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Abstract 

The wave of political violence in the late ’70 in Italy is still today an area of divided and conflicting 
memories. The public opinion is divided between the temptation to forget and the obligation to re-
member the victim, and between vengeance and forgiveness. Several former terrorists are still serving 
time in prison, while others are rather vocal on the public scene, often to the outrage of the relatives of 
their victims. 
A massive body of material, especially on left-wing terrorism, is available from different sources 
(former terrorists, judges, journalists, intellectuals and researchers from different traditions) and across 
several genres and media, from literary and cinematographic fiction to interviews, memories and re-
ports. 
This paper proposes a selection of fictional and non-fictional documents to highlight the construction 
of the old choice to commit acts of violence and the construction of a new image of the former terror-
ists today, in a different historical and existential context. 
We demonstrate in particular how fiction can provide effective – and sometimes dangerous – frames 
for understanding: choices and actions, for example, are often represented as “inevitable” according to 
metaphors and narratives that explain their rationale.  
As for the possibility of establishing some shared understanding of the period of left-wing terrorism in 
Italy, we take mono- vs. multi-voicedness as a tentative criterion to differentiate between the docu-
ments we consider. We try at the same time – using Lakoff and Todorov as models – to highlight the 
ethical systems embedded in the different attitudes emerging in the documents. 
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1. Introduction 
 
The wave of political violence in the ‘70s is still an open question in recent Italian history. No 
public Commission for Truth and Reconciliation has been established by the political system, 
but there exists a huge number of memoirs, interviews and fictional works with political vio-
lence as the central theme. However, public discourse on terrorism, present or past, is in Italy 
plagued by monovocality, or rather by a plurality of voices without dialogue. 
The almost unconscious ambition we had at the beginning of our research was to find evi-
dence for suggesting that truth and reconciliation was possible and that maybe dialogue was 
already firmly established and only needed to be made more visible, for example in school 
textbooks. Coming from a background in literary and cultural studies and with the example of 
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fiction about the Vietnam war or German terrorism in mind, we also proposed a working hy-
pothesis that fiction might often prove more polyphonic and dialogical – in the Bakhtinian 
sense – than not-fiction, and therefore prove effective for historical understanding and as a 
contribution to debate. On the basis of these premises we set out to look for polyphonic, dia-
logic contributions both in fiction and in non-fiction, across different genres and media. We 
did find some examples, although these were far fewer than we had expected. Our attention 
shifted then towards understanding what made these examples especially effective – in our 
eyes – for promoting dialogic discursive practice. 
This paper will start by describing the historical background of this search and the condition 
of split memory and monologism that afflicts public discourse. In the second part, after a brief 
outline of the concept of dialogism, we will present and analyse the discursive practice re-
flected and constructed by two examples – an interview and a fictional film – that we believe 
make valid contributions to understanding and overcoming terrorism. 

2. The background: political violence in Italy in the ‘70s 
Between 1969 and the late ‘80s Italy was afflicted by a wave of terrorist attacks inspired by 
both left-wing and right-wing ideologies; these were far more extensive than in other Euro-
pean countries and resulted in a high death toll . 
Right-wing terrorism, which claimed the largest number of victims, was a “classic” form of 
terrorism that aimed to spread terror by planting bombs in crowded places without claiming 
responsibility. This terrorism received backing from members of key institutions (including 
the police, the judiciary and especially the intelligence services) and from “invisible powers” 
(such as the P2 Masonic lodge and other secret and illegal organisations); the aim was to 
block the democratic redistribution of power and shift the political system towards the right 
(the so-called strategia della tensione, see for example De Lutiis, 1996). 
 By contrast, left-wing terrorism had its roots in the ‘68 protest movement, which saw social 
and political struggle for the democratisation and modernisation of Italian society. At the be-
ginning of the ‘70s, a few extreme left-wing groups carried out illegal but initially bloodless 
propaganda acts, which they called lotta armata, or "armed struggle". Initially, these actions 
encountered some complicity and sympathy in a minority within the working class and the 
student movement,1 but this support was later to evaporate when the Red Brigades kidnapped 
and murdered the Christian Democrat politician Aldo Moro in 1978, and, more generally, 
when the lotta armata turned into a sequence of assassinations whose victims were politi-
cians, policemen, judges, industrialists and journalists. 
By the mid ‘80s, left-wing terrorism was defeated, and the defeat was recognised in public 
declarations by the terrorists themselves. But the wave of terrorism in the ‘70s remains an 
open wound in Italian society. Establishing a kind of shared memory is difficult not only be-
cause of the sorrow and high toll of human lives, but also because of the complexity of the po-
litical and social clashes in those years. In Italy in the ‘70s two opposing form of terrorism 
were present, each with its own political agenda: right-wing terrorism had a conspirative 
character and enjoyed the complicity of members of the political establishment while left-
wing terrorism was characterised by a blend of ideological fanaticism, revolutionary mythol-
ogy but also aspirations to overcome the stalemate in the political system (aspirations which 
were shared by many Italians and which left-wing terrorism was also responsible for thwart-
ing). 

                                                
1 The number of left-wing terrorists in the period 1969-89 is estimated at about ten thousand (with an area of 
about one hundred thousand sympathisers), but about one million persons may have been involved in some form 
of left-wing subversion in the same period. 
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3. Looking back in anger: split memory, conflicting discourses  
After the fall of the Berlin wall, the collapse of Italy’s Christian Democrat dominated political 
system, and the dawn of a new era in Italian public life following the realisation that the “state 
of emergency” (as the period 1969-89 is usually called in Italy) was over, some attempts have 
been made to move towards a form of “reconciliation”. The debate was slow to take off in the 
‘90s but gradually gained momentum, with many concurring and conflicting voices in the 
public arena, but also with some official steps taken by institutions of the State.2 More re-
cently, however, the assassinations of two trade union consultants carried out in 1999 and in 
March 2002 by the so-called “new” Red Brigades, and also the 11th September 2001 attack 
have effectively put the lid on all these attempts. 
Still, there is a need to move on, to start healing the traumas and lacerations of those years 
when democracy itself was in danger in Italy. But dialogue, which is a precondition for any 
future, more circumstantially historical reconstruction of the period, is not flourishing. 
Different demands (psychological, political, ethical and so on) are mixed together in Italian 
public opinion about the political violence of the recent past: sorrow and feelings of vendetta; 
the need to forgive, but also fear that forgiving will mean forgetting; the need to forget the 
past and get a long awaited “sign of pacification”; the difficulty of doing that; acknowledge-
ment that the judicial rulings on the “state of emergency” do not of themselves bring about 
equity. It hardly comes as a surprise that all these positions are usually in sharp contrast with 
each other; the real problem, however, is that these discourses tend to be monological and in-
sensitive to the reasons of the Other. 
The most hegemonic discourse in public opinion is the so-called “judiciary discourse”, which 
represents the opinion of the majority of the people. It looks at terrorists as criminals and to-
tally disregard terrorism’s political and social motivations; “lock them up and throw away the 
key” as a character of film La seconda volta (1996, The second time) puts it.  
But also at the judicial level things are not straightforward. The judicial system had a crucial 
role in defeating terrorism without compromising democracy (many Italians at that time 
called for court martials and the death penalty) thanks to the so-called legge sui pentiti ('law 
on repentant offenders', an interestingly religious terminology for the equivalent of 'crown 
witnesses', or supergrasses as they’re known in Ireland), which still rewards collaboration 
with substantial reductions in prison terms. But the price to pay was often injustice, such as 
the setting free of terrorists responsible for many murders, while simple militants with little of 
importance to reveal have been given long jail sentences. It was not easy for the relatives of 
the victims to see their father’s, son’s, husband’s murderers go free because they were pentiti. 
The judiciary discourse has determined the categories used for classifying the present-day 
position of former terrorists: the “repentants”, that is those who gave evidence for the state; 
the dissociati (dissociated), those who “only” distanced themselves from terrorism; and those 
who did neither and were classified as irriducibili, “unrepentent”. This distinction is laid 
down in criminal records and in media reports, but may be in blatant contradiction with the 
actual position that the accused hold about terrorism: for example irriducibile Nadia Ponti al-
ways refused to undertake any public act that might grant lighten her sentence, but from jail 
wrote a quite radical criticism of her experience in the lotta armata (Ponti, 1997), while as a 
free man dissociato Corrado Alunni wrote in quite apologetic and even nostalgic terms about 
his group, one with the highest number of victims (Alunni, 2001). 
On the political scene a few voices have acknowledged that the new historical situation calls 
for reconciliation and that Italy is now ready to close the book on terrorism. According to 
Francesco Cossiga, Home Minister at the time of the Moro kidnapping and former President 

                                                
2 On July 29, 1997 the Judiciary Committee of the Italian Parliament began discussing a law that would reduce 
the punishment of terrorists imprisoned for crimes committed up to 1989. In the same year, President of the Re-
public Oscar Luigi Scalfaro issued a pardon to six terrorists who had been long imprisoned and who had never 
actually killed or shot anyone.  
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of the Republic, the period 1969-89 was a kind of civil war in which the State played dirty too 
with secret conspiracies; we shall let bygones be bygones and move on, he said. Cossiga pub-
licly recognized that left-wing terrorism was socially and politically motivated, acknowledged 
the status of former terrorists as “political prisoners” and then proposed a collective amnesty 
for them,3 possibly – according to his critics – to prevent possible inquiries into the role of 
State institutions and invisible powers in this war. Cossiga's position is not widely shared. 
Victims of terrorism and/or their relatives in particular already feel abandoned by the State 
and are not ready to accept a “forgive and forget” policy. 
On the other hand, some victims accepted to meet those who had injured them or who had 
murdered their beloved, and personally forgave them, but they have also publicly declared 
that pardon is an individual act which concerns the individual conscience of each victim; ac-
cordingly, they would not approve of an amnesty (a collective pardon) from the State, but 
possibly only “grazia”, that is a pardon granted exclusively by the President of the Republic 
to single terrorists with due respect to the individual profile of each single offender.4 As a 
form of compromise, in an attempt to acknowledge terrorism’s political and social motiva-
tions (Cossiga’ s “civil war” aspect) without erasing the juridical responsibility of the acts 
committed by each single terrorist, the possibility has been discussed of a “indulto”, a particu-
lar form of pardon which only reduces the prisoner’s remaining imprisonment (during “the 
state of emergency”, laws were introduced that increased punishment for crimes of terrorism). 
There is similar diversity in the positions of former terrorists5. Many, after a public repudia-
tion of political violence, only want to forget and be forgotten, and after they have served 
their time they want to live as normal a life as possible. Others (especially some former lead-
ers who have published books about their experience as terrorists) try to justify their past in 
many ways. 
For example, the former leader of Red Brigates, Renato Curcio, when asked who gave him 
the right to kill, dodged the question by comparing his responsibility with that of the "genera-
tions of our fathers and grandfathers", which produced many more casualties than terrorists, 
and concluded: “the generosity that a part of my generation has shown in the political-
ideological struggle represents a positive value which one day will have to be recognized”6 
(Curcio, 1993: 212). This statement sounds to us like an insane plea for recognition at any 
cost, and we agree with Carol Beebe Tarantelli (the widow of the economist Ezio Tarantelli, 
one of the latest victims of Red Brigates) when she attributes Curcio’s failure to comprehend 
the tragic consequences of his words and acts to paranoia and delirium of omnipotence (Tar-
antelli, 1999). 
 

4. Dialogue as a precondition for understanding: a note on method 
As we see, the different positions actively contradict each other most of the time, and all this 
in a society which is already split on many issues. It is no wonder that a monologic tonality is 
prevailing among all these discourses. Many of the people involved in debate have a big per-
sonal stake in terms of freedom, identity, votes they suppose to get or lose by sustaining a 
given position. As a consequence, the few voices trying to establish dialogue have often been 
                                                
3 Cossiga first proposed an amnesty in July 1991, during his presidency. In November 1991 he visited the former 
leader of the Red Brigates Renato Curcio in prison. 
4 Adolfo Bachelet publicly forgave Anna Laura Braghetti of the Red Brigades who was responsible for murder-
ing his brother Vittorio (see Braghetti’s account in her Il prigioniero, 1998). Architect Sergio Lenci met in prison 
Giulia Borelli who shot him in 1980. He still has the bullet in his head and his account (Colpo alla nuca, 1988) 
inspired Mimmo Calopresti’s film La seconda volta. 
5 A number of them are still in prison but benefit from the so called Gozzini law, which under given conditions 
grants long-term convicts permission to work outside of prison. 
6 La generosità con cui una fetta della mia generazione si è gettata nella rischiosa avventura  politico-ideologica 
rappresenta un valore positivo che, a un certo punto, dovrà esserci riconosciuto. 
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submerged by the prevailing tones of the debate, with the result that there is no shared under-
standing of terrorism in the ‘70s. Although this is difficult to prove, the recent resurgence of 
left-wing terrorism might not be extraneous to this lack of collective elaboration, which has 
made it possible for marginal fringes to consider former terrorists as heroes to imitate. 
In looking for discourses which might foster a better understanding, we have taken dialogue 
as the only possible way to achieve knowledge of a (human) subject, as defined by Bakhtin 
(1986: 161) and further explained by Todorov (1981). In particular, we have recognized the 
higher or lower dialogism of the different texts and discourses on the basis of two elements: 
the representation of the Other and the relation established with the partner in communication.  
We include with the first term Bakhtin's polyphony (“a plurality of consciousnesses, with 
equal rights, each with its own world, combining the unity of an event but nonetheless without 
fusing”; Bakhtin 1984: 6), as well as vnenakhodimost or 'exotopy' ('finding oneself outside', as 
explained and translated by Todorov 1984: 99) as the act – performed in this passage within 
the realm of artistic creativity – of encompassing the other as “an elsewhere beyond integra-
tion or reduction”: 

No fusion with the other but the preservation of his [the writer's] exotopic position and of his 
excess of vision and comprehension, that is its correlative. But the question arises as to how 
Dostoevsky uses this surplus. Not for objectivation or completion. The most important 
moment of this surplus is love (one cannot love oneself, it is a coordinated relation); then, 
confession, forgiveness (the conversation between Stavrogin and Tikhon), finally an active 
understanding (that does not reduplicate), watchful listening (quotation from Todorov, 1984: 
106, original italics, our underline; the whole essay in Bakhtin, 1984, Appendix II). 

This attitude does not mean accepting all positions as equally valid: 

Our point of view is not at all tantamount to asserting a kind of passivity on the part of the 
author, who could confine himself to making a montage of the viewpoints of others, of the 
truths of others, and would surrender altogether his own viewpoint, his truth. That is not at all 
the case; rather, it is a case of an entirely new and specific interrelation between his truth and 
the truth of someone else. The author is profoundly active, but his action takes on a specific 
dialogic character [...] Dostoevsky frequently interrupts the other's voice, but he does not 
cover it up, he never finishes it from the “self”, that is from an alien consciousness (his own) 
(id., p. 106). 

A model of this attitude outside literature is Todorov's watchful listening to different points of 
view and value systems from the discovery and conquest of America, from the siege of the 
Warsaw ghetto or from occupied France (Todorov, 1982, 1991, 1995). As for the relationship 
established between the partners in dialogue, we wish to incorporate into Bakhtin's dialogical 
principle the notion of strategies of involvement in discourse of the listener or reader as the 
driving element of discourse, as developed especially by Chafe (1985:116) and Tannen (1984, 
1989, 1992, 1997)7. 
The next two sections will show these concepts at work in two examples: an interview with a 
former terrorist and a fictional film about the encounter between a victim of terrorism and the 
woman who had shot him ten years before. 

5. Dialogue at work: an interview with former terrorist Silveria Russo  
Curcio in his book-interview seems fundamentally unable to recognize the reasons of the 
Other: his style of argument has a rather stringent logic in examining different options, but he 
has obvious difficulties in considering points of view that are radically different from his own. 
A quite different attitude is revealed in an interview with another former terrorist, Silveria 
Russo: here a polyphonic discourse reveals an attempt to understand and make the other un-
derstand. The interview was part of a TV program, La notte della Repubblica (The Night of 
                                                
7 [if applies] See also in this volume Caviglia, Crime news at school: a challenge for critical literacy. 
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the Republic), by journalist Sergio Zavoli and broadcast- by the Italian state broadcaster, RAI, 
in the early ‘90s, in our view the best TV program so far produced about the so-called “anni 
di piombo”8 and still a model for the documentary genre in Italy.  
At the time of the interview, Silveria Russo, who was involved in planning and carrying out at 
least two murders, had been in jail for almost 10 years. In prison distanced herself from terror-
ism, confessed the crimes she had committed, but did not turn in other comrades. Today she is 
free, has two sons and works for an organisation for the care of aged people. Our analysis is 
based on a written transcription of her interview (in Zavoli, 1992: 373-85).9 
Silveria Russo has reflected on her experience and undergone a transformation. This devel-
opment is revealed in a discontinuity in language, where the ideological discourse of her for-
mer self is still reflected in her account of her life as a terrorist and set against her current be-
liefs. Some examples: In her “yesterday voice” the terrorist group is an “armed organisation” 
(organizzazione armata), the group’s members are "comrades" (compagni), the activity of at-
tacking and killing people is called "armed actions" (azioni armate), "direct action on a man" 
(azione diretta su un uomo) and seen as "normal operative activity" (normale attività opera-
tiva). In this voice the reasons for an “action” and for "armed struggle" in general are ex-
pressed in a language that encapsulates would-be revolutionary practice into the worst tradi-
tion of vagueness in Italian political discourse: becoming a terrorist means "carrying on a dis-
course of armed struggle" (portare avanti un discorso di lotta armata) and killing a female 
prison officer “was part of the discourse we were carrying on in that moment” (faceva parte 
del discorso che stavamo portando avanti in quell momento). 
Even more abstract and abstruse is the language Silveria Russo uses to explain the reason why 
she and her group decided to kill democratic and left-wing judge Guido Galli (Zavoli, 1992: 
383-84); this language is blatantly contradicted by her new voice expressed with the most 
simple words, when she explains what she recognized later: Judge Galli era un uomo buono 
("was a good, decent man"). Silveria Russo's present-day voice acknowledges that the “ac-
tions” were terrorism (she speaks of "wave of terrorism", ondata terroristica) and "murder" 
(l’omicidio Lorusso) and admits that an action (killing a bartender who had recognized some 
terrorists and called the police) was simply a vendetta, a word that could not be more extrane-
ous to the language of political struggle. The distance Silveria Russo perceives from the past 
emerges as well in utterances such as "the work – let's call it that way – of the terrorist" (il la-
voro, chiamiamolo pure così, del terrorista).  
The schizophrenia between the two languages is possibly the best clue to understanding an 
unsettling concept: that resorting to political violence "was in the order of things“ (era 
nell'ordine delle cose) for a small but significant fragment of the Italian left-wing movement 
in the '70s. This concept is clearly present in many of the different points of view on terrorism 
seen in the Section 3, but is often proposed either as a good excuse for having become a ter-
rorist ("we had the courage to do what others only talked about", a position held for example 
by Curcio) or else seen as a proof of the intrinsically Stalinist character of the Italian left-wing 
in general. 
Silveria Russo and interviewer Sergio Zavoli manage instead to reveal that an otherwise nor-
mal person who cares for her loved ones (a husband, a dog) can at the same time be a killer, 
and that the same person can see later the absurdity of her choice and even demystify an ex-
planation of terrorism in purely political terms. She acknowledges the blinding role of ideo-
                                                
8 This is another common way to designate in Italy the period 1969-98 and it comes from the Italian title of 
Margarethe Von Trotta’s film Die bleierne Zeit  ("The Leaden years", 1981, known as The German sisters or 
Marianne and Julienne). Bleierne Zeit actually refers in von Trotta's film to the '50s in Germany, but in Italy the 
title was appropriated – through association with the lead of the bullets – to describe the late '70s. 
9 A selection of interviews from the TV-program has recently been published on videotape, but Silveria Russo’s 
interview was not included in the choice. It seems that the editors were more interested in interviews with former 
terrorist leaders (it is also possible that some of the persons interviewed were no longer willing, ten years later, to 
return to the public arena; but we have no information about the editorial history of the video edition). 
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logical discourse in the decision process of killing ("people were symbols, not human be-
ings"), but speaks at the same time of even less noble "protagonism within the group" and 
competition between groups as a significant cause of actions. 
In his Bakhtinian watchful listening, Sergio Zavoli deserves in our view big credit for the re-
sult of this interview. He is neither a judge nor an accomplice, but is not by any means indif-
ferent. As we understand it, Zavoli had two main items on his agenda: to show that former ter-
rorists are human beings and not monsters, as largely held by public opinion at the end of the 
'80s, and to expose how their actions did great harm to other human beings who did not de-
serve it. But it is the viewer's responsibility to draw this conclusion, Zavoli never lectures 
anybody. Which does not mean he accepts everything. For example, the only time he inter-
rupts Silveria Russo is while she is describing an "action" in which her group ambushed a 
squad of policemen; in the shoot-out a passer-by was also killed. As Silveria Russo merely 
hints at this victim as an unwanted casualty, Zavoli reminds her that "that person – pardon me 
– was a 13 year old boy" (quella persona, mi scusi, era un ragazzo di 13 anni). It's a shame 
we cannot hear Sergio Zavoli's tone of voice, which probably – together with "pardon me" – 
helped soften the painful remark. We would translate his meta-message as "I know I am say-
ing something painful for you and I'm sorry, but this victim too deserves to be mentioned and 
mourned by me, by you and by the viewers". Silveria Russo at least seems to understand the 
remark in these terms, as the dialogue and even trust which has been built up between the two 
is not disrupted, and the interview proceeds. 
In summary, dialogism in this interview involves all the actors in the scene: Silveria Russo, 
who manages to give voice to her previous and present selves; Sergio Zavoli, with his attitude 
of listening and steering conversation only when necessary; the viewer, who is required, and 
is trusted, to be able to make sense of the whole. 

6. Another dialogic option: La seconda volta by Mimmo Calopresti 
Confrontation with the past is represented in a different way in Mimmo Calopresti’s film La 
seconda volta (1996). The title is an explicit reference to the theme of the film: a latter-day 
encounter between victim and victimiser.10 
One of the two main characters in the film, the university lecturer Alberto Sajevo (played by 
actor and director Nanni Moretti), had been shot by left wing terrorists ten years before, at a 
time when he was responsible for job lay-offs at Fiat, and he still has a (in some ways sym-
bolic) bullet in the head. His life stopped at that moment: his marriage broke down and his 
private life is now a wreck, with his younger sister as his only social contact. Lisa Venturi, the 
other main character in the film, is the terrorist who shot him. After spending 10 years in jail, 
she has now started work outside on day release, returning to prison at night (according to a 
program for the rehabilitation of convicts). Alberto meets her by chance; she fails to recognize 
him11 and he starts to follow her obsessively (ironically, in the same way left wing terrorists 
stalked their victims before the attack). 
Disguised behind a romantic interest (he sends her flowers), Alberto’s obsessive involvement 
with Lisa is aimed at obtaining some kind of retribution. To his sister who asks him why he 
didn’t immediately reveal who he was, he answers: “I couldn’t. The first time I talked to her 
she didn’t even recognize me. Do you understand what that means? It means I haven’t existed 

                                                
10 Our analysis is also based on the unpublished script of La seconda volta, provided by courtesy of script-writer 
Francesco Bruni. 
11 According to former Red Brigade member Alberto Franceschini, not recognizing one's victim is quite unlikely 
(Franceschini, 1995); but according to other terrorists’ memoirs this is a commonly feared possibility (Braghetti 
& Mambro, 1995: 162).  
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for all these years. Cancelled. Removed.”12 Half way through the film he reveals his real iden-
tity to her and confronts her with her past actions, but Lisa runs away from him without say-
ing anything and refuses to talk to him later, when he tries to visit her in prison. For a period 
she even refuses the privilege of working outside. 
It is only at the very end of the film that Lisa, instead of going back to prison after work, de-
cides to visit Alberto and confront his questions. As we will see, this final encounter does not 
end up with a formal reconciliation, but makes it possible for both of them to advance their 
understanding of the other's condition. 
Alberto has an absolutely monological voice as 'victim' and, understandably enough, has no 
sympathy with any argument for a reconciliation with former terrorists. He is vociferously 
annoyed by outspoken former terrorists publishing books and giving interviews, as in the 
scene where he reads aloud the same passage from Curcio´s memoirs which we mentioned 
above. He is still traumatized and has never consented to the removal of the bullet from his 
head, which makes him the emblem of Italian society unable to liberate itself from the 
wounds of terrorism (O’Leary, 2002:37).13  
Lisa, on the other hand, looks like a quite normal person who is leading a calm and solitary 
life: working out, sleeping in prison and with few dedicated friendships. She too is in a kind 
of limbo, a state of suspension that originates from the desire to forget and be forgotten, as 
experienced by many former terrorists. She says to her cellmate in prison: "I would like to 
sleep my whole life long" (vorrei dormire tutta una vita).  
A large part of the film is devoted to showing Alberto and Lisa in their everyday lives; the 
viewer becomes acquainted with them and their condition. They are not especially likeable, in 
particular Alberto, but it is evident that they are still suffering for something that for most of 
us is a faint memory. The film's slow tempo encourages the viewer to compare his/her own 
last ten years of life with the non-life of the two main characters. 
We will focus now on the last encounter of Lisa and Alberto at the end of the film. 
This happens months after the first casual meeting with Lisa, at that moment in which Alberto 
has decided to undergo surgery in a clinic abroad to have the bullet removed from his head. 
He had also decided to move to another apartment (this second decision is symbolic too, since 
Alberto, after his divorce, has continued living in the same apartment where he had been 
shot). Lisa rings at his door the day before Alberto is due to leave for the operation. The first 
minutes of the encounter are devoted to formal courtesy, small-talk and preparing coffee. In 
the original script, at this point Alberto asks Lisa to tell him how she shot him. She repeats, 
rather quietly, the same details she gave at the trial, with Alberto in an attitude of watchful lis-
tening. The whole confession was dropped from the final version of the film, adding further 
ellipsis to the scene and requiring the viewer to figure out the most intimate part of the dia-
logue. The director cuts instead to Alberto’s sister talking worriedly with her partner about the 
effect the encounter may have on Alberto, and then to the parole judge receiving notice that 
Lisa did not come back to prison after work and that she has become, technically speaking, a 
fugitive. 
When the camera returns to Alberto and Lisa they are outside, walking together. Lisa’s voice 
is more relaxed, now. Involvement between them is mediated by the details she gives him as a 
sort of gift, and dialogue seems possible, as in the following scene (parts of the script omitted 
in the film are in square brackets): 
 

                                                
12 “Non ci sono riuscito. Quando le ho parlato per la prima volta non mi ha neanche riconosciuto. Sai che cosa 
significa? Che in tutti questi anni io per lei non sono esistito. Cancellato, rimosso". (La seconda volta, screen-
play, Scene 64). 
13 See also the strongly symbolic scene where Alberto is rowing slowly in an indoor pool mumbling the Red Bri-
gades’s slogan “Colpirne uno per educarne cento” (hit one and educate a hundred). Alberto is making movement 
without actually making any progress; that is, he is still prisoner of the events of the past. 
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Scene 88. Lisa and Alberto are walking side by side on a boulevard along the river. 
LISA: [...ero a casa, un appartamento che divi-
devo con altre due ragazze. Mi ricordo che pio-
veva a dirotto.] Avevo appena dato il primo e-
same. [Semiologia.] Era anche andato bene. È 
passato questo ragazzo, Gianni, di Milano. L'a-
vevo conosciuto quel giorno stesso in una mani-
festazione. Aveva una pistola e mi ha chiesto se 
gliela potevo tenere a casa mia. 

LISA: [I was at home, in an apartment I shared with 
two other girls. I remember it was pouring.] I had 
just passed my first examination. [Semiology.] It 
even went well. This guy came by, Gianni, from Mi-
lan. I had first met him that very day at a demonstra-
tion. He had a gun. He asked if I could hide it at my 
place. 

ALBERTO: E lei accettò. ALBERTO: And you accepted. 
LISA: Sì. Mi sembrava naturale. In quella ma-
nifestazione la polizia aveva ucciso uno studen-
te. Lo guarda, prima di proseguire: 
Una settimana dopo Gianni mi telefonò e vole-
va che gli portassi la pistola in una casa fuori 
città, che usava come base. Io ci andai, e ci ri-
masi. Una mattina la polizia fece una perquisi-
zione: noi non c'eravamo, ma trovarono i miei 
documenti. Da quel giorno mi ritrovai in clan-
destinità. 

LISA: Yes. It seemed natural to me. During that 
demonstration the police had killed a student.  
She looks at him, then adds:  
One week later Gianni called and asked me to bring 
the gun to a house outside town he used as a hideout. 
I went there, and stayed. One morning the police 
searched the house: we were not there, but they 
found my ID card. From that day I had to go into 
hiding. 

ALBERTO: Insomma, successe tutto per caso. 
 

ALBERTO: You mean, everything happened by 
chance. 

LISA: No. Immagino che prima o poi lo avrei 
fatto comunque. 

LISA: No. I guess I would have done it anyway, 
sooner or later. 

 
Alberto is struck by the contrast between Lisa's idea that becoming a terrorist was "in the or-
der of things" and the harmless appearance of the young woman he is talking to. There is an-
other cut in the sequence and then political discourse breaks in and disrupts the dialogue: 
 

Scene 90. A bar 
ALBERTO: E allora, perché avete scelto pro-
prio me? 

ALBERTO: So why was it me you chose? 

LISA: Lo sa. LISA: You know why. 
ALBERTO: Lo so? Non mi conoscevate, non 
sapevate nemmeno che faccia avessi. Mi odia-
vate così tanto da volermi uccidere. Perché? La 
guarda per invitarla a parlare, ma Lisa è chiu-
sa nel suo mutismo. 
“Colpirne uno per educarne cento.” Dove sono i 
cento che avete educato colpendo me? 

ALBERTO: Do I? You didn’t know me, you didn’t 
even know what I looked like. And yet, you hated me 
so much you wanted to kill me. He looks at her, but 
she remains silent.  
“ Hit one and educate 100”. Where are the hundred 
you have educated by hitting me? 

LISA (con uno scatto improvviso): Sono parole 
che non hanno più senso. È questo che vuole 
sentirsi dire? Che ho rovinato la mia vita per 
una cosa che non ha più senso? 

LISA (Bursting out): These words don’t make sense 
any more. Is this what you want to here from me? 
That I ruined my life for something that doesn’t 
make sense any more? 

ALBERTO: La sua e la mia vita per una cosa 
che non aveva senso neanche allora.  

ALBERTO: Your life and mine, for something that 
has never made sense. 

LISA: Questo non può dirlo nessuno. LISA: Nobody can judge that. 
ALBERTO: Io lo dico, invece. E sa perché? 
Perché le cose che volevate cambiare sono an-
date avanti come prima, forse peggio. Ed è stata 
anche colpa vostra. 

ALBERTO: I do. Want to know why? Because the 
things you wanted to change carried on as before, 
maybe even got worse. And it was partly your fault. 

LISA: Cosa sta dicendo? Erano in molti a chie-
derci di fare quello che abbiamo fatto. E lei lo 
sa benissimo.  

LISA: What are you saying? There were many who 
were asking us to do what we did. And you know 
that well. 
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ALBERTO: Va be’, se lei vuol continuare a 
credere a queste cazzate, mi sa che qui stiamo 
proprio perdendo tempo. 
Lisa non replica. Alberto sorride amaro. 

ALBERTO: Well, if you want to keep believing this 
bullshit, I’m afraid we’re wasting our time. 
Lisa does not reply. Alberto smiles bitterly. 

LISA: C’è un telefono qui? Chiamo un taxi. LISA: Is there a phone here. I’ve got to call a cab. 
ALBERTO: E’ lì. ALBERTO: It’s over there. 
 
In this exchange, Alberto makes a crude (and quite reasonable) political analysis of terrorism. 
Lisa does not want to talk about it, but feeling cornered she falls back to identitarian dis-
course, using the same arguments adopted in books written by former terrorists such as 
Curcio. Maybe she suspects that Alberto is right, or maybe not: it is up to the viewer to trans-
late her silence. At any rate, when Lisa and Alberto’s conversation melts into public political 
debate there is no room for dialogue: talking becomes a waste of time. 
But there is one last scene in their encounter. Alberto accompanies Lisa outside, waiting for 
the taxi. The atmosphere between them now is colder after the last exchange, but dialogue 
will be resumed on a different plane (our notes are in bold italics, within square brackets). 
 
Scene 90. Outside, night. [waiting for the taxi] 
ALBERTO: Va a Bologna? Are you going to Bologna?  
[Alberto remembers that Lisa's parents live in Bologna and believes she is on weekend leave from 
prison] 
Lisa esita un momento: 
LISA: Sì. 

Lisa hesitates for a moment: 
LISA: Yes. 

[she is lying, she should be back in prison now; she will be punished for not returning] 
Dopo una pausa, chiede: 
LISA: Anche lei è in partenza? 

After a pause, she asks: 
LISA: Are you leaving, too? 

ALBERTO: Sì. Vado... in Germania. Devo te-
nere un ciclo di lezioni in alcune università. 

ALBERTO: Yes, I’m going... to Germany. I’m going 
on a lecture tour there. 

[he is lying, too; he is about to undergo surgery to have the bullet removed from his head] 
LISA: Starà via a lungo? LISA: Are you staying away for long? 
ALBERTO: Un mese.  

Dopo una pausa:  Suo padre cosa fa? 

ALBERTO: One month.  
After a pause: What does your father do?  

LISA: E’ insegnante. Perché? LISA: He’s a teacher. Why? 

ALBERTO: Così.  
Abbozza un sorriso. Poi le alza il cappuccio 
della giacca: Si copra, si sta bagnando tutta. 

ALBERTO: No reason. 
He attempts a smile. Then he raises the hood of 
Lisa's coat: Cover your head. It’s raining. 

LISA: Grazie. Lisa è in imbarazzo. LISA: Thank you. Lisa is embarrassed. 
ALBERTO: Però forse lo faccio solo per 
educazione. Lei non mi è simpatica. 

ALBERTO: Maybe I just did it out of good manners. 
I don’t really like you. 

LISA: Pazienza. LISA: Well, doesn’t matter. 
Arriva il taxi. Lisa si volta e guarda Alberto:  
LISA: Bè, allora... Buon viaggio. 

The taxi arrives. Lisa turns and looks at Alberto: 
LISA: Well, then... have a good trip. 

ALBERTO: Anche a lei. ALBERTO: The same to you. 
Lisa esita ancora un istante. 
LISA: Vuole un passaggio? 

Lisa hesitates again: 
LISA: Would you like a lift? 

ALBERTO: No, grazie. ALBERTO: No, thanks. 
Lisa gets in. Alberto watches the taxi drive away. He walks off in the rain. 
 
Like in the sequence when Lisa rings the bell at Alberto's apartment, the two resort to small-
talk. This too is a form of involvement, since both show some interest in the other. But, as we 
have just seen, this final dialogue takes in the eyes of the viewer a decisive turn when Lisa 
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and Alberto both lie about their real destinations – hospital and prison – to avoid embarrassing 
the other, to save the other's face. 
Their sacrifice, which goes unnoticed by the other, means however for Lisa an apology and 
for Alberto at least the seeds of reluctant forgiveness. Alberto embraces now the possibility of 
overcoming his trauma, although the surgical operation does entail a risk. Lisa has broken the 
rules of her program of rehabilitation and will lose the right to work outside, but now she has 
come out of her limbo by acting as a free and responsible person. When the quite humane pa-
role judge asks her "Was it worth it, at least?", Lisa's answer is "I don’t know". The answer is 
forwarded to the viewer, who did not get the ellipsis explained, but is expected to make sense 
of her dialogue with Alberto and draw her/his conclusions. 

7. Conclusions 
Both the interview with Silveria Russo and the final scenes of La seconda volta show dia-
logue at work. The actors involved in the talk listen, try to understand and to help the other 
understand; they are not concerned with themselves only. And in both cases the viewer is not 
told what he or she is supposed to think. The interviewer and the film director act neither as 
prosecutors, nor as defence lawyers; this does not mean indifference, but rather a clear choice 
for internally persuasive against authoritative discourse (Bakhtin, 1981: 342-4). 
However, these two examples are the exception more than the rule. It is possible to find other 
examples of polyphonical and dialogical discourse about political violence in the '70s in Italy, 
but monological accounts – both fictional or non fictional – are prevalent. Former terrorists’ 
memoirs and fictional autobiographical narratives in particular often have a self-defensive 
element which tends to become self-referential. But what surprised us was the meagre fic-
tional material available about Italian terrorism and political violence in the ‘70s: a few films, 
a few short stories, no notable novels or plays. Not even in fiction Italy seems ready to con-
front the traumas of its recent past and help a large audience to make sense of what happened. 
If we look at the non-fictional front, the scene has been dominated by the media’s somewhat 
morbid interest in former terrorists’ accounts and memoirs (while for example accounts from 
the victims are scarce) or by monological statements at the service of one or another position 
in the political debate. 
As to our initial hypothesis, that fiction is in itself more polyphonical and dialogical than non-
fiction, we can say that this holds in the case of La Seconda Volta, which manages to give a 
non-reductive voice to a victim and to an ex-perpetrator, while at the same showing the limi-
tations of leaving the problem of overcoming the past to the judiciary system alone. Here fic-
tion does show its advantage: the freedom to create possible words (Bruner, 1986) and to de-
mand that the reader or viewer interpret them by creating new meaning from the text (Eco, 
1979).  
What’s more, by incorporating ellipsis and silence in a plot – that is by refraining from saying 
things directly and leaving instead the reader or viewer “to do the work” – fiction can offer a 
privileged path to understanding. In Keith Oatley’s words, fiction is “twice as true as facts” 
because it works as a kind of cognitive and emotional simulation, which allows us to explore 
our feelings and understandings about a given set of reality (Oatley, 1999).  
Nevertheless, we did find dialogue and trust in the reader or viewer's intelligence and sensibil-
ity also in Sergio Zavoli's TV program La notte della Repubblica, based on public interviews. 
We wish to stress, however, that Zavoli's attitude of watchful listening without complicity or 
hostility has to be considered an exception: refusing to lecture the public and refusing to hurt 
an opponent is at odds with genre constraints and conventions of public debate in Italy and 
elsewhere (Calabrese, 1998; Tannen, 1998).  
Of course, dialogue does not occur in a vacuum and texts and TV programs alone, be they fic-
tional or documentary, cannot by their sheer power subvert the constraints of hegemonic pub-
lic discourse. Besides, as noted by Fairclough (2000), dialogue in the public sphere presup-
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poses that participants be able to take action, for example by implementing or influencing 
policies, as within a 'commission for truth and reconciliation'; but such a hypothesis seems 
even less viable after the 11th September 2001. 
However, the need is still there to understand and overcome a dark period in our recent past, 
and is possibly more urgent today than ever before, faced with the multiple threats to peace 
and democracy posed by terrorism and also by the war against it. In March 2002 the Red Bri-
gades, or whoever hides behind this name, killed the economist Marco Biagi, who was coop-
erating with the right-wing Italian government on labour reform. In a moment when com-
menting on the crime was embarrassing for all the political forces14, one of the first public re-
sponses to the killing was the prime-time broadcasting of La Seconda Volta on the most popu-
lar TV channel. We believe this was a good choice: although fiction can not create dialogue 
where there is none, a good model is a precious resource. 
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