring importance: regime change, territorial change, policy change, 

social control, and maintenance of the status quo66. Moreover, considering that sometimes 

publicity is the most immediate aim of terrorists, there is to take into consideration that 

violent actions can affect public attitude in both a positive and negative way, in order to 

impress both sympathizers and uncommitted while also instilling fear in the “enemy”67. 

In this sense, terrorism can also be considered as a form of communication: as stated by 

Schmid, when non-state terrorism in its modern form was invented, in the second half of 

the nineteenth century, it was known as ‘propaganda by the deed’68. Some anarchist 

theorists affirmed that when violent methods are not effective, the use of terrorist 

propaganda could represent a solution.  In fact, media and propaganda were also 

effectively used during Moro's kidnapping. Terrorism may also serve internal 

organizational functions of control, discipline, and morale building within the 

organization, or, on the contrary, it may become an instrument of rivalry among 

                                                
61 Alex P. Schmid, Alex P. (2004) Frameworks for conceptualizing terrorism, Terrorism and Political 
Violence, 16:2, 197-221, DOI: 10.1080/09546550490483134 
62 Hoffman, B. (1997). Terrorism and WMD: Some preliminary hypotheses. The Nonproliferation Review, 
4(3), 45-53.   
63 Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
64 Ibidem 
65 Hoffman, B. (1997). Terrorism and WMD: Some preliminary hypotheses. The Nonproliferation Review, 
4(3), 45-53. 
66 Kydd, A. H., & Walter, B. F. (2006). The strategies of terrorism. International security, 31(1), 49-80. 
67 Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
68 Weimann, G., & Winn, C. (1994). The theatre of terror: Mass media and international terrorism. 
Longman.   
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factions69. Policies and pressures within terrorist groups also play a role in determining 

whether a terrorist action will be carried out. To sum up, as Crenshaw (1981) affirmed, 

terrorism “may be pursued in order to dramatize a cause, demoralize the government, 

gain popular support, provoke regime violence, inspire followers, or dominate a wider 

resistance movement”. Obviously, individuals may also engage in terrorist activities: fully 

understanding the motivations underlying this choice would require a deep psychological 

and sociological analysis. However, interestingly enough, what seems to be a common 

characteristic of terrorists is their normality, with terrorism itself being the link among 

very different personalities70. Scholars such as Merkl and Blumenthal have therefore tried 

to shift the focus to the level of political understanding71, and found that many terrorists 

were activists with prior political experience in nonviolent opposition to the state. 

Individuals engaging in terrorism are likely to be intensely committed to a cause, which 

leads to tolerating risks higher than normal, and may share values of solidarity with fellow 

members of the organization they are part of, strengthened by the rejection of society.  

      

Once we have cleared the causes and motivations behind terrorism, the methods and 

tactics used to carry out terrorist attacks should also be analyzed. According to Kydd and 

Walter (2006), there are five strategies or techniques for terrorist action that can be 

identified: attrition, intimidation, provocation, spoiling, and outbidding. Attrition is 

designed to help a terrorist group to persuade the enemy that the group is strong and 

resolute enough to inflict serious costs, so that the enemy yields to the terrorists’ demands. 

Intimidation is aimed at preventing undesired behaviors by means of threats and costly 

signals: it is supposed to show that terrorists will punish those who disobey, and that the 

government cannot stop them. A provocation strategy is designed to persuade the 

domestic audience that the target of attacks is evil and must be resisted. Terrorists often 

try to induce the government to respond to their actions that harms civilians, in order to 

show that the terrorists’ scopes are justified and to shift citizens’ support on their side. A 

spoiling strategy aims to show and ensure that an agreement between moderate leaders 

on the terrorists’ side and the target government cannot be reached by playing on the 

                                                
69 Crenshaw, M. (1981). The Causes of Terrorism. Comparative Politics, 13(4), 379–399. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/421717 
70 Ibidem       
71 Merkl, P. (1974) Political Violence Under the Swastika: 581 Early Nazis, pg. 33-34. 
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distrust between the two sides. Finally, outbidding arises when multiple groups compete 

for allegiance of a similar demographic base of support72. If we wish to be more specific 

on the methods employed, it is worth highlighting the fact that they have changed 

overtime, frequently in accordance with the vanishing of one wave and the beginning of 

another. According to the authors of “The history of terrorism: from antiquity to Al-

Qaeda” (2016), when we talk about this topic, we have to keep in mind that terrorism is 

above all a tool or a technique73. Rapoport, in his “The four waves of modern terrorism” 

(2013), conducted a deep analysis of the four waves of terrorism and the methods 

employed by terrorists in each of them. In the anarchist wave, bombing was a very 

common method of terror, due to the invention of dynamite. Consequently, crowds 

became the main target of the attacks. This tactic was combined with regicides, in 

particular between 1892 and 1901. In this period there is the rise of “Propaganda by Deed” 

and there is also to remember the 1881 International Congress of Anarchists, in which it 

was established that violence was to be used as a way of struggle along with policies of 

illegal acts. In fact, the 1890s are defined as the “Golden Age of Assassination”. In the 

second wave, assassinations and martyrdom were thought to be less effective. The targets 

grew in number, and it was important to strike them in a proper sequence. Guerrilla-like 

actions were widely used. The element of supranational organizations came into play, 

since most anticolonial terrorists sought to interest the UN in their struggles. The third 

wave resembles the first because of elements such as the role of women, who again 

became leaders and fighters after being overshadowed in the second wave. Hijacking 

became prominent, and hostage-taking turned out to be a characteristic of this wave. 

Moro’s kidnapping is surely the most memorable episode. Hostage negotiations were 

often used to gather money or with the purpose of “coercive bargaining”74: this, as Price 

(1977) explained, refers to short-term demands made as conditions for the release of a 

kidnapped hostage. Those linked to the hostage are the so-called “identification group” - 

connected to the former by kinship, business, or political responsibility - from whom 

concessions are demanded, and the whole national population is the resonant mass. 

                                                
72 Kydd, A. H., & Walter, B. F. (2006). The strategies of terrorism. International security, 31(1), 49-80. 
73 Chaliand, G., Blin, A., Schneider, E., Pulver, K., & Browner, J. (2016). The History of Terrorism: From 
Antiquity to al Qaeda. http://ci.nii.ac.jp/ncid/BA84250128 
74 Price, H. E. (1977). The strategy and tactics of revolutionary terrorism. Comparative Studies in Society 
and History, 19(1), 52–66. https://doi.org/10.1017/s0010417500008495 
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Assassinating prominent figures came back into vogue. However, if in the first wave 

people were being assassinated because they held a public office, in the third the killings 

were seen as punishments for actions or omissions. States began to sponsor groups. 

Finally, in the fourth wave, religion acquired importance. Suicide bombings were the 

main tactical innovations. Unprotected civilians are often targeted, so the trademark 

appears to be maximizing casualties75. The modern variety of terrorism comes from a mix 

of religious affiliation intertwined with geo-political ideology and goals (Bassiouni, 

Multilateral Conventions). It poses a greater threat to society, especially because modern 

terrorists are harder to deter than the terrorists of the 1960s76. Moreover, the proliferation 

and greater availability of weapons of mass destruction77, modern society’s dependence 

on computer systems, and the emergence of cyber-terrorism78 make it difficult to draft 

accurate regulations, due to the fact that many of these technologies are not yet fully 

developed and increase the likelihood of almost silent and large-scale attacks, which are 

also harder to prevent. Revolutionary ideologies have always crossed borders easily: 

examples are ideas stemming from the French and Bolshevik revolutions in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries79. Nowadays, due to globalization, the permeability of 

borders and state interdependence, the internationalization of terrorism, and other forms 

of political violence are a fact80. To conclude this first part, there is to highlight that, as 

Crenshaw stated, “we approach terrorism as a form of political behavior resulting from 

the deliberate choice of a basically rational actor”. A comprehensive explanation, 

however, should also take into account the environment in which terrorism occurs and 
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address the question of whether broad political, social, and economic conditions make 

terrorism more likely to appear in some contexts than in others81. 

 

1.2 ITALIAN TERRORISM: THE YEARS OF LEAD 

 

The Years of Lead were characterized by extensive and recurring terrorist attacks, coming 

both from the far-right and the far-left. The beginning of such a period is generally 

identified with the attacks of Piazza Fontana in 1969 and conventionally ends around 

1982, although sporadic attacks continued in the following years. In order to understand 

why the Years of Lead developed the way they did, it is important to look at the 

socioeconomic and political conditions that led to those years. From the 1950s, 

particularly from 1953, Italy passed from being almost entirely dependent on agriculture 

to being a major industrial power: this transformation is commonly known as an 

“economic miracle”. In the span of a few years, said Castronovo in his “L’industria 

italiana dall’Ottocento a oggi” (1982), Italian society adapted to the new needs of 

industrial production, whose added value between 1962 and 1963 was seven times that of 

1913, the year that the first Italian industrial revolution ended. In 1962, the Italian rate of 

per capita production rose 5.6%, much greater than the growth rates of almost every other 

country in Western Europe. Between 1950 and 1960, Italy enjoyed a 5.9% average annual 

growth in its gross product against the 4.9 of the Netherlands, the 4.4 of France, and the 

2.6% of Great Britain82. Moreover, it should be noted that Italian economic growth was 

also favored by its inclusion in the European Recovery Program, also known as the 

Marshall Plan, promoted by the United States in 1948. In exchange for such help, the 

Communist Party had to be excluded from the government, held by the Christian 

Democracy. In addition, Italy was included in the Organization for European Economic 

Cooperation as well as the European Economic Community, which fostered trading, 

market expansion, and improved life standards. However, there were also downsides to 

the economic miracle. During those years of intense industrialization, thousands of men 

and women moved from the south of the country to the north: it is estimated that between 
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1955 and 1971, 9,140,000 Italians were involved in interregional migration83. The first 

problem they faced was accommodation: in Milan, the answer to this problem was the so-

called Koreas, defined by Orsini as “illegal housing erected by night, probably named 

after similar buildings appearing during the Korean War”84. Building speculation was 

pervasive. Both State and local authorities failed to make timely and adequate plans to 

deal with such great change. Little was done to provide decent housing, transportation, 

health care, or other basic services to the urban immigrants. Housing tended to take the 

form of huge developments in the hinterlands of the cities, deprived of roads and other 

elementary services, where anonymity prevailed, and people were confined to concrete 

blocks and asphalt85. The country people paid the highest price for this urbanization: 

personal isolation and disorientation, subjection to an environment that was often hostile, 

and conditions that strained the family86. City life was entirely different from the one 

peasants knew: women were not to be housekeepers anymore, but rather had to work as 

much as men. As Orsini (2017) highlighted, the rural family “founded on strong bonds of 

solidarity and kinship was profoundly affected by the collision with factory life”. Men 

accustomed to the values of rural life, to a patriarchal concept of the family, lost contact 

with their roots87. Thousands of men without any previous industrial and trade union 

socialization88 had to face the “brutal entrance into a degrading and oppressive work 

environment”89. Working relentlessly in a factory led to alienation, anomy, distress, and 

desperation. Another factor that cannot be left out in this analysis is the rise of television, 

which also contributed to alphabetizing the country: in 1951, 12.9%90 of Italians were 

illiterate. It was only natural that such an instrument was to become the “dominant 

medium,” and “one of the main long-term factors that was to mold our society’s moral 
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and mental attitudes”91. At the same time, especially in the decade prior to 1968, the 

student population expanded greatly, and the university ceased to be the preserve of an 

elite as the children of the middle and lower-middle classes started to enroll in the 

courses92. However, as students were rising in number, professors and facilities did not, 

leading to problems and discontent in the delivery of lectures.  

 

In the mid-Sixties and Seventies, the situation worsened: growth rate declined, 

employment growth slowed down, and inflation began to jump up. Stagnation was right 

around the corner. Radicalism arose, but it was not a historical accident, as even in the 

international context the stimulants were many: the assassinations of Kennedy and Luther 

King, the Vietnam war, the Frankfurt school of philosophers, the student movements in 

Germany, the United States and France, activism in the Third World, the Cultural 

Revolution in China, South American revolutionary movements, the “myth of Che”, the 

“myth of the working class”, and so on93. The Palestinian resistance was also highly 

regarded. However, as Meade (1989) reported, “radicals were contradictory in their 

opinions: on the one hand, they despised the success of the capitalist economy, such as 

refrigerators, Fiats, and TV sets that ordinary families were beginning to be able to 

afford. On the other hand, the activists, many of whom were too young to have known the 

poverty of prewar Italy or the desperation of the postwar years, took the new Italy for 

granted and gave scant thought to the means by which the miracle had been achieved”94.  

Moreover, it was clear that the benefits of the economic boom had not been equal for 

everyone: the cleavage between rich and poor was growing, and the differences between 

the North and the South of Italy were also exponentially escalating. In this context of 

contradictions, characterized by extreme growth, social distress, and isolation, the Italian 

institutions were not able to lead social change and address the issues, and were subjected 

to “aggressive and categorical criticism”95. The working masses were losing faith in the 

trade unions, considered too accommodating to the employers, responsible for 

“repressive harshness inside the factory walls”96. Soon, “civil society had become more 
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political while the political institutes were declining”97, and events escalated during the 

so-called “Sessantotto”. The year 1968 saw protests developing all around the world, 

characterized by the rise of new collective actors and demands: they concerned the refusal 

of all kinds of repression, asking for freedom, and expressed strong disapproval for the 

individualist turn taken by society. Protests often also had a political stance: people 

manifested against war, such as the Vietnam War, and imperialism; feminist movements 

were rising and questioning traditional values. The whole value system was destined to 

change, and society was demonstrating to be much more complex than what the 

traditional system could handle. Class struggle became especially attractive for the 

younger generations of those years that were able to identify the new contradictions and 

inefficiencies arising in the political, economic, and social systems: the idea that the 

revolution was possible even in the Western world started to become convincing98. 

Meanwhile, the far right believed that the Communists were aiming at destroying the 

West and that such a conflict could hide itself behind the facade of peaceful protests99. 

Even so, it should be noted that very often the two sides agreed on the basis on which the 

critics of the system laid. In early 1968, clashes among students who identified themselves 

with the left and those who identified themselves with the right began, with the 

Communist Party and the Italian Social Movement supporting their sides and blaming the 

other100. Universities were a fertile ground for the birth of movements which advocated 

for a deep system change. In little time, protests expanded towards marginalized social 

sectors and most of all towards the factories, where people protested because of the 

inequality the economic growth had generated and manifested for a reform of the system. 

Remonstrances gradually became more and more violent and involved clashes with the 

police. It is important to note that, already in 1967, the CIA had promoted the so-called 

“Chaos operation”, which was supposed to counter the pacifist movements protesting 

against the Vietnam war and any potential links to foreign communist influences, which 

were thought to be influencing the United States’ domestic public opinion101. One of the 
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most controversial aspects of such an operation was the infiltration of political groups by 

CIA operatives102. It seems that the operation was then implemented on an international 

scale: in Europe, it involved infiltrations in some far left extraparliamentary groups in 

order to create political and social tensions, eventually favoring the rise of right-wing 

parties. After the students’ movements in 1968, 1969 saw an increase in workers’ protests, 

and what is called “Hot Autumn” began. In that year, contract renewals were due, and 

workers wanted to have their complaints heard regarding salaries and working conditions. 

The Hot Autumn was initially supported by unqualified factory workers, especially those 

coming from the South of Italy, but later acquired broader support. In this environment, 

study groups and basic unitary committees were developed, intertwining workers and 

students. Trade unions were deemed incapable of accommodating their requests. A high 

turnover in factories made possible to build a communication network among workers103. 

It can be said that the acquisition of workers’ subjectivity was what ultimately determined 

the Hot Autumn, which led to the signing of a new Workers’ statute that included norms 

concerning workers’ rights and dignity. Nevertheless, the generally weak economy of the 

early 1970s became severely enfeebled in the mid-1970s. Violent inflation and deepening 

recession, exacerbated by the oil crisis of 1973, thoroughly transformed Italy's economic 

miracle from a reality to a memory104. The beginning of the decline occurred while Italy 

was in the middle of industrializing its society; the timing could not have been worse, and 

the Italians were suspended between backwardness and modernity105. In addition, the far 

right tried to instrumentalize the anxiety of the middle class, promoting an information 

campaign which made it seem like the country was on the edge of a cliff 106 due to the 

Communists’ plot.  

   

In the same years, violent episodes started to affect Italy. In fact, the workers and students’ 

protests – to both tradical right-wing and communists - appeared as a “first episode of 
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war”107. In addition, the neo-fascists became extremely hostile toward the center-left 

governments108. One episode, in particular, was destined to change the story of the 

Country: the Piazza Fontana massacre in 1969, which - with a bomb explosion in the 

Agricultural National Bank in Milan - caused the death of 16 people and the wounding of 

87. Anarchist Pinelli was considered responsible for the attacks - even by the CIA109, 

which also believed the attack was going to increase pressures on the government and on 

Italy in general - but he died in circumstances not yet fully clarified while under police 

custody. Later, the true - neofascist - origin of the attack was discovered. It was the 

beginning of the strategy of tension: with this attack, radical political violence, at times 

supported by the State, made its proper entrance into the Italian landscape. In addition, as 

Panvini noted, those who organized the terrorist attacks in said time frame knew that - as 

a reaction - they were probably going to accelerate the adoption of radical actions by 

groups that were already prone to violence110. Indeed, both the far left and the far right 

had already started to interpret international conflicts as a sign of imminent world 

deflagration of the system111. It should be noted, however, that the crisis which invested 

the country in the ‘60s is merely a precipitant of the subsequent terrorism which affected 

Italy: indeed, preconditions can be traced back to structural elements of the Italian State 

and society, such as the clash between fascism and the resistance, the north-south 

cleavage, the images of fragile State institutions, and the presence of political terrorism 

traditions112, which made violent actions more popular among civil society.  Between 

1969 and 1980, many attacks have been conducted, including - other than those already 

mentioned - the massacre near the Gioia Tauro station in 1970, the massacre of Piazza 

della Loggia and the Italicus train massacre in 1974, and the Bologna massacre in 1980. 

According to Casson, the best documented historical case in which the strategy of tension 

was implemented occurred in Peteano. On May 31st, 1972, three members of the 

Carabinieri were attracted to an abandoned Fiat 500 by an anonymous phone call and 
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were killed when they opened the hood of the car, triggering a bomb. For many years, 

this terrorist attack was blamed on the Red Brigades, but after Casson reopened the case, 

he found that the Catholic neofascist Vincenzo Vinciguerra, a member of the neofascist 

organization Ordine Nuovo, had carried out the crime113 and had been protected by the 

Italian military intelligence service. This crime and other attacks being blamed on the Red 

Brigades helped in discrediting the Italian Communist Party, which was the primary 

political enemy. The directors of the military intelligence service and politicians argued 

after the crime that the “Communist danger” justified increased military spending and a 

reduction of civil liberties in the interest of state security. In this way, the strategy of 

tension spread fear across Italy, discredited a political opponent, and allowed for the 

implementation of conservative security policies114. Ordine Nuovo was fairly recently 

deemed responsible for the Piazza Fontana massacre as well.  

 

When talking about the strategy of tension, we must not fail to mention the international 

context - especially considering the Cold War environment which characterized the 

period - surrounding the Years of Lead and its role in the development of the strategy 

itself. Something that surely deserves to be mentioned is the “Gladio Organization”, 

which was part of a broader operation. After Judge Casson had investigated the Peteano 

attack, in 1990 he was able to obtain permission to conduct further investigations and 

discovered the existence of a “secret army” that had been set up by the Italian military 

intelligence service in close collaboration with the CIA in the years after World War II. 

This secret army was to function as a guerrilla unit in the event of a Soviet invasion and 

occupation of Italy: in the absence of a Soviet invasion, it seems to have manipulated 

Italian politics in a number of covert action operations during the Cold War in order to 

weaken the Italian Communists115. It seemed that there were no limits to the interventions 

they would make to prevent radicalization in Western Europe116. Prime Minister 

Andreotti later confirmed these findings, adding that it was still active; it was also clear 

that many other political figures knew about it. Andreotti confirmed the findings of 
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Casson and explained that Gladio was the Italian branch of a secret stay-behind army that 

had been set up after World War II by the CIA and SIFAR as part of an international 

network of clandestine resistance within NATO countries. In case of a Soviet invasion, 

the stay-behind armies - supervised and coordinated by two secret unconventional-

warfare centers of NATO named “Allied Clandestine Committee” and “Clandestine 

Planning Committee” - would set up a resistance movement and operate behind enemy 

lines117. Nevertheless, Andreotti claimed that such an organization had nothing to do with 

terrorism in the country. However, Vinciguerra - Peteano’s bomber - did not agree with 

such a statement and, already during his trial in 1984, spoke of a parallel secret force 

operating in Italy that was trying to avoid a shift to the left. In the U.S., the story was 

poorly covered: some defined it as “solely an Italian operation”118, some refused to talk 

about it completely, and some believed that “overall responsibility laid within the 

government and intelligence services of the U.S.”119. Former CIA agent Polgar confirmed 

that stay-behind armies were coordinated by “a sort of unconventional warfare planning 

group linked to NATO.” Polgar insisted that “each national service did it with varying 

degrees of intensity”, adding that “in Italy in the 1970s some of the people went a little bit 

beyond the charter that NATO had put down”120. NATO itself initially denied all 

allegations, but later released a statement declaring that the denial was “incorrect”. 

Further investigations have been conducted over the years: for example, in 2000, the 

Democratic Left Party - which had replaced the Italian Communist Party - concluded that 

during the Cold War the secret Gladio army had - together with the CIA, the Italian 

military intelligence service, and selected Italian neo-fascists - fought the Italian 

Communists and Socialists for fear that they would betray NATO “from within”121.  

 

Acceptance of the expression “Strategy of tension” often depended on the political side 

one was standing with. Among some leftist environments, the concept of Strategy of 

Tension started to take hold with the book “La strage di stato” (1970), which stated: “As 

                                                
117 Ganser, D. (2014). The “Strategy of Tension” in the Cold War Period. Journal of 9/11 Studies, 39, 1-
19. 
118 Washington Post 14 November 1990     
119 Philip P. Willan, Puppetmasters: The Political Use of Terrorism in Italy (London: Constable, 1991)  
120 Kwitny, J. (1992, April 6). The CIA’s secret armies in Europe. The Nation, 445. 
121 Senato della Repubblica: Commissione parlamentare d’inchiesta sul terrorismo in Italia e sulle cause 
della mancata individuazione dei responsabiliy delle stragi: Stragi e terrorismo in Italia dal dopoguerra 
al 1974. Relazione del Gruppo Democratici di Sinistra l’Ulivo (Rome, June 2000)  



34 
 

far as the Strategy of Tension is concerned, what counts is to induce in the minds of the 

moderate public opinion the image of a political void, to create a psychosis of fear, of 

constant threat, of the impending slow, yet inevitable, collapse of the State. In this context, 

alongside the terrorist attacks, violence, and provocations by the fascists and the police, 

can be found the political agiotage carried out especially by the Christian Democrats[...]. 

The aim is to make people think that we are on the brink of a new 1929 or of a Greek-

style coup d’état [...] taking our attention away from a different, stealthier coup d’état”122 

       

As stated by Tobagi (2020), since 1972 the term denotes a range of violent political 

behaviors linked by the fact that: they were carried out by the extreme right; they were 

essentially provocations, carried out with the intention of placing the blame on the far 

left; they were often supported by the state apparatus, such as the police and secret 

services; they had an anti-communist aim and pursued a political shift to the right123. From 

1972 onward, the expression began to take hold even beyond the confines of the left. The 

Christian Democrats, for example, used it polemically as a defense against the accusation 

leveled at them of exploiting terrorist attacks and violence for their own ends124. The 

Bologna massacre of 1980 was later interpreted as “part of ‘the history of a “white 

putsch” attempted over a twenty-year period. [...] A single, tangible plan spanning 

several years intended to alter the course of Italian politics”125. After this, the strategy of 

tension was defined - at least in judicial circles - as “The strategy for the material and 

psychological conditioning of the dynamics and interactions between our political system 

and society, which even goes as far as using political assassination and bombings, whilst 

hiding from the eyes of public opinion”126.  

     

For what concerns the Italian political landscape during the Years of Lead, an interesting 

analysis can be found in “Decline and dissolution of Italian terrorism: the case of the 

Brigate Rosse, 1970-2001” by De Graaf (2010). According to the author, political 
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polarization contributed to a climate of mistrust in the democratic system. Since the early 

Sixties, the Christian Democratic Party had governed in a center-left coalition with the 

Socialist Party. However, such an alliance did not bring the much-needed socioeconomic 

reforms. On the contrary, it contributed to the consolidation of corruption, further fueling 

distrust among political parties. Coalitions were starting to be perceived as less and less 

stable. Meanwhile, the Communist Party was gaining popular support thanks to its 

proposals on pluralism, constitutional rights, and reforms. However, many supporters felt 

that the Party was betraying its revolutionary purpose and, as a response, created extra 

parliamentary movements such as Potere Operaio and Lotta Continua which - on the other 

hand - still believed in the possibility of a revolution127. In fact, Potere Operaio regarded 

itself as an “insurrectional party” with the aim of directing the masses towards the armed 

struggle128: indeed, the far left seemed to be driving such social unrest, particularly among 

factory workers and young people129. Already in 1969, Potere Operaio dedicated 

particular attention to emerging movements, such as the Red Brigades and the Gruppi 

d’Azione Partigiana130, and cooperated with them. Concurrently, Italy saw the presence 

of far-right movements which even tried to carry out violent coups d’état, such as the one 

conducted in 1970 by Borghese - leader of the “Fronte Nazionale” - which was called off 

for unknown reasons and of which the United States had knowledge and that apparently 

discouraged131. Moreover, some personalities in the U.S. believed that the military had 

started to be more active towards the political environment132. Considering such 

circumstances, antifascists and social-revolutionary groups felt that they had valid reasons 

to act and adopted more and more radical actions. Moreover, this demonstrates that the 

level of violence in Italy was already quite high, while the level of tolerance was low. 

Consequently, the neo-fascists saw in the extra-parliamentary left a branch of the 
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Communist Party, while the far left considered the neo-fascists as a part of the plan of the 

Christian Democracy to induce an authoritative turn in the country133. Since 1964, but 

particularly since the attack of Piazza Fontana in 1969, the far right had conspired with 

the military security organizations to deploy what they called “Strategia della 

tensione”134, which consisted of random terrorist attacks with the aim of instilling fear in 

the civil society and destabilizing the already precarious social and political equilibria. 

Already on the occasion of the 1968 elections, a political crisis affected the country, and 

the neo-fascists feared that the Communists could gain more power: from that moment 

on, such a fear became more important than the anti-system instances promoted by the 

students’ movements135. Then, at the elections of 1975, the PCI registered an 

unprecedented success at the polls and became the largest Communist Party in a Western 

country: it was thus not wise to totally exclude it from the government, especially in light 

of the pervasive crisis that was affecting the country.  In the meantime, the United States 

believed that that year’s elections would mark the inability of the Christian Democracy 

to rule without the cooperation of the Communists, and such a hypothesis fueled their 

questions about the possibility of a military coup136. In addition, the U.S. - Kissinger in 

particular - firmly opposed the possibility of including the Italian Communist Party in a 

government coalition. They made it clear that if something like it were to happen, Italy 

would not have had access to the U.S. economic support. In spite of the U.S. warnings, 

Aldo Moro was one of the main promoters of openness toward the Italian Communist 

Party (in Italian, PCI), especially following Enrico Berlinguer’s proposal of the so-called 

“Compromesso Storico” (historic compromise): according to such an idea, the PCI should 

have followed a policy of cooperation among communists and socialists and the popular 

forces that voted for the Christian Democracy137. Berglinguer’s idea originated from the 

coup d’état that took place in Chile under the leadership of Pinochet, which saw the killing 
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of Marxist President Allende and the establishment of a military dictatorship, 

characterized by the repression of political opponents. This showed that winning the 

elections would not guarantee electoral stability, and therefore an alliance with the 

Catholics was necessary. After an unsuccessful attempt to form a government, an 

agreement was reached between Moro and Berlinguer: the proposed formula envisaged 

that the ministers would belong to the Christian Democracy, while the PCI would be part 

of the parliamentary majority sustaining the government138, providing its confidence vote 

without practically taking part in the government. The Parliament’s deliberation was set 

for March 16th, 1978. Such an idea - according to the Red Brigades - would scuttle every 

chance of revolution and therefore required a vast attack on the state and its institutions, 

in accordance with the ideas they had started to develop since 1974: the main target had 

to be the Christian Democracy. Moro was kidnapped the same day. Andreotti was 

originally identified as a target, but he was better protected than Moro, so he was ruled 

out. The events surrounding Moro’s kidnapping will be dealt with in depth later in this 

dissertation.  

 

To conclude this section, it might be interesting to briefly look at some of the main 

terrorist groups that operated in the Years of Lead. Indeed, the Red Brigades - which will 

be discussed more in depth in the next paragraph - are probably the most known 

organization of the period, but surely not the only one, as we already had the chance to 

mention. Ordine nuovo, which we already mentioned when we briefly talked about the 

Piazza Fontana massacre, was a movement that originated in 1954 as a study center within 

the Italian Social Movement. It split from it only two years later, due to opposition against 

the party leader’s political line, seen as too moderate. During the first years of activity, it 

was supported by Spanish and Portuguese intelligence, and, during the ‘60s, it established 

contacts with the Italian secret services and military139. Although formally disbanded in 

1973, when its leaders were accused of reforming the National Fascist Party, its activities 

continued to be carried out clandestinely at least until 1977. The main attacks are the one 

on the Italicus train, the massacre of Piazza Fontana, and Piazza della Loggia. Another 

far-right organization was the Nuclei Armati Rivoluzionari, which operated from 1978 
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and whose founders also came from sections of the Italian Social Movement. It acted 

through robberies, aggressions - especially towards leftist targets - and assassinations of 

state personnel which tried to counter right-wing terrorism. They defined themselves as a 

spontaneous movement, but they were more prone to action rather than theoretical 

elaboration. Their main attack was the Bologna massacre in 1980140. For the far-left, apart 

from the Red Brigades, Prima Linea - active between 1976 and 1981 - can be mentioned. 

It is considered second in dimensions only to the Red Brigades, and it formed within the 

movement Autonomia Operaia Organizzata. After heightening tension through the 

wounding of some factory foremen, their first planned killing was the one of Pedenovi, 

provincial councilor of the Italian Social Movement. Prima Linea aspired to be a factor 

of radicalization operating within the movements, not a combatant party leading the 

masses. Moreover, it preferred to be more fluid in its organization. After Moro’s 

kidnapping, the organization was forced to go into hiding and began to attack more and 

more, with the apparent purpose of gaining media attention. In 1979, discussions arose 

about whether to keep fighting or retreat. Violence continued until 1981 and the 

organization was officially disbanded in 1983141. To conclude, it might also be interesting 

to mention the “1977 movement”, which was a spontaneous political and extra-

parliamentary movement: it was supposed to be a development and transformation of the 

workers and students’ movement which emerged in 1968. It had the characteristics of a 

cultural vanguard, and it opposed the dominant party system and the trade unions, as well 

as questioning the form of organizations students had imposed themselves up to that 

point. During 1977, the actions of the movement became more and more bloody.  

 

1.2.2 THE RED BRIGADES 

 

The Red Brigades were one of the main terrorist organizations active during the Years of 

Lead. According to Orsini (2017), the history of the Red Brigades is the history of a 

political movement operating with the typical words, thoughts, and dogmas of a religious 
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sect. The only plan for living they acknowledged is the political one142, and they extended 

the scope of politics to embrace all of human existence143. Individuals who embraced the 

revolution were the “Christ who sacrificed himself to redeem humanity”144. The members 

of the organization regarded themselves as “saviors”145 and as guardians of the truth, 

which would eliminate every form of human suffering. A better world was to be achieved 

with violence, the use of which was forced by the oppressive capitalist system. However, 

violence has not always been the first resort of the members of the Organization: in fact, 

the large majority of them had participated in legal political experiences before joining 

the Red Brigades, such as activities in the Communist Party youth organization146 or 

Potere Operaio in Morucci and Piperno’s cases147. Their choice regarding the use of 

violence was not improvised, but rather was the outcome of a process of political 

maturation: clandestinity and armed struggle were, in this regard, the result of such 

maturation. According to Panvini, it can be said that the attack of Piazza Fontana 

contributed to the resort to the armed struggle148. The Red Brigades surely deserve to be 

analyzed in depth, especially in light of the focus of the third chapter of this dissertation: 

Aldo Moro’s kidnapping. 

 

According to many scholars, the first Red Brigades formation emerged from the ranks of 

the 1960s worker and student protest movements, where they claimed support for the 

local trade unions in their fight against right-wing political bourgeoisie149. There is 

evidence that some members of the Red Brigades had started their training long before 

1970 – the year of formal birth of the Organization -, and that external influences 

contributed to shape the organization as well as sometimes weaken it. In fact, Sejna, a 

defecting Czech general then allied with the CIA, provided proof that at least twelve 
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Italian citizens - among which Franceschini and Pelli - had been trained by the Soviets in 

Czechoslovakia, especially in the Doupov camp, at the end of the 1960s150, before the 

Red Brigades were founded. Andreotti publicly admitted in a 1974 parliamentary hearing 

his full knowledge of Czechoslovakian involvement in training during the late 1960s, but 

later retracted his statement151. For what concerns the domestic context, the Red Brigades 

were forced to deal with infiltrators. In this regard, an important example of infiltration is 

the one of Dotti: he was provided by Cagol with the names of the first nucleus of future 

Brigades members, as it can be understood by reading Franceschini’s auditions for the 

Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry152. Later in the chapter, Girotto’s infiltration will be 

covered as well. Concerning international contacts, several members of the Red Brigades 

affirmed that the Israeli secret services had attempted to contact the Organization around 

1972, offering information, weapons, and training in exchange for an acceleration of the 

Red Brigades’ activities in Italy. The Israeli’s aim was supposedly to put pressure on the 

United States to increase its support for Israel by weakening Italy and consequently 

increasing Israel’s relative importance to the maintenance of U.S. interests153. In a similar 

fashion, former agents of the Italian Secret Services revealed that “in each [Red 

Brigades’] cell there was a key figure directly in contact with the KGB” (Arconte, 2005). 

The Red Brigades were also in touch with other communist groups, such as the Red Army 

Faction in Germany and the Palestine Liberation Organization154. According to Ceci, the 

hypothesis of similar international connections gained support among scholars already in 

the 1970s and 1980s: some believed that foreign powers - especially the Soviets - only 

aimed at taking advantage of Italy’s territory for their actions, while others thought that 

Italian terrorism was part of an international conspiracy155. In this respect, Peci's 

confessions - while pinpointing foreign logistic support - always stressed also that no 
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foreign interferences directed or influenced the Red Brigades's strategy and ideology156, 

which thus remained a domestically controlled movement.  

      

Red Brigades leaders viewed themselves and their ideologies as the standard-bearers of 

the Marxist-Leninist Communist movement157 and carried upon themselves an 

apocalyptic vision of history. They aimed at the creation of a socialist state that adhered 

to the socialism practiced by Lenin’s government from 1917 to 1924 and that of Mao 

Zedong’s Cultural Revolution158. They - like Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin, and Mao - 

believed that breaking the bureaucratic and military part of the state was the precondition 

of every true proletariat revolution159. For what concerns external influences on both 

ideology and tactics, they included the model of urban guerrilla proposed by Marighella 

in his manual of 1969 and the one established by Tupamaros in Uruguay and the 

Palestinian nationalists’ terrorism during the Six-Day War in 1967160. For the 

organization, the revolution was a mission161. According to Ruggiero (2005), the Red 

Brigades regarded themselves as one active nucleus within a revolutionary process, which 

would have taken its own course irrespective of the Red Brigades’ willingness to lead it. 

Violence - the means through which the revolution had to be carried out - on the one hand 

was meant to express the maximum concentration of political action; on the other hand, 

it was a response to state violence162. For them, the revolution was “an immediate idea of 

radical change, of upturning the foundations,”163 and it was going to “lead to the last 

war: the class war for a communist society.”164 In 1975 the group published their first 

doctrine “manifesto” that contained the development of the Resolution of Strategic 
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Directorate, which helped to define the Organization’s goals and objectives165. It defined 

the concept of “imperialism” - a global dominion system guided by the United States, 

centered on the interests of large multinational enterprises’ interests - and it highlighted 

the important strategic position occupied by Italy, especially because of the presence of a 

strong Communist Party and of a pervasive economic, political, and military crisis. The 

imperialist crisis meant, according to the authors, “global imperialist counterrevolution”, 

which should have led to the reorganization of all aspects of society and institutions. It is 

interesting to note that similar concepts had already been developed in early 1974 by 

Negri, a member of Potere Operaio166: his language has thus been greatly reused by the 

Red Brigades. The Christian Democracy was heavily criticized for its political project, 

seen as hostile towards the counterrevolutionary ideas and as a mediator for the 

capitalists’ interests. The Communist party was also criticized for its inability to suggest 

alternatives to the status quo, and the “historic compromise” was deemed as a self-serving 

way to acquire privileges. Although the state should not be fully dismantled yet, actions 

such as urban guerrilla, breaking corporate bonds, and fighting against the Christian 

Democracy should be conducted167. Eliminating political oppression was one of the most 

significant elements highlighted in the justification behind both the establishment of the 

organization168 and it justified and made somewhat reasonable the targeting of police and 

legal authorities. The new doctrine also represented a major shift in the group's original 

ideology of supporting local political activities of the workers’ movement. The group 

manifesto realigned the Red Brigades into a more nationalistic militant movement lined 

up against regional and national authorities169. In 1977, Moretti took leadership of the 

Strategic Directorate. A new Strategic Resolution was released in 1978, in which the 

importance of using violent means to overthrow the state was highlighted. According to 

this Resolution, there was no such thing as “national bourgeoisie”, but rather it was a 

“local articulation of a larger imperialist bourgeoisie”. This gave to the class struggle 
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the character of counterrevolutionary long-term class war. Considered that 

overproduction has been usually solved through war, the authors believe that the next one 

will see the U.S. against the USSR: class war is seen as the only way to avoid a Third 

World War. The Resolution was largely inspired by the words of Lenin on capitalism and 

imperialism, according to which the latter is a superstructure or the former. Similarly, the 

Multinational Imperialist State - an expression coined by the authors - is a national 

superstructure of multinational imperialism. The political personnel act in accordance 

with the Multinational Imperialist States’ will: the Christian Democrats are an expression 

of it. At the same time, the state was seen as being progressively centralized in order to 

control socio-political struggles. A “preventive counterrevolution” against the state - here 

seen neither as fascist nor as social democratic - must be carried out. The Italian 

Communist Party was seen as an integral part of the Imperialist State, and the idea of a 

“historic compromise” was heavily criticized. The state apparatus, including politicians, 

judges, and security forces, had to be attacked and destroyed. Therefore, it was necessary 

to change from 'armed peace' to 'war'. It was necessary to develop the proletariat 

movement by fostering the creation of a “Combatant Communist Party”, which however 

should not be identified as the Red Brigades170.  

 

For what concerns the organizational structure of the Red Brigades, which resembled the 

ones typically found in armies, according to Sundquist (2010) some information was 

contained in the Strategic Directorate developed in 1974. Such a structure consisted of an 

Executive Committee, urban and regional divisions (in Italian, Colonne), and brigade 

fronts (in Italian, Fronti). The Strategic Directorate acted as a military command, 

establishing protocols and guidelines to be followed by the entire organization. The 

Executive Committee functioned as a headquarters: it published said guidelines and 

ensured that day-to-day operations ran smoothly. Urban and regional divisions were 

designed to break down the command and control of the organization according to the 

instructions coming from above, in a hierarchical way. Finally, within each column there 

were the fronts, which were responsible for specific duties such as logistics, propaganda, 

and recruitment171. Each level responded to the Strategic Directorate. There were at least 
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six columns in cities such as Milan, Genoa, Turin, Rome, Naples, and the Veneto 

region172. Columns had different roles: in the northern part of the country, they were 

active around large factories, while in Rome the goal was to attack political leaders173. 

The whole organization was characterized by a vertical chain of command, from the fronts 

up to the Strategic Directorate. This structure enabled all decision-making processes to 

originate at the highest level while maintaining a secretive wall division between the 

levels174. Raufer, in an interview conducted with one of the leaders of the Red Brigades, 

reported some words that well explain on what basis recruiting was conducted and what 

it was like to be in the Organization:   

 

“Membership depended on [...] his ability to renounce a normal life, his family, his 

studies, his friends and sentimental liaisons. And naturally, on his moral capacity to take 

up arms, to embark on the path to revolution without the slightest guarantee that it would 

be victorious one day and with prison or death as more realistic outcomes. At the time, 

only someone endowed with powerful idealism, not just ideological convictions, and with 

an implacable desire to fight injustice to create a new society could be admitted to the 

organization”175.  

      

In the so-called "Decalogo del brigatista”176, a code of conduct is displayed. For example, 

it is stated that clandestinity is a fundamental condition for the survival of a political and 

military organization that acts within an Imperialist metropolis. Clandestinity gives an 

immense advantage, but for it to be effective it has to be intended in both a defensive and 

offensive manner. Talking about the organization in public or with people not involved 

in it is to be avoided. Phone calls must be brief, as there is the assumption that they are 

being controlled. A car will be provided by the organization: documents must be provided 

if requested by police agents and are to be regularly controlled to ensure nothing is wrong 
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with it in order to avoid unwanted attention. Parking near headquarters should be avoided. 

Houses will also be provided: only people belonging to the organization can hang around 

or know its location. People living there have to choose for themselves a social figure and 

a job and must act accordingly. Members of the organization must take care of 

themselves. They should have no more than two documents, which should be displayed 

if requested, and they should carry their weapon. Identity is to be disclosed only in front 

of a judge. Being photographed or appearing on TV is to be avoided. Notebooks with 

phone numbers are prohibited. Barriers should be put between oneself and the others, 

including family. Members of the organization should be able to scan the environment 

for anomalies, such as spies or unknown cars.  

 

According to Ruggiero (2005), the origin of the Red Brigades is to be found in study 

groups set up in Milan factories such as Pirelli and Siemens. These groups included blue- 

and white-collar employees, and they were able to remain independent from the official 

trade unions177. The study groups quickly became known as “autonomous assemblies”, 

in which the debate was open to everyone: such type of debate rapidly spread in 

universities and among secondary school students (Balestrini and Moroni, 1988), 

particularly in the University of Trento. Members of the autonomous groups would meet 

and share their daily lives, setting up communes. The new factory groups, outside 

activists, and university students constituted the foundations of the Collettivo Politico 

Metropolitano, which attracted university students and professors178. According to most 

scholars, as said earlier, the precipitating factor in the decision to take up arms was the 

attack of Piazza Fontana in 1969179. Four more attacks were conducted that same day. 

Among the formally yet-to-be-formed Red Brigades, the attack was perceived as a ‘state-

sponsored massacre’, and violence started to be conceived as the only way to oppose the 

oppressive system. In the meantime, the founding group - composed of Alberto 

Franceschini, Renato Curcio, and Margherita (also known as Mara) Cagol - had met at an 

assembly of the Collettivo Politico Metropolitano in Milan. Mario Moretti also 
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participated in the assembly. In 1970, many extremists reunited in Pecorile and decided 

to adopt the “armed struggle”. This was the official beginning of the Red Brigades. 

According to Franceschini, the events of Piazza Fontana were “fundamental in 

determining the tense atmosphere”180 and in making the group decide to go for an “armed 

propaganda”, which was supposed to prepare the ground for the armed struggle: in this 

first phase, the Red Brigades were open to a dialogue with that left which defined itself 

as “revolutionary”181. At the beginning of 1970, the firsts leaflets - characterized by a 

five-pointed star - started to circulate and to spread the concept of “self-organized 

proletariat”, which had to fight against their masters with the same means that were being 

used against the workers’ class182. The group initially directed their efforts in large cities 

such as Milan and Turin, where they viewed themselves as offshoots of the Autonomia 

Operaia extra-parliamentary movement183. It was the period of contracts renewal fights, 

and trade unions and the Communist Party were perceived as not competent enough. The 

Red Brigades acted mainly through burning factory foremen’s cars and targeted 

bombings. They also conducted brief kidnappings of such managers with the slogan “Hit 

one in order to educate one hundred”. Targets were immediately recognizable symbols, 

as they were related to specific arenas in which counter-power was being exercised184. 

Between 1972 and 1973, these initial small attacks - partly carried out in cooperation with 

Potere Operaio thanks to the so-called “Partito Armato di Mirafiori”185 and combined 

with the use of a new language - allowed them to take root among politicized workers186. 

As stated by Moretti himself, “the first actions of the Red Brigades did not differ much 

from the ones used by factory workers; what was new is that the attacks were claimed 

[...] it was not a sporadic action of an “angry person” anymore, it was an organized 
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group”187. Meanwhile, the leaders advocated for the creation of a revolutionary state 

through the use of armed struggle in order to create a split between the Italian Government 

and other Western Alliances188. The group mainly used firearms and explosives in their 

attacks: weapons were obtained from the international market189, and money was gathered 

primarily through robberies. 

 

A second phase in the Red Brigades’ activities can be identified between 1974 and 1976, 

when the Organization entered the path of militarism190 and aimed at carrying out attacks 

at the heart of the state: the attacks were not to be conducted in factories anymore, but 

rather had to target representatives of the political and judicial world. There is a shift from 

class logic to clash logic191. Until this moment, the Red Brigades were not regarded as a 

primary matter of concern for the Italian Government. The phase began in a negative way, 

due to the arrest of the first generation of brigadists: indeed, Pisetta was arrested by the 

police and accepted to infiltrate back into the Organization. The information he provided 

led to the above-mentioned arrests, and the remaining members decided to hide in 

clandestinity192. In Pintore’s “Dossier Brigate Rosse” (2016), we learn that the Red 

Brigades reorganized themselves and took on the structure that was explained earlier, 

divided into Brigate and Colonne. Objectives were divided in “fronti”: the logistic one 

had to provide money through illegal activities; the factory one had to infiltrate the 

factories in order to recruit more people and spread propaganda; and the 

“counterrevolution” represented the armed militia, which had the task of carrying out 

terrorist attacks. In this phase, there was targeted violence against the opposition, as well 

as random violence against citizens: legitimate goals slowly came to be pursued through 

illegitimate means, and the growth of the Red Brigades started to gradually appear 
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independent of the social issues they addressed193. The first act of the second phase was 

the kidnapping of Judge Sossi on April 16th, 1974, who was involved in some legal 

proceedings concerning left-wing extremists. The action generated an enormous echo in 

Italian society and media.  

 

 
 Fig. 1.4, La Stampa on the kidnapping of Judge Sossi, 19/04/1974 

 

While Franceschini was interrogating Sossi in what was defined as “people’s prison”, the 

Italian government was deciding whether to negotiate with the Red Brigades or not 

(Trattativa o Fermezza), and ultimately tried to pursue a negotiation. The release of those 

under trial was the ransom required and officially accepted some days later, but, after 

Sossi was freed, the defendants remained in prison194. What emerges from this event is 

that within the Organization there was not one single current of thought: some - including 

Franceschini and Cagol - wanted to free Sossi immediately after the kidnapping, since 

they thought that the government would never free the members of the “Gruppo XXII 

Ottobre”; some - like Moretti -, on the other hand, wanted to kill the judge. The event, 

among many others, also led to the loss of support from part of the workers’ movements: 
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it can be said that the workers realized that the criminal and bloody actions of the 

Organization did not improve their working conditions or the balance of power equilibria, 

but rather seemed abstract and unnecessarily cruel, thus determining the end of their 

support195. Almost two months later, some brigadists killed two neo-fascists in their office 

inside the provincial headquarters of the Italian Social Movement. The killing was most 

likely not intentional, but it still represented the first bloodshed attributable to the Red 

Brigades, which decided to claim the homicides196 to demonstrate that “if necessary, the 

Red Brigades would kill”197. In the meantime - as it can be read in the “Dossier Brigate 

Rosse” (Pintore, 2016) - in 1974, General of the Army Dalla Chiesa was appointed to lead 

a task force with the aim of investigating the Red Brigades. Investigative methods 

included subdividing tasks and considering the broader context surrounding the attacks, 

as well as carefully understanding the structure and thoughts of the Organization. 

Concurrently, Silvano Girotto, who was collaborating with the police against the armed 

struggle, infiltrated the Red Brigades and met Curcio and Franceschini. The group had to 

meet on September 8th along with Moretti, who was informed of Girotto’s real intentions 

and did not attend the meeting. However, he was not able to warn Curcio and 

Franceschini, who were arrested. Other scholars, differently, think that it is possible that 

Moretti intentionally did not warn the other two. A couple of months later, they were 

freed by an armed commando of their associates led by Cagol198. In 1975, the first 

Strategic Resolution was published. The arrest of Curcio and Franceschini had left more 

space for Moretti, who started to strongly promote the armed struggle. During the same 

period, the Italian Communist Party won a relative majority in all major cities and an 

absolute majority in traditional “red' cities. The elections, according to the Red Brigades, 

had shown the political will to defeat the Christian Democracy, a will which was in itself 

revolutionary in nature. The party was portrayed as the hub of the Italian political system, 

and with the collapse of that hub, the whole equilibrium was deemed likely to go with it, 

opening up space for radical clashes and unprecedented conflict (Spazzali, 1996). 
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Between 1974 and 1975 Dalla Chiesa, with his “Police anti-terrorism nucleus”, was able 

to arrest hundreds of terrorists, supporters, and sympathizers, and Cagol was killed. By 

one estimate, only twelve Red Brigades regulars remained at large; virtually the entire 

nucleus of founders and leaders was in custody awaiting trial199. The state thought that 

the fight against the Organization had been won and it was decided to dismantle Dalla 

Chiesa’s task force, despite the General's disapproval. Yet again, the Red Brigades were 

reorganizing themselves under the leadership of Moretti, who advocated for an upsurge 

of violence. In some social corners, the expansion of violence carried out by the Red 

Brigades was seen as the result of the United States’ indirect involvement in anti-

Communist destabilizing operations200. Meanwhile, the group was expanding its 

recruitment activities, moving from working middle-class areas to intellectuals in 

universities.  

 

As a consequence of the political system atmosphere discussed above - in what can be 

considered the third phase of the Organization activity - the Red Brigades began to target 

leading figures of the Christian Democracy, presumptuously regarding their violent 

attacks as a mere extension of the popular will to get rid of that party201. It was around 

this time that foreign secret services such as the CIA started to be concerned by the 

Organization's growth: if, before that moment, the CIA had known about its existence but 

thought that it was not going to represent an actor of radical violence, now and in the 

following years the concern kept growing, especially in light of the fear of international 

links among “red” movements202. At the same time, even Aldo Moro greatly feared such 

a wave of political terrorism and supported the hypothesis of the presence of international 

links tied to the Red Brigades; concurrently, he called for a more prominent action from 

the United States. Andreotti, on the other hand, was still more cautious about the matter203. 
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In 1976 the first planned murder was carried out: the victim was judge Coco, who had not 

kept his promise to bail a number of political prisoners in exchange for the release of 

fellow Judge Sossi204. The killing was also fostered by the beginning of the process 

against the Red Brigades, and the reconstructed Organization wanted to prevent it from 

happening. The brigadists regarded themselves as political prisoners and threatened their 

own public defenders and the popular jury205: one by one, they either got killed or decided 

to abandon their task, and the process got suspended. The Red Brigades also started to 

accuse and attack journalists with the aim of stamping out their counterrevolutionary 

action carried out through the media206. Kneecapping was frequently used as an 

intimidation tactic. The process restarted in 1978 in an atmosphere of terror, generated by 

the serial killings, from part of the Organization, of those involved in it. Meanwhile, with 

the new Strategic Directorate under Moretti, in 1977 it was declared that the working-

class avant-garde was effectively in place and that “the time had come to set up the 

Communist Combatant Party” in order to guide the working class to the next political 

level207. The attack that shook Italy the most was the kidnapping, and eventually the 

killing, of Aldo Moro in 1978. Such an event will be analyzed in depth in the third chapter 

of this dissertation. After Moro’s killing, the Red Brigades started to decline. 

Nevertheless, they still committed some more terrorist attacks, one of the most prominent 

being the kidnapping of NATO's Deputy Chief of Staff James Dozier in 1981. Such 

abduction represented a tactical and strategic shift for the Red Brigades, since it was the 

first time that the group had targeted a foreigner208. In exchange for his freedom, the group 

demanded reproach of U.S. military forces and NATO. It also called for all European 

revolutionary forces to join the struggle, which would then have acquired an international 

scale. Dozier was rescued alive by the police forty-two days later. After some years, a 

new organization called “New Red Brigades” emerged with the intent of continuing the 

struggle against capitalist imperialism. It acted mainly through assassinations and 
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bombings: the killing of Massimo D’Antona in 1999 is one of the most prominent actions 

of the organization. In response to this upsurge, the Italian government increased its 

counterterrorism campaigns, leading to the dismantlement of the organization in 2003.   
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CHAPTER II - NEGOTIATING WITH STATE AND NON-STATE 

ACTORS: DO WE NEGOTIATE WITH TERRORISTS? 

     

2.1 WHAT IS NEGOTIATION?  

 

To begin with this second chapter, some terminology should be clarified. In the English 

language, the terms “bargaining” and “negotiation” are similar but not exactly the same, 

although they are often used interchangeably. Indeed, bargaining means negotiating 

positions and not considering surrounding interests, alternative outcomes, or solutions to 

a conflict. It triggers a “win-lose” scenario, in which only one party can truly rip out the 

benefits from the outcome209. Negotiation, on the other hand, generally occurs in a “win-

win” scenario and involves exploring the deeper motivations underlying the positions of 

the parties, it identifies potential tradeoffs and win-win opportunities more accurately and 

efficiently210. During the course of this dissertation, I will consider the two terms as 

synonyms, despite their slight difference in meaning. After this premise, it might be 

interesting to look at two different points of view on negotiation: one is proposed by Iklé 

in his “How nations negotiate” (1964); the other is Zartman and Berman’s, extrapolated 

from their “The practical negotiator” (1982). However, before examining their 

definitions, it should be kept in mind that negotiation is an extremely complex matter, 

which involves taking into consideration a great number of factors. Therefore, as with 

terrorism, it is difficult to affirm that there exists a single definition that considers all 

stages of negotiation and that can be used in all situations. In other words, negotiation is 

everything but linear. To highlight this concept, Iklé, in his 1964 work, stated: “[...] to 

resolve conflict and avoid the use of force, it is said, one must negotiate (Is this always 

the best way to settle conflict?). Negotiation requires a willingness to compromise 

(Why?), and both sides must make concessions (According to which law?). Neither side 

can expect to win all it wants (Not even if its objectives are modest?). If both sides 

negotiate in good faith (Who judges “good faith”?), they can always find a fair solution 
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(and what is “fair”?)”211. According to the author, negotiation is “a process in which 

explicit proposals are put forward ostensibly for the purpose of reaching agreement on 

an exchange or on the realization of a common interest where conflicting interests are 

present” 212. The other definition that could be considered, as already mentioned above, 

is that of Zartman and Berman. In their publication of 1982, the authors state that 

negotiation is “a process in which divergent values are combined into an agreed decision, 

and it is based on the idea that there are appropriate stages, sequences, behaviors, and 

tactics that can be identified and used to improve the conduct of negotiations and better 

the chances of success”213.  

 

The two definitions are fairly similar, although the former might seem more framed, while 

the latter appears to leave more room for factors varying from time to time. In other words, 

the former might convey the idea of negotiation as a fixed process, while the latter makes 

it seem like the evolution of the process varies depending on the situation. This difference 

could be due to the scopes and approaches of the authors’ works: in fact, Iklé was 

interested in the link between the negotiation process and its outcomes and did not aim to 

answer all the questions posed in his investigation. On the other hand, Zartman and 

Berman aimed at breaking down how negotiation has been conducted in the past, in order 

to understand how new actors might potentially improve the process so that better results 

can be achieved. What remains similar in both cases, however, is the intention to offer a 

discussion concerning the topic and not to propose, nor to impose, a fixed and universal 

theoretical argument. Problems in the negotiation process analysis consist of identifying 

the forces driving the observed, dynamics the reasons why the stages seem to be useful, 

as well as their roles and functions, and the way in which they are instrumental in solving 

the basic challenge of negotiation to reach a joint decision in situations where there were 

differences that preclude, at least temporarily, the use of alternative modes of decision-

making214.  
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When it comes to negotiation theory, an interesting perspective is the Game Theory 

Approach. Game theory is a field of study that uses mathematical models to analyze and 

explain how people choose between conflict and cooperation. The interactions between 

decision-makers are represented as "games," which consist of players, strategies, and 

payoffs215. The basic idea is that players try to make choices that benefit themselves the 

most, while also taking into account what others might decide. In another interpretation, 

a “game” is a conflict situation in which the negotiators’ opposing interests prevail216. 

Four “games” are especially relevant when dealing with negotiations: Prisoner’s 

Dilemma, Trust, Stag Hunt, and Chicken. The prisoner’s dilemma is a paradox in decision 

analysis and negotiations in which two individuals acting in their own self-interests do 

not result in the optimal outcome217, if not even in self-harming decisions: often, both 

parties choose to protect themselves at the expense of the other participant218, due to the 

risk of defection of the other party. It is considered a “zero-sum game”. In the game of 

Trust, trust and reciprocity are critical because one side must often act first, exposing 

itself to the risk that the other will not respond fairly, hoping to influence the distribution 

of the reward and result in a better outcome219. The Stag Hunt scenario emphasizes the 

conflict between cooperation and competition; it reflects a situation where the parties 

must decide whether to pursue ambitious shared benefits or sticking with safter individual 

gains220. Finally, Chicken is the most common game, and is often used by inexperienced 

negotiators: two players take part in an activity that will harm both parties unless one 

backs down. It is not a collaborative approach to negotiation, as it results in one party 

winning over the other and often creates a confrontational atmosphere221: both players 

want to do the opposite of what the other player does222. The game theory encourages 

negotiators to assess the credibility of the commitments of the other party and identify the 

potential consequences of pushing the situation to the brink. These, according to Gaffal 
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et al. (2023), are all “symmetric games” since the strategy of a party depends solely on 

the strategy of the other. Differently, “asymmetric games” are those where there is no 

identical set of strategies for both players, as players develop their strategies depending 

on and in relation to the strategy of the respective other223. According to game theory, 

when two parties enter a bargaining process, a total of four possible outcomes arise. The 

optimal outcome reflects a situation in which both parties win equally—what the theory 

calls a “win–win game”—so that the maximum overall outcome is achieved. A win–win 

game is profitable because all participants can benefit from the deal and, in conflict 

resolution, the win–win strategy leaves everyone satisfied. The second and third 

possibilities are situations in which the participants either “win-lose” or “lose-win” such 

that one party wins and the other loses. The result is a zero-sum game in which the total 

gain remains stable, as one party wins at the expense of the other. Both strategies belong 

to the field of non-cooperative games224. The fourth variant is the lose-lose game, in which 

both negotiating partners lose and no gains exist. In this variant, the negotiation fails since 

neither partner is willing to make concessions225. As Zartman (1975) noted, negotiation 

does not involve simply receiving the other party's output and sending back a new input 

in return: each party's output has a complex, dual purpose: to bid and to persuade, to hit 

a target, and to induce the other party to hit it too226. In 1997, scholar claimed that 

negotiation is a “positive-sum exercise, since by definition both parties prefer the agreed 

outcome to the status quo (i.e., to no agreement) or to any other mutually agreeable 

outcome”. Negotiators need to think hypothetically, meaning that their decision on what 

to offer or accept depends on how well they would do if no deal was reached227. There 

are fixed parties and flexible values: a decision is made by changing the parties’ 

evaluation of their values, enabling them to be integrated into a single agreement, by 

persuasion, coercion, or force228.      
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Some rules can be identified in the negotiation process, and bargainers should follow 

them in order to improve their chances of succeeding in achieving the desired result. 

However, it should be kept in mind that negotiation is carried out by human beings, and 

therefore conventional rules are hardly applicable since they are intertwined - among 

many other factors - with feelings, passions, context, interests at stake, mind games, and 

partial information: this range of situations cannot be properly understood by any 

analytical rule or definition. When examining the complex matter of negotiation, it is 

fundamental to make a distinction between substantive common interests and 

complementary interests. In the former case, the actors share the exact same final 

objective or want to benefit from the same thing: therefore, they will compete in order to 

gain control over the object of the dispute before the other does, and they will try to avoid 

the competitor ever gaining access to it. In a similar situation, the actors will be likely to 

fight against each other, since if one actor gains control over the disputed object, the other 

loses access to it: nobody wants to be in the loser's position. In other words, actors pursue 

a confrontational strategy. In the latter case, the actors are interested in obtaining certain 

results which can only be achieved with the cooperation of the other parties. Differently 

from the situation described above, actors will be more prone to cooperate with each other 

and to make concessions. Sometimes it can be almost a win-win situation: by coordinating 

a combined action, both will gain some degree of benefit from the disputed object. In the 

process, the parties exercise a threefold choice: yes, no, maybe, or keep on talking. The 

choice is not hierarchical: parties are equal and fixed, and both sides have power over 

each other. This latter characteristic is evident in two important ways: first, negotiation 

takes place when stalemate occurs, or when a decision is impossible by other means; 

second, negotiation is a joint decision-making process in which both parties have veto 

power229. As Zartman stated in his “Negotiations: theory and reality” (1975), “referents" 

are principles of justice on which both parties can agree. They can be philosophical 

principles such as equality, split-the-difference, compensation, or special rights. They 

could also be details raised to the level of principle, such as old or natural boundaries, 

sacred numbers, or irreducible minimums. When the referent principles fit together into 

a coherent, agreed ensemble, one can speak of a formula for agreement. In general, there 

is to keep in mind that details are never more important than the principles they prove, 
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and it is these principles that are the main subject of the negotiations230. Although some 

negotiations develop a distinctive pattern, it is often accepted by theoreticians and 

generally observed in practice, that most negotiations can be broken down into a number 

of phases that have specific functions231. In “The practical negotiator”232 by Zartman and 

Berman, a model that identifies three stages of negotiation is introduced. As often 

happens, such stages are not clear-cut; rather, they often overlap. The first is the 

diagnostic stage. In it, negotiators realize that the circumstances are already problematic 

and will only worsen in the future: negotiation is thus needed. All parties need to agree 

on this point and be willing to cooperate: in other words, they have to accept that a joint 

effort is the only way to solve the problem. The authors also suggest appropriate behaviors 

to adopt: in this phase, negotiators need to be informed about the problem, to be clear 

about perceptions and context, and to be able to think of alternative solutions. 

Subsequently, there is the formula stage, in which a common definition of the conflict 

must be drawn. To enter this stage, the conditions of the first stage must already be 

satisfied and the so-called turning point of seriousness must be reached: in other words, 

each party must recognize the seriousness of the other in negotiating and finding a 

solution to the problem. During this stage, parties need to maintain a flexible mindset, 

focus on the problem, and maintain open conversations. The last stage is the detail phase, 

where the implementation details of the agreed formula are discussed. Concessions are 

likely to have been made in the previous stages as well, but, during this stage, they become 

particularly important: bargainers should try to concede as little as possible while 

receiving as much as possible. Appropriate behaviors for this phase include being clear 

about the objectives, not losing the bigger picture, and valuing both sides’ abilities to 

carry on without the agreement233.  

According to O’Neill, on the other hand, many negotiations follow what Thomson et al. 

(2006) call the two-stage model. At first, the parties talk freely, seeking information, 

making informal coalitions, and possibly coming to an agreement. The second stage 

solidifies the result by applying the organization’s rules, perhaps taking a vote, or 
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resolving the differences left from the first stage. The first stage must take account of the 

parties’ strengths in the second234. Zartman, in his analysis of 1975, went a bit further and 

identified some turning points in the process, which tend to increase the momentum in 

the direction of an agreement. One turning point is that moment when each side decides 

that negotiations toward a jointly agreeable outcome are realistic since both parties' 

expectations are perceived to be within range of each other235. A similar situation can 

occur even before negotiations actually begin, and it can be expressed as a declaration of 

intent or commitment to work toward the reach of an agreement. Alternatively, it can 

arise during the process of negotiation itself. A second turning point is the moment when 

agreement has been reached on the image or formula that gives a framework for the 

interpretation of the problem and its solution. After this point, negotiations shift to a 

search for the implementing details236: all the parties are willing to pursue an agreement 

and are interested in arranging both common and conflicting interests. Another turning 

point occurs when the party decides that benefits agreed on thus far outweigh the likely 

costs of the items still under discussion: thus, even the worst foreseeable agreement on 

them becomes acceptable. This turning point is particularly important because it marks 

the moment when the agreement itself enters the calculations of each party as in its 

interest. Up to this point, each had goals to defend; now they have an additional goal to 

reach the agreement negotiated thus far and anticipated in the light of these 

negotiations237. Another important matter is when to bring up the core questions of the 

negotiation: often it is recommended to start with less important matters in order to build 

trust and communication. After the first turning point, relevant concerns can be expressed, 

while details should be discussed after the main problem has been addressed. It is 

undeniable that bargainers are subjected to biases when negotiating. For example, it was 

found by Kray et al. (2001) that when gender stereotypes were made explicit, women 

were more likely to negotiate assertively. This was referred to as ‘‘stereotype reactance”, 

suggesting that when (negative) stereotypes are made explicit, women utilize their 
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cognitive and behavioral skills to overcome those limiting stereotypes238. Another 

interesting type of bias is the egocentric bias, due to which negotiators are likely to view 

themselves as entitled to more resources than their counterpart. For example, negotiators 

largely prefer an equitable division of outcomes, but if outcomes must be unequal, they 

favor themselves239.  
     

In Iklé’s work “How nations negotiate?”240, five purposes of negotiation are displayed, 

which lead to as many types of agreements: extension agreements (to prolong existing 

ones), normalization of agreements (to re-establish diplomatic relations), redistribution 

agreements (to redistribute resources), innovation agreements (to set new obligations) and 

effects not concerning agreements (for example propaganda). However, such divisions 

are not always present in real-life situations. During the negotiation process, parties have 

three choices: first, to accept an agreement at the terms the bargainer expects the opponent 

to settle for; second, to stop negotiations even if an agreement has not been reached; and 

third, to try to improve the opponent’s position through further bargaining. Iklé also 

exposes some rules to improve the chances of success of the negotiation, including 

adhering to the agreed agenda, honoring partial agreements, maintaining flexibility, 

reciprocating concessions, being in good faith, and refraining from lying. Finally, it is 

interesting to look at Glasl’s research, which led to the development of a nine-stages 

model to explain conflict escalation and resolution: from such model, it can be deduced 

that conflicts that have reached a certain point on the nine-step scale can no longer be 

resolved without outside help. If the parties are aware of the stage they are at, they have 

the opportunity to analyze their conflict and to react better during the course of the 

conflict241. 
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Fig. 2.1, Glasl’s Escalation Levels242 

 

Summarizing Glasl’s explanations of each phase243, we can see that in the first stage it is 

normal to encounter some tensions between bargainers: this is not perceived as a sign of 

conflict. In the Debate stage, strategies are elaborated in order to convince the opponent 

about the validity of an argument and to overcome tensions, although disputes may arise. 

The third stage is characterized by an increase in conflictual behaviors and pressure since 

both parties want their own opinions to prevail. Compassion towards the opponent is lost. 

Up to this point, the stages can be described as a “win-win” situation244. From the fourth 

to the sixth, they can be defined - according to Helmold - as “win-lose”. In the Image and 

Coalition phase, the conflict hardens, and a black-versus-white vision of who is right and 

who is wrong is developed: the question is about who wins the conflict, not about the 

issue itself. The fifth stage is characterized by a complete loss of trust and moral 

credibility. In the sixth stage, the parties resort to threats in order to demonstrate their 

power. From now on, still quoting Helmold, we have what can be defined as a “lose-lose” 

situation. In the Limited destructive blows stage, the opponents try to damage each other, 

while in the Fragmentation stage the ultimate goal is the collapse of the entire system, 

and vital functions are attacked. Finally, in the last stage, even self-destruction is 

considered acceptable if one can drag the opponent down with himself.   
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2.2 HOW DOES NEGOTIATION WORK? 

 

When investigating the concept of negotiation, it should be immediately clarified that 

such an activity does not exclusively concern State entities: indeed, a State may pursue a 

negotiation with terrorist entities or with social movements of other kinds. The former 

case will be covered in this section, while the latter will be dealt with in the next section 

of the present chapter. Negotiation between State entities happens every day in a variety 

of contexts: it may have to do with trade and business, public policy and regulation, or 

with international relations. For example, Druckman and Green (1995) find three 

situations favorable to negotiation: when the insurgents’ power and legitimacy are 

decreasing, and the government’s legitimacy is increasing; when the reverse obtains; and 

when the legitimacy of both is stable but the insurgents’ power is increasing245. It can be 

conducted within the State institutions themselves or in a multi-actor forum, such as in 

International Organizations like the European Union. State entities are here used as a 

synonym for State, so an entity with a permanent population, a defined territory, a 

government, and sovereignty, as well as the capacity to interact with other states. States 

can be recognized by others and therefore be fully-fledged actors in the international 

scenario; sometimes they are not recognized, or they may find themselves in a gray zone, 

in which some part of the international community recognizes them, and another part does 

not: this makes it harder for them to engage in negotiations or normal interstate 

relationships. For the purposes of this dissertation, I believe that the expression “State 

entities” can also indicate for example supranational organizations or organs, such as the 

European Union or the Security Council, since they are chaired by State personnel and 

operate within the law.  

 

In international negotiation, the first phase happens even before the process itself starts: 

most encounters, especially in the diplomatic arenas, are preceded by preliminary 

contacts, either unofficial or informal. This is sometimes referred to as “Track II” talks 

(Putnam, 1988), while “Track I” talks represent official procedures. Social events, for 

example, are especially designed to encourage the dual development of contacts and 
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negotiations246, in order to overcome possible hurdles and build relationships and trust 

among bargainers. State negotiations are often characterized by the presence of multiple 

actors and issues, and the parties usually explore the pros and cons of negotiating long 

before the meetings happen. In addition to the importance of the “formula” and “detail” 

phases - during which negotiable issues are selected and principles are agreed upon -, 

practitioners also mention the importance of the conference’s geographical settings, its 

agenda preparation and formulation, the role of a chairperson, and the pressure of 

constituencies as well as the “human setting” (Plantey, 1980). Negotiations usually follow 

a standard structure, composed of an introduction, a ritual phase followed by an 

information phase. Then the negotiators proceed to perform tests and adjustments in order 

to reach a concluding phase. When the states begin to negotiate, it is important for them 

to define a BATNA, which stands for “best alternative to a negotiated agreement”. It is 

defined by Fisher and Ury as “the most advantageous alternative that a negotiating party 

can take if negotiations fail and an agreement cannot be made”247. In other words, 

BATNA “is the only standard which can protect you both from accepting terms that are 

too unfavorable and from rejecting terms it would be in your interest to accept”248. 

Another important element is the outside option of the parties, which is defined as its best 

situation if it deliberately leaves the negotiation. It is easy to confuse with the BATNA, 

which arises from either a choice to exit or an exogenous ending. When a better offer is 

on the table, threatening to leave lacks credibility and, indeed, experimental subjects 

responded less to it than to an exogenous ending249. Moreover, a zone of mutual 

agreement (Zoma) - or Zopa (zone of possible agreement), a common ground within 

which the agreement can be reached - can be identified and is critical for the success of 

the negotiation process. For the negotiating parties to reach an agreement, they must work 

toward a common goal and find an area that incorporates at least some of each party’s 

                                                
246 Dupont, C., & Faure, G. O. (1991). The negotiation process. International negotiation, 40-57. 
247 Fisher, R., Ury, W. L., & Patton, B. (2011). Getting to yes: Negotiating agreement without giving in. 
Penguin. 
248Fisher and Ury (note 171) p. 104 contained in Miller, C. (2011). Is it possible and preferable to negotiate 
with terrorists? Defence Studies, 11(1), 145-185 
249 O'Neill, B. (2018). International negotiation: some conceptual developments. Annual Review of 
Political Science, 21(1), 515-533. 



64 
 

ideas250. Outside of it, and if states are unsure what other states will fight for, they may 

overshoot and end up in conflict251.   
 

 
 Fig. 2.2, Zone of possible agreement, Caputo (2012)252   

    

As mentioned earlier, in negotiation two main types of strategies can be identified: 

accommodation strategies - which are cooperative and favor the reaching of an 

agreement, corresponding to a varying-sum game - and confrontation strategies - which 

are competitive and aimed at maximizing the negotiator’s gains, deriving from a zero-

sum game253. When opening a negotiation, the first offer is critical: one can either start 

with an extreme demand, whether low or high, or play on neutral ground. Pruitt (1981) 

suggested that there is an inverted U-shaped relationship between the bargainer’s demand 

and the outcome of the negotiation: low and very high demands lead more often to failure; 

moderate demands lead to an agreement at a satisfactory level of profit254. Concessions 

are also extremely important, and there are two ways to look at them: either as a sign of 

goodwill or as a sign of weakness. In the first case, the concession made requires 

reciprocation: some works show that reciprocation (or matching) takes place when there 

is a prominent solution or when the other party is viewed as firm. In the second case, it 

elicits tougher behavior, because it leaves space for a higher expectation255. 
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Communication, verbal and nonverbal, is clearly fundamental as well, both in terms of 

language and in terms of mismatch of expressions among cultures. This aspect will be 

further analyzed later in this chapter. Moreover, there exist what are called “referential 

variables”: these are factors that the bargainers refer to when they negotiate. One of them 

is “face maintenance”, defined as the “desire to project an image of capability and 

strength or conversely to avoid projecting an image of incapability, weakness, or 

foolishness” (Druckman, 1977, p. 276). The negotiation process consists of discussions 

around issues, and two of them can be clearly identified: conflicts of values and conflicts 

of interest. A conflict of values is a situation in which the parties hold different or 

incompatible values and principles; both parties want their own view to prevail. A conflict 

of interest corresponds to a discrepancy between the parties’ preferences concerning, for 

example, the distribution of a scarce resource. A third common situation is a mix of both 

conflicts in a complex interplay256. Touzard (1977) showed that negotiations concerning 

values are the most difficult to bring to a positive end and thus very often avoided, since 

agreeing on principles is extremely hard. Moreover, the emotional basis sustaining 

ideological positions makes them hard to abandon257. Finally, an efficient negotiator 

needs information on the situation, the context, what is at stake, and the other party’s 

needs, goals, means of action, personality, and values. Information reduces uncertainty 

and may sometimes enable a bargainer to make a prediction about the behavior of the 

other and the evolution of the negotiation. Three different types of information can be 

distinguished: public, private, and secret. Private information allows a party to have more 

power in the relationship and opens many possibilities. Withholding secret information, 

the most sought-after type of information, puts the party in an even better bargaining 

position. Finally, public or shared information may also make a negotiation, in the case 

of a cooperative relationship, more efficient258.  

 

It is now widely known that globalization led to an increase in issues and actors operating 

in the international system, and therefore an increase in negotiation. In order to deal with 

highly complex problems, bargainers develop simplified cognitive structures to facilitate 

                                                
256 Ibidem 
257 Touzard, H. (1977). La médiation et la résolution des conflits [Mediation and resolution of conflicts]. 
Paris: PUF. 
258 Dupont, C., & Faure, G. O. (1991). The negotiation process. International negotiation, 40-57. 



66 
 

their task259. Moreover, negotiations - both with new actors and with recurrent ones - are 

now frequent and the anticipation of the next meetings may play an important part in the 

bargainers’ behavior. As mentioned, the negotiator, who keeps long-term interests in 

mind, may choose an anticipatory strategy that prioritize principles, which could place 

the bargainer in a better position for further negotiations260. Furthermore, there exist many 

tactics and tricks to be applied during a negotiation process, which have two objectives: 

to disguise a party’s intention, and to mislead the other party about the value the first party 

has assigned to the object of negotiation261. There’s to remember, however, that not all 

tricks fall within the legality framework and are thus considered fraudulent and carried 

out in violation of the law: for this reason, many scholars – such as Padilla Galvez and 

Grice - conducted analysis on the topic. Often the tricks used will reflect the bargainer’s 

style of negotiation. Lying is a common trick: a lie is a false statement that is deliberately 

made to deceive someone, and its object is usually the obtaining of unfair advantage262. 

For lies to be effective, they must be plausibly expressed and appear accurate and 

truthful263. To expose such behavior, it is advisable to ask specific questions and inquire 

in depth. Similarly, false non-verbal messages - or pretending disinterest - could be 

conveyed to give the impression of impatience or disagreement in order to direct the 

negotiation in the desired way. Causing confusion and distraction can also be used as a 

trick: the aim is to overwhelm the other party with too much information so that it 

becomes impossible or too difficult to determine which information is relevant264 and it 

can also lead to the perception of the negotiation objectives as unclear. By doing so, a 

party may hide a weakness in a proposal or present several small demands towards the 

end of the negotiation to secure additional and unconsidered concessions265. Threats and 

intimidations are also used: the more credible a particular threat is, the more effective it 
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tends to be. Credibility depends on a party’s previous experience with threat and on the 

question of who exercises it266. Threats can be compellent – and thus require an action to 

avoid punishment - or deterrent, which prevent the target from doing something267. 

Another widely used tactic, especially in countries which focus on the negotiation 

outcome, is the good cop versus bad cop strategy. Part of the delegation plays the role of 

the “bad cop”, associating high demands with hostile attitudes, while the rest of the team 

behaves as a “good cop”, in a cooperative way, in order to reach an agreement. When a 

first concession is made, the bad cop insists on further high demands until the team fully 

achieves the intended negotiation goal.   

 

Negotiations usually end when an agreement is reached; however, failures in negotiation 

can occur for a variety of reasons, which have been summarized by Helmold in the here-

attached table:   

 

 
Fig. 2.3, Reasons for failures in negotiations, Helmold (2020) 
 

Moreover, as we had the chance to see earlier in the analysis, negotiation between States 

does not come without obstacles. These include divergent national interests (which lead 

to conflicting priorities and goals), power asymmetries (for example, when a country from 

the “First World” and one from the “Third World” try to negotiate, it is reasonable to 

believe that the former will exert more power over the discussion) and domestic political 

pressures (which can impact the outcome of the bargaining process and can potentially 
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represent an obstacle in the reaching of an agreement). Cultural and ideological 

differences, as well as communication barriers, can also represent obstacles in the 

negotiation process. For this reason, it might be interesting to briefly address the concept 

of intercultural negotiation. Intercultural negotiation is primarily important in the 

international bargaining context but can also find applications in a multicultural domestic 

context. Such a theory became particularly relevant with the emergence of globalization: 

people from different countries got to meet and negotiate on all kinds of issues. 

Consequently, they faced the fact that gestures and words have different meanings in 

different countries. Thus, in order to be effective negotiators, bargaining strategies need 

to be adapted, as well as their behavior. In fact, it has been shown that the negotiators’ 

cultures affect their interests and priorities and the strategies that they will bring to the 

negotiation table268. When acting in such environments, there are some guidelines to be 

kept in mind: Meyer displayed and analyzed them in her article “Getting to si, ja, oui, hai 

and da” (2017). The first is to adapt the way disagreements are expressed269. It is not just 

about the words themselves, but also about the emotions paired with them. In some 

cultures, it is considered positive and advisable to openly disagree with something the 

interlocutor said and even to do so in a passionate and lively manner. In some other 

cultures, it is better to rescale the disagreement and express it in terms of further 

explaining the interlocutor’s point of view. Depending on the culture, upgraders - used to 

strengthen one’s point of view - and downgraders - used to soften the disagreement - have 

different meanings and are used in a different way. Thus, they should be analyzed not 

only in themselves, but also in relation to the culture of the interlocutor. A second 

important rule is to learn how the other culture builds trust270. This point is particularly 

relevant: some cultures may prefer to conclude deals based on personal trust, some others 

on mere objective facts. As effectively reported by Meyer, research on this topic divides 

trust into two categories: cognitive and affective. Cognitive trust is built through business 

interactions during which one needs to demonstrate its reliability and trustworthiness. 

Trust will be based on such characteristics of the interlocutor. In this case, there is no 

need to engage in deeper human relationships. It is said to be a trust that comes from the 
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head. In contrast, affective trust is built exactly on human interactions, stemming from 

empathy and emotional closeness. Interlocutors will want to interact not only in a business 

environment but also on a more personal level to effectively get to know each other. This 

kind of trust is believed to come from the heart. Which type of trust will be dominant 

depends on the interlocutors’ cultures, as well as their personalities. For example, as noted 

by Brett271, in Western cultures, people with no prior relationship tend to engage in swift 

trust: they trust each other unless and until one party’s behavior betrays that trust. This 

leads to direct information sharing about interests and priorities, which affect the 

negotiation strategy. In Latin America, for comparison, cultures tend to be just as loose, 

but interpersonal trust is low. People in different cultures rely primarily on different 

negotiation strategies, which does not imply that everybody from the same culture follows 

the same rules272. For example, American culture is more prone to firmly separate 

business and friendship, so that the cognitive approach prevails, while Chinese culture 

tends to promote an interplay of work and emotional closeness, making it more inclined 

toward the affective approach. The same can be said for Mediterranean and Middle 

Eastern cultures. These differences make negotiation a complex matter, since at least one 

of the interlocutors will have to adapt to the other’s way of thinking. This point is strictly 

related to one rule that, in Western culture, might seem even unnecessary to specify: put 

the agreement in writing. In Western culture, writing down an agreement and signing it 

is a fundamental part of the negotiation process: it is often legally binding, and it gives 

guarantees to the parties that the contract is final and that it will be observed. Differently, 

in Asia and Africa, verbal agreements are enough, and a written recap will be seen as 

disrespectful and based on a lack of trust. Additionally, verbal agreements can be easily 

modified as the situation evolves, making them more flexible. These differences lead to 

the collapse of many deals. A fourth fundamental rule prescripts to avoid yes-or-no 

questions273. Such a general rule is deeply intertwined with the previous one, since a direct 

yes or no might be ambiguously interpreted: in some cases, a “yes” might actually indicate 

a negative response, especially if paired with negative body language or voice intonation; 

sometimes, a “no” might simply be aimed at encouraging further discussion: one might 
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be prone to accept the proposed agreement as long as other concessions are made. In 

similar cases, a direct “yes” or “no” would thus not be an appropriate response, and 

negotiation requires further debate before an agreement is reached. Or, conversely, one 

might make concessions even though their promise cannot be fulfilled, due to the fact that 

a direct “no” could be seen as impolite in the interlocutor’s culture. Therefore, sometimes 

it is better to use vague language and vehicle one’s true intentions through non-verbal 

communication. However, body language clues can easily be missed or misinterpreted, 

which poses threats to the success of the negotiation process. Understanding the defining 

features of a culture is useful because those features describe what is normative in it and 

it helps the negotiator to adapt274. Another fundamental guideline is, using the author’s 

words, to “know when to bottle it up or let it all pour out”275. While some cultures may 

go all in when it comes to raising their voices, being passionate and engaging in physical 

contact, some others may prefer to keep some degree of detachment and to reduce self-

expression to the minimum, in order to avoid conveying an idea of lack of respectability. 

It is interesting to note, however, that some particularly expressive cultures may also try 

to avoid expressing clear disagreement, which may be taken, often wrongly, on the 

personal level. Less expressive cultures, on the other hand, generally appreciate open 

disagreements as long as they are expressed objectively and calmly. It is thus necessary 

to fully understand whether being emotional and passionate is appreciated in the 

interlocutor’s culture or not and, if necessary, to adapt to it. One final suggestion concern 

looking for cultural bridges276: in other words, someone who knows the language and the 

culture well should, if possible, act as a bridge between the interlocutors, explaining the 

motivations behind certain behaviors and, consequently, suggesting the best wait to act 

in response. However, as pointed out above, knowing the language is not enough: having 

a clear understanding of how things work in a specific culture is key to the success of the 

deal. Sometimes speaking the language perfectly but not being respectful of the culture 

might push things in the wrong direction even more, because the interlocutor or his team 

expects the person who serves as a bridge to know better. Finally, it is also important to 

look for connections between one another, not only on a cultural but also on a personal 
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level. Although these rules are precisely drawn to suit intercultural negotiation, some of 

them might be suitable even in case of “mono-cultural” bargaining. Paying attention to 

the most suitable way to express a disagreement may be what allows the bargaining to be 

kept alive. The search for bridges with the interlocutor is essential: these bridges do not 

necessarily have to be necessarily culture-related; rather, they might concern anything 

that can help the negotiation process to proceed positively.  

 

2.3 WHAT ABOUT NEGOTIATING WITH NON-STATE AND TERRORIST 
ENTITIES? 

 

After seeing how negotiation between State entities works, it is necessary for the purposes 

of this analysis to look at the concept of negotiation with non-state entities. The 

expression non-state entities refers to organizations or groups that operate independently 

from established nation-states but still exert influence in international affairs. They can 

include multinational corporations, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and 

terrorist groups277. Terrorist entities - or organizations - are defined as “organizations that 

a court finds are directly or indirectly engaged in preparing, planning, assisting, or 

fostering the doing of a terrorist act or that the government has listed as a terrorist 

organization by regulations”278. According to Faure, negotiation with terrorists is a form 

of track-II diplomacy involving an asymmetric relationship because, on the one hand, 

there is a state and, on the other hand, there is a group that is often an evasive organization 

with no obvious territorial basis279. In fact, due to globalization, terrorist groups can be 

set up on transnational bases with no more territorial reference. Borders are no longer 

obstacles, and the sophistication of technology has greatly contributed to the development 

of multifunctional organizations operating at financial, social, and strategic levels. 

Terrorist groups can be informal and decentralized, in a context where communication is 

fast, anonymous, and effective280. Officially, the subject of negotiating with terrorists 
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does not exist: we just do not do it. Practically, however, there are negotiations and 

negotiations, and terrorists and terrorists281.  

 

According to some scholars, when looking at ideologies driving terrorist activities, we 

can identify three major currents of thought: nationalist separatist groups - that aim at 

establishing secession or separation of a part of a pre-existent State based on political or 

ethnic criteria -, religious fundamentalists - which, in order to comply with a theological 

order,  see terrorism as a necessary act -, and social revolutionists, which - as it can be 

read in “Negotiating with terrorists” (Zartman and Faure, 2010) - use terrorism as a way 

of drawing attention and applying pressure on the authorities to promise changes in social 

or economic order (such as the Red Brigades). They possess a degree of interdependence 

with the authorities because their goals focus on fighting for improvement or change in a 

system of which they are already part. Since one of their aims is to gain support for the 

“revolution,” they are likely to tactically avoid levels of aggression that would lessen the 

public’s sympathy, although this condition is not always met 282. Zartman (2003) claimed 

that terrorists can be classified as “absolute” or “relative”. Absolute terrorists are those 

whose action is non-instrumentalist, a self-contained act that is completed when it has 

occurred and is not a means to obtain some other goal (not to be confused of course with 

some broader cause)283. They have what the scholar defined as an “unlimited cause”, and 

negotiation with them is usually not possible. Differently, contingent terrorists are those 

who seek to exchange their victims for something else, such as the release of prisoners, 

publicity, or ransom. With such a counterpart, there is room for tradeoffs284. In other 

words, contingent terrorists try to overcome their essentially weak position by 

appropriating a part of something belonging to the other side and trying to get the best 

agreement out of the other side’s efforts to get the part back. Absolute terrorists “want 

society wounded and bleeding”285. According to Zartman, in between the two groups are 

the conditional absolute terrorists, who do have something to negotiate about – territory, 
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independence, conditions – even if their suicidal tactics are absolute. Conditional 

absolutes are not contingent: they do not seek negotiation as part of their act, and their 

tactics are not divisible into two parts, grasping hostage capital and spending it. But their 

demands are potentially negotiable, leaving that potentiality to be developed by the 

negotiating partner286.  

     

Much of the academic debate revolves around whether States should negotiate with 

terrorists or not, with the dominant school of thought claiming the second option. There 

are various reasons that justify such an approach. First of all, an often-encountered 

problem is that terrorism does not abide by laws and international rules, whereas 

governments are bound by them287: this creates problems in trying to deal with such actors 

and in finding suitable solutions. Moreover, the more incapable of reason that we think 

terrorist actors are, the more likely we are to resort to military solutions, and the less likely 

to try to employ diplomatic ones288. Negotiation with terrorist hostage-takers raises 

several types of problems: recognizing terrorists as acceptable counterparts; setting up 

precedents, encouraging terrorists to persist in their methods; and becoming trapped in a 

relationship that may elicit more concessions than necessary289. Therefore, the main 

argument against negotiation with terrorists is legitimacy. According to Neumann, 

“democracies must never give in to violence, and terrorists must never be rewarded for 

using it. Negotiations give legitimacy to terrorists and their methods and undermine 

actors who have pursued political change through peaceful means. Talks can destabilize 

the negotiating government’s political systems, undercut international efforts to outlaw 

terrorism, and set a dangerous precedent”290. In other words, engaging with terrorists 

would translate their violence into a legitimate means to be heard, and thus lead other 

groups to engage in similar activities291 within the territory of the nation-state. However, 

                                                
286 Ibidem 
287 Faure, G. O. (2008). Negotiating with terrorists: A discrete form of diplomacy. The Hague journal of 
diplomacy, 3(2), 179-200 
288 Miller, C. (2011). Is it possible and preferable to negotiate with terrorists? Defence Studies, 11(1), 145-
185 
289 Faure, G. O., & Zartman, I. W. (2010). Negotiating with terrorists: strategy, tactics, and politics. 
Routledge. 
290 Neumann, P.R. (2007). ‘Negotiating with Terrorists’, Foreign Affairs 86(1): 128–139. 
291 Toros, H. (2008). We don't negotiate with terrorists!': Legitimacy and complexity in terrorist conflicts. 
Security Dialogue, 39(4), 407-426. 



74 
 

avoiding any interaction with them can also lead to further radicalization. In fact, despite 

the “no negotiations” policy adopted and advocated by most states, most governments 

usually end up bargaining, often covertly, with terrorists. Another line of argument points 

out that there is nothing to negotiate about, as terrorists’ demands are unachievable or 

unfathomable292, and no Zoma can be identified. Furthermore, negotiation implies 

meeting at least some of the terrorists’ demands, which frequently include the provision 

of weapons and money: governments thus risk providing them with the instruments 

needed to carry out further attacks.  

 

On the other hand, there are some reasons that seem to justify the act of negotiating with 

such actors. The main argument in support of negotiations with terrorists is to save lives. 

Furthermore, it should be said that according to Mertes et al., some scholars believe that 

making no concessions does not actually stop terrorists from their actions - especially 

hostage taking - and thus refusing to meet their demands delays conflict resolution and 

jeopardizes hostages' lives. It is therefore reasonable to at least try to negotiate293. 

Zartamn, quoting Spector, stressed that “to overcome the no-negotiation impediment, 

state leaders will need to respond in a special way, seek to understand terrorist interests, 

translate those interests into politically acceptable terms, and respond to them 

appropriately”294. In fact, talking to terrorists or to representatives of so-called ‘rogue 

states’, which in fact means negotiating even if the wording is carefully avoided, has 

served different purposes for governments, such as resolving a hostage crisis, preventing 

a terrorist attack, exploring possibilities for a negotiated settlement with the terrorist 

group that would lead to relinquishing violence, and integrating into more conventional 

politics. In the case of ‘rogue states’, the purpose can be to regain influence over them 

and to redirect them towards normal international behavior295. It goes without saying that 
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concessions are almost always kept secret since making them public would create 

problems with other countries or with its own public opinion296.  

     

However, Duyvesteyn and Schuurman, in their “The paradoxes of negotiating with 

terrorist and insurgent organizations” (2011) claimed that negotiating can trigger three 

paradoxes. The first is that negotiations can mask violent motives: talks appear to 

legitimize the aims and methods of terrorist groups, thus elevating their status from 

violent criminals to political activists. This paradox appears to come into play during the 

“middle stages” of a conflict, in particular when the government has demonstrated to be 

unable to repress the terrorists. In turn, the growing strength and confidence of terrorists 

makes them less inclined to commit to an actual peace process, using peace agreements 

to further expand their power. Negotiations, said Duyvesteyn and Schuurman, can be 

pursued in order to conceal the party’s true intentions, to gain enough time to recover 

from past exertions, to prepare for an upcoming attack, or to mask a temporary 

weakness297. The second paradox stemming from negotiation processes is that agreements 

can lead to more violence: for example, they can lead to the formation of splinter groups 

who view talks as a betrayal of principles or who fear that the outcomes of negotiations 

will limit their power. In 1977, Stephen Stedman labeled such groups as “spoilers”298: 

according to his article, some are part of the peace process and end up breaking the 

agreements that had been reached; some others are external and use violence in order to 

frustrate the endeavor. It is interesting to note that some governments have actively sought 

to fracture insurgent groups in order to control the largest factions, using them to combat 

the remaining opposition groups299. The last paradox concerns the fact that negotiated 

settlements often are limited in durability: negotiations seldom lead to clear-cut and 

uncontested results and can take the form of peace processes that can drag on for years. 

Moreover, even when negotiations are used as a method of conflict resolution, violent 
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methods are usually pursued parallel to dialogue300 and usually lead to more durable 

agreements. Moreover, Hayes and his colleagues also take a two-sided view of 

concessions to terrorists. According to these authors, while relatively small concessions - 

such as amnesty or freedom from persecution - do not seem to correspond with increases 

in violence, when politicians attempt to appease terrorist organizations by giving into 

significant political demands, “the likelihood of more attacks of the same type rises 

significantly”301.         

 

According to Faure (2008), in negotiation, two situations can be distinguished: those 

where discussions can take place immediately, and those where the preconditions have to 

be created. In the first case, we often have terrorists taking hostages and seeking to 

exchange them either for members of their organization who are detained in prison or for 

money or logistical assistance. When terrorists do not make requests and conceive their 

actions as punitive, negotiable issues need to be created: this can be done by trying to 

convince those who are ready to die for their cause that they can serve it more effectively 

by staying alive and that they can save the reputation of their organization by not killing 

their hostages302. The first step consists of trying to find a Zoma. Demands - and related 

concessions - are usually thought to fall into two categories: in the first we can find 

demands of payment of a ransom, providing food, equipment, or information, the release 

of imprisoned fellow terrorists or sympathizers, and the provision of access to the media 

to publicize their cause. Later, when such original demands are dropped, terrorists often 

ask for provision of transport to another location, political asylum within a host country, 

or the promise of a fair trial303. In this situation, a useful approach is to assume that most 

terrorists and governments often start with extreme demands that the other side cannot 

quite meet, but that many of them tend to become more flexible as circumstances 

evolve304. On the government side, the trade term is the human lives of those held hostage. 
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Obviously, such a trade raises questions concerning the amount of money States want to 

spend to free their hostages. Ideally, every negotiator would love to end up with what is 

called a “Bangkok solution”, named after an event that occurred in 1972: four Black 

September militants took over the Israeli embassy in the capital of Thailand demanding 

the release of Arab guerrillas imprisoned in Israel. After eighteen hours of negotiation, 

the Thai authorities and the Egyptian ambassador, intervening as a mediator, persuaded 

the terrorists to drop their demand and release their twelve hostages in exchange for safe 

passage out of the country (Bass et al., 2005)305. Subsequently, this negotiation profile 

has been used as a reference and a model for similar situations306. Third parties are often 

believed to be important intermediaries between States and terrorist organizations: for 

example, they can transmit messages and coordinate concession-making, as well as help 

parties formulate the issues and suggest possible solutions or press parties to make 

concessions307. While having multiple third parties at work can be an obstacle more than 

helpful since they may hamper each other's work, it is also true that having only one can 

increase the risk of one party questioning the validity and trustworthiness of such an 

intermediary. Moreover, when the parties find themselves in a stalemate situation, a 

solution might be resorting to backchannel - secret - talks. According to Pruitt, there are 

two main forms of backchannel talks, direct and indirect: direct talks involve 

representatives of the two parties meeting each other in a secret location; alternatively, 

they can be accomplished indirectly through communication chains involving one or 

more intermediaries who pass messages back and forth308. Their nature of secrecy allows 

for States to avoid the question of granting legitimacy to terrorists.  

 

Zartman’s three-stages model, elaborated for inter-State negotiations, can be applied in 

negotiations with terrorist entities as well. In the first stage, the idea of negotiation must 

be accepted by both parties and preconditions must be set. Subsequently, an agreement 

formula must be planned, and state negotiations must show trustworthiness as well as 

authority. Finally, details must be agreed on and the implementation stage must follow. 
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A particular situation occurs when dealing with religious fundamentalists: negotiation 

unfolds at two different levels that never meet because whereas negotiators receive their 

instructions from their government or from legal authorities, terrorists consider that they 

receive their orders directly from God or indirectly through their spiritual or tactical 

leader. Such an imbalanced situation, especially when taking into account the sources on 

which they base their legitimacy, makes the interaction complex309 and hampers the 

negotiation process. If it is true that a Bangkok solution is the most desirable outcome, 

bargainers know that it is not always possible. Sometimes, especially if blood starts to be 

spilled, if the life of the hostages is clearly in danger, or because there seems to be no way 

to get any acceptable agreement from the terrorists, one has to think about other options 

than keeping the negotiation going. In such a case, negotiation is no longer used as a 

means to reach some kind of agreement, but it may be used as a tool for solving the 

situation by using force. The authorities may finally resort to what is usually called the 

“tactical solution”: the assault310, which frequently leads to the neutralization of the 

perpetrators. This may also function as a deterrence for future terrorists.   

      

Finally, as Zartman and Faure (2010) highlighted, sometimes negotiations fail even if 

there is a potential for mutual gains. In negotiations between states and terrorists, an 

obstacle is the perceived inability of terrorists to engage in credible commitments (Walter, 

1997; Kydd and Walter, 2002). Moreover, governments usually distrust militants, 

consider them as criminals, and assume that they are totally unreliable. No enforcement 

mechanism exists to punish terrorists if they do not abide by their commitments: in this 

sense, if terrorists face no costs for breaking agreements, states have no reason to believe 

that the opponents will stick to their promises (Lake and Rothchild, 1998; Leeds, 1999). 

Moreover, a much-discussed issue is that when abiding by some of the conditions laid by 

the terrorists, authorities may have sold off their long-term interests for short-term results. 

It is important not only to free the hostages but also to deter other groups from repeating 

the same operation311.  
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2.3.1 HOSTAGE CRISIS 

 

Hostage-taking - which officially became illegal in the 18th century - is regarded as one 

of the most popular ways in which terrorist entities act. It can be defined as the detention 

of individuals whose release is conditional on the realization of certain conditions 

determined by their captors312. The moral duty of intervening in such cases was 

formalized by a UN resolution in 1987, which not only condemns hostage-taking, but also 

requires governments to take all necessary measures to put an immediate end to the 

confinement313. First of all, there is to make a distinction between kidnapping and 

hostage-taking, perfectly illustrated by a table elaborated by Schmid and Flemming: 

 

 
Fig. 2.4, Distinction between kidnapping and hostage-taking, Schimd and Flemming in Negotiating with 

terrorists: strategy, tactics, and politics (Faure and Zartman 2010). 

 

Hostages, for the perpetrators, represent a paradox: they have no intrinsic value to their 

abductors, but they have a real extrinsic value. Terrorists tend to consider them so low as 

being dehumanized while the outside world may highly price their life as human beings 

and sometimes as symbols. Normally, hostages should be kept in decent shape, as they 

are to be used as exchangeable goods, and their well-being is generally the focal point of 

negotiations. The more hostages held, the greater the opportunity for the captors to 
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showcase their determination by selectively using violence against their victims. Hostage-

takers thus enjoy enhanced powers of manipulation and can project an image of 

themselves as either tyrannical or benevolent in negotiations. For example, they can 

sacrifice some victims, demonstrating that they bargain from a position of strength, or, 

conversely, they can resort to the sequential release of their hostages as a sign of 

“goodwill”314. For terrorists, the most desirable outcome would be to complete the 

exchange peacefully once they have received benefits from the authorities. Doing so, said 

Mertes et al. (2020), allow them to gain profits and establish a reputation as reliable 

negotiators, increasing the chances for their demands to be met in the future315. For States, 

conversely, while the main goal for negotiators is the safe release of all hostages, 

additional concerns include minimizing material damage, monetary ransoms, and, in 

particular, denying terrorists the opportunity to use the affair as a propaganda tool or 

starting point for future activities316. Offering an exit to the hostage-takers and to timing 

this offer at the right moment is also fundamental317. Balancing the two things is 

complicated: if there is a gain and no negative consequences, hostage-takers will consider 

their actions worth the risk and may reiterate the crime. On the one hand, if concessions 

and exchanges are conceded, deterrence is not effective. Thus, the threat of police or army 

intervention can create a new equilibrium in the overall system. Conversely, if the target 

remains inflexible, the hostages may be killed, and the responsibility of such an outcome 

may fall on the authorities as much as on the hostage-takers318.    

  

As explained by Faure in his “Negotiating with terrorists: A discrete form of diplomacy” 

(2008), when facing terrorist actions such as hostage-taking, four strategic options can be 

considered: no negotiation; secret negotiation; regular negotiation; and negotiation in 

order to prepare for an assault. The “no negotiation” policy aims to deter terrorists from 

                                                
314 Schmid and Flemming in Faure, G. O., & Zartman, I. W. (2010). Negotiating with terrorists: strategy, 
tactics, and politics. Routledge. 
315 Mertes, M., Mazei, J., & Hüffmeier, J. (2020). “We do not negotiate with terrorists!” But what if we 
did? Peace and Conflict: Journal of Peace Psychology, 26(4), 437. 
316 Schmid and Flemming in Faure, G. O., & Zartman, I. W. (2010). Negotiating with terrorists: strategy, 
tactics, and politics. Routledge. 
317 Baldwin, D.A. (1976) “Bargaining with airline hijackers”. In I.W. Zartman (ed.), The 50% Solution. 
New York: Doubleday. 
318  Faure, G. O. (2003). Negotiating with terrorists: The hostage case. International Negotiation, 8(3), 469-
494 



81 
 

taking more hostages and represents the official policy adopted by most countries; 

however, it almost always leads to terrible consequences for the hostages. The “secret 

negotiation” strategy is quite commonly used and works by removing negotiators from 

the influence of public opinion and the media. The “regular negotiation” option is used 

when there is no way of hiding the situation from public audiences. “Negotiation in order 

to prepare for an assault” is a way to conduct the discussion in order to collect information 

about the terrorists, such as the number, details of their equipment, and their state of mind. 

It is also a means of exhausting them before launching an attack319. Hostage-taking can 

create a moral gap between bargainers and terrorists and hamper the negotiation process 

as well as the implementation phase. Nevertheless, some guidelines are given to 

bargainers in order to achieve the desired result. These include avoiding getting into 

verbal conflict, actively listening, avoiding deadlines, giving nothing away but always 

making trade-offs, understanding that lies and deception are acceptable in such critical 

matters, gaining time, diverting the captors’ attention away from the hostages, reassuring 

hostage-takers that the site will not be attacked, minimizing the seriousness of the crime, 

not using the word ‘hostages’, not suggesting exchanging oneself for the hostages, and 

not exposing oneself physically320. Finally, as highlighted by Faure (2008), the media 

play a vital role in hostage negotiations, since they can be used by the terrorists to 

broadcast their propaganda. The media, especially television, may turn the hostage-taker 

from an anonymous individual among many others into a star, whose words and emotions 

are echoed all over the world, and a “quasi-symbiotic relationship may thus be established 

between journalists and terrorists”321. TV viewers and newspaper readers may feel 

involved in the drama released by the media. Thus, public opinion can play an important 

role in the strategy adopted by governments. However, uncontrolled media intervention 

can lead to dramatic outcomes322.  
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Two scenarios can result from the negotiation processes during the hostage crisis: either 

a settlement is found, which includes the release of the hostages and concessions to the 

terrorists, or no agreement is reached. Even when a settlement has been found, there are 

still two types of endings: either the terms of the agreement can be implemented faithfully, 

or they are abandoned. The non-implementation of the agreement by the captors may, for 

instance, lead to the murder of the hostages, as was the case with Aldo Moro. One reason 

for defection may be that the hostage-takers seek to suppress information that may be 

used to track them down later323.      

         

2.4 THE ITALIAN GOVERNMENT LINE OF ACTION AND THE 

INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY’S SCHOOL OF THOUGHT  

 

To conclude this chapter, it may be interesting to look at the general Italian approach to 

the topic of negotiating with terrorists, as well as the opinion of the international 

community. As already mentioned many times during the analysis, the standard policy on 

the matter is a “no-concessions” policy: in other words, negotiating with terrorists is 

forbidden under any circumstance. Italy is one of those countries that adopted such a 

policy. However, the reality of things is much different, and States frequently engage in 

bargaining with such actors. An interesting case of negotiation is that between Nigeria 

and the terrorist group Boko Haram. In 2014, the negotiation with the group was centered 

around the kidnapped Chibok girls: President Buhari, contrary to his pre-election 

manifesto against amnesty and negotiation, expressed willingness to negotiate with the 

group for the release of the girls. Negotiations focused mainly on smaller concessions that 

included the unconditional release of detained Boko Haram commandants324. On the other 

hand, an example of non-negotiation carried out by a member of the international 

community is the one of the 1972 Munich Olympic Massacre. Eight Palestinians from the 

Black September group broke into the Olympic Village, killed two Israelis, and took nine 
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more athletes hostage325. Many actors were initially asked to get involved as mediators, 

but either refused or were dropped. The terrorists demanded the release of Palestinian 

prisoners in German and Israeli jails and free passage out of the country for themselves326, 

which was apparently provided by the German government. While the hostages remained 

inside the helicopters, two terrorists approached the Lufthansa 727 which was supposed 

to take them out of the country and realized they had been set up. Police snipers opened 

fire, and five terrorists and all hostages were killed, as well as a police officer327. The 

remaining terrorists were imprisoned and later released as currency of exchange in 

another hostage-taking operation328.  

 

For what concerns Italy, as a case of negotiation - which involved the United States and 

had a questionable outcome - we can mention the Achille Lauro ship hijacking, which 

was thoroughly reported by Gooding in his “Fighting terrorism in the 1980’s: the 

interception of the Achille Lauro hijackers” (1987), as well as in Gerlini’s “Il 

dirottamento dell'Achille Lauro ei suoi inattesi e sorprendenti risvolti” (2016) and 

Lomellini’s “The Italian State and International Terrorism, 1969–1986: The Lodo Moro” 

(2024). In 1985, four armed Palestinians seized the Italian cruise in the proximity of the 

Egyptian coast, demanding that Israel free fifty jailed Palestinians. After initial difficulties 

due to Egypt’s refusal to share the news of the hijacking and wiretaps which affected the 

Italian government. Concurrently, there was some discontent between Italy and the 

United States and confusion regarding the terrorists’ affiliation; moreover, the U.S. 

blocked initial Italian actions329. Finally, the hijackers - after having moved across 

countries such as Syria and Libya - were able to negotiate with Italy and West Germany, 

as well as an advisor of the leader of the Palestinian Liberation Organization Arafat and 

the leader of the pro-Arafat faction of the Palestine Liberation Front. The hijackers 

eventually surrendered - in exchange for safe passage and immunity from prosecution - 

and the hostages were released. However, it was later discovered that an American 
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passenger had been killed: this violated the negotiation conditions. Egypt claimed that 

terrorists had left the country, but the U.S. thought they had gone into hiding. The plane 

they meant to use to escape was intercepted by the U.S. and it was forced to land in a 

NATO base in Sicily330. Diplomatic tensions followed between Italy and the United States 

over who should keep the terrorists in custody and try them, with Italy eventually winning 

the dispute331. Despite trying and sentencing the terrorists, one of them was allowed to 

leave, even though he was involved in the crime: such a decision that was harshly 

criticized by the U.S., and generated fractures within the Italian government as well332. 

On the other hand, Italy’s most emblematic case of no-concession policy is Moro’s 

abduction and subsequent killing from part of the Red Brigades: the case will be 

extensively analyzed in the next chapter.  

 

Finally, there is to point out that negotiation is just a part of multifaceted counter-terrorism 

strategies: the overall framework, including the civil society attitude, is what ultimately 

determines the effectiveness of concessions and dialogue on the struggle. For example, 

during Italy’s experience with domestic terrorism in the 1970s and 1980s, various 

counterterrorism methods were put into play. These ranged from a marked lack of a 

coordinated government response during the early stages of the fight against left- and 

right-wing extremism, to far-reaching legal reforms, the formation of specialized police 

inspectorates, and the use of special forces. Concessions were principally used in the so-

called “Penitence Law” which made it possible for terrorists to be awarded reduced 

sentences in return for their cooperation with the authorities333: this measure helped to put 

an end to the phenomenon. Moreover, Moro’s kidnapping and execution led to a loss of 

support - already largely affected - from part of the civil population, which worsened the 

terrorists’ position even more.      
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CHAPTER III - ALDO MORO: EVENTS, NEGOTIATION AND 

MEDIA’S ROLE IN THE AFFAIR 

 

3.1 THE AFFAIR MORO: THE EVENTS OF MARCH 16TH, 1978 

 

The kidnapping and murder of Aldo Moro by the Red Brigades was an even that shook 

all of Italy and left a lasting impression on those who followed the news daily throughout 

the fifty-five days of his captivity. Before starting, there is to note that the “Affaire Moro” 

could have been known as “Affaire Andreotti": indeed, he was the original target of the 

operation since, as it can be read in Meade’s work of 1989, he was considered “the 

demiurge of bourgeois power, present in the decisive moments, mediations, choice”'334. 

Andreotti represented the old, cynical Christian Democracy, the one of the countless 

factions, clientelism, and corruption. However, Franceschini’s arrest, and the fact that 

Andreotti was well protected, forced the project to stop. Moro, on the other hand, 

represented the cause of reform and of a serious effort to resolve the national crisis. To 

attack the Christian Democracy - the Red Brigades came to believe - meant to attack Aldo 

Moro335. For them, he was not a fully-fledged person, but rather represented the physical 

incarnation of the multinational capitalist system. Moro’s political career led him to 

become central to the Italian political landscape and Christian Democracy, to the point 

where he was considered the leading candidate to become President of the Republic. He 

first joined the party in 1944, and two years later he was elected in the Constituent 

Assembly to work on the drafting of the Italian Constitution. In the first legislature, in 

1948, he was appointed undersecretary in the Minister of Foreign Affairs, and, during the 

second legislature, he was officially elected President of the parliament group of the 

Christian Democracy. After some years of experience as a minister, he formed his first 

coalition government in 1963, and two more followed. After a succession of governments, 

during which he held important institutional roles, in 1974 he formed a fourth government 

with the Italian Republican Party and was supported by a majority from all the center-left 

parties, followed by another in 1976. In 1978, following the proposal of a historic 
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compromise by Berlinguer, he gave a decisive speech during a joint meeting between the 

Christian Democracy’s parliamentary groups of Chamber and Senate to obtain the 

necessary agreement for the birth of the new Andreotti’s government, which would 

benefit from the programmatic and parliamentary, albeit not governmental, support of the 

Italian Communist Party336. There is to note that, already in 1997, the time for the attack 

against the State seemed ripe for two reasons: the first was the evolution in the political 

situation, particularly the emerging “historic compromise” that would represent the nadir 

of the Communist Party as the party of the working class; the second was the reopening 

of the thus-far aborted trial of the historic nucleus in Turin337. However, with regards to 

the first element, there is to highlight that the Red Brigades did not place the blame 

entirely on the Christian Democracy. Indeed, Faranda stated that “[...] Surely, although it 

was not the historic compromise itself - and thus the strategy promoted by Moro - the first 

reason that led to choose him as a target for the kidnapping, it was a political matter that, 

in our opinion, pushed the left, the workers’ party, in a cul-de-sac [...] and paralyzed the 

Socialist Party. The government composition to be presented on March 16th demonstrated 

this. We saw it as a way to absorb the workers’ and social antagonism, [...] and the 

switching off of all the stimuli for a change. We reproached the Communist Party for 

accepting such terms”338.  

 

Questions arose among scholars also over the date the brigadists chose to kidnap Moro: 

indeed, many think that March 16th was chosen due to the concurrent approval of the new 

government. According to Casamassima (2016), the Red Brigades have always been 

sensitive to the evocative and symbolic element: under this assumption, kidnapping one 

of the physical embodiments of the historic compromise on the day it was to be approved 

must have sounded appealing. On the contrary, other scholars believe that if the Red 

Brigades really had wanted to stop the government formation with their action, they 

would have proceeded much earlier. Moreover, it should be noted that the soon-to-be 

government could count on almost 90% of consensus, and approving it was just a matter 

                                                
336 http://www.aldomoro.eu/biografia.php?lang=EN 
337 Meade, R. C. (1989). Red Brigades: the story of Italian terrorism. Springer 
338 Original in Italian from Casamassima, P. (2016). Attacco al cuore dello Stato: le Brigate Rosse da Sossi 
a Moro. Attacco al cuore dello Stato, 1-206 
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of formality339: stopping the formation of such a widely supported government was a very 

unlikely outcome of Moro’s kidnapping. Finally, according to Castronuovo (2007), the 

Red Brigades had taken into account the fact that the attack on that day could fail, and 

they might have had to go back to via Fani multiple times in the following days. This 

element in particular could discredit the theory that assigns a symbolic value to the date 

of March 16th. However, it is highly unlikely that we will ever know the true reason behind 

their choice, and thus we can just make assumptions.  

     

Whether they carried out the action on the 16th to stop the formation of the new 

government or not, it does not affect the fact that Moro’s kidnapping took a long time to 

plan and collect resources and, indeed, one of the very first operations regarded the 

gathering of money. In 1977, Pietro Costa – member of a very rich family, owner of the 

cruise line Costa Crociere - was kidnapped by the Genoese Column of the Red Brigades. 

He was abducted and kept hostage for eighty-one days in an apartment rented by a 

member of the Organization some weeks prior to the operation. The ransom was set at 

ten billion lire, but it was progressively lowered until an agreement was reached on one 

and a half billion. After the payment – interestingly, according to Moretti, the money was 

covered in a powder substance and required it to be washed in order to be usable340 - 

Costa was released with a leaflet containing their vindication of the action. In Rome, 

Germano Maccari - member of the Red Brigades - was instructed to build a “people’s 

prison” inside an apartment in street Montalcini 8, bought with the ransom money. The 

room was situated behind a plasterboard hidden by a bookcase and contained a camp bed, 

a small table, and a camping chemical toilet341. The Organization initially thought that 

Moro could be abducted while in church, where he went almost daily before starting his 

workday. During the time he spent inside the church, only two guards escorted him and 

often stayed at the back of the nave. Abducting him in such a situation would have 

allowed the Red Brigades to spare the bodyguards. Moro was to be led towards a 

secondary exit, where more brigadists would have waited, ready to escape with the 

                                                
339 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
340 Casamassima, P. (2016). Attacco al cuore dello Stato: le Brigate Rosse da Sossi a Moro. Attacco al 
cuore dello Stato, 1-206 
341 Pintore, G. (2016). Dossier Brigate Rosse 1969-2007: la lotta armata e le verità nascoste. Dossier 
Brigate Rosse 1969-2007, 1-407 
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hostage. However, such a secondary exit was not a feasible option since it actually 

belonged to a nearby school and since an escort agent used to walk in that direction, 

increasing the risk of being discovered. The eventuality of opening fire next to kids was 

of no appeal to the Organization, so they resorted to another option: via Fani. Such an 

option also posed several challenges: first of all, the target was going to be moving, and 

this made it harder to understand how to intercept him. Secondly, the Red Brigades knew 

that in such a situation they could not avoid a firefight and had to prevent the President’s 

guards from reacting. Via Fani was chosen because, in the crossroad with via Stresa, it 

presented the only stop sign that Moro’s convoy was going to encounter on its way.342 

For what concerned the guards, the brigadists hoped for a surprise effect that would allow 

them to act quickly. Another problem mentioned by Castronuovo (2007), regarded the 

presence of a flower peddler, which however was solved by cutting his van’s tires, 

preventing him from reaching via Fani.   

  

March 16th, 1978, can be considered as a watershed date for Italy. Although there are still 

gray areas on what happened that day, Meade, in his “Red Brigades: the story of Italian 

terrorism” (1989), described the events as accurately as possible. The little caravan 

composed of Moro’s car and another one with three more guards left Moro's home and 

headed towards Via della Camilluccia, which would take them to Piazza dei Giochi 

Delfici and the church of Santa Chiara. At about 8.55am the two vehicles were proceeding 

down Via Fani close together and approached the intersection with Via Stresa, preceded 

by a white Fiat 128 bearing diplomatic plates. At the corner, the 128 braked suddenly 

without reason or warning: driver Ricci tried to veer, but the president's car hit the rear 

right-hand corner of the diplomatic vehicle, and the escort car ran into the rear of Moro's. 

In an instant, the ambush unfolded from two directions simultaneously343: Moretti and 

another brigadist jumped out of the 128, while another commando was acting as a cover. 

A firefight started: all the escort agents were tied to their seats except for Officer Iozzino, 

who was able to grab his gun and fired two shots before being killed. The other guards - 

Leonardi, Ricci, Rivera, and Zizzi - were killed within minutes. Ballistic assessments 

established that ninety-one bullets were fired, and about 45 hit the escort team. During 

                                                
342  Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
343 Meade, R. C. (1989). Red Brigades: the story of Italian terrorism. Springer 
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the shooting, machine-guns used by Valerio Morucci and one of the other “Alitalia pilots” 

- which the brigadists were dressed as - jammed and they had to use pistols but, despite 

this, their plan succeeded344. It is still uncertain how many people acted that morning, but 

legal proceedings established that it was not less than twelve: Mario Moretti (driving the 

white Fiat 128), Barbara Balzerani (blocking the crossroad with via Stresa), Bruno 

Seghetti (driving the Fiat 128 where Moro was first forced to enter), Rita Algranati (with 

a lookout role in via Fani), Alessio Casimirri e Alvaro Lojacono (on a car blocking the 

road behind the escort car), and Valerio Morucci, Raffaele Fiore, Prospero Gallinari, and 

Franco Bonisoli (who carried out the shooting). Moreover, it can be hypothesized that at 

least three more people with support roles played a role in the kidnapping345. On how 

Moro arrived at the hideout situated in via Montalcini there are still doubts. Castronuovo 

(2007) claimed that the brigadists had a two-phases plan for their getaway: firstly, they 

were to use the same cars used in the attack; then, the President was to be moved to other 

supporting vehicles and conducted to the “people’s prison”. The convoy of three cars, and 

probably a Honda motorbike, left helped by some stolen police forces warning paddles, 

and headed towards via Stresa. Testimonies allowed the investigators to identify the most 

plausible way the brigadists took after that: piazza Monte Gaudio, via Trionfale, via Carlo 

Belli, via Casale de' Bustis346, where they took a secondary and hidden street in order to 

mislead the investigators or anyone who might have decided to follow them. After that, 

Castronuovo reconstruction of 2007 states that they went through via Serranti, via 

Massimi, and possibly via Bitossi, where a van was waiting for them: Moro was forced 

to enter a wooden crate and was transferred inside it in Piazza Madonna del Cenacolo. 

The version accredited by the Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry of 1983 is slightly 

different: it claims that Moro was indeed transferred inside a van, but this happened close 

to via Licinio Calvo - where the cars were abandoned - and the route taken afterwards by 

the brigadists is different from the one stated by Castronuovo. Differently, Flamigni 

claims that Moro was not transferred in Piazza Madonna del Cenacolo, but probably in 

via Massimi. Finally, according to Castronuovo, another relocation happened at Colli 

                                                
344 Ibidem 
345 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
346 Relazione della Commissione Parlamentare d'Inchiesta sulla strage di via Fani sul sequestro e 
l'assassinio di Aldo Moro e sul terrorismo in Italia (1983). Available at 
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Portuensi: from there, Moretti took care of the transfer to the apartment situated in via 

Montalcini. It is interesting to note that in this last phase the brigadists used a legitimately 

owned car, which belonged to Braghetti, who also owned the apartment in via Montalcini: 

this allowed them to not arouse suspicion among the neighbors. It is also interesting to 

note that it seems that only two people in the commando that kidnapped Moro - Moretti 

and Gallinari - knew where to take him. Both of them faced the risk of being killed during 

the attack: what was going to happen next, when the brigadidts had Moro in their custody 

but did not know where to transfer him? According to Faranda’s testimony, two more 

people included in the commando, although they did not know the location of the prison, 

knew the place of the meeting with Maccari: Morucci and Seghetti, who were supposed 

to escort the van carrying Moro from Piazza Madonna del Cenacolo to via dei Colli 

Portuensi347. Maccari, on the other hand, claimed that he never left the hideout of via 

Montalcini and, moreover, stated that he did not know the identity of the hostage until 

Moro arrived there348. What is sure is that, due to the compartmentalization of information 

and tasks, only four people gravitated around the apartment during the fifty-five days of 

Moro’s captivity: Moretti, Maccari, Braghetti, and Gallinari349.  

     

It can be read in a document of the Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry that the police 

received the alarm at 9.03am, a couple of minutes after the event: several police cars were 

dispatched, and witnesses were questioned to understand the dynamics of the attack. 

Around 10.10am an anonymous message was delivered to the ANSA (National 

Association Press Agency), stating: “this morning we kidnapped President of the 

Christian Democracy Aldo Moro and eliminated his bodyguards [...]. Red Brigades”350. 

After the first news about Moro’s kidnapping had leaked out, the police ordered the 

activation of the so-called “Plan Zero”. What this Plan consists of, is still unknown. In 

fact, it is quite plausible that Plan Zero never existed. Better, some advanced the likely 

hypothesis that the person who ordered its activation did so because it was actually in use 

                                                
347 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
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for the most severe crimes in the region where he worked, specifically the Province of 

Sassari, though it was unutilized in other parts of Italy. Some others even came to believe 

that such a name was actually a code name for “nobody does nothing”351. Improta, an 

Ucigos agent - an organ in charge of contrasting terrorism -, stated that “we were 

bombarded with phone calls from quaestors from all of Italy asking what Plan Zero was” 

and that “officers were thrown on the stress to perform roadblocks, and nobody 

investigated”352. The order to enforce the Plan Zero was withdrawn a couple of hours 

later353. Moreover, the Chief of Police ordered - as asked by the Minister of Interior - the 

implementation of special control operations all around Rome. That same morning, it was 

arranged to adopt roadblocks throughout the country, intensification of controls at 

airports, railroads, and harbors, searches of buildings and garages in the area surrounding 

the ambush, and surveillance of telephone booths. During the following days, more 

roadblocks were implemented, and two helicopters flew over Rome during daylight time. 

However, the 1983 Committee highlighted that such roadblocks were not adopted in the 

whole city, but just at crucial points and on routes arbitrarily chosen by the police forces 

themselves. In addition, examinations at the checkpoints were carried out on a random 

basis, thus many people were able to enter and leave the city without being checked354.

  

3.1.1 COULD THE ATTACK HAVE BEEN PREVENTED? 

 

A question that many scholars asked themselves should be addressed: could the attack 

have been prevented? There is no real answer to it, but it is almost certain that some things 

could have been done better. It cannot be said whether more attention would have changed 

the outcome of this story or not. According to Castronuovo (2007), hints to a possible 

attack to be conducted in Rome toward a high-level politician had reached the Carabinieri. 

                                                
351 https://www.sardegnaeliberta.it/sassari-e-il-piano-zero-prima-parte/ 
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353 https://www.quotidianolavoce.it/2021/03/16/16-marzo-1978-con-il-rapimento-di-aldo-moro-iniziano-
i-55-giorni-piu-oscuri-della-repubblica/ 
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Said hints were reported to the Chief of Staff De Sena, who, however, minimized such 

possibility355. Moreover, on the morning of the attack, Rossellini - owner of the radio 

station Radio Città Futura - announced that in little time Moro was going to be abducted. 

He always denied having any contact with members of the Organization or with anyone 

who could confirm such a statement and affirmed that his was just a hypothesis drawn 

from a personal political analysis356. In addition, prior to March 16ht several witnesses 

observed a white Fiat 128 with diplomatic plates making strange maneuvers in via Fani, 

like sudden departures at full speed and unnecessary braking and stopping357. As if that 

was not enough, Judge Priore stated that “Moro’s case has been followed by many 

countries. Everybody knew of some plans for the kidnapping of a very important politician 

in Italy. [...] We got to know from French investigators that, in Paris, Moro’s kidnapping 

had been known since February. The Germans also knew it, as well as some countries of 

the Warsaw Pact”358. Finally, Moro’s guards were not properly trained, and this was 

exactly one of the elements that led the Red Brigades to the decision to attack him. First 

of all, Marshall Leonardi was generally particularly attentive: however, he mainly 

regarded public events or appearances as likely occasions for an attack but discounted as 

a serious possibility an ambush directed at the president while traveling in his car. 

Additionally, the second car containing police officers escorting Moro was supposed to 

keep a certain distance from that of the person being guarded, in order to avoid being 

caught in a simultaneous attack: nevertheless, the two cars usually were located at a very 

close distance. On top of this, the president, instead of arbitrarily changing routes from 

day to day, always traveled through via Fani359. As reported by Castronuovo (2007), the 

guards’ weapons were not ready to be used. Leonardi’s weapon was in a bag under the 

front seat; the driver’s was in the glove compartment, wrapped in a plastic bag; and the 

only machine gun they were equipped with was in the trunk. Moro’s son, Giovanni, 

claimed that the guards were not militarily prepared due to bureaucratic and financial 

hurdles, which prevented them from attending frequent trainings and having adequately 
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maintained weapons. Moro himself, in a letter written during his captivity and directed to 

Zaccagnini, stated that “if the escort had not been, for administrative reasons, far below 

the needs of the situation, maybe I would not be here”360. There is also to note that one of 

the guards - Zizzi - that day was substituting one of Moro’s regular guards and did not 

have any specific training and had never taken part in a similar task. As Castronuovo 

stated, nobody thought of replacing an important member of the escort with an 

experienced person361. Finally, the guards were not psychologically trained to hold a 

machine gun and shoot. The Parliamentary Committee of 1983 that looked into Moro’s 

Affair thus concluded that “there did not exist a sufficient awareness of the precautions 

to adopt” in order to protect the president adequately362. Many other doubts have been 

advanced for what concerns warning signals and possible international infiltrations - 

many of which reported by Castronuovo (2007) - such as the presence in Italy of 

supposedly Russian or American spies or the delivery of documents requesting to contact 

Islamic terrorists in order to favor the freeing of Moro almost two weeks before the 

kidnapping. It is not clear whether these leads are reliable or not and whether many of 

them should be recognized as conspiracy theories instead. Finally, as was already said, 

there are still many gray areas in the affair, but mentioning all of them would require a 

whole dissertation, and my aim is not to shed light on such doubts. However, one that 

surely deserves to be mentioned before concluding the paragraph is the disappearance of 

some pictures taken that morning. A person living nearby the location of the attack, Mr. 

Nucci, was able to take some pictures almost immediately after the commando left via 

Fani. He gave the camera roll to his wife - a journalist - who, after having it developed, 

in turn gave the pictures to the judiciary. According to the magistrate, they were deemed 

not to be of any evidentiary value and thus the camera roll was handed back to Nucci's 

wife. However, she claimed that only the negatives related to her husband’s job were 

returned to her. What really happened to those pictures, and what they showed, is still a 

mystery.  
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3.2 PROPAGANDA AND PROVOCATION: THE RED BRIGADES’ 

COMMUNIQUÉS 

 

During the 55 days of Moro’s kidnapping, the Red Brigades released nine communiqués. 

Moreover, a seventh false communiqué was released: it was drafted by Antonio 

Chichiarelli, a counterfeiter connected to the criminal organization Banda della Magliana. 

Even to these days, it is not clear who ordered such false communiqué: it might have been 

the Secret Services, but even if that was the case it is still undiscovered who asked them 

to do so. Before diving into an analysis of the communiqués’ content, it is interesting to 

look at the length of the missives: they range from the 675 words of the fifth to the 1355 

of the fourth. The counterfeited seventh communiqué, on the other hand, only counts 149 

words, making it significantly different from the others: this is a sign of its false nature. 

However, it is not the only clue: Manna et al.363 accurately analyzed every communiqué 

and discovered many linguistic and stylistic differences between the originals and the 

false one. For example, the latter used neither the conjunction “e” (and) nor connectors 

such as “quindi” (so) as much or at all. In the original communiqués there is a tendency 

to write long and sometimes cumbersome sentences, while the fake one is made up of 

considerably shorter sentences. Furthermore, in the falsified communiqué there is no 

reference to the words – among many others - “movement”, “party”, “proletariat”, 

“government” and “multinationals”364, which are ubiquitous in the originals. In the first 

five communiqués the lexical choice is voted to the call out of the revolution against the 

State: there’s the redundant use of words such as “revolution”, “proletariat”, “war” along 

with “regime”, “power”, “imperialist”, “Christian-democrats”. On the contrary, the 

remaining communiqués aim at blaming the ruling political establishment, described as 

“accomplice” of Moro’s judgment and sentence, as well as proposing a compromise for 

his liberation365.  

  

Moving on to the content, as Re highlighted in his work, in the Red Brigades’ 

communiqués there is a wide use of the pronoun “noi” (we), which is supposed to convey 
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an idea of cohesion and unity of the group. However, there is to note that sometimes the 

organization talks about itself in third person, as it happened in the first communique 

released after Moro’s kidnapping: 

  

“[..] an armed nucleus of the Red Brigades kidnapped and locked up in a People’s Prison 

Aldo Moro, president of the Christian Democracy […]”366. 

  

At the same time, the style wants to create a sense of impersonality and objectivity367. In 

similar fashion to many other extremist groups - and nowadays even populist political 

personalities - the Organization frequently uses the dichotomy between “noi” (we) and 

“loro” (they), which is intended to create polarization between the two factions and 

convey a positive meaning to the former and a negative connotation to the latter368. The 

way the communiqués are written is intended to leverage emotions and prompt people to 

act, while also inducing to doubt the State institution. Most of the time, the State’s action 

is referred to by using words related to the criminal environment. 

  

In their first communiqué369, the Red Brigades put forward their view of the world and 

its functioning. The target of this first message was neither the State nor the people, but 

the “compagni”: the intention was to mobilize like-minded people, to incite them to act. 

The Organization mentioned the “Tribunale del Popolo” (People’s Tribunal) - which will 

judge Moro - that was meant to convey an image of justice coming from below. 

  

With the second communiqué370 the tones sharpened, particularly towards the Italian 

Communist Party, which was identified almost as quisling and a spy for the regime carried 

on by the Christian Democracy. The main phases of Moro’s career were analyzed, and it 

was affirmed that he was going to be judged for his responsibilities by the Proletariat 

justice’s criteria, which however were not further explained. The communiqué also 
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included an overview of the here-defined “Internazionale del Terrorismo”, seen as a proof 

of Italy’s subordination to the “Stati Imperialisti Multinazionali” (Multinational 

Imperialist States, frequently mentioned in the comminqués). In the Organization’s 

opinion, the true terrorists were western governments, which were attempting to stop the 

proletariat revolution. All this had to be fought by creating and enforcing a “Fighting 

Communist Party”. There were multiple targets in this communiqué: the government, 

media, and the Red Brigades’ supporters371. 

 

The third communiqué372 opened by saying that the prisoner’s interrogation was starting 

to bring out interesting matters. It was stressed that his kidnapping was just a moment in 

the process of class war, which retained the Imperialist State as a primary target, as well 

as the liquidation of the corrupted Christian Democrat regime. Aldo Moro was seen as 

the main responsible for the anti-proletariat policies, unemployment, and generalized 

misery. Once again, a call to action can be found in the second part of the communiqué, 

and the target of the speech became the “compagni”. The revolution is not created, rather 

it is seen as the natural evolution of imperialism itself. It is interesting to stress the use of 

the word “prisoner”, which suggest a reference to the military world: shifting the lexicon 

to this sphere aimed at giving some legitimization to the Red Brigades’ actions373. 

 

A new reference to the People’s Tribunal was made in the fourth communiqué374: 

according to the Organization, the process against the regime - directed at destroying the 

machine of imperialist oppression - was taking place in the whole country, and it was 

going to have no doubts in its judgment. In this communiqué, the Red Brigades distanced 

themselves from what they perceived to be an attempt on the part of the regime to impose 

secret negotiations and intermediaries. They also foretell a possible future ransom request, 

which concerns the freeing of all communist prisoners. The Organization – closely 

resembling Marx’s writings - affirmed that “overcoming the crisis means communism”: 
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this was a feasible and necessary step. The missive moved on to explain the relationship 

between Proletarian Resistance Movement and Fighting Communist Party: they are in a 

dialectical relationship, but don’t overlap. Furthermore, the armed action must have two 

functions: destroy the State and, at the same time, give guidance to the anti-imperialist 

war. It was also underlined that clandestinity is the fundamental condition of class war in 

the imperialist state. In addition, it is interesting to notice that while referring to the state’s 

action against the proletariat, the Organization mentioned the so-called “armed peace”, 

creating a peculiar metaphor. 

 

What is interesting in the fifth communiqué’s375 opening is the way Christian Democrats 

are referred as: the Red Brigades used the term “bosses”, in a clear reference to the mafia, 

thus identifying the party and its members as criminals to be opposed and eradicated. 

There was a new reference to the attempt on the State’s part to conduct secret deals: the 

Organization made it explicit that nothing was going to be done undercover, since nothing 

can be hidden from the people. The Multinational Imperialist State has declared war 

against the proletariat. The communiqué ended with a renovated plea to people’s 

emotions: it is not the time to be intimidated by State’s brutal repression; it's time to act. 

 

By the time the sixth communiqué376 was released, Moro’s interrogation was over. 

According to who wrote, terror was the way in which the Christian Democrat regime 

intended to bury the proletariat and its judgment. State’s media were here criticized, and 

it is said that the information collected during the interrogation will be released through 

clandestine means. The communiqué underlined again that Moro’s trial was just a phase 

in a vastest inquiry which concerned the whole State. In conclusion of this missive, the 

Red Brigades declared that Moro was found guilty and was thus condemned to death. 

 

At this point there was the fake seventh communiqué377, which affirmed that the Christian 

democrat dictatorial period has come to an end and, along with it, Moro’s “suicide”. The 

exact position of his body was given. According to the Organization this was just the first 

                                                
375 http://www.archivio900.it/it/documenti/doc.aspx?id=51 

376 http://www.archivio900.it/it/documenti/doc.aspx?id=52 

377 http://www.archivio900.it/it/documenti/doc.aspx?id=53 
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of a series of “suicides”: the brief message was concluded with a threat to other members 

of the Christian Democracy and to those who support the regime. 

  

In the real seventh communiqué378, released two days after the falsified one, it was stated 

that during the past month everyone was able to see the Christian Democracy's real nature 

and its tendency to offload its own responsibilities. It was said that in Italy, as well as in 

other democracies of Europe, there are people sentenced to death: communist fighters. 

This was defined as “political genocide”. The Red Brigades were not willing to make a 

plea to anybody but to the Revolutionary Movement, for it to fight against the State and 

destroy it, in addition to the liberation of the imprisoned communists. Moro was sentenced 

to death because of his role in the demo-Cristian state management and what that has 

meant to the proletariat. Moro’s release could only be taken into consideration in 

exchange for the release of communist prisoners. An ultimatum was given: the 

government had forty-eight hours to decide the actions to be taken: if they refused, the 

Red Brigades would take their responsibility and execute Moro. The Organization also 

addressed the fake communiqué, and it affirmed that even though the State’s media can 

try to construct a sense of support and solidarity towards the Christian Democracy, the 

people’s feelings of anger and disgust will not change. 

  

The second-to-last communiqué379 opened with an analysis of the Christian Democrats 

answer to the ultimatum: in the first sentence, the party affirmed its loyalty to the State 

and its laws. This, however, had nothing to do with the request submitted through the 

previous communiqué. The organization thus relaunched its proposal of exchange one 

last time and gave a list of thirteen prisoners’ names to be freed, bearing in mind that all 

prisoners will have to be freed at some point. The Organization then condemned the 

attempt by the government to instruct the Caritas Internationalis to mediate. As far as 

“humanitarian pleas” coming from religious authorities and bourgeoise personalities were 

concerned, the Red Brigades expressed doubts on their genuineness.   

  

                                                
378  http://www.archivio900.it/it/documenti/doc.aspx?id=54 

379 http://www.archivio900.it/it/documenti/doc.aspx?id=55 
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The ninth communiqué380 was the last one to be released by the Red Brigades. It was 

anew directed at the “compagni”. The Christian Democracy didn’t accept the proposal, 

so Moro was going to be executed. According to the Organization, the party – with its 

actions against the proletariat - was following the path of the Nazi’s SS, allowing torture 

and murders of communist people. During the fifty-one days of Moro’s kidnapping, the 

party hadn’t been able to hide what the event really was: a victory of the Revolutionary 

Movement. In order to completely destroy the Imperialist state and build a communist 

society, the path to take was to extend the armed activity and fight for the tearing down 

of “special jails” in which communists were imprisoned: the Red Brigades will not only 

ideally support these struggles but will also give practical aid. The only language 

imperialists knew was the one of arms, and the proletariat was learning to use and master 

it. Moro’s sentence will be carried out. 

What stands out from the communiqués is that, often, the Organization considers itself to 

be an advocate for the totality of the Italian people381. However, it is quite safe to say that 

the ideas expressed in the Red Brigades communiques are not considered normal, 

reasonable, or acceptable by most people: it is hard to imagine that this was the case. In 

fact, Adriana Faranda’s testimony of the moment in which the Red Brigades decided to 

kill Aldo Moro confirms that such decision was not unanimous even within the 

Organization itself, let alone among the rest of the population: “I still can’t accept the 

idea of killing a defenseless prisoner [....]. On May 8th the final decision is made. There’s 

no chance of any opposition. I feel desperate, but I have to adhere to the decisions of the 

Organization. I’ve accepted this discipline; how can I pull back at this point?”382 

                                                
380 http://www.archivio900.it/it/documenti/doc.aspx?id=56 

381 Re, M. (2013). Il linguaggio dei 55 giorni che cambiarono l'Italia: analisi dei documenti scritti dalle 
Brigate Rosse durante il sequestro di Aldo Moro. Il linguaggio dei 55 giorni che cambiarono l'Italia: analisi 
dei documenti scritti dalle Brigate Rosse durante il sequestro di Aldo Moro, pg 258 

382 Orsini, A. (2017). Anatomy of the Red Brigades: the religious mind-set of modern terrorists. Cornell 
University Press 
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3.3 NEGOTIATION OR “FERMEZZA”: THE CONTINUATION OF THE AFFAIRE, 

POLITICAL DEBATE, AND MEDIA CONTRIBUTION 

 

The news concerning the attack reached the Prime Minister when the swearing-in 

ceremony of the new government at Palazzo Chigi had just started. The ceremony was 

immediately suspended, and Andreotti summoned an extra-ordinary Council of Ministers 

to discuss the importance of appropriate political behaviors - with which they meant 

refusing any prisoner exchange between Moro and any inmate charged with terrorism and 

avoiding any act that implied political recognition of the Red Brigades - and of maximum 

police coordination383. The swearing-in ceremony resumed at about 12.40pm: Andreotti 

immediately condemned the act and called for a vigorous psychological and technical 

action, in order to prevent Italy’s downfall in a spiral of insecurity and ungovernability384. 

Zaccagnini - party secretary of the Christian Democracy - expressed solidarity to Moro, 

his family, and to the families of the murdered members of the escort team. He deemed 

the events as the biggest attack on the State and its institution, and it must stimulate the 

government to do all that is in its power to safeguard the democratic order. As Andreotti 

did, he claimed that such terrorist actions aim at making the country ungovernable and 

undermining the foundations of democracy, which are best expressed by the Christian 

Democracy - hence why its President was targeted385. La Malfa - president of the 

Republican Party - interpreted the act as an act of war against the State - collecting De 

Marzio’s support, who was a member of the Italian Social Movement - which should 

respond accordingly. He asked for the state of emergency to be proclaimed, which 

included the death penalty: such a proposal was quickly rejected386. Craxi claimed that 

the State, up to that day, had been helpless in the fight against terrorism, and he feared 

that such a condition would continue. He explicitly talked about terrorism and wondered 

                                                
383 Relazione della Commissione Parlamentare d'Inchiesta sulla strage di via Fani sul sequestro e 
l'assassinio di Aldo Moro e sul terrorismo in Italia (1983). Available at 
https://www.senato.it/service/PDF/PDFServer/BGT/908010.pdf 
384 https://legislature.camera.it/_dati/leg07/lavori/stenografici/sed0257/sed0257.pdf, pg 14503 
385 Ibidem, pg 14514-14516 
386 Casamassima, P. (2016). Attacco al cuore dello Stato: le Brigate Rosse da Sossi a Moro. Attacco al 
cuore dello Stato, 1-206 

https://legislature.camera.it/_dati/leg07/lavori/stenografici/sed0257/sed0257.pdf
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how he was protecting them and who wanted Italy to become another version of Latin 

America387. The party secretary of the Communist Party Berlinguer joined the outrage for 

the events and called for firmness in rejecting such a large attack and adopting every 

possible measure to defend the institutions388. Among many other interventions, 

Almirante proposed to adopt a special law against terrorism within the following forty-

eight hours389. It thus seems that the soon-to-be government - which obtained the 

confidence that same day - was cohesive in its response to such a dramatic event. 

According to Castronuovo, an encrypted message titled “PAPA” (which stood for 

“absolute precedence over the absolute precedences”) was forwarded to the police 

forces390 and the already-mentioned Plan Zero was activated, only to be aborted a couple 

of hours later due to the majority of Italy’s police forces not knowing what it was. 

Meanwhile, Cossiga presided over an Operative-technical-political Committee and 

formed a Crisis management committee with the purpose of deciding the operative and 

strategic lines of action. According to Silvestri, a professor who was asked to participate, 

it was not a formally instituted Committee, but rather a handful of experts in various fields 

that assisted the Minister391. Dissimilarly, Castronuovo, in his “Vuoto a perdere: le 

Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l’uccisione di Aldo Moro” (2007), claims that 

such Committee was composed of many men coming from strategic sectors - such as 

economics, politics, journalism, and military -, who belonged to a Masonic Lodge called 

“P2”, which acted in an anti-communist logic and was controlled by the CIA392. It should 

be noted that - although it has been proved that many members of the Crisis Management 

Committee were indeed part of P2 - there is no proof of the above-mentioned Silvestri 

being part of such a Lodge. While all transcripts from the Committee meetings vanished, 

a partial reconstruction indicates that the groups mostly adopted military measures and 

no effective investigations were carried out393. Alongside it, an Experts Committee was 

                                                
387 https://legislature.camera.it/_dati/leg07/lavori/stenografici/sed0257/sed0257.pdf, pg 14520 
388 Ibidem, pg, 14521 
389 Ibidem, pg 14527 
390 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
391 https://www.parlamento.it/parlam/bicam/terror/stenografici/steno34.htm 
392 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
393 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
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also set up, which was composed of many personalities, including Ferracuti - a 

psychiatrist - and an American expert in mediation: Pieczenik. His involvement was 

initially denied, and his role is nowadays still a subject of discussion. In particular, there 

is to mention an interview of his released by the “Italy Daily” in 2000: in it, he claimed 

that his mission was “to stabilize Italy, such that the Christian Democracy would not yield 

and make sure that the kidnapping would not lead to a Communist takeover of the 

government [...], which was already close to obtaining the majority. An unpleasant 

consequence was that Moro had to die. The decision of not negotiating was taken. 

Politically, there was no other choice”394. It seems that Pieczenik realized that he could 

not save Moro while also destroying the Red Brigades: it was thus necessary to simulate 

a negotiation aimed at trapping the Organization by heightening its expectation and 

leading the brigadists to believe that they could obtain something in exchange for 

Moro395. It is also necessary to mention what according to some was Pieczenik’s idea, 

while according to other scholars, it was Cossiga’s: the so-called Plan Victor and Plan 

Mike. The first was to enter into force if Moro was rescued alive: according to Cossiga 

himself, he would have been taken to a psychiatric hospital and isolated from the external 

world, excluding contacts with judges and his family. Plan Mike, on the other hand, was 

to be activated immediately after Moro’s death: the State was to react with widespread 

arrests of anyone suspected of having contacts with the Red Brigades. Apparently, the 

plan did not enter into force after May 9th due to the opposition of some political forces396.  

 

Due to the magnitude of the event, some newspapers released special editions in addition 

to their regular publications to cover the news. “La Stampa” said “The terrorist attack to 

which Moro has fallen victim is the most severe of the postwar era [...]. We still don’t 

know if the Red Brigades [...] will propose a vile exchange between Moro and the so-

called political prisoners [...]. However, in such a case, the State will have to reject any 

negotiation [...]. The attackers [...] acted with the help of bodies, Italian and foreign, 

which are capable of anything”397 

                                                
394 https://luigiboschi.it/argomenti/opinioni_interviste_inchieste/Cossiga-Steve-Pieczenik-e-il-caso-Moro/ 
395 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
396 https://dati.camera.it/ocd/aic.rdf/aic4_20487_11 
397 “La Stampa”, special edition, 16/03/1978, first page available at 
https://www.camera.it/pictures/gallerie/rapimentoMoro/ 
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Fig. 3.1, La Stampa, special edition, 16/03/1978            Fig. 3.2, Il Messaggero, special edition, 16/03/1978 
 

 

“Il Messaggero” talked about “war against the State” and said: “Behind the actions that 

led to Moro’s kidnapping [...] a broad and dangerous political background can be 

identified”. I found it interesting that the article also mentioned the presence of Moro’s 

bag lying on the asphalt, especially considering that there are still gray areas surrounding 

the bags that Moro had with him that day and the possibility that someone subtracted 

classified documents from them. “La Repubblica” and “L’unità” also published special 

editions. On the same day the police shared the first pictures of the suspects: however, it 

was then realized that among the 20 wanted people, two were abroad, other two were 

already in jail, two more were Gallinari’s disguises, and one was Pisetta, a former police 

informant398. For what concerns the first international reactions, it is interesting to 

consider the CIA report issued just a couple of hours after the kidnapping. As reported by 

Ceci in his “La CIA e il terrorismo italiano. Dalla strage di piazza Fontana agli anni 

Ottanta (1969-1986)” (2019), according to the Agency, the event was going to have a 

profound psychological impact on Italy as a whole and contributed to the feeling of a 

                                                
398 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
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crumbling State, which was not even able to protect its leaders anymore; moreover, Moro 

was described as an almost indispensable man. In the report, it was said that if he was to 

be killed by the brigadists, the worst effects would have concerned the Christian 

Democracy, since he was the only man to be trusted by both the left and the right, as well 

as the only one to be able to manage the Party’s inner tensions. Moreover, the Americans 

thought that the kidnapping was going to lead to a direct participation of the Communists 

in the government since, in both the long and the short period, the crisis could have the 

effect of bringing the parties closer together399.     

 

3.3.1 MARCH 17TH - APRIL 20TH: THE LINE OF FIRMNESS THROUGH THE 

MEDIA 

 

On March 17th, an editor of the newspaper “Il Messaggero” received a phone call which 

instructed him to go to an underpass located in Largo Argentina to retrieve a vindication 

communiqué and a picture of Moro. They were initially not found, but after another phone 

call the editor went back to the indicated place and finally the two objects reached the 

press. Moreover, on the 17th, an anonymous report informed the Minister of Interior of 

the existence of a brigadist base in via Gradoli, and police inspections started 

immediately: after ringing the bell multiple times without anybody answering, the police 

left without neither arranging new checks nor verifying the identity of the tenant400. This 

represented a big mistake on the part of the police: indeed, the tenant was Moretti himself.  

 

That day’s newspapers all reported the news of the kidnapping. The “Avanti!”, a socialist 

newspaper, wrote that democracy must be defended with sternness, mobilizing against 

terrorism every available means without showing weakness. It reported in detail the 

events of the morning of 16th and, on page 5, Craxi’s interview was reported: he stated 

that the chosen line of action was to defend democracy and the state, as well as mobilize 

resources to free Moro. When asked if hypotheses had been made regarding potential 

                                                
399  Ceci, G.M. (2019), La CIA e il terrorismo italiano: dalla Strage di Piazza Fontana agli anni Ottanta 
(1969-1986), Roma, Carocci editore 
400 Casamassima, P. (2016). Attacco al cuore dello Stato: le Brigate Rosse da Sossi a Moro. Attacco al 
cuore dello Stato, 1-206 
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terrorist demands, he affirmed that the problem had not been addressed. The newspaper 

also specified in another article that, at that point, external influences could not be 

excluded, and that the blackmail carried out by Moro’s kidnappers was unacceptable401. 

The “Corriere della Sera” reported that some of the attackers had a foreign accent and 

that it was now necessary to react strongly. The Red Brigades had demonstrated a high 

level of capacity and targeted the most difficult man to replace in the political 

environment. The article also doubted the efficiency of the secret services. Moreover, it 

is stated that “an attack against an important political figure was in the air [....]. Italy has 

been [...] a battlefield for foreign secret services”. The first half of the sentence, to me, 

is a little suspicious, considering that - as already mentioned - it seems that other countries 

knew of the attacks way before it happened. A similar wording can at least make us 

wonder if the news had reached Italy as well. The second half of the sentence stressed the 

hypothesis of foreign involvement, as similarly reported by the “Avanti!”. The article 

continued by saying “If the Red Brigades were to subordinate Moro’s liberation to the 

release of Curcio [...] these conditions could not be acceptable”, thus already posing a 

limit to the government action. In any case, no contact with the terrorists was mentioned 

by the newspaper. Another article reported that an emergency plan was activated 

immediately after the ambush, and the Minister of Interior had the power, if necessary, to 

call for the state of public hazard. While reading that day’s newspaper, I found it 

interesting that an addendum specified that there was the “willingness to provide correct 

information which does not fuel fear, exasperation, and emotionalism”402. 

 

The next day, the newspapers were still very much focused on the affair: the “Avanti!” 

reported that the Christian Democracy had decided to adopt measures within the already 

existing laws, and once again emphasized the possible involvement of international secret 

services. The Christian Democracy’s attitude was to save the Republic, since “we cannot 

                                                
401 “Avanti!”, 17/03/1978, available for consultation at https://avanti.senato.it/js/pdfjs-
dist/web/viewer.html?file=/files/reader.php?f%3DAvanti%201896-
1993%20PDF_OUT/16.%20Avanti%20Ed.%20Nazionale%201977-1989%20OCR/Ocr%20-D-
/Avanti%20Ed.%20Nazionale%20dal%201977%20-
01%20Giugno%20pag.%2001%20al%20%201980%20-
12%20Aprile%20pag.%2016/CFI0422392_19780317.82-64_0001_d.pdf 
402 “Corriere della Sera”, 17/03/1978, retrieved from 
https://archivio.corriere.it/Archivio/pro/view.shtml#!/NjovZXMvaXQvcmNzZGF0aWRhY3MyL0AyOD
E2MA%3D%3D 
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bend to the will of subversion”403. The “Corriere della Sera”, on the other hand, harshly 

criticized the inefficiency of the State’s apparatus and the lack of equipment of Moro’s 

escort, as well as the refusal to understand the nature of the terrorist phenomenon. 

Moreover, the newspaper stressed that while it was possible that there had been external 

influences, this was not enough to explain the complexity of the circumstance, which 

should be investigated in the context of the Italian society and political environment. In 

another article titled “There are secret negotiations, but the Viminale denies”, such a 

possibility was mentioned but - as the title said - it was strongly denied; moreover, it was 

mentioned that the German secret services had anticipated an attack to an important 

politician, but such a news was also denied. When asked about the reaction of the 

Communist Party after a summit between the parties, it was said that “there hasn’t been 

an attempt of political instrumentalization” and, when affirming that in case of ransom 

the State would react with firmness, someone said “I think it is the best tribute to Moro”. 

To conclude, the newspaper reported an editorial in the “Washington Post” that concluded 

with these words, “It seems to us that the old Italian tradition of weak governments [...] 

is about to come to a dramatic end. This crime may now precipitate in Italy the kind of 

crisis from which a very different style of government will have to emerge”404. It has been 

proven, as reported by Ceci (2019), that the Italian government had almost immediately 

asked for the United States’ help in the affair, but in vain. In fact, there were two reasons 

why they did not pursue any firm action: the first was that in the ‘70s a law had been 

approved which forbade the American government to intervene in foreign domestic police 

activities; the second was that some years before the CIA had endured a reform which 

narrowed its ability to conduct clandestine operations abroad. The only way the U.S. 

could have intervened was by highlighting the international links of the Red Brigades, 

making it a case of international - rather than domestic - terrorism. However, the 

                                                
403 “Avanti!”, 18/03/1978, available for consultation at https://avanti.senato.it/js/pdfjs-
dist/web/viewer.html?file=/files/reader.php?f%3DAvanti%201896-
1993%20PDF_OUT/16.%20Avanti%20Ed.%20Nazionale%201977-1989%20OCR/Ocr%20-D-
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12%20Aprile%20pag.%2016/CFI0422392_19780317.82-64_0001_d.pdf 
404 “Corriere della Sera”, 18/03/1978 retrieved from 
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hypothesis concerning the existence of such links was considered to be extremely weak, 

and thus no actions were carried out405.   

 

The morning of the 19th, Italy woke up with the news that the first communiqué had been 

issued by the Red Brigades, and Moro’s picture was published everywhere.  

 

 
Fig. 3.3, “Avanti!”, 19-20/03/1978, “It has been proven that Aldo Moro is in the hands of the BR” 

 

The “Avanti!” reported that the Christian Democracy’s President was physically fine and 

that the terrorists intended to subject him to a fake trial. Moreover, they did not ask for 

any ransom, although - as affirmed some pages later - everybody expected the brigadistas 

to ask for the freeing of those subjected to the trial that was happening in Turin. The 

analysis of the communiqué conducted by the newspaper put forward the hypothesis that, 

although the linguistic mastery was the one of a native speaker, the missive was written 

by a non-Italian speaker due to some details. The newspaper also revealed that no step 

forward was made in the investigation. According to the information provided, it can be 

affirmed that legislative measures to be adopted with urgency, particularly concerning the 

strengthening of police forces, were decided. However, it is interesting to note a 

consideration that can be found on page 2, which highlighted hat “it is not by crushing 
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protests that democracy is saved: [doing so], at best, postpones its end”406. The “Corriere 

della Sera” announced that some German special agents were participating in the research 

of the people’s prison, which was thought to be in Rome’s urban circle. After having 

analyzed the communiqué, the newspaper concluded that the brigadists did not kidnap 

Moro to achieve Curcio’s liberation, as previously thought, and this heightened the 

anguish even more407. Two days later, on March 21st - as Almirante had proposed 

immediately after the news was broken on the 16th - the Committee adopted what was 

probably its most important measure: the counterterrorism decree no. 59, which offered 

a time reduction for those who provided useful information to free seized people, the 

possibility for the police to arrest those who refuse to provide identity documents, and the 

obligation for landlords to communicate renting and selling contracts concerning their 

properties408. Two days later, Cossiga took on the role of coordinator of all police forces. 

Meanwhile, false reports on hideouts and brigadists names were piling up.  

 

The second communiqué was published by the newspapers between the 26th and the 27th. 

The “Avanti!” highlighted that the missive clearly showed that the State was not dealing 

with a group of desperate and crazy young people, but rather with an organized and lucid 

group. Considering the content of the missive, the State’s helplessness seemed even more 

humiliating: hidden behind the concept of “confidentiality” there seemed to be only the 

State’s inability to realize the seriousness of the situation. To make things worse, the 

communiqué clearly stated that Moro’s kidnapping was just the first step of a bigger fight 

against the State. The newspaper reports the maoist reference made by the brigadists - 

“rely on one’s own strengths” - which was intended to claim that there had been no foreign 

involvement in their action. It is interesting to me to note an answer given by Ambrosini 

which can be found on page 4: after having been asked about the foreign secret services 

help, he replied “I was shocked by the help given by England and Germany. I think this 
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extra-territorial protection is useless because we know how to democratically defeat 

terrorism. We already demonstrated it by defeating the first phase of the strategy of 

tension. I don’t think other countries have proven firmness as much as we did”409. 

Personally, I find this answer peculiar to say the least: in a context where the life of a man 

was in danger and terrorism was threatening the whole country, I would expect any help 

that did not seem to be an interference in domestic affairs to be highly appreciated, even 

if it was coming from abroad. The “Corriere della Sera” stressed that, in the communiqué, 

while the considerations are abundant, the information are not: in fact, the brigadists 

meant to interrogate Moro and extort State secrets out of him, but - considering that they 

limited themselves to say that “the interrogation is ongoing” - he seemed to not have met 

their expectations. Moreover, it was highlighted that the brigadists strongly denied any 

foreign interference in the operation, but also affirmed that they will “calibrate the 

strategy from a European perspective, looking for cooperation with foreign forces”. The 

“Corriere” thus wrote: “euroterrorism is about to be born”. It emerges from that day’s 

newspaper that the communiqué was analyzed by some experts in order to find 

similarities with the first, in order to confirm its authenticity. When reporting the other 

newspapers’ coverage of the news, it is said that “Il Popolo” - the Christian Democracy’s 

newspaper - stated that the missive was a desperate attempt by the Red Brigades to escape 

their isolation. Moreover, they “don’t want to trial Moro, but rather the whole Italian 

people and Italy’s postwar history”410. 

 

On March 28th, the “Corriere della Sera” criticized the lack of concrete actions and 

condemned the faulty release of suspect pictures which portrayed people already 

imprisoned: such actions, it was said, made the police work less effective and did not 

contribute to the creation of a watchful citizenship. Finally, it was reported that a former 
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Socialist secretary claimed that responsibilities for Moro’s kidnapping may be looked for 

in the United States. Moreover, the hypothesis that none of Moro’s kidnappers might be 

able to interrogate him properly was advanced, hinting at the possibility that someone 

from the outside might be helping them in carrying out the mock trial411. A day later, a 

meeting among the representatives of the Christian Democracy was held to analyze the 

content of Moro’s missive, which had been delivered that same day. Andreotti stated that 

from such a meeting a unanimous opinion emerged that it was necessary to adopt a line 

of firmness. In addition, he also declared that Moro’s situation was tragic to the point that 

it deprived anything he wrote of “moral validity”. This point will be mentioned again in 

a couple of lines.  

 

Between March 30th and March 31st, the newspapers started to debate about the third 

communiqué and Moro’s letter. The missive, addressed to Cossiga and here summarized, 

said: “I write to you [...] so that you can reflect on what to do, in order to prevent worse 

trouble. [...]. It is our collective work to be under indictment [...]. Other than the 

humanitarian reason, that cannot be ignored, the Raison d’État (“ragion di stato”) comes 

into play. Such a raison d’état in my case means [...] that I find myself in an uncontrolled 

domain, subjected to a people’s trial [...] with the risk of being induced to talk in an 

unpleasant and dangerous manner [...]. The sacrifice of the innocents in the name of 

abstract legality principle, while a state of necessity should lead to save them, is 

inadmissible. Every other State regulated itself in a positive manner [...]. I remind you of 

the exchanges between Breznev and Pinochet [...]. I think that a preventive step from the 

Holy See (or from others? who?) could be useful [...]. A hostile attitude would be an 

error”412. So, the first person to propose some kind of negotiation, to safeguard his life 

and the State’s secrets, was Moro himself413. But what did Moro refer to in his missive? 

Probably what is commonly known as “Lodo Moro”. In the early Seventies, Italy had 

started to think about the possibility of an agreement between the government and the 
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Palestine Liberation Organization - as well as Syria, Iraq, and Libya - in order to avoid 

that Palestinian terrorism could affect the peninsula414. It is very likely that Italy was not 

the only country to establish such an agreement: Austria and Germany, for example, 

seemed to have done so, too. The agreement consisted, from part of the Italian State, in 

an indifference with respect to terrorists’ transition in the peninsula, favorable conditions 

in case of arrest and, according to some, even weapons415. Favorable conditions included 

- as Moro confirmed in his letters - the liberation of terrorist prisoners, especially 

Palestinians.  

 

Before moving on to see what the newspapers said on that day, it is important to highlight 

that with this missive Moro had probably hoped to open a channel of communication, 

since he explicitly asked to keep the letter secret. However, it offered a great deal of 

publicity, and the brigadistas preferred to exploit it with the excuse that “nothing must 

remain hidden from the people”416. Some members of the Red Brigades, especially 

Morucci and Faranda, had opposed the public release of the missive at such a crucial stage 

and argued that it would inevitably cause the politicians to assume a position of rigidity. 

However, Moretti was not persuaded417. Unfortunately, it is almost certain that this 

decision contributed to the vanishing of every possibility of negotiation, especially in light 

of the fact that the government could not publicly admit having negotiated with terrorists, 

granting them a form of recognition. At the same time, undercover negotiations clashed 

with the Red Brigades’ will, since they aimed at a public confrontation with the Christian 

Democracy418. A solution had to be found by the party, which must remain united. It is 

interesting to note, however, that such an attitude generated - in some parts of the society 

- a sort of paradox, as the following affirmation given by an observer demonstrate “from 

these Christian Democratic leaders from whom the Italians have heard half-words, half-

truths, and half-promises for so many years, there now seem to come, and on such a 

tragically difficult topic, accents of unusual firmness”419. Moro’s first letter had been a 
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game changer, and the “real” versus “false” Moro debate began. The very first step was 

the result of what is probably the most relevant action of the Crisis Management 

Committee and the Experts Committee: the so-called “Stockholm syndrome operation”, 

which was aimed at justifying Moro’s statements in his letters by conveying the idea that 

he was identifying himself with his captors to the point that he could not be held 

responsible for his own words. Similarly, Pieczenik believed that it was necessary to 

attribute Moro’s words to a brainwash420. Both the government members and the press 

thus started to insist on the fact that Moro surely had to be drugged. This strategy made 

Moro’s voice harmless and caused him not to be considered just as an influential 

interlocutor as before and justified the government’s choice of not taking into 

consideration anything he might have asked to the institutions or have reveal to his 

kidnappers421. The “Avanti!”, on its publication of March 31st, firstly remarked on the line 

of firmness adopted by the government and supported by the Socialist Party and the 

Communist Party as well. With regard to the possibility of Moro not being in the fullness 

of his faculties, on page 12, it stated that the missive has clearly been written in a state of 

physical and moral duress, which can only immensely diminish the words contained in it. 

Two pages later, an interview to Judge Sossi was divulged, in which he affirms that 

Moro’s letter had likely been written in a state of necessity, but not under dictation. 

According to him, the Red Brigades make people drink “potions with special chemical 

substances about once or twice a day, but never when messages have to be written”422. 

Moreover, another article is dedicated to this matter, with an expert describing how such 

substances can “make the subject susceptible to obeying to impositions”. The other 

mentioned expert, on the other hand, firmly believed that the letter could have only been 

written under dictation423. The newspaper also reported that the “Osservatore Romano” - 

the Holy See’s newspaper - did not mention the possibility of a mediation from part of 

the Vatican, which replied very cautiously to Moro’s proposal, as well as stigmatizing the 
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attention given to the Red Brigades messages by the press424. Similarly, the “Corriere 

della Sera” stated: “Who wrote this letter? Did Moro, President of the Christian 

Democracy [...], inspiring strategist of Italian politics, write it? Or was it written by a 

man with the same name and face, but reduced to powerlessness [...] perhaps stunned 

with drugs [...]? The second hypothesis is the most likely”. It is said that Moro “even 

negates the basis of the rule of law”425. The next day, the newspaper titled: “It is not 

possible to accept the Red Brigades’ blackmail”.  

 
Fig. 3.4, “Corriere della Sera”, 31/03/1978, “The answer of the Christian Democracy: it is not possible to 

accept the Red Brigades’ blackmail” 

 

On the very first page it can be read: “With yielding in the face of blackmail, the kidnapped 

can sometimes (not always) have their lives saved. However, more people will be affected 

[...]. Unlike what they made Moro write, the Reason of State demands the categorical 

rejection of their blackmail”. Such a line was confirmed by a note by the Christian 

Democracy published in “Il Popolo”, in which it is stated that “we reaffirm with 

conviction that it is not possible to accept the Red Brigades’ blackmail”. A disquisition 

was carried out by a professor, reported in an article, concerning hypothetical hidden 

messages contained in Moro’s missive. This an expert claimed that, according to him, 
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Moro “copied a text written by one of his captors” and that he “did not agree with the 

content of the letter”. He deduced that “he intends to sacrifice himself and [...] he refuses 

the exchange”. Moreover, another message he supposedly conveyed was the fact that his 

friends knew him too well to believe what was written in the missive. Similarly, another 

article reports that “[Moro’s] captors forced him to prospect the solution that they want, 

with the result that proposing the other solution might mean his sacrifice. Moro, however, 

shows that he knows that the choice must be made in the interest of the Republican State, 

before his personal one”. On page 4, an article listed all the ways in which a person can 

be annihilated in order to make them act against their will: particularly, the hypotheses of 

lack of sleep, being forced to stand up, hypnosis, drugs, and constant solicitations were 

explored. Finally, it is interesting to notice that while discussing the content of Moro’s 

missive, the author of an article published on page 4 asked to himself: “The eventuality 

of freeing inmates [...] would lead [...] to the chance of securing the escape to another 

country. And which country would be willing to offer hospitality and immunity?”. 

Knowing about the Lodo Moro, it is easy to affirm that Italy itself could easily be one of 

those countries, considering that it offered transit immunity to other countries’ terrorists 

and favorable releasing conditions in case of arrest. In fact, it is ascertained that Moro 

was talking exactly about that426 

 

After on April 3rd some voices circulated about the possible existence of a document 

drafted by the Red Brigades, containing their conditions for Moro’s liberation, on April 

4th, the government confirmed to the Chamber of Deputies its intention to stick to the 

firmness line of action427. According to Castronuovo, nevertheless, the first timid attempt 

by the Socialists to engage in a negotiation with the Red Brigades dates back to this day: 

Curcio’s lawyer Guiso was asked by Craxi to speak to his client, who however referred 

to him to interact directly with Moro428. It is not clear whether Curcio had been able to 

maintain meaningful contacts with the brigadists on the field or not, nor if he was 
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receiving information through an intermediary. On April 5th, another letter from Moro - 

this time directed to Zaccagnini - was published by the press and will be summarized 

here. It can be read: “I am called to pay [for our actions] with consequences that are not 

hard to imagine. [...] Morally, you are the one who is in my place, where materially I am 

[...]. I am a political prisoner that your abrupt decision to close any talk related to other 

prisoners places in an unsustainable position [...]. Every moment might be too late [...]. 

Firmness may appear more appropriate, but some degree of concession is not only 

equitable but also politically useful. As I reminded, many States behave in this civil way 

[...]. If it is not the case, you will have wanted it and, I say this without animosity, the 

inevitable consequences will fall on the party and the people [...]. To say the truth, I feel 

somewhat abandoned by you. After all, I already expressed these ideas to Taviani during 

the affair Sossi”429. The “Avanti!” announced that the government once again rejected 

any chance of accepting the terrorists’ blackmail or bargaining with them and that the 

Prime Minister highlighted the unity manifested by the political parties. A new reference 

was made with regard to a possible international matrix in the events, especially in light 

of a controversy that arose between the USSR and China. The new amendments to the 

“Royal Law” were discussed by the newspaper, which however stressed that these 

restrictions should only have a temporary effect and that, to effectively confront the 

terrorist emergency, the laws should be of a social nature. Finally, on the very last page, 

the “Avanti!” reported a note that the Christian Democrats had made the newspaper “Il 

Popolo” publish after their meeting which followed the reception of the communiqué and 

the letter. Such a note stated: “[...] the text of Moro’s letter to Zaccagnini reveals once 

again the conditions of absolute coercion under which such documents are written and 

confirms that this letter is not morally ascribable to him”430. Meanwhile, investigations 

were still unsuccessful. The “Corriere della Sera” titled the appearance of the new letter 

“A missive from hell”. The very first article stated that “a consideration must be made: 
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[...] every remote assumption of approach has fallen. The Red Brigades announced the 

passage from a civil war to a general offensive [...]. This means that no negotiation, no 

humanitarian subsidence could stop a strategy that aims at the death of more men and 

the end of democratic institutions”. It is reported that the Christian Democracy did not 

consider the missive morally ascribable to Moro, and that “[he] reveals once again the 

calm courage with which he is ready to face even the most atrocious destiny”. A statement 

that really does not reflect, in my opinion, the content of the letter. Moreover, it was 

highlighted that Andreotti had claimed that “we cannot negotiate with people whose 

hands are dripping with blood”431 

 

Interestingly, on April 6th, the name Gradoli came up again among those working in the 

investigative field: this time, it did not indicate a street, but rather a town. Checks were 

carried out unsuccessfully. It is said that the name came out from a seance held on April 

2nd at professor Clò’s house, which was attended by some friends of his - including Prodi 

- after asking where Moro was being held prisoner. Information about such a name was 

then provided to the investigators. According to some, the words “Viterbo” and “Bolsena” 

were also composed432, which is why the investigators proceeded to check on the town 

rather than a street in Rome. It seems, however, the Prodi did not only communicate the 

name Gradoli: in fact, there exists a note written by Zanda, Cossiga’s collaborator, dated 

April 5th, with detailed information. "Along state road 74, in a small stretch in the Viterbo 

province, locality Gradoli, isolated house with basement”433. To this day, all the 

participants insist on supporting the seance thesis and claim that nobody manipulated the 

slab434, although it is legitimate to raise questions on the matter. It is far more likely that 

the seance has been just an excuse made up to cover a source, although no proof was 

found to confirm such a hypothesis. Moro’s wife, after coming to know the successful 

outcome of Gradoli’s perquisitions, suggested to check via Gradoli in Rome as well. 

However, allegedly, a police officer claimed that such a street did not exist, despite the 
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checks carried out on that same street just two days after Moro’s kidnapping. The Minister 

of Interior denied such allegations435.    

 

According to Castronuovo (2007), around April 8th Moro’s family contacted Swiss lawyer 

Payot, who had intervened in a similar case in Germany. However, in the newspaper 

“Corriere della Sera”, his involvement seems to date back to March 18th. Regardless of 

when he was actually implicated, the lawyer confessed to the head of Moro’s secretariat 

that he could establish contact with the Red Brigades436, and his contacts seemed to be 

truthful. He was not formally appointed, but the government, which had been informed 

of the contacts, declared to be open to follow the developments. However, after a short 

while, it seemed that he could not be a valid channel of communication and that he was 

not actually in contact with active terrorists. In the Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry’s 

report, it is said he quit some days after the initial contacts after having said that the Swiss 

authorities had hindered him, but there would be no evidence of this437. Castronuovo 

(2007), is of a different opinion: Cossiga would have contacted his Swiss counterpart and 

asked to not let Payot work on the affair438.  

   

The fifth communiqué also contains some words from Moro, although not in the same 

form as the previous missives. That day’s “Avanti!” started with an article that referred to 

the psychological war conducted by the Red Brigades against the State and the Christian 

Democracy. Once again it was said that Moro’s faculties were jeopardized by his 

detention conditions, and a comparison was made with processes conducted in Stalin’s 

USSR, during which people were made to confess all sorts of implausible things. The 

article goes on to say that “you don’t exchange a citizen without any criminal record, 

leader of the major Italian party, with inmates waiting for a trial or that have already 

been sentenced due to extremely serious charges”. As previously mentioned, a message 

written by Moro was included in the communiqué. In it, he said “it comes all the way here 
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the news of Taviani’s denial of my affirmation regarding the exchange of prisoners which 

I exposed to him and Gui [...] I hasten to say that Taviani did not agree with me, as many 

do today. They are convinced that this is the only way to defend the State’s authority [...]. 

In this case, it was about imagining, with appropriate guarantees, to pose the topic of an 

exchange of political prisoners with the effect of saving innocent lives [...]. There is a set 

of political reasons to consider and to follow, without instantly making an impermeable 

block in which not even reasons of humanity can enter, which highly civilized nations felt 

during painfully similar circumstances and that induced them to a bit of flexibility which 

Italy refuses”439. The “Corriere della Sera” stated that the language used in the 

communiqué takes away credit to those voices claiming that contacts between Moro’s 

family and the Red Brigades had started, and even the existence of a letter directed to his 

wife - intercepted a couple of days before - was not mentioned, as they most likely judged 

it as a private message. This message was said to contain the conviction on Moro’s part 

that the Christian democracy was actually obstructing any negotiation process. As usual, 

his words were considered to be unreliable, and indeed, some days later, the party 

confirmed that no openness towards the terrorists was to be pursued440.  

 

On April 16th, the intervention of Amnesty International was solicited. However, such a 

body specified that it does not act on the request of the States, but only on the initiative 

of private individuals: for this reason, the request for an appeal came from Moro’s family. 

It also specified that it could not exercise any form of mediation or bargain with the 

kidnappers and that it did not want to be involved in any other action where other 

organizations were implicated. Amnesty issued a press release - based on humanitarian 

grounds - on April 17th, but no answer came from the Red Brigades441. What stood out to 

me when looking at the “Avanti!” of the 16-17th of April is that it did not devote a lot of 
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space to a news that - at least to me - appears striking and worthy of much more attention: 

indeed, Moro had been condemned to death by the Red Brigades. However, only a short 

article was dedicated to such devastating news, and it mostly summarized what had been 

said in the sixth communiqué. The only consideration made by the writer is that, from the 

leaflet, it cannot be deduced that the Red Brigades were actually going to execute the 

judgment: in this respect, Sossi’s case was posed as an example, since even then the 

Organization had sentenced him to death but did not proceed with the action442.   

 

         
Fig 3.5, “Avanti!”, 16-17/04/1978, “Moro’s assassination decided yesterday evening by the Red Brigades” 

The “Corriere della Sera” also did not devote as much space to the news as I expected, 

although it is interesting to note that it stated “[we have to] find a way to free him”. The 

newspaper reported that an emergency meeting was held and that a note to be published 

on “Il Popolo” was given to the journalists. It said: “we shall not leave any stone unturned 

in order to save the life of our President”. The Red Brigades are defined as “assassins 

dressed up as judges” and the article claimed that, with the sixth communiqué, the 

Organization meant to remind everybody that Moro is in their hands, or better, in their 

power. If they wanted to, they could eliminate him in any moment. The article concluded: 
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“they should not believe that, with such an action, they would win”443. The next day’s 

newspaper claimed that: “the last script [of the Red Brigades] shows that they know that 

they are heading for defeat. The communiqué shows a sense of unsuccessfulness with 

respect to the purposes of the operation”. Moreover, “the reaction of the political forces 

up to now has been compact and reassuring. Humanitarian appeals can perfectly go 

along with the State’s refusal [to negotiate] if they contribute to saving Moro’s life and, 

concurrently, the unity of the political environment". In addition, Moro’s missives were 

considered to be just another instrument to break such unity. It was reported that the 

President of the Republic asked the brigadists to behave with a “sense of humanity”. 

Finally, it is said that it cannot be excluded that the new communiqué, shorter than the 

previous one, was drafted in a hurry because of something sudden that changed the Red 

Brigades’ plan444. 

On April 18th, while the parties were manifesting democratic solidarity to the Christian 

Democracy and expressing support for the line of firmness and the possibility of 

international organizations’ efforts were being assessed, the police investigations finally 

led somewhere. To be precise, however, it was a water leakage that actually enabled the 

investigators to make progress in their search. In a building of via Gradoli, around 8 am, 

the first-floor tenants heard hasty steps and other no better-specified noises. According to 

Castronuovo’s reconstruction, after a while, a water stain started to form on their ceiling, 

and they realized that there was probably a leak from the apartment above. They called 

the building manager, who, in turn, called a plumber. However, realizing that he could 

not do anything about the problem, he asked for the intervention of firefighters, who 

entered the apartment from the balcony and noted that the leakage had been caused by a 

shower faucet left running. While the firefighters were leaving, one of them noticed “on 

a table near the entrance [...] some papers with the Red Brigades emblem on them”. After 

a quick inspection, they called the police445. Among the documents, weapons, and other 
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material discovered was evidence linking the apartment to Via Fani, such as the original 

license plate of the Fiat 128 that had initiated the accident and two airman uniforms. It 

seemed as if this apartment, a relatively short distance by car from Via Fani, may have 

been the headquarters for the Moro operation446. In my opinion, it is interesting to 

remember that the Red Brigades followed a strict behavioral code, which included rules 

aimed at not arousing suspicions and unwanted attention. Thus, it seems unlikely that one 

of their members - probably Moretti himself - made such a naive mistake. Maybe they 

wanted the police to find the den; perhaps, they meant to mislead the investigations and 

create chaos. In fact, there is to notice that no information concerning Moro or where he 

was located was found: thus, a discovery that at first seemed to be a breakthrough in the 

investigation turned out to be just a smokescreen. Moreover, there was no hint that led 

the investigators to the tenants, and two people - a man and a woman, most likely Moretti 

and Balzerani - were seen fleeing after noticing the police. Or maybe someone else - 

perhaps the secret service? - somehow infiltrated the house and left the faucet running in 

order to make the den discovered. What is for sure is that police roadblocks and similar 

operations had not been successful in contrasting the terrorists at all. The Socialist Party 

also supported the thesis of an intentional act in the Parliamentary Committee of 

Inquiry447.  

A day later, on April 19th, dramatic news broke in every newspaper: Moro had been killed. 

Consequently, an urgent meeting was called among the Christian Democracy, Socialist 

Party, and Communist Party’s leadership. The “Avanti!” reported the state of anxiety that 

characterized the country after the - fake - seventh communiqué was received. The article 

stressed the hope that it was fake and only aimed at increasing confusion among the civil 

society and the police. The Red Brigades were harshly criticized for their modus operandi. 

Another article reported the words of Bufalini, a member of the Communist Party: “we 

have to prepare ourselves for the worst. The Red brigadists [...] are not destined to be 

exhausted if they are not blocked”, hinting at the fact that firmness is the only possible 

line of action. After repeatedly insisting on the fact that the message was almost surely 
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authentic, an article on page 3 doubted the truthfulness of this claim: according to it, there 

were some typographical mistakes not present in the previous communiqués, as well as 

some grammatical errors. Moreover, it was easy to notice the absence of the usual slogans. 

In a similar fashion, another article stressed that it was unlikely that anyone had been able 

to access the area indicated by the communiqué due to severe weather conditions. 

Consequently, the publication of the next day raised stronger doubts about the authenticity 

of the communiqué and also reported that the imprisoned members of the Red Brigades 

in Turin did not think the message was attributable to the Organization.  

 
Fig. 3.6, “Corriere della Sera”, 19/04/1978, “A message announces: Aldo Moro was killed. Corpse’s 

research is in vain. A hideout discovered in Rome” 

The “Corriere della Sera” defined the day as the “most dramatic day of this affair” and 

claimed that the news “took away from Moro’s destiny any political color”. It was 

reported that at first the communiqué was not taken seriously and that, although it was 

initially considered to be real, by the end of the day its authenticity was listed at fifty 

percent. The idea of a misdirection was proposed. It is affirmed that the location indicated 

by the communiqué was searched, but no evidence of a body being left there was found. 

As the “Avanti!” did, the “Corriere” also highlighted the fact that the imprisoned 

members of the Red Brigades did not recognize in the seventh communiqué the classic 

style of the Organization. The newspaper also reported the news of the hideout of via 

Gradoli, claiming that the Red Brigades surely did not feel hunted by the police, since 
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they had used the apartment until the night before448. I feel that it is natural to wonder 

why the people in charge doubted the communiqué's authenticity, especially in light of 

the fact that - as can be seen by the newspaper articles - everybody thought it was, in fact, 

authentic. Why did the debate arise in the first place? It was the first time that the 

newspapers questioned with such intensity the authenticity of the communiqués. Keeping 

in mind that the newspapers were published the day after the communiqué was received, 

we can ask ourselves: was it because there was no trace of the President - nor of any other 

human being - in the frozen lake where his body was supposed to be found? Was it 

because someone in the media knew that it was not real and was trying to hint at it? Why 

did the so-called “experts” initially affirm the communiqué was almost certainly authentic 

due to the “demonstrated” analysis of the typewriter typeface, only to discover it was 

actually counterfeited? Did they not notice immediately? As it often happens when 

dealing with this story, we will probably never know.  

According to what Castronuovo wrote, Pieczenik was carefully evaluating when to stop 

the simulation of a negotiation, and the moment came “right after the fourth week of the 

seizure, when Moro’s letters started to feel desperate, when it seemed that he was about 

to reveal state secrets and give names of those who were privy”. It seemed that at that 

point the public opinion needed to be prepared for the eventuality of Moro’s death: to do 

so, a psychological war was carried out by publishing the fake seventh communiqué. 

Moreover, said war aimed at manipulating the Red Brigades and inducing them to kill 

Moro, so that the public opinion would unanimously and strongly reject them449. 

However, as already mentioned, Pieczenik’s role is quite smoky, and it is not even clear 

if he stayed in Italy during the whole affair or if he flew back to the U.S. before it ended, 

possibly around mid-April. For example, Castronuovo (2007) reported that he mentioned 

that “I had the feeling that there was no political will to save Moro [...] so I left sooner 

than expected”. A different version regarding the fake communiqué was given by 

Andreotti and also reported by Castronuovo: he stated that a man, who qualified himself 

                                                
448 “Corriere della Sera”, 19/04/1978, retrieved from 
https://archivio.corriere.it/Archivio/pro/view.shtml#!/MTovZXMvaXQvcmNzZGF0aWRhY3MyL0AzM
DA1NA%3D%3D 
449 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 



124 
 

as a member of the Red Brigades, anticipated the falsified missive as an evidence of his 

trustworthiness450. This dramatic turn of events most likely gave impetus to the following 

attempts at negotiating Moro’s freedom.  

3.3.2 APRIL 21ST - MAY 8TH: THE SOCIALIST BREAK. A POSSIBILITY FOR 

NEGOTIATION? 

 

Fig. 3.7, “Avanti!”, 21/04/1978, “Moro is alive: there’s a picture”  

From this day on, a great direction shift can be detected in the “Avanti!”: there is a need 

to negotiate for Moro’s life. It can be read: “there is the imperative that is imposed to 

every civilized society, and thus to the Italian State as well, [...] the defense of human 

life”. This, of course, while ensuring that criminal laws are correctly applied. “A prisoner 

exchange would clash with reasons of principles but also legal hurdles. A formal 

negotiation between the State and Moro’s kidnappers can’t be proposed either. However, 

there can be margins that allow [...] to obtain Moro’s liberation [...]. Let’s not forget that 

[...] in a democratic society [...] the principles must be at the service of men, not the men 

at the service of principles”. The newspaper mentioned that in the previous days there 

had been talks about the possibility of interventions by international or non-political 

organizations. Yet, the government remained firm on its idea that the state itself did not 

have to negotiate. Contextually, some of the articles reported the forty-eight-hour 

                                                
450 Ibidem 



125 
 

ultimatum given by the Red Brigades: now, “we are not looking for a corpse anymore, 

but rather a hard discussion opens regarding the possibility of opening a bargaining with 

the brigadists. In Sossi’s case, a negotiation was opened, and it ended with the 

reaffirmation of the rule of law and the liberation of the judge”. In other words, it is what 

Moro had already proposed several days prior. The “Avanti!” also reported that the 

Communists remarked on the line of firmness adopted since the beginning of the affair, 

although approving a possible humanitarian step. Differently, a former President of the 

Constitutional Court called for negotiations by saying that “refusing any negotiation 

proposal would mean to extinguish a life”. As stressed by the newspaper, it was the first 

time that the Red Brigades were openly claiming the request of opening a direct 

negotiation, which had to entail the liberation of communist prisoners. However, as the 

journalist wrote, “they asked, by this deadline, a statement about the willingness of 

negotiating, not a commitment for the liberation of the brigadists in jail”451. In any case, 

as it can be read in the publication of April 23rd, the Socialist Party did not necessarily 

mean that a public negotiation had to be pursued, but rather that all initiatives - especially 

non-public humanitarian actions - had to be considered. 

 
Fig. 3.8, “Corriere della Sera”, 21/04/1978, “Moro is alive, ultimatum of the Red Brigades. Asked to the 

Christian Democracy and to the government a prisoner exchange” 
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The “Corriere della Sera” wondered: “To negotiate or not to negotiate: after the 

blackmail, the dilemma threatens to break the political landscape”. According to the 

newspaper, there were four points to be reconciled: saving Moro’s life, respecting the 

laws of the Republic, keeping in mind the public opinion’s sentiments, and finding a way 

to open the doors of the “people’s prison” without elevating the terrorists to the status of 

a “State”. The article, talking about those favorable to negotiations, commented: “there 

are those who think that it is not right, when for the first time the phone rings, to suddenly 

hang up. Even if on the other side there is a criminal”. Moreover, the journalist believed 

that by not specifying the number and names of the political prisoners to be freed the Red 

Brigades meant to test the opponent’s reactions. However, it was also reminded that the 

Christian Democracy is a political party, and as such it does not have the power to release 

inmates. While commenting on the reactions of the political forces, it is reported that: 

“the first “no” was the Communists’ [...]. The first “yes” came from the Socialists [...]. 

Both the government and the rest of the parties remained firm on the original line”. I 

found it interesting to read a dialogue between two members of the Parliament: “I want 

Moro to live”, followed by “Jackal, I don’t want the Republic to die!”. It is clear that the 

members of the political class were facing an enormous dilemma. Later on, it was reported 

that even the police members had asked to not negotiate. Guiso’s opinion on the 

ultimatum, as well as the news that Moro was alive, was also reported. He claimed that 

such an ultimatum needed to be seriously considered and said: “we don’t have to joke if 

we don’t want to become accomplices of a clear-headed homicide”. He also stated that 

the deadline was negotiable, as long as some of those affected by it declared to be willing 

to negotiate on a political basis452.  

Thus, it can be said that particularly from this day onwards, there were two fronts clashing 

within the political environment: the firmness front versus the negotiation front. That 

same day, the Christian Democracy embraced the appeal of Moro's family and identified 

Caritas Internationalis as a viable actor to induce Moro’s kidnappers to free him. Despite 

what seemed to be positive initial contacts, with the Red Brigades asking for a Christian 
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Democracy representative, the attempt proved to be unsuccessful453. Similarly, the Holy 

See declared to be available to any collaboration seen as useful to free Moro, and the Pope 

himself made an appeal to the Organization, asking them to free their prisoner without 

conditions: a plea that, in my opinion, was not particularly on point, considering he was 

addressing terrorists that clearly had no intention of coming out from the situation without 

even just a small gain of some sort.  

Between April 22nd and April 25th, the General Secretary of the United Nations launched 

three different appeals to the Red Brigades for Moro’s immediate liberation. However, 

some sentences in his second message, in which he affirmed that the execution of the 

sentence could only harm the cause of the Red Brigades and that, in the case of Moro’s 

release, those who support similar causes would have applauded this move, generated 

concerns among the political environment: in fact, there was the fear that similar 

statements could end up giving to the Red Brigades the status of political interlocutor. It 

was then thus specified that the words were inspired by humanitarian reasons454. Even the 

President of Uganda, some days later, announced that he intended to get in contact with 

the Red Brigades to convince them to release Moro455. Finally, it should be mentioned 

that a member of the Parliament, Cazora, established private contacts with the mafia in 

order to try and save Moro. On April 23rd, the “Avanti!” published another missive coming 

from Moro and addressed to Zaccagnini, delivered three days prior. Moro wrote: “With 

deep bitterness and astonishment I saw [you], without any serious human and political 

consideration, take a rigidly closed attitude. [...]. Is it possible that you all want my death 

for an alleged reason of state that someone suggests to you, as a solution to all of the 

country’s problems? You’d be swept away [...]. A rupture would open inside the party, 

that you cannot dominate [...]. I make it clear that, on my part, I will not absolve or justify 

anybody [...]. Let not occur, I beg you, the terrible fact of a death decision made on the 

directive of some executive obsessed with security issues, as if there were no exile to 
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satisfy them [...]. Any openness [...], with the hours rushing by, would be extremely 

important [...]. Remember [...] that the Republican Constitution [...] canceled the death 

penalty. In this way, dear friends, you would be reintroducing it [...]. Whether the 

sentence is carried out, is up to you [...]. If you don’t intervene, a heinous page of Italy’s 

history would be written. My blood would fall upon you. Think this through”456. The 

following missive, delivered on April 24th, was very similar in content. The “Corriere 

della Sera”, reported a comment on the missive which said: “I believe you understand 

how difficult it is to find an appropriate answer to the situation” and that “Moro seems 

to understand the difficulties that such a choice entails for the Christian Democracy”457.  

On April 25th, the “Avanti!”, commenting on the Red Brigades’ high-caliber prisoner 

exchange proposal, said: “one cannot accept an impossible request” and “to this request, 

it must be responded without hesitation that it is impossible and unacceptable”. 

Moreover, “no barter could have a positive outcome if it was based on impossible 

solutions”. The Red Brigades reject the need for a mediator at the “current state of 

things”, but they would be willing to accept the role of the Caritas Internationalis if the 

Christian Democracy and the government were to authorize the Organization to act in a 

“public and explicit way”. The newspaper stressed that the Socialist Party had already 

firmly rejected the possibility of a prisoner exchange. In addition, it was reported that the 

Christian Democracy had decided to not hold any meetings, even informal ones, making 

it clear that the party did not intend to address the problem as such and thus leaving very 

little room for hope. Then it was highlighted that this time the communiqué did not 

contain any ultimatum, possibly leaving more time to find a solution. Moreover, the plea 

launched a couple of hours before the eighth communiqué was released - coming from 

the President of the Security Council of the United Nations - was reported. In it, the 

President stressed that if Moro was allowed to live, then the confrontation between 

different ideologies within society could have continued to be realized. If he were to die, 

such a dialogue would have been interrupted. Finally, on page 5, Guiso’s statement was 
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reported: “there are possibilities to save Moro if one wants it, and I can see that there has 

been a quite clear opening”458. The “Corriere della Sera”, in a long article centered on 

the anniversary of April 25th, commented on the new requests coming from the Red 

Brigades, which are considered to be morally unacceptable. “It is not possible to admit 

even hypothetically the capitulation of the Republic [...] before a gang of evildoers”. 

When commenting on the letter, it was said that “it is the letter of a [person] sentenced 

to death who clings to a strand of hope with logical reflections. Or are they written under 

the dictation of his cruel captors? [...] In the situation that Moro is in, it is not possible 

to think about free choices. Every act of his [...] can only be the sign of a bent 

consciousness [...]”. Moreover, it is said that if in the previous days the brigadists had 

been able to open a break in the political unity, fostering a negotiation front, “with their 

request they reassembled the unity of the grid”. Indeed, in light of those new 

developments, the Christian Democracy had nothing else to say and considered its attitude 

as “painful realism”. “Lotta Continua” was the only one still considering the eventuality 

of releasing the named prisoners459.  

In addition, on April 25th, people close to Moro's family requested the intervention of the 

International Red Cross. The government expressed concern about the fact that such an 

intervention might assume the hypothesis of an armed conflict and thus lead to the 

recognition of the brigadists as a part of a conflict. However, art. 3 of the ‘49 Geneva 

Convention460 could be interpreted in such a way as to avoid that possibility. The Socialist 

Party was asked to have a solicitation for an analog application of art. 3 of the Convention 

delivered to the Red Cross, but it does not seem that the hypothesis has been followed up. 

The next day, the President of the Red Cross made it clear that, in case of hostage-taking, 

the Red Cross strictly adhered to the rule of refraining from any intervention, except in 

exceptional cases in which it was requested by an interested party with the agreement of 
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the others. Considering that Moro’s case did not fit into the category of intervention 

possible under the “non-international armed conflict” classification. According to the 

President, for Moro’s case, only a humanitarian plea was possible - especially considering 

previous pleas coming from other authoritative sources - if it was to be requested by the 

government. Some days later, on May 2nd, the hypothesis of such an appeal was 

abandoned461.  

A day later, on April 26th, the Socialists pressed ahead with their bargaining initiative. A 

small group of legal experts was established to try to identify some “political detainees”, 

brigatisti, members of the Armed Proletarian Cells (NAP), or other revolutionaries, who 

had not killed or wounded anyone, whose legal position permitted some kind of 

intervention and who, because females with children or persons afflicted by health 

problems, were deserving of sympathy462. They hoped that an act of indulgence, such as 

a presidential pardon, would somehow convince the brigadists to release Moro alive. 

Although the greatest part of the prisoners proposed by the Organization had been 

discarded, one seemed to be suitable for the solution: Besuschio, who was a decently 

important brigadists who did not commit any homicides and had health problems. In 

addition, another person was identified. Craxi then publicly sketched out his idea, and 

Zaccagnini expressed the Christian Democracy's interest in exploring the possibilities for 

a humanitarian initiative that would respect the laws of the state. However, the 

Republicans and the Communists were extremely uneasy about the Socialist project, 

which they believed risked becoming a concession to the terrorists disguised as something 

else. For this reason, the Communist Party openly criticized the suggested extension of 

executive clemency or provisional liberty463. In response to their and others’ critics, I find 

it interesting to report the answer given by Craxi in the “Avanti!” of April 28th to an article 

published in the newspaper “La Stampa” a day before. “[...] We believe that the State has 

the obligation to protect all its citizens and save them when their lives are in danger. The 

State has the duty to enforce its laws [...] and punish the perpetrators [of criminal 
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actions]. It is the circumstances that establish the priority [...]. We don’t want a helpless 

and submissive State [...]. On the contrary, we pretend that the State defeats terrorism 

[...]. Who can say, with honesty, that the price of Moro’s life means saving the Republic? 

What are the true sentiments that inspire attitudes of fanatical intransigence? [...]”464. 

The text goes on to stress that many other States have pursued different ways than those 

being explored in this case and that the socialists simply refuse to give up and wait 

helplessly.  

In a letter dated April 28th, Moro said: “[...] I didn’t suffer any coercion, I am not drugged, 

I write with my style and my usual handwriting [...]. Yet, they say, I am another one465 

and I don’t deserve to be taken seriously. Then, my arguments don’t even get answered 

[...]. I have to say that I was deeply saddened that some friends [...] doubted the 

truthfulness of what I was advocating [...]. I deemed acceptable, as it happens in war, a 

political prisoner exchange [...]. The exchange is beneficial not only to who is on the 

other side but also to who is in danger of being killed, basically to a common man like 

me [...]. In a similar situation, the socialists may be decisive. But when? Woes, dear 

Craxi, if your initiative was to fail [...]. It is time to add that [...] even the liberation (with 

the expatriation) of a fair number of cases was conceded to Palestinians, to avoid the 

threat of retaliations capable of damaging the community. And it was threats [...] that did 

not have the same degree of urgency as this one [...]. It is within the Christian Democracy 

that problems are not faced bravely [...]. I will die if my party decides so [...]. But no 

responsible person should hide behind the adherence to an alleged duty”466. In another 

letter delivered on the same day, Moro asked Pennacchini - President of the Parliamentary 

Committee for the control of information and security services and on the state secret - to 

reveal the truth about the Palestinians case. In other words, it seems that he asked him to 

reveal the existence of the so-called “Lodo Moro”. Following this letter, the “Corriere 
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della Sera”, after remarking the fact that Moro was writing under the influence of his 

captors, wrote about Craxi’s attempts to find a solution: “[Craxi’s] objective is the 

Christian Democracy: he wants to divide it, bend it, convince it to give up on its 

intransigence”. Moreover, the party direction decided to not summon the National 

Council, as asked by Moro467.  

April 30th was characterized by an important event: Moretti called Moro’s home. As the 

phone was tapped, the call was recorded by the authorities468. In short, Moretti said: “up 

to now, all the things you have done […] are of absolutely no use [...]. In the coming 

hours we cannot do anything other than carry out what we have said in Communique no. 

8. So, we believe only this: that an intervention, immediate and clarifying in this sense, 

by Zaccagnini is needed [...]. We have done this simply out of scrupulousness, in the sense 

that a sentence of death is not something that can be taken lightly, not even on our part. 

We are willing to bear the responsibilities that […] fall on us, and we would like exactly, 

since your father insists, believes, that in fact you have not intervened directly because 

you are badly advised [...]. The problem is political, so, at this point, the Christian 

Democracy must intervene. We have insisted on this very much because it is the only way 

by which a negotiation can eventually be reached”469. That phone call had an immediate 

effect, since Moro’s family made an appeal to the Christian Democracy saying that “the 

party’s action is completely insufficient. This way, the death sentence of the kidnapped is 

ratified”470 and thus breaking their relationship with the party.  

On May 1st, a letter addressed to Craxi was published by the “Avanti!”. In it, Moro said 

“since I learned about [...] a strong humanitarian sensibility from part of your party [...] 

I am here to beg you to keep going and accentuate your important initiative. It has to be 

made clear that it is not about inviting others to humanitarian actions, which are 

completely useless, but to give rise with due urgency to a serious and a balanced prisoner 
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exchange”. I also find it interesting to mention that in that day’s publication of the 

“Avanti!”, a disquisition on the prevalent interpretation of Moro’s letters was carried out. 

In particular, the article said: “the incredulity [about Moro’s missives] has grown as his 

anguish and critics towards the biggest political forces grew [...]. To not take Moro’s 

letters was the Communist Party’s instruction [...]. They seem more worried about 

Moro’s “memory” and not his life. They’re already thinking about his funerals and 

monuments and dispute about the interpretation of a style and on a life they’re not 

contributing to save [...]. Why don’t you read Moro’s letters as the ones of a clear-headed 

prisoner, even if desperate, because he has felt abandoned for 45 days? It is clear that 

it’s easier to think as hitherto; even easier is to not think at all [...]. It’s easier, but it’s 

not right. Moreover, even if Moro was impaired, would this justify the attitude of 

abandoning him to his destiny?”471. The same article - titled “Why not believe his letters?” 

can be found in the “Corriere della Sera” of the same day. It also reported that another 

newspaper announced that Moro’s next move would be a law proposal, to be made 

directly to the Parliament: such an eventuality - which would entail the right to exile for 

political prisoners - was analyzed in a subsequent article and was deemed impossible, 

especially due to legal and substantial constraints. An article said: “we want to humbly 

sense Moro’s will if he wasn’t in such an atrocious state of necessity”. In other words, in 

my opinion, the newspaper is saying “his will is to be killed”, although his missives say 

something very different. Furthermore, his “state of necessity” is not a decorative 

element, but rather his reality, so reasoning as if it was not is not useful in any way. This 

day also marked the rupture between Moro’s family and the Christian Democracy, with 

the former asking the party to “courageously take their responsibilities” and stating that 

“the refusal of any initiative ratifies Moro’s death sentence”. Finally, an article wondered 

what the government should do in this situation: the answer is quickly given. “Refuse any 
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terrorists’ release. Do not grant amnesty, pardon, or exile. Tighten prison surveillance. 

Adopt legal measures to strengthen the police and the judiciary”472.  

On May 2nd, Craxi met with Andreotti to illustrate his idea of a one-for-one exchange, 

mentioning Paola Besuschio as a possible beneficiary. Though not rejecting the 

autonomous solution in principle, the Prime Minister opposed the freeing of Besuschio 

and was worried that a concession would not necessarily lead to Moro's release473. A 

meeting was held with the Christian Democracy committee that was managing the crisis 

and the idea of an autonomous humanitarian gesture was presented: following further 

meetings with the other parties, Craxi felt that the sides were converging474, to the point 

that the Christian Democracy issued a communiqué formally referring the proposal to the 

government, and it was announced that the Central Directorate of the party would meet 

on May 9th and a decision would be taken regarding Moro’s request, expressed in a 

missive, for the urgent convocation of the Christian Democracy National Council475. The 

government remained vague in its answer: the postponement to an uncertain date surely 

did not make the Red Brigades happy. In the meantime, the proposal of freeing Besuschio 

was set aside and little actions were taken for the release of the other identified prisoner. 

According to Castronuovo (2007), many years later it emerged that the imprisoned 

brigadists had started to move as well, since they now hoped for a peaceful resolution of 

the affair in order to avoid tightening prison conditions. It seems that they even drafted a 

communiqué asking to shift the negotiation stage from the liberation of political prisoners 

to the improvement of jail conditions. If the Socialists were to accept such a proposal, the 

inmates would have publicly declared that Moro’s life had to be spared, in the hope of 

avoiding the carrying out of the sentence. According to Franceschini, however, Craxi 

decided to not take the proposal into consideration476. In contrast, Craxi affirmed that 

contacts had indeed been established, but did not lead to any decisive facts. Meanwhile, 
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Morucci and Faranda tried to convince Moretti that the Red Brigades had effectively been 

recognized as a political force by the interventions of the Pope and Waldheim and by the 

statement of the Christian Democracy after the meeting with the Socialists on May 2nd. 

They told Moretti that killing Moro would represent a political watershed highly 

damaging to the revolutionary movement, and that it would create an escalating military 

struggle with which the Red Brigades could not cope477. However, he was not convinced, 

although he agreed to postpone the execution for a couple of more days. At some point, 

contacts were established between prominent autonomi Piperno and Pace and the 

Socialists - especially Craxi - with the formers suggesting a political recognition of the 

Red Brigades and proposing themselves as mediators478. 

On May 4th, the Chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organization Arafat launched a 

public appeal to the Red Brigades inviting them to free Moro. It seems from the official 

reports that no contacts followed such an appeal. In 2017, Bassam Abu Sharif - former 

senior advisor of Arafat - was queried by the Parliamentary Committee of Inquiry in 

relation to those events. He claimed that Arafat’s appeal was public and most of all 

political. However, there were no contacts between the Organization and Moro’s 

kidnappers: the existing links were with the already imprisoned members of the Red 

Brigades. Moreover, Sharif claimed that the Popular Front, the Palestine Liberation 

Organization, and Fatah were against any action or operation in Italy, especially for what 

concerned Moro, since Palestinians liked him, and he represented something very 

important to them. Sharif also stated that, if they had any chance or if they were asked to 

contribute to Moro’s liberation, they would have not hesitated. The President of the 

Commission, however, reported that Arafat had claimed that contacts had actually been 

put in place, but the Red Brigades had asked for impossible quid pro quos and then had, 

all of a sudden, closed all dialogues. Sharif also stressed that they thought that the 

Americans - Gladio agents in particular - had infiltrated the Red Brigades after the arrest 

of the founding members479. According to him, Moro was not kidnapped by the Red 
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Brigades, especially in light of the high professionalism which had characterized the 

action480. The same day, a summoning of the central direction of the Christian Democracy 

was announced for May 9th, in order to discuss possible solutions to the affair. 

     

On May 6th, as reported by Meade (1989), a leading Socialist met with Senate President 

Fanfani and tried to persuade him to endorse the Socialists proposal. Fanfani, who was 

also being pressed by Mrs Moro, did not personally make a public statement as a signal 

for the Red Brigades to not precipitate the situation, but rather delegated this job. 

Unfortunately, the speech held on May 7th fell absurdly flat, becoming just a vague 

restatement of the Christian Democracy’s past positions. The uncertainty was magnified 

by the government. Shortly before the arrival of Communique no. 9, the Interministerial 

Committee on Security met, as promised, to consider the idea of an autonomous gesture. 

A statement issued by the Committee seemed to imply a rejection of the idea481. The 

statement said: “The concession of pardons is connected to humanitarian norms of 

clemency, independently of external motivations; in other words, independent of any 

correlation with Moro’s affair. Different connections would offend the legal system and 

the public conscience”482. That day’s “Avanti!” reported the ninth communiqué and 

claimed that the Socialist Party was going to continue in its attempt to find a “third way” 

between the unacceptable subsidence and prejudicial immobility, although very little 

hope was left. In an article it can be read that “the Red Brigades want to execute the 

sentence on a defenseless prisoner. But those who kill a war prisoner are war criminals”. 

Yet, hope could still be retained due to the lexical choice of the Red Brigades, who did 

not state that the sentence had been already carried out. Moreover, an article published in 

the newspaper “Repubblica”, which - as it can be deduced by the answer given in the 

“Avanti!” article - accused the Socialist Party of trying to break the democratic forces’ 

unity by means of its bargaining proposal. The “Corriere della Sera” said: “if you’re 
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human, don’t do it” and “the future cannot be built with machine guns and a society 

cannot bend to blackmail [...] we are all enemies of the Red Brigades”. It claimed that, 

even though Moro might be already dead, the terrorists came out of the affair defeated, 

because the political solidarity was still intact thanks to a common sense of “firmness of 

the law and force of the humanitarian imaginary”. A thesis is reported, according to 

which the communiqué did not appear to be final: in fact, if there were no doubts on the 

authenticity of the letter, the intentions of the Red Brigades were not entirely clear due to 

the use of the verb “eseguendo” (which could be translated as 'by performing' [the death 

sentence]).). For what concerns the Socialists’ position, Craxi’s words are reported, in 

which he claims that such a development demonstrates that the party’s intentions were 

always transparent in their good faith483.  

 

3.4. MAY 9TH: OUTCOME OF THE AFFAIR AND AFTERMATH  

 

On the morning of May 9th, the major personalities of the Christian Democracy reunited 

to discuss Moro’s fate and Fanfani’s critics against the government, as well as his request 

for action. However, as the idea of conceding a pardon had been set aside, what could be 

actually discussed was how to fight against terrorism. Meanwhile, Morucci, who at first 

identified himself as “Dottor Nicolai” and then - as the interlocutor insisted on knowing 

who he was talking to - as “Red Brigades”, was making made a phone call to announce 

Moro’s death and to allow for the retrieval of his body. “We present the last wills of the 

President by telling the family where they will find his body. The body will be found in 

via Caetani, in a red Renault 4. The first numbers of the license plate are N5” 

 

The next day, all newspapers were talking about it. The “Avanti!” defined the 

assassinations as “a crime against the Republic and the Italian people”. The first 

information on Moro's death was given, such as the corpse’s finding site, near both the 

Christian Democracy and the Communist Party headquarters, and the cause of death. It 
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claimed that it was now necessary for the state to assert the strength of its institutions and 

democratic law, carrying out a strategy against terrorism that will have to bring tangible 

and positive results. Moreover, an article hypothesized that Moro was killed because of 

the services that he could still provide to the Italian society and State, namely more 

cohesion. On the first page, the will of the family to respect their kinsman’s last words 

was displayed. Alongside this, the family stated that “on his life and death, history will 

judge”. The newspaper reported the reactions of the major parties and politicians, and 

different opinions were expressed. Zaccagnini defined Moro’s death as “extreme 

sacrifice”; Berlinguer remarked on his attempt to collaborate with the Communists and 

highlighted his efforts to form a parliamentary majority inclusive of such party; La Malfa 

stated that Moro was “the first heroic victim of a war declared against the State”; Saragat, 

differently, claimed that near Moro’s corpse there was also the corpse of the First 

Republic, which has not been able to defend the life of a great political figure. For the 

first time, the brigadists were not terrorists anymore, but beasts. Many pages were devoted 

to an analysis of Moro’s work and personality and to the outrage and solidarity statements 

coming from abroad; however, articles were also directed at criticizing the inefficiency 

of the police and called for a renovation of such an organ, as well as the secret services 

and the judiciary484.  

 

 
Fig. 3.9, “Corriere della Sera”, 19/05/1978, “Moro’s murder” 
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The “Corriere della Sera” immediately titled “He died so that this Republic can live” 

and defined the days as a watershed in Italy’s history. “Not even fascism ever descended 

this low”. The newspaper attributed his death to the insanity of a small group of assassins 

- offering, in my opinion, a simplistic view of the phenomenon - and was considered to 

be the symbol of a value crisis that was affecting the country. The location where the 

body was found could only be interpreted as a provocation, and the State was ready to 

take it. It was said that all parties - today reunited and perhaps tomorrow yet again 

opponents - will always agree on defending the Republic against subversion. If the State 

wants it, it can defeat terrorism. Moro was said to have been shot at least eleven times 

and was forced to wear the same suit he had when he was kidnapped, in a sort of “gloomy 

ritual”; next to him, surrounded by his blood, were his belongings. At that point, Italian 

society could only see the Red Brigades as ferocious assassins, and a lesson could be 

drawn from the affair: the State has to defend itself, its servers, and its citizens, without 

indulgences. The details of his finding were displayed in a subsequent article, which 

described the scene without omitting rough details such as a large blood stain covered by 

tissues and how many bullets were stuck in his body. It was said that it looked like Moro 

was shot and then dragged, without shoes, to the stolen car in which he was found. Many 

hypotheses were advanced as to why sand was found in his clothes, ranging from a 

hideout near the beach to a misleading clue purposely placed by the Red Brigades. Finally, 

it was stressed that a special plan to capture the assassins was put in place485. For what 

concerns the international reactions, the Intelligence agencies of the United States 

believed that the Italian government, with its behavior, had achieved a “negative 

victory”486. At the same time, they wondered how the void left by Moro’s death was going 

to be filled in the political field: in this regard, they thought that the Communist presence 

in the government was very likely, especially in light of the fact that they had not endorsed 

terrorism and had maintained a firm attitude against any negotiation proposal487. 

Moreover, according to Ceci (2019), some hours before Moro was killed, the American 

Intelligence agencies had recognized the Red Brigades as a case of international terrorism, 
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thus marking a change in their stances and making it possible for the U.S. to intervene in 

Moro’s affair and to offer Italy some help: however, such a change arrived when it was 

already too late to save the politician488.   

 

Moro’s murder was the beginning of the end for the Red Brigades. Soon after the finding, 

Cossiga resigned from his role, whereas requests for an efficient fight against terrorism 

continued to grow day after day. Meanwhile, as Zampieri (2017) noted, the parliamentary 

debate concerning an antiterrorism decree was also growing: a hurdle in its approval was 

the obstruction carried out by the minority parties; on the other hand, the public opinion 

was pushing for a strong line of action against terrorism. After about a week of 

discussions, the decree was approved by a large majority, despite the many disagreements 

that had emerged. It is possible that the pressure exerted by the public opinion pushed the 

political class to formulate quick answers, which however did not leave much time to 

examine in depth some issues posed by the measure489. At the same time, it was necessary 

to understand why the police forces had not been able to identify the hideout and arrest 

the brigadists, who had gone unnoticed during the whole affair. The tones concerning the 

inefficiency of the security apparatus sharpened, and the majority started to crack, 

especially after the administrative elections, which showed a decline in votes to the 

Communists. One of the few concrete moves against terrorism was the assignment of a 

special task for such a fight to Dalla Chiesa. Andreotti was called to display to the 

Parliament how the security forces had acted during the kidnapping, but his explanations 

remained vague, thus creating dissatisfaction among the political forces and public 

opinion. Following more discussions, the majority concluded that the economic and social 

crisis must have had a role in the recent growth of armed violence, although the police 

inefficiency surely could not be overlooked: in this sense, a broader strategy was 

necessary to fight terrorism. However, the idea of adopting exceptional measures was 

rejected. Shortly after the end of the affair, two hideouts of the Red Brigades had been 

discovered and the operation was somehow misleadingly presented as the “first concreted 

development” of the inquiry. After the affair, however, the Red Brigades carried out more 

attacks and some had become fugitives, leading to even more polemics about the 
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management of the emergency and to the request from part of the judiciary to be provided 

with more means to perform their duties. Cracks started to form within the Christian 

Democracy, with a section of the party - hostile to the historic compromise - assuming a 

critical position towards the Communist Party490. 

 

For what concerns Dalla Chiesa’s task force, similar to the one instituted in 1974 and then 

dismantled, it could act without restrictions on the national territory and contacts had to 

be maintained with the Minister of Interior: such elements did not go without harsh 

debates, and its mandate was limited to a year - then renewed in December 1979. Dalla 

Chiesa set his men to work studying Red Brigades documents, checking housing and 

public identification records, conducting stakeouts, and tailing and hunting for suspected 

terrorists491. Often, after terrorists were identified, they were not arrested but rather 

followed in order to identify even more accomplices, and infiltrates were also used for 

the same purpose492. As mentioned previously, after Moro's death, the Red Brigades 

continued to carry out subversive actions, as they had been able to retain a base of support, 

although smaller than before. Morucci and Faranda, who had disagreed with Moretti on 

Moro’s death, realized that they would not be able to change the Organization’s “blind 

and bloody strategy”493 and fled: they were arrested in May 1979, and Gallinari was 

caught shortly after. In 1980, the arrest of Peci changed the course of the hunt of the Red 

Brigades. Peci had become a column commander in 1979, but over time began to doubt 

the aims of the Organization and thought that it had misjudged the presence of substantial 

popular support for the revolution494. After being arrested, Peci realized that the Red 

Brigades had been long doomed and decided to cooperate with the police and thus helped 

to identify bases and members, as well as explaining the structure and contacts of the 

Organization. Peci also declared that Moro’s death had been decided with the draft of the 

ninth communiqué, but that the Red Brigades had let pass a few more days in the hope of 
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any openness in the political environment495. The information provided by him led to the 

arrest of eighty-five brigadists and the finding of many hideouts496. In spite of these 

developments, the Red Brigades were still killing many members of the state apparatus 

and businessmen and, in 1980, they even released a new Strategic Resolution. In the same 

year, Judge D’Urso was kidnapped and the brigadists demanded the closure of the prison 

of Asinara: this time, they reached their aim, although the government insisted that the 

measure had been already decided before the kidnapping. However, the group was not as 

compact as before, and sub-columns were beginning to split from the original ones. Then, 

finally, in April 1981, Moretti was arrested in Milan. This did not mean the end of the 

Red Brigades, since other personalities started to ascend: one of the most important is 

undoubtedly Senzani, who kidnapped Cirillo, a Christian Democrat, and killed his escort. 

At the same time, Taliercio - the director of a petrochemical plant - was kidnapped in 

Venice and, a couple of days later, Peci’s brother was abducted as well, ending up killed. 

Senzani’s disobedience to the directions of the Executive Committee in relation to the 

kidnappings accelerated the fragmentation of the Organization. The militarist wing 

presided by Senzani undertook the first campaign at the expense of a foreign target: led 

by Savasta, they kidnapped General James Dozier, one of the highest-ranking American 

officers in Italy497, who was fortunately rescued alive. In 1981, trials against terrorists 

started with great use of the so-called “pentiti” (repented), such as Peci and, later, Savasta: 

in exchange for their cooperation, they were granted a one-third reduction in their 

sentence. Between the end of 1982 and 1983, the vast majority of the Red Brigades’ 

members were arrested, and they had to resort to what is defined as “strategic retreat”498. 

Once again, this did not mean the end of the Organization: they still carried out several 

actions up until 1987, when even its most famous members declared that it did not make 

sense for it to exist anymore.           
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UNDERSTANDING THE PAST TO IMPROVE THE FUTURE: A 

STARTING POINT FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

4.1 BRIEF EVOLUTION OF THE ITALIAN APPROACH TO 

COUNTERTERRORISM AND NEGOTIATION 

 

Before covering the evolution of the Italian approach to counterterrorism and negotiation, 

an overview of Italy’s international position should be provided.  Italian foreign policy 

unfolded during the post-war period in three areas: Atlantic, European, and 

Mediterranean. The Atlantic circle is characterized by the adhesion to NATO and a 

passive position with regard to the will of the American ally. The European circle, marked 

by an immediate adhesion to the European Community and by a strong integrationist 

attitude, took the form of rhetoric more often than concrete actions. Finally, in the 

Mediterranean circle, considered an area of great strategic importance derived from 

Italy’s dependence on energy imports from North Africa and the Middle East, Italy has 

exercised a high degree of international autonomy, promoting a pro-Arab policy, often in 

opposition to the United States and other European partners. Italian foreign and security 

policy has also been shaped by a domestic political system marked by deep cleavages 

between pro-Atlantic parties and pro-Soviet parties499. Areas of interest include the 

Balkans and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, due to the alleged linkage between terrorism 

and Islam and, as already mentioned, because of the dependence on that area’s resources. 

Domestically, after the events of the ‘70s, in the ‘80s the terrorist phenomenon in Italy 

was slowly weakening. It can be affirmed that in the following decade, a big part of the 

counterterrorism strategy consisted of promoting the former-terrorists collaboration with 

the justice apparatus as much as possible500. Laws regulating the figure of the so-called 

“pentiti” were adopted and granted a reduced sentence to those who were willing to 

cooperate with the judiciary: law no. 304/1982501 is the most prominent example. In the 
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‘90s, terrorist entities all around the world were deeply affected by the phenomenon of 

globalization, which represented a sort of paradox for such movements: on the one hand, 

it represented their main enemy; on the other hand, it was the instrument thanks to which 

the movements were able to spread in the first place502. Counterterrorism measures 

changed as well: they aimed both at repressing and preventing the phenomenon. 

Cooperation with international establishments can also be considered as a distinctive 

element of the 1990s Italian counterterrorist strategy503. Security measures were 

strengthened in the national territory, especially in those areas considered to be strategic 

objectives; moreover, the law decree no. 369/2001, then converted by law no. 431/2001, 

established a Financial Security Committee in order to protect the Italian financial system, 

collect information useful to freeze terrorists’ assets, and enhance the fight against the 

financing of terrorism504. Criminal and terrorist associations were criminalized, as well 

as the act of sheltering or facilitating criminals in their actions. Moreover, in the early 

2000s, the Italian government viewed the European Union as having a special role, given 

its capacity to mobilize a wide range of instruments “to assure the relaunch, the re-

establishment, and consolidation of difficult economic, social and political situations”505. 

Even so, the construction of a European Security and Defense Policy was not seen as 

representing a first step towards the construction of a European army, but rather a project 

for a European rapid reaction force executing missions consistent with the so-called 

‘Petersberg tasks’506. In any case, Italy believed that the EU should not be a substitute for 

NATO, which remains at the heart of the European security architecture507. In 2004 and 

2005, specific measures were taken to monitor Islamic fundamentalism, probably as a 

response to 9/11 and other events such as the second Gulf War, which had started in 2003. 

Finally, rules regarding telematic traffic data, personal identification, and expulsion were 

adopted, and new terrorism-related offenses were introduced. In the same years, Italy 

started to increase its cooperation with the United Nations - particularly by ratifying all 
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the International Conventions against Terrorism - and with the European Union: as a 

Member State, it was required to adapt its national legislation to the measures collectively 

adopted at the European level, such as the 2002 framework, the European Arrest Warrant, 

and several more measures which will be talked about more in depth in the following 

paragraph of this chapter. Italy’s cooperation with the G8 should also be mentioned. In 

particular, in 2003 the CTAG (Counter Terrorism Action Group) was established508, and 

Italy took charge of the coordination of the technical assistance to Third Countries, thus 

also facing terrorist menace in the Western Balkans509. However, there are still many gray 

areas. For example, Trento (2007), after having carefully analyzed the counter-terrorism 

measures adopted by Italy, highlighted that only two measures addressed the policy area 

of prevention of radicalization and recruitment, thus showing a lack of initiatives in this 

sense. Moreover, the issue of informing the general public was not dealt with at all, and, 

to complicate matters, information provided by the media is often alarmist510. 

Immigration and asylum policies did not aim to promote integration, but only simplified 

the process of extradition. On the other hand, the policy area concerning special 

competence for the police and prosecutors appeared to be the most developed one, right 

along the international cooperation area511. Using the words of the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs’ website, it can be said that the Italian legal system has gradually abandoned the 

regulatory framework set up to tackle the threat of terrorism in the 1970s with a view to 

adjusting to the different international challenges posed by the terrorist threats of the 

subsequent decades, combining repressive measures with the attempt to prevent the 

phenomenon512. The competence for tackling terrorism - both in a preventive and in a 

repressive sense - is shared between Member States and the European Union513, with 

national security matters remaining in the hands of each Member State514: even so, each 

State should still comply with a broader European framework. In this respect, in 2024 

                                                
508http://www.g8.fr/evian/english/navigation/2003_g8_summit/summit_documents/building_internationa
l_political 
509 Trento, D. (2007) Terrorism and counterterrorism in Italy from the 1970’s to date: a review. 
510 Di Meo, L. (2004). Media e terrorismo: vittime, condottieri, carnefici. Edizioni Kappa. 
511 Trento, D. (2007) Terrorism and counterterrorism in Italy from the 1970’s to date: a review. 
512 https://www.esteri.it/en/politica-estera-e-cooperazione-allo-sviluppo/temi_globali/lotta_terrorismo/ 
513 Bonomi, M. S. (2019). Counter-terrorism legislation in Italy: the key role of administrative measures. 
Roma Tre Law Review, (1). 
514 Art 4 TEU, retrieved from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12012M004 



146 
 

Italy renewed its commitment to strengthening peacebuilding and conflict prevention 

efforts to address increasingly complex and interconnected security challenges, as well as 

confirming its determination to protect freedom and security, as well as upholding 

democracy, rule of law, respect for human rights, and freedom of expression 515. To sum 

up, according to Foradori and Rosa (2007), Italy’s strategic tradition and its instrumental 

preferences to meet security threats remain connected to an integrated approach that 

combines limited and proportional coercive methods with a multidimensional and 

comprehensive strategy. Central to this approach is the concept of soft power: the power 

of culture, economy, and commerce “in pursuing its interests that are most of all interests 

of stability” (Toscano 2003; Frattini 2004). In short, there is the awareness that soft and 

hard power together can produce more efficient outcomes516. Moreover, according to 

Bonomi (2019), the use of administrative measures - such as travel bans, expulsion orders, 

and citizenship revocation - has become a significant counterterrorism tool in some 

Member States, including Italy, in their efforts to maintain national security. Their 

increasing prevalence is probably due to the perception that imposition of such 

administrative measures is proactive and preventive, thus protecting the population from 

the threat of terrorism517. Finally, compliance with European instruments and frameworks 

tended to reinforce Italy’s non-negotiation stance, although exceptions can be made, as 

we will see in the following pages.  

 

For what concerns the issue of negotiating with terrorists, after Moro’s kidnapping and 

subsequent death, the prevalent Italian school of thought has settled on a no-negotiation 

stance, especially in light of the fact that the country is asked to comply with European 

legislation. However, some cases in which this stance was bypassed can be mentioned. 

One of them concerns the kidnapping of Judge D'Urso in 1980. As explained in the 

previous chapter, the brigadists asked for the closure of Asinara in exchange for his 

release and were able to achieve their goal. However, I believe that in this case negotiation 

was pursued with a relatively light spirit since the terrorists’ request involved neither the 
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payment of ransoms nor political recognition. Another case, more recent, is the one of 

Silvia Romano. It should be stressed that the following analysis will be carried out 

exclusively using press sources, since official declaration on the topic was very rare: one 

of these is a communiqué of 2019 available on the website of the Minister of Foreign 

Affairs stating that a collaboration was being carried out between Italy and Kenya in order 

to achieve a positive solution to the kidnapping. The woman was released in Somali 

territory in 2020 after having been kidnapped in Kenya by terrorist organization al-

Shabaab in 2018. Clearly, not much is known about her release by the general public. It 

is likely, however, that a ransom was paid by the Italian State, although the former 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Di Maio firmly denied this option in an interview for a local 

newspaper518. What is also interesting is that three secret services were involved in the 

process that led to such an outcome: Turkish, Italian, and Somali. According to some 

experts, the Italian secret services have weak relationships with the Somali services, while 

strong relationships can be assumed to exist with the Turkish ones, especially considering 

the interests this last country holds in Somalia. It is thus possible that they established 

contacts with the terrorist organization in order to negotiate a ransom. Romano’s 

liberation can be considered a win-win situation: al-Shabaab received financing and 

international notoriety; Turkey was recognized as an important international actor; the 

Somali intelligence agency received similar recognition for its role in freeing a hostage 

in the hands of the terrorists; and finally, the Italian government was able to publicize its 

efforts in saving a citizen519. According to the UN - as it can be read in a report of the 

magazine “Limes” - kidnappings of Western people are one of the three main sources of 

money for terrorist organizations, especially in North Africa: in fact, UN operators are 

often known as “walking money”. This forces Western countries to either accept the 

terrorists’ conditions for hostage liberation or risk difficult actions involving the use of 

force, whose outcomes are uncertain. Although the institutions never spoke about this 

matter, it is possible to imagine that Italy always preferred to negotiate and pay a ransom. 

However, this choice has consequences, namely giving money to such organizations, 

which are frequently used to buy weapons and expand their activities520. Indeed, the 
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spokesman of Al Shabaab claimed that part of the money acquired thanks to Romano’s 

liberation will be used to buy armaments to carry on with the jihad. The rest, he said, “will 

be used to manage the country: schools, food, medicines, training of police forces”521. 

After these declarations, the High Representative of the European Union Borrell stated 

that this ransom “might be a problem for the EU”522. Thus, to conclude, I believe that it 

can be said that although the general stance on the matter is “no-negotiation”, there are 

actually several actors that are willing to bargain with terrorists. 

 

4.2 EU ROLE: COUNTERTERRORISM AND INFLUENCE ON THE MEMBER 

STATES 

 

The European Union is deeply invested in making its territory a safe space for its citizens 

and unappealing for terrorists, and it has quickly become an important international actor 

in the field of security: for these reasons, the Union constantly tries to keep up with recent 

developments on the matter and to adapt its legislation and actions accordingly. By being 

able to dispose of economic, political, and military tools, the EU can engage in different 

security functions such as conflict prevention, peace enforcement, peacekeeping, and 

peacebuilding. The extent to which the EU’s security role can be expanded is subject to 

both internal and external factors, which are interconnected523. One of the most important 

documents promoted by the Union is the European Security Strategy (ESS), adopted in 

2003, which allows it to act as a collective actor. There are three main factors that can 

contribute to explain why the Strategy was embraced: external circumstances, such as the 

end of the Cold War, the Iraqi conflict, globalization, and the emergence of new security 

threats; the working of the internal market, especially considering the “four freedoms” of 

movement connected to its functioning; and the natural institutional developments of the 

European Union524. As reported by Kirchner (2007), the EES had identified five main 

threats: one of these, namely the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, falls in the 
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category of the so-called hard security, which focuses on protecting the territorial, 

economic, and political interests of the nation-state by using key resources such as 

military and internal security forces525. Three more - terrorism, state failure, and regional 

conflicts - can be defined as having “hard security edges”, but they also have significant 

“soft” security implications as their roots, such as poverty and migratory movements, 

which cannot be tackled easily by military means526.  

          

Overall, it can be said that the European Union adopts many different measures to hinder 

the phenomenon of terrorism, well explained in a policy paper titled “The European 

Union and the fight to counter terrorism” of 2016. To begin with, the European Arrest 

Warrant was introduced in 2002527 and has been operational since 2007, and steps forward 

were made to facilitate extradition procedures for crimes associated with terrorism. The 

introduction of the Schengen Area allowed EU nationals to travel within the Union 

without being subjected to border controls: it is easy to understand that this great 

accomplishment can also present some gray areas, since terrorists are also able to move 

freely. For this reason, some compensatory measures have been introduced, such as 

common rules regarding border crossing and external border controls528. Moreover, in 

case of serious threat to public security, temporary controls between internal borders can 

be re-established. For what concerns inter-state police cooperation, the existence of the 

Europol - European Police Office - should be highlighted. Its mission, as stated by the 

website, “is to support its Member States in preventing and combating all forms of serious 

international and organized crime, cybercrime, and terrorism”. Europol also works with 

many non-EU partner states and international organizations529. In addition to systems 

which enable all European police forces to access databases containing information 

concerning potential terrorists and to the creation of a list of people and entities involved 
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in such a crime, the European Union also took steps designed to strengthen the protection 

of vital infrastructures (roads, railways, electricity grids, and power stations). Moreover, 

an action plan in terms of NRBC (nuclear, radiological, biological, and chemical) was 

adopted in 2009530. To provide a more comprehensive framework, judicial cooperation 

was also implemented. Finally, in recent years, it emerged that another element in the 

fight against terrorism is the prevention of radicalization and violent extremism, to be 

pursued through integration and inclusion of those sectors of society who are most 

exposed to such a risk. Obviously, to ensure effective protection, the European Union 

should not look only at its own territory, but also at neighboring countries: in this respect, 

it has concluded several agreements with Eastern European, African, and Asian countries 

and has promoted aid and cooperation projects. Moreover, partnership with the United 

States is also extremely important, both because of the Atlantic Alliance and because of 

the U.S.’s role in the international scene.  

 

However, it should be noted that the European Union’s action is neither perfect nor 

completely efficient. For example, in the case of terrorism, investigative services have 

often tended to privilege direct contact with their counterparts in other Member States. 

Moreover, Eurojust and Europol are not systematically receivers of information regarding 

ongoing procedures and convictions delivered in the Member States in terrorist cases531. 

In addition, the fight against terrorism had to confront the difficulty of balancing 

repression and rule of law. Moreover, many countries - especially considering the recent 

wave of populism that is sweeping over Europe - may reject the European Union’s 

measures and deem them as interference in national affairs. The obstacles continue. For 

example, the Member States have deemed it necessary to agree on a definition of the 

common threat as a justification and basis for a common reaction to the post-9/11 threat; 

yet, this does not mean that they share the same threat perception. There are in fact still 

wide variations between public perceptions of the threat within the EU532 and - especially 
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at a state level - on the relationship with the United States533, as it can be seen in 

Eurobarometer surveys. A striking difference, although not the only one, can be seen 

between the threat perception in the fifteen “old” Member States - where an average of 

10% of people considered terrorism as a threat - and the 10 “new” Member States, with 

an average of 2%534. Clearly, previous exposure to terrorist attacks played a big part in 

threat perception. Governments will find it more difficult to justify diverting resources to 

the fight against terrorism and to justify invasive measures if the public perceptions of the 

threat are rather low, and this can obviously have an impact on their willingness to put in 

a major effort at the European level535. I think it should be highlighted, however, that in 

a fairly recent Eurobarometer survey of 2016, when asked about the perceived probability 

of being victims of a terrorist attack, an average of 40% of people responded “high risk”, 

and another 47% claimed that there was “some risk”536, thus demonstrating a much-

increased fear from part of the public opinion. Moreover, when asked at what level 

terrorist threat can be fought most efficiently, an average of 23% of people responded “at 

a European level”537: this data, on the other hand, could demonstrate that the Union is 

doing a sufficiently good job in handling the issue. In any case, it should be stressed that 

States which share the same threat perceptions do not necessarily have the same 

preferences in their threat responses538. The secret of the ESS is therefore to maintain 

unity among the diverse national strategic needs, to bring closer together national security 

strategies, and to promote the establishment of a distinct European security culture539.  

      

In 2005, a strategic line of action framed around the EU counter-terrorism strategy was 

approved, based on four pillars denominated “Protect” (citizens and critical 

infrastructure), “Prevent” (people from turning to terrorism), “Pursue” (and investigate 

                                                
533  Kirchner, E. J. (2007). Regional and global security: Changing threats and institutional responses. In 
Global Security Governance (pp. 21-40). Routledge, pg 116 
534 Standard Eurobarometer 65, First Results (field work: March–April 2006), July 2006, p. 5960.   
535 Monar, J. (2007). Common Threat and Common Response? The European Union’s Counter-Terrorism 
Strategy and its Problems. Government and Opposition, 42(3), 292–313. doi:10.1111/j.1477-
7053.2007.00225.x 
536https://www.europarl.europa.eu/pdf/eurobarometre/2016/attentes/eb85_1_synthesis_perceptions_wishe
s_terrorism_en.pdf 
537 Ibidem 
538 Kirchner, E. J. (2007). Regional and global security: Changing threats and institutional responses. In 
Global Security Governance (pp. 21-40). Routledge. 
539 Ibidem, pg 116 



152 
 

terrorist, impede planning and travel, cut off access to funding), and “Respond” (in a 

coordinated way)540. Nevertheless, the key document remains the EU Action Plan against 

terrorism, which has been frequently revised541. Monar (2007) analyzed the four key 

elements on which the European Strategy rests: firstly, there is a combination of internal 

and external measures; second, a combination of legislative and operational measures is 

put in place, with a considerable number of legislative instruments adopted to enhance 

cross-border law enforcement capabilities within the Union, such as the 2002 Framework 

Decision on Combating Terrorism542. Such an instrument provides a basic common 

definition of what constitutes a terrorist act and a common minimum-maximum penalty, 

which however is subjected to Member States’ discretion. The third element is the 

mixture of repressive and preventive measures; lastly, there is a particular emphasis on 

strengthening institutional capacity. However, due to the fact that the European Union is 

based on cooperation rather than integration, the Member States - as mentioned above - 

tend to retain their powers in such a field, hindering the ability of the Union to promote 

and carry out efficient and effective measures. Moreover, as often happens, there is a 

problem of implementation. Finally, there is a problem of legitimacy of the European 

action, as counter-terrorist measures can have remarkable negative impacts on human 

rights and civil liberties.  

 

In more recent times, specifically in 2015, a declaration of the members of the European 

Council defined three priorities: to guarantee citizens’ safety via the improved use of 

existing tools, to prevent radicalization and to protect the Union’s values, and to cooperate 

with the Union’s partners at international level543. The Lisbon Treaty established a more 

favorable legal framework for police and judicial cooperation: rationalization can be seen 

in the shift from legal instruments specific to the former third pillar towards traditional 

community acts (regulations and directives) and by a enhancing of the supervisory role 

of the Court of Justice. The ordinary legislative procedure – and therefore the qualified 
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majority rule in the Council – now applies to criminal judicial cooperation544. Moreover, 

the Treaty of Lisbon contributed to operational police cooperation545 and enabled police 

authorities of a Member State to intervene in another Member State, in agreement with 

the authorities of that State546. The solidarity clause was also introduced, which provides 

for Member States to assist each other in the event of natural or man-made disasters547, 

such as a terrorist attack. The phenomenon of foreign fighters is also being taken into 

great consideration. In addition to nonbinding instruments, such as the Counter-Terrorism 

Strategy, Member States also have binding obligations in relation to the agreed legal 

framework instrument of the EU. In 2017, the Council adopted a directive on combating 

terrorism: the new rules, which replaced the 2002 Framework, strengthen the legal 

framework of the EU to prevent terrorist attacks and address the phenomenon of foreign 

terrorist fighters, widening the scope of the existing legislation. Another area of interest 

was money laundering and terrorist financing, with directive 2015/849 establishing 

common rules on the prevention of the use of the financial system of the EU for such 

purposes548. A similar point was stressed by a G8 communiqué, which rejected the 

payment of ransoms to terrorists, in order to avoid indirectly financing their activities549. 

As it can be read in the Terrorism Situation and Trend Report of 2023550, terrorism - in 

the previous year - continued to pose a serious threat to the Member States: the total 

number of attacks (16) increased compared to 2021 (18) but remained significantly lower 

than in 2020 (56); 380 individuals were arrested and 427 were convicted for terrorism-

related offenses. The Internet was a major enabler of propaganda, radicalization, and 

recruitment. The Russian aggression towards Ukraine fomented right-wing extremism 

and, although there is not yet any data at the moment this dissertation is being written, it 

can surely be said that the war between Israel and Palestine has quickly become another 
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ground for radicalization. Finally, the role of the Organization for Security and 

Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) should be mentioned. It counts seventy-five members, 

including countries from North America, Europe, and Asia, which makes it the biggest 

regional security organization551. It seeks to bridge differences and build trust between 

States by cooperating on conflict prevention at all levels, crisis management, and post-

conflict rehabilitation issues, including counterterrorism. A central focus of the activities 

of the OSCE has been on exhorting its participating States to ratify international anti-

terrorism conventions, and to implement and enforce them in practice in a rule-of-law-

compliant manner552. For what concerns the specific issue of negotiating with terrorists, 

the general European stance is a no-negotiation one, although a certain degree of 

discretionality is often left to the Member States. Human rights instruments, as well as 

the work of the European Court of Human Rights, are also particularly valuable in the 

matter of counter-terrorism policies. 
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CONCLUSION - KILL ONE TO SAVE MANY? 
 

A key insight that emerged clearly during the course of the dissertation is that the topics 

of terrorism and negotiation cannot be analyzed lightly, partly because of the lack of 

cohesive perspective on either issue. Yet, it is crucial to carefully study them in order to 

effectively tackle the issue of terrorism in the present and in the future, taking into 

consideration both repressive and preventive measures: the latter, in particular, might 

benefit from rationalized negotiation processes with terrorist entities, although pros and 

cons should be evaluated scrupulously. The first two chapters of this dissertation had the 

role of creating a context in which the third chapter, and more specifically Moro’s affair, 

could comfortably lay. For what concerns the topic of terrorism, it was stressed that there 

is no agreement on a definition of terrorism, which makes it harder to contrast it and gives 

more discretion to the single parties on what constitutes terrorism and what does not. 

However, some basic elements – such as the use of force, the political character of the 

action, and the generation of fear – are considered minimum common denominators for 

all definitions. The main terrorist group taken into consideration in the dissertation, the 

Red Brigades, was thoroughly analyzed in its political aims, formation, and organization. 

In particular, it emerged that the choice of the Red Brigades about the use of violence was 

the result of a political maturation process, which led the organization to change from the 

so-called “armed propaganda” to the “armed struggle”. Such a shift was clearly reflected 

by their actions: in the first phase of their activities, they acted mainly in factories and in 

a harmless way; from the early ‘70s, on the other hand, their actions became bloody and 

directed towards personalities belonging to the state apparatus: Moro’s kidnapping and 

subsequent killing clearly demonstrate this change. Although the Red Brigades were 

mostly a domestic phenomenon, the Organization maintained contacts with foreign 

terrorist Organization, and even underwent training in foreign countries: the topic of 

foreign links was highly debated during the events of 1978, although most of the time it 

was neither relevant nor useful for the resolution of the Affair. For what concerns 

negotiation, we highlighted that even in this case there is no proper agreement on a 

definition among scholars, and several different models of negotiation have been 

analyzed, such as the game theory or Zartman’s three-stages model, which entails the 

meeting of some preconditions in order to negotiate, the planning an agreement formula, 
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and agreeing on details. However, negotiations can fail for a number of reasons, such as 

the inability to engage in credible commitments or lack of trust. A distinction has been 

made between negotiation between States and negotiation between a State and a terrorist 

entity: in this second case, the general stance is “no-negotiation”, aimed at avoiding 

political recognition of the terrorists and handing them money or goods useful for the 

continuation of their action. The above-mentioned inability of engaging in credible 

commitments surely is an element with hampers negotiations with such actors. 

Nevertheless, sometimes governments may be willing to pursue covered negotiations, 

directly or through backchannels. A particular kind of bargaining with terrorists concerns 

the hostage crisis, which presents unique challenges since, although the hostages 

themselves may have no intrinsic value, their extrinsic value to the terrorists can make 

them bargaining chips. The parties, often covertly, try to reach a zone of mutual 

agreement to solve the situation: nevertheless, even if an agreement is reached, it is not 

guaranteed that it will be actually implemented. The Italian approach to the topic of 

negotiation has historically followed the “no-negotiation” stance, although exceptions 

were made in the case of the Achille Lauro’s hijacking and, potentially, to rescue Silvia 

Romano, an Italian volunteer kidnapped in Kenya in 2018. However, it should be stressed 

that no official statement was released by the government on such a matter, and the 

analysis was based on the articles published by press and other authoritative sources such 

as ISPI or “Limes”. The same can be said for what concerns the international community: 

while the “no-negotiation” line of action is prevalent, there are some cases in which 

negotiations were pursued or at least attempted. To quickly sum up the third chapter and 

draw some conclusive remarks, first of all, it can be said that in Moro’s affair the Reason 

of State prevailed, and a man’s life was sacrificed in what can be perceived to be a “game 

of loss and profits”553. Meade’s analysis of 1989, which I find convincing, offered an 

interesting take on the different points of view that characterized the parties’ lines of 

action, and can be useful to draw some conclusions. Those supporting the policy of 

firmness strongly believed that releasing convicted brigadists would have violated the 

rule of law and that the power to do so did not belong to the parties, but rather to the 

judiciary. Moreover, they believed that a similar concession would have marked a defeat 

                                                
553 Castronuovo, M. (2007). Vuoto a perdere: le Brigate rosse, il rapimento, il processo e l'uccisione di 
Aldo Moro (Vol. 17). Salento Books. 
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for the State: the Red Brigades would have considered such an achievement as proof of 

their strength and right to lead the country to the revolution, further increasing the risk of 

kidnappings and assassinations and accelerating the process which, in their view, was 

supposed to lead to the armed struggle. Moreover, accommodating the Red Brigades’ 

requests would also have aggravated the feelings of dissatisfaction and disappointment 

that characterized the public’s relation with the State, and it would have weakened the 

law-and-order authorities554. Conceding the exile was also not a possibility, due to the 

risk of reiteration of the crime and the widespread contacts between terrorist groups based 

in different countries. On the other hand, the Socialists believed a solution could be found 

– especially after Moro was proven to be still alive after the false seventh communiqué 

which had declared his death - and that the first task of a State was to protect its citizens 

and their lives. A humanitarian action - they thought - would not violate the fundamental 

principles of the rule of law and thus had to be at least attempted. The Socialists took into 

consideration the possibility of subsequent kidnappings but judged that risk more remote 

than that of the death of Moro. Like him, the Socialists were influenced by cases of 

prisoner exchanges in other countries555 which, however, had not necessarily been 

successful. In any case, the request from part of the Red Brigades to free thirteen high-

caliber prisoners put an end to every chance of negotiation, since even the Socialists 

considered such a request as a provocation and as a pretext to kill Moro. For the scopes 

of this dissertation, I retrieved some documents of the Parliamentary Committee of 

Inquiry set up in 1983 and headed by Valiante, a member of the Christian Democracy. In 

this respect, it should be kept in mind that even though the Committees of Inquiry are 

extremely useful to highlight some information that would otherwise be inaccessible to 

the public, they are not formed by Judges and law experts, but by politicians: their point 

of view on the events can thus be affected by their political affiliations. In a document 

produced by the Committee556, it can be read that the agreement between the major parties 

about the line of firmness against any concession to the terrorists led the civil society 

towards the isolation of the terrorists, both from a social and political point of view. 

                                                
554 Meade, R. C. (1989). Red Brigades: the story of Italian terrorism. Springer 
555 Ibidem 
556 Relazione della Commissione Parlamentare d'Inchiesta sulla strage di via Fani sul sequestro e 
l'assassinio di Aldo Moro e sul terrorismo in Italia (1983). Available at 
https://www.senato.it/service/PDF/PDFServer/BGT/908010.pdf 
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Moreover, it created the premises for the defeat of the brigadists’ subversive project. Two 

elements contributed to keep the Socialists’ hopes alive: firstly, Moro’s missives, in 

which the one-for-one exchange seemed acceptable; secondly, the fact that, after the 

forty-eight hours ultimatum had expired, the Red Brigades had not carried out the 

sentence. In any case, it should not be thought that the Socialists considered a fully-

fledged negotiation with the Red Brigades as a lawful possibility: while they were more 

prone to a discussion than other parties, they were against formal negotiations and did not 

mean to make substantial concessions. The above-mentioned document stated that the 

political forces considered that the Red Brigades were only interested in destroying the 

state and freeing their fellow incarcerated members, and thus never really took into 

consideration any Socialist proposals. Moreover, it put forward the thesis that the 

Organization’s prevalent line of action – which had always meant to kill Moro - was not 

changed at all by the hypothesis of a negotiation, although it seems to have shortened the 

duration of the abduction557. It should be stressed that, as mentioned earlier, the 

Committee was headed by a member of the Christian Democracy and, in addition, the 

number of politicians belonging to the various parties was not balanced: forty-four 

belonged to the Christian Democracy, twenty-four to the Communist Party, and only 

fifteen to the Socialist Party. Other minoritarian groups had some representatives as well. 

Thus, it is quite logical that the Committee supported the thesis according to which the 

Red Brigades had always meant to kill Moro. However, a more well-rounded analysis 

indicates that these points may not be entirely truthful. Indeed, in the book “Gli 

Irriducibili” (Casamassima, 2012), a declaration from part of a brigadist was reported: 

“when the fake communiqué was made about the Lake of the Duchess, we understood 

clearly that an important part of the State wanted the President of the Christian 

Democracy dead. We perceived as negative the plea from the Pope as well, that absurd 

request of releasing the prisoner without conditions. There was a sort of negative push 

against any negotiation, so that we would act accordingly. If the State had acted in a 

humanitarian way, we would have been forced to free the hostage and it was what they 

all wanted in the Organization. On the contrary, by following the line of firmness, we had 

our shoulders against the wall, we had no way out, considering that every passing day 

                                                
557 Relazione della Commissione Parlamentare d'Inchiesta sulla strage di via Fani sul sequestro e 
l'assassinio di Aldo Moro e sul terrorismo in Italia (1983). Available at 
https://www.senato.it/service/PDF/PDFServer/BGT/908010.pdf 
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heightened the risk of the prison being discovered. Moretti’s call to the family was the 

last desperate attempt to negotiate”558. Faranda said: “I had a lot of hope that something 

could happen. I didn’t expect anything striking, but I hoped that there could be a signal, 

even minimal”559. Moreover, she claimed that "it was not firmness that saved the 

Republic, but rather the [...] execution of Moro”560. In light of these statements, it appears 

that Moro’s life could potentially have been saved without undermining the integrity of 

the State, suggesting that his death may not have been entirely inevitable.  People can ask 

themselves who is right and who is wrong, who is telling the truth and who is not: the 

brigadists, or the State? In my opinion, there is no right answer, and even after having 

carefully analyzed the whole affair in the corpus of this dissertation it is still not possible 

to know exactly what would have happened if things had gone differently. What is for 

sure is that an effective negotiation was hampered by the different and incompatible 

mental models to which the two parties referred. With regards to the media coverage of 

the affair, which accounts for a relevant part of the third chapter, it was interesting to me 

to note that in the “Avanti!” Moro was almost always addressed by his name, and I was 

under the impression that he was treated as a real person. In most articles, I perceived a 

sort of empathy toward his situation coming from the writers, even if it should be stressed 

that the newspaper was no stranger to those operations directed at discrediting his sanity 

in order to avoid taking his letters into real consideration. On the other hand, the “Corriere 

della Sera” mostly addressed his figure as “the prisoner” rather than “Moro”, creating a 

sort of emotional detachment in the readers. Although, as mentioned in the introduction, 

the newspaper was under the influence of P2 - which aimed at steering the public opinion 

toward a specific current of thought - I did not detect any particular strategy directed at 

doing so, apart from the just-mentioned detachment. Finally, in the last section of the 

dissertation, the evolution of Italy’s counterterrorism strategies and the role of the 

European Union in the fight against terrorism were explored. It should be stressed that 

since the Union works on a cooperative basis rather than an integrative one, it has not 

quite enough power to make its actions completely effective. In spite of this, I think that 

                                                
558 Casamassima, P. (2012). Gli irriducibili: storie di brigatisti mai pentiti. Gius. Laterza & Figli Spa, pg 
149 
559 Casamassima, P. (2016). Attacco al cuore dello Stato: le Brigate Rosse da Sossi a Moro. Attacco al 
cuore dello Stato, 1-206 
560 Declaration given to Casamassima, P. 
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we should always agree on the fact that a half-effective action is better than no action, 

and many steps forward have been made in order to build a safer world, such as the 

adoption of the European Security Strategy. One of the key challenges faced by the 

European Union is that its ability to take unified action has been hindered by the diverse 

threat perceptions and preferred approaches to addressing security risks among its 

Member States. As the EU has expanded, reaching consensus on specific measures to 

implement across the entire Union has become increasingly difficult. Moreover, 

considering that national security is still solely retained by each Member State, a State 

might purposely identify an issue as a national security matter in order to apply its own 

laws instead of communitarian ones. Italy is putting a lot of effort on affirming itself as 

an authoritative interlocutor in the international security environment, especially in light 

of its important role in three main areas: Atlantic, European, and Mediterranean. 

Moreover, it is adapting its framework to the one proposed by the European Union, as 

well as to the ones of other international organizations such as the United Nations. In this 

respect, four main pillars dictate how such frameworks are structured: “Protect”, 

“Prevent”, “Pursue”, and “Respond”. Finally, the role of the European Union is 

particularly important when it comes to reinforcing the non-negotiation stance already 

pursued by the States. However, it should be noted that such a policy is sometimes 

covertly disregarded: for example, although no official statements were released by the 

government, according to many intellectuals Silvia Romano’s case was solved by paying 

a ransom to her kidnappers, which – as it was affirmed by one of the terrorists – will be 

potentially used to finance further terrorist actions.   

 

For what concerns my own perspective on the affair, I believe that the Italian State should 

have negotiated or at the very least it should have truly attempted to do so. While it is 

agreeable that bargaining was probably going to boost the chances of being victims of 

more attacks in the foreseeable future, it is also true that a man’s life was at stake. In 

Sossi’s case, concessions were made to save him and were later called back: indeed, no 

prisoner was released at all, and the Judge was freed. Even in Moro’s case, priority should 

have been given to rescuing him alive. Since the police and investigative forces were not 

effective in conducting this task – in ways that sometimes can only leave the person who 

is investigating them extremely perplexed – the government should have intervened 



161 
 

firsthand, and I believe that at least the one-for-one exchange should have been attempted 

more vigorously. If the brigadists were to refuse such an option, then the government 

could have claimed to have tried everything in its power and put the entire blame for 

Moro’s death on the brigadists without anybody questioning it. If accepting the Red 

Brigades’ conditions to release him alive were to actually lead to more kidnappings, then 

I do believe that in subsequent cases the political class would have had a right to refuse 

further negotiations. It is true that saving Moro would have created a precedent, but it is 

likewise true that more kidnappings would have led to more terror, and thus - I believe - 

the civil society, after years of fear, would have been more prone to finally sacrifice one 

person for the greater good. In my opinion - although the cases to be considered are not 

entirely comparable, since in Judge D’Urso case the brigadists only asked for the closure 

of a special prison and not the liberation of fellow terrorists - the fact that in the just-

mentioned case it was decided to surrender to the Organization's request is a sign that, in 

retrospect, many people wondered if the line of firmness adopted during Moro’s affair 

had actually been the right choice. Similarly, the fact that still nowadays Italy negotiates 

for the lives of its citizens taken hostage in other countries by terrorist groups - like in 

Romano’s case - is a sign that at least undercover negotiations are often preferred to 

bloodshed, even if we willingly subject ourselves to the chance that the money paid to 

such groups will be used to finance further criminal activities. Finally, it is hard to believe 

that making any concession would have led the Red Brigades to seize power in the 

country: to me, a similar outcome was quite unlikely, firstly because the civil society’s 

support of their cause was becoming weaker and weaker – and bringing back historical 

members of the Organization was not going to help in this sense –; and, secondly, because 

presumably the United States would have promptly stopped this turn to the far left, since 

they were likely not willing to see an important ally becoming politically closer to the 

Soviet Union. To conclude, a last reflection can be advanced: a man died, and his sacrifice 

allowed the integrity of the State to be saved. But was there really no other way? 
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