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Abstract 

The act of witnessing the process of one’s own dying of illness – of documenting, 

systematically and painstakingly, one’s unbecoming – often serves two purposes: first, to 

leave an imprint on the world, immortalising the dying author in the memory of the reader; 

and second, to ease the trauma of terminal illness by effectively forcing a kind of self-

discovery, which often leads to enlightenment and acceptance previously considered 

impossible. When trauma and testimony meet with a global crisis, such as the AIDS pandemic 

of the 1980s, the need for universality – for translation – becomes glaringly obvious. The 

translation of trauma testimony enables individual experiences of a world-wide problem to be 

shared internationally. However, as this article will seek to highlight, the linguistic 

transformation of a text may often serve to damage or to undermine – by very virtue of 

attempting to share – the force, meaning and voice of the original text.  The primary focus of 

this article will be on the ethical responsibilities with which the translator is charged. Through 

an examination of an early French AIDS testimony and its translation, it seeks to demonstrate 

how an attempt to write one’s own undoing and leave an imprint on a world that stigmatises 

and victimises the AIDS sufferer may, in fact, be undermined by the very attempt being made 

to share it with others. 

 

Key Words: translation, dying, deterioration, testimony, AIDS, trauma, ethics, witnessing, 

silencing, visibility. 

 

***** 

 

Introduction 

The AIDS crisis had a particular literary resonance in the English speaking world, 

predominantly in the USA, UK, and Australia. The stigmatisation resulting from the 

association of the AIDS virus with homosexuals and intravenous drug users prompted a kind 

of mass mobilisation: the gay community took up arms, so to speak, not only against the virus 

itself, but against the social repercussions it engendered. This mobilisation resulted in a wave 

of literary works, analyses, and interpretations which have subsequently made a substantial 

contribution to the field of Queer Studies in their respective countries of origin. Despite the 

need for translation, however, it is interesting to note not only the lack of translations of AIDS 

testimonies written in French, but also the comparatively minor contribution of French writers 

to AIDS literature overall. The disparity between the number of cases in France in the 1980s 

and the number of works produced is astounding, considering that the number of infections 

was three times greater in Paris alone than in the whole of the UK.
1
 The testimonies written 

were often ignored, unheard, or effectively silenced, and many have since fallen out of print. 

The research gap in this area, therefore, is vast. As far as existing translations are concerned, 

little attention has centred on how and by whom the texts have been translated.  

This paper will focus primarily on the translator’s ethical responsibilities in translating 

another person’s dying. Through close analysis of an early example of French AIDS 

testimony, I will argue that, although the translators of such texts are charged with the 

seemingly straightforward responsibility of upholding the message of the AIDS sufferer, they 

must do so without imposing their own experience onto that of the original testimony and 

without muffling the speaker’s voice. Jean Boase-Beier argues that the power behind trauma 

testimony, ‘the potential to change the reader’s cognitive models, to challenge unconsidered 
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views and to alter behaviour’, risks being lost in translation, which inevitably threatens ‘our 

sense of the importance of present engagement with past events.’
2
 This being the case, this 

article will seek to take a contentious, prescriptive stance towards the translator – alive and 

healthy –, who must not re-appropriate the testimony of the dying AIDS sufferer, for fear of 

devaluing the witness’s story.  

Through an analysis of Alain Emmanuel Dreuilhe’s Corps à Corps: Journal de Sida and 

its translation by Linda Coverdale, Mortal Embrace: Living with AIDS, this paper seeks to 

shed light on how the texts produced as a result of writing one’s own dying and of 

documenting one’s mental and bodily trauma are affected by translation. It will challenge the 

widely accepted view in Translation Studies today that the translator must occupy a greater 

mediatory presence in order to dispel myths of translation as derivative and second-class. In 

the case of AIDS testimony, this greater presence is often tantamount to greater re-

appropriation of experience. By examining both text and context, the translator’s ethical 

responsibility will be revealed as a role that is far from straightforward.  

The analysis will be developed first at the level of text, in a discussion of the suffering 

body, which will draw attention to the significance of the translator’s voice: it will serve as an 

interesting line of enquiry in terms of how the translator not only re-voices but also re-

embodies the AIDS victim in a phenomenological sense. Second, at the level of discourse, the 

study will focus mainly on genre and the question of how certain modes of expression have 

been mediated by the translator. In this way, I hope to illuminate how the texts position 

themselves on a socio-cultural spectrum and how this positioning is affected by translation.  

 

Approaches to AIDS Testimony: Empathy, Silencing, and the Holocaust 

Any analysis of AIDS testimony and its functions must first examine the restrictions of the 

autobiography genre. For this, I look to the field of Trauma Studies. Cathy Caruth has argued 

that trauma is not a straightforward event marked by simple understanding, and not 

assimilated as the event occurs: it is marked, in fact, by the ways in which it ‘simultaneously 

defies and demands our witness.’
3
 How we theorise and articulate trauma must, then, ‘be 

spoken in a language that is always somehow literary: a language that defies, even as it 

claims, our understanding.’
4
 The idea of language defying our understanding, and the idea of 

speaking a truth we cannot comprehend – in other words, writing the unspeakable – is a 

common trope of trauma testimonies.  

In order to explore the limits of autobiography as a genre, Leigh Gilmore has chosen 

trauma as the most useful context for identifying suspicion towards victims and the presumed 

unreliability of the autobiographical ‘I’ as an explanation for why many writers avoid 

marketing their testimony explicitly as autobiography. Over the course of her study, Gilmore 

explores Foucault’s dictum that ‘one writes in order to become other than what one is’; she 

claims that ‘autobiography offers an opportunity for self-transformation.’
5
 This self-

transformation is a recurrent theme throughout Dreuilhe’s text, for the relationship between 

the writer and the autobiographical ‘I’ is a self-transforming one. In translation, the word 

‘self’ raises a number of issues concerning the re-appropriation of experience. How is the 

victim’s testimony affected by the appropriation of their frankly alien experience by a non-

sufferer into recognisable modes of understanding in the target culture?  

Gilmore also underscores the issue of the ineffable, positing the unspeakable nature of 

trauma in a contradictory relationship with language; although language fails in the face of 

trauma, it is also this language that allows the ‘I’ to heal. This potential for autobiography to 

function as therapy raises questions about what specifically is required of a listener, a subject 

treated by Dominick LaCapra. LaCapra has made calls for a kind of therapist-witness, one 

who empathises but does not fully identify or assimilate experience, claiming that a witness 

who ‘resists full identification and the dubious appropriation of the status of victim through 
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vicarious or surrogate victimage may nonetheless undergo empathetic unsettlement or even 

muted trauma.’
6
 LaCapra’s ideal witness, it seems, functions as an apt metaphor for 

translators; the empathy without dubious appropriation that these voices seek is a crucial trait 

for a witness charged with the responsibility of transmission.  

The relevant literary works produced during the 1980s are often characterised by (but by 

no means restricted to) certain common features: an autobiographical ‘journal’ style; a 

dialogue with the self; the employment of a military call to arms; and a systematic 

documentation of changing symptoms. The ways in which writers defy social marginalisation 

by documenting their death is further framed by the work of Alexandre Dauge-Roth, whose 

arguments concerning noise and silence will be central to my later discussion of the 

translator’s voice.  

In his study of dialogues in French AIDS narratives, Dauge-Roth underlines the socially 

ethical responsibilities of the reader, claiming that: 

 
Witnessing one’s own dying of AIDS represents a provocative gesture through which the 

author transgresses the silencing injunctions that enforce the ‘public’ death of the testimonial 

subject by framing AIDS pain and dying as a ‘private’ matter – which is to say a matter that 
does not really matter.

7
 

 

In other words, the act of telling one’s own dying charges translation with a responsibility to 

counteract society’s silencing injunctions. Furthermore, Dauge-Roth argues that writers 

witnessing experiences that have ‘no cultural precedent’ must therefore mediate the terms of 

their uniqueness and also ‘create the conditions of [their] readability’ in order to gain social 

acknowledgement for a condition not recognised in the public sphere.
8
 Testimony, then, is a 

fight against social marginalisation, and the listener/reader wishing to relay such testimony 

must guard these ‘conditions’ intact. The act of testimony is also one of unavoidable 

confrontation – eternalised by the reader’s knowledge of the author’s impending death. Their 

reading signifies the beginning of:  

 
[...] a confrontational relationship through which the author who bears witness to his 
unbecoming seeks to insinuate a feeling of guilt that will haunt his survivors who both witness 

his death through his testimony and actualize his textual survival through their reading.
9
  

 

By extension, the translator’s responsibility will be to actualise this survival across languages 

and cultures, retaining and empathising with intensity of experience without assimilating it. 

As Dauge-Roth emphasises, both reader and person bearing witness are ‘individually – which 

does not mean singularly – affected by the pain they face.’
10

  

Despite the evident and extremely valuable interdisciplinary influences of my chosen 

study, it is crucial to anchor it firmly within the context of Translation Studies. I will, 

therefore, provide an overview of previous work conducted in the translation of trauma, in 

order to inform various parts of my analysis.  

Recent interest in the difficulties of translating death and trauma is evident in the emerging 

body of work on the translation of the Holocaust. Although comparing this historical trauma 

to the AIDS crisis is problematic, it is nonetheless important to focus on several issues that 

these studies have brought to light. Of note are: Davies’s discussion on the translation of 

Holocaust narratives and their relation to genre and its reception within the target culture; 

Deane-Cox’s problematisation of translation ethics when mediating memory in Holocaust 

memoirs; and Boase-Beier’s study on silence in Holocaust poetry. AIDS narratives 

consistently draw on the Holocaust for metaphorical comparison and, while this perpetual 

juxtaposition of the two historical events may be controversial to some, its presence in many 

AIDS narratives is undeniable. For example, Hervé Guibert famously compared the AIDS-
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ravaged body he saw in the mirror to a prisoner at Auschwitz whose fate was uncertain, while 

Dreuilhe claimed, of other AIDS sufferers, that ‘les uns étaient abattus en quelques semaines 

d’agonie, d’autres, comme moi, ont eu la chance – peut-on vraiment dire que les détenus des 

camps de concentration aient eu la chance de ne pas mourir tout de suite?’ [Some were worn 

down in a few weeks of agony, others, like me, were lucky – can one really say that the 

prisoners of the concentration camps were lucky not to die straight away?]
11

 Despite some 

crucial differences between the two historical traumas, it is possible to draw some parallels 

between their translations. When reading the stories of others, we are often invited to 

assimilate them. For translation, this means that the translator is at risk of imposing their own 

experience onto the victim’s unique condition. The appeals made by LaCapra and Dauge-

Roth are clearly relevant at this point – a translator-as-witness may share some of the trauma 

without necessarily claiming it as their own. As Gilmore has discussed, the unspeakable often 

exceeds cognitive capacity, and the translator should recognise these moments accordingly, a 

prerequisite advocated by Deane-Cox in her study on the translation of Holocaust memoirs in 

an attempt to forge stronger links between Memory Studies and Translation Studies. 

According to Deane-Cox, the assimilation and appropriation that occur naturally in reading 

testimony should not ‘persist in the translation of traumatic memory’, because ‘to appropriate 

the sheer otherness of the survivor’s experience into recognizable modes of being and saying 

would belie the trauma within, not least the attendant dilemmas of understanding and 

representation.’
12

 Minor changes or omissions in the translation of trauma testimonies may 

imprint the translated text with meaning that may not be present in the source, thereby altering 

the testimony, or muffling the voice of the victim. Furthermore, for those moments when 

experience exceeds language, Boase-Beier emphasises that the translator, ‘glimpsing ways to 

fill the silences, to bridge the disparate elements, to close the gaps, must not actually close 

them, or they will not be there to cause similar distress and frustration to the reader of the 

translation.’
13

 It is with these caveats in mind that I conduct the following textual analysis. 

As Deane-Cox has argued, the ethical issues surrounding the translation of trauma 

challenge shifts in Translation Studies concerning translator visibility; a concept championed 

by Lawrence Venuti in the mid-1990s. The Translator’s Invisibility criticises what Venuti 

considers to be the ‘individualistic conception of authorship that continues to prevail in 

Anglo-American culture’.
14

 This conception, it is argued, disadvantages translators in two 

ways: 

 
On the one hand, translation is defined as a second-order representation: only the foreign text 
can be original, an authentic copy, true to the author’s personality or intention, whereas the 

translation is derivative, fake, potentially a false copy. On the other hand, translation is 

required to efface its second-order status with transparent discourse, producing the illusion of 

authorial presence whereby the translated text can be taken as the original.
15

 

 

While the strategies for which Venuti calls to increase translator visibility and recognition are 

not without issue, his work has undeniably been an important benchmark in Translation 

Studies; one that has led to further research and has ultimately contributed to changing views 

of the translator’s status. The promotion of greater translator visibility, and thereby greater 

professional recognition, is widely supported within the field. However, Deane-Cox points 

out that ‘the very epithet of “secondary” witnessing [in trauma testimony] already seems to jar 

with Venuti’s refusal of translation as “second-order.”’
16

 

Hermans’s theory on the translator’s voice continues along this line of enquiry to explore 

evidence of the translator in a given text. His discussion of the inevitable imprint that 

translation leaves, in the form of the ‘voice’ of the translator, will be the overarching 

benchmark of comparison for the enquiry into how translators re-voice the testimony of AIDS 

victims. Hermans argues that, due to the predominant preference for ‘fluent’ translations, the 
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translator often ‘withdraws wholly behind the narrating voice.’
17

 This withdrawal is, in effect, 

a ‘blotting out, [an] “erasure” of the translator’s intervention’, leading to the ‘casual 

assumption that, when we read translated fiction, we are only reading the original, 

authoritative voice.’
18

 Hermans has proposed that what is needed to avoid this ‘casual 

assumption’ is a model of translated narrative that ‘accounts for the way in which the 

translator’s voice insinuates itself into the discourse and adjusts to the displacement which 

translation brings about.’
19

 In this particular context, that of the testimonial genre, the focus 

on text and discourse will allow conclusions to be drawn concerning the ethical responsibility 

of the translator to adjust to such ‘displacement’.  

 

Corps à corps: Journal de Sida 

Dreuilhe’s Corps à Corps: Journal de Sida, first published in 1987 and translated by Linda 

Coverdale in 1989, endeavours to write the process of dying through a ‘journal’ style, which, 

as well as enabling self-discovery, exhibits a conscious effort to document, to create a lasting 

memory, and to share the barest details – writing as close to death as possible. Dauge-Roth 

has described this technique as ‘a confrontational relationship through which the author who 

bears witness to his unbecoming seeks to insinuate a feeling of guilt that will haunt his 

survivors.’
20

 Dreuilhe is arguably the first writer in his field to produce an AIDS testimony. 

Due to the solidarity his narrative demands from fellow sufferers, his text is undeniably, yet 

implicitly, politicised. His ‘journal’, an ontological narrative of the experience of living with 

AIDS, employs commonly used military metaphors. Having lived and worked as a translator 

in New York for a number of years, it is likely that Dreuilhe’s writing was influenced by 

experience of the communitarianism in New York’s gay circles that was so absent in his 

native France. However, the author insists that, since the virus triggers a re-embracement of 

both body and homeland, the only language he deemed appropriate for his testimony – and, 

essentially, his final words – was his native language.  

The following analysis of the aforementioned axes of the body (text) and of genre 

(discourse) attempts to demonstrate the extent to which Coverdale has perpetuated the 

communicative intentions of the writer and the provocative action inherent in writing AIDS 

testimony, which transgresses the ‘silencing injunctions’ imposed by society.
21

 In this way, it 

also determines whether or not the translator has adhered to the standards of (re-)witnessing 

for which LaCapra and Deane-Cox have called.  

 

Representing the Body 

To begin, my textual analysis will explore the extent to which the translator has listened to 

and re-transmitted the speech acts of the original testimony, through an examination of 

changes in the force of the utterances concerned with the sufferer’s body. Such changes may 

result in a drastically altered impact on the English speaking reader – the target reader. 

Consequently, this analysis seeks to highlight and problematise the way in which the AIDS-

sufferers are phenomenologically re-embodied by means of the translators’ re-voicing. The 

study of how the body is represented and subsequently re-represented engages with two 

thematic sub-categories of textual investigation: the deterioration of the body and the body as 

a hostage/prey.  

 

The Deterioration of the Body 

The ‘confrontational relationship’ that AIDS testimony forges between writer and reader is 

perhaps best exemplified in narrative accounts of the body’s deterioration.
22

 By sharing the 

most intimate and often unpleasant details, writers bearing witness to their own unbecoming 

force readers to acknowledge the debilitating, harrowingly cruel effects of a virus whose 

victims were, at the time, condemned to endure it in private.  
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The following passages primarily contain representative speech acts, which ‘seek to 

represent a state of affairs’.
23

 Given the somewhat laborious nature of this representation, due 

both to the weakening effects of the virus on the body and to the silencing injunctions on 

public AIDS discourses, it is crucial for the translator to pay close attention to the terms and 

syntax employed by the writer. As Deane-Cox states, ‘to omit any element from the original 

telling would be tantamount to a rupture in the illocutionary structure of the text.’
24

 Such 

ruptures, however, do occur frequently in the translation, often resulting in a change in 

illocutionary force which may be referred to as ‘toning down’.  

Dreuilhe demonstrates an unprecedented display of courage and determination in sharing 

the intimate details of his bodily deterioration. One of the most private experiences laid bare 

in his testimony – the description of the frequent diarrhoea inflicted by the virus – is one that 

suffers greatly in translation. The following example from Dreuilhe’s ST
25

 and the TT
26

 

translated by Coverdale, demonstrates a severe reduction in intensity (my literal translation in 

square brackets):  

 
À la lumière de mon expérience des précédentes crises de diarrhée, je pressens un violent 

affrontement [In the light of my experience of previous diarrhoea crises, I foresee a violent 
confrontation] (ST, 69).  

 

Judging from my previous experience with these bouts of diarrhoea, I’m afraid I’m in for a 
bad time of it (TT, 49).   

 

Intentionally or otherwise, the translator has reduced the condition to something much more 

trivial than AIDS. The replacement of ‘crises’ with ‘bouts’, transforms the severity of the 

symptoms from a serious crisis to a fleeting experience of a more commonplace illness, such 

as the flu. Furthermore, ‘in for a bad time of it’ has nothing of the foreboding present in the 

French; its use in the TT is somewhat colloquial, diminishing the illocutionary force present 

in the violence and confrontation of the ST. The ‘affrontement’ alluded to in the ST is a clear 

reference to the military metaphors employed throughout the entire testimony. Its removal 

signifies a denial of insight to the reader – denial of the full, uncensored knowledge of the 

violence and hostility inflicted by illness on a PWA.
27

  

The toning down of intensity that occurs due to certain alterations in the illocutionary force 

of utterances concerned with bodily deterioration may also occur as a result of omission, 

rather than alteration. For example, describing his lover, Oliver, in the final stages of the 

virus, Dreuilhe writes: 

 
Je ne pourrai plus revoir une seringue sans « y » penser, plus entendre le mot diapers sans 

revoir le corps squelettique d’Oliver engoncé dans la barboteuse bruissante de ces langes 

d’adultes [I will no longer be able to see a syringe without thinking of ‘it’, no longer hear the 

word diapers without once more seeing Oliver’s skeletal body strapped into the rustling 
romper that were those adult swaddling clothes] (ST, 85) 

 

I’ll never be able to see a hypodermic without thinking of ‘it’, or hear the word ‘diapers’ 
without remembering Oliver’s skeletal body in those adult swaddling clothes, like a bulky, 

rustling pair of rompers (TT, 62). 

 

In a potential oversight, by omitting the word ‘engoncé’ [bundled, strapped, squeezed into], 

the translator has removed the discomfort created by a sense of imprisonment or inability to 

move that is nuanced in the ST. The TT readers are denied the image offered by Dreuilhe of 

helpless paralysis and, subsequently, their engagement with the condition of the PWA is 

reduced. Furthermore, of note is the subtle difference between the choice of ‘revoir’ [to see 
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again] and ‘remember’. Given the fragility of memory, it would appear that, for Dreuilhe, the 

simple memory of Oliver thus clothed is not sufficient for his narrative; he must actually see 

his lover’s torment anew every time the trigger word, ‘diapers’, is heard, in a moment of 

powerful, involuntary flashback that echoes – as does much of Dreuilhe’s testimony – 

Proust’s famous encounter with the madeleine cake. The ‘I’ that exists in the TT, however, 

can merely ‘remember’.  

What these examples demonstrate is that, with regards to bodily deterioration, Dreuilhe’s 

translator has, to varying degrees, appropriated and re-assimilated the illocutionary forces of 

the ST by means of reducing communicative intensity (the ‘bouts’ of diarrhoea, Oliver in his 

romper). The toning down of experience leads inevitably to the TT reader’s inability to 

‘witness [the PWA’s] death through his testimony and actualize his textual survival through 

their reading’.
28

 This inability to witness occurs ultimately as a result of the translator’s 

failing as a listener/reader. In these instances, the account being given by the translator’s 

voice overshadows that of the ST testimony, and it is this overshadowing that leaves certain 

crucial details in the dark.  

 

The Body as a Hostage and the Body as Prey 

Another distressing undercurrent that runs through Dreuilhe’s testimony is one that 

continually positions the AIDS virus as a hostile force attacking the body. In the two 

examples that follow, the writer communicates his physical and emotional experiences in the 

metaphorical terms of victimhood: as a soldier under attack from enemy forces, or as prey to 

some unknown bestial aggressor. The removal of these aggressive forces, whether by 

modification or by altogether omitting elements, threatens the status of such victimhood. The 

following examples demonstrate the various ways in which the translator has removed or 

toned down the presence of a belligerent attacker. 

The image of Dreuilhe’s body under siege by illness is forced into the reader’s 

consciousness by yet another description of the debilitating experience of continual diarrhoea. 

He writes: 

 
[M]es diarrhées pénètrent mes défenses, sapent mon moral et entament mes réserves. La 
panique se répand alors comme une traînée de poudre lorsque l’ennemi pousse son avantage, 

qu’une accalmie se révèle de courte durée et qu’il faut, de nouveau, courir pour éviter un 

humiliant effondrement du front du sphincter [My diarrhoeas penetrate my defences, sap my 

morale and cut into my reserves. Panic spreads like wildfire when the enemy presses its 
advantage, when a respite turns out to be short-lived and it is necessary, once more, to run to 

avoid a humiliating collapse on the sphincter front] (ST, 70). 

 
[M]y diarrheas progress inexorably, undermining my morale and eating into my reserves. 

Panic ensues, spreading like wildfire when the enemy presses his advantage, when a lull in the 

battle suddenly erupts into fighting, and I must scramble to forestall a humiliating collapse on 

the sphincter front (TT, 50). 

 

The translator’s choice of ‘progress inexorably’ in the place of ‘penetrate my defences’ 

diminishes the sense of invasion, inevitably weakening the overall military metaphor. A 

disease may progress inexorably, but only in a military context can defences be penetrated. 

Meanwhile, the omission of ‘de courte durée’ [of short duration] eliminates the uncertainty 

and deceptiveness of the symptoms. The act of documenting such intimate details in order to 

‘haunt survivors’ and the use of this military metaphor signifies a view of writing as a means 

of confronting illness head-on.
29

  

The attack is not restricted to the direct effects of the virus on the body; Dreuilhe also finds 

himself beset by the various medical supplies used to monitor his progress. However, in 
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translation, ‘les catheters que je porte incrustés dans ma chair’ [the catheters that I carry 

encrusted in my flesh] (ST, p.131) become ‘the peripheral catheters I carry inserted in my 

skin’ (TT, p.101). The abandonment of ‘incrustés’ [inlaid, encrusted, embedded with] 

removes the nuance that suggests a parasitic insect burrowing its way deep into the flesh – a 

metaphor further reduced by the choice of ‘skin’ rather than ‘flesh’, which implies minimum 

penetration in a medical, clinical fashion. In another incident, Dreuilhe falls victim to 

emotional reactions upon witnessing the death of his lover to AIDS: 

 
Les sanglots qui m’ont pris lorsque le sourd sifflement de sa respiration s’est finalement 

arrêté, que ses côtes décharnées ont cessé de se dilater, trahissaient mon lâche soulagement 

[The sobs that took hold of me when the muffled wheezing of his breathing finally stopped, 
when his wasted rib cage ceased to expand, betrayed my cowardly relief] (ST, 59).  

 

When the muffled wheezing of his wasted rib cage ceased at last, my sobbing betrayed my 

cowardly relief (TT, 42). 

 

Admittedly, the French verb ‘prendre’ (‘pris’ in ST) may signify ‘take’ in a figurative way, 

and thus may be translated as ‘overcome’ in this context, but the dual potential for the body to 

be physically taken hold of by an outside force is eliminated by the TT. The death of a lover is 

undeniably a moment loaded with a myriad of complex emotions, and to simplify or restrict 

these reactions to one possible meaning is to belie the complexity of the experience itself. 

The documenting of symptoms and the systematic replaying of suffering in the ST 

demonstrates the sheer complexity of the extent to which the testimonies are marked by 

trauma, as Caruth has discussed. However, evidence of an ideal (secondary) witness, namely, 

one who ‘resists full identification’ and who does not appropriate the victim’s experience 

‘into recognizable modes of being and saying’, is largely absent in the TTs.
30

 The re-shaping 

of speech acts concerning the suffering body as a hostage/prey by the translator’s voice is an 

appropriation that ultimately threatens the status of victimhood and, to a degree, echoes the 

societal mistrust surrounding the ‘suspect condition’ of trauma in AIDS sufferers.
31

 Through 

increased mediation, or, perhaps more appropriately, interference, the translator who distorts 

or chokes the voice of the PWA risks feeding into the victim/blame discourse of the period. 

By ignoring the ‘social noise’ generated in the ST, the translators impose diminishing effects 

onto the communicative structure of the ST, resulting in an altered effect in the TT.
32

 These 

pragmatic impairments cumulatively present a testimony that is not the one given by the PWA 

– and if the testimony is unreliable, then so too is the re-embodied, re-voiced speaker.  

 

Manipulating Genre: History and Modes of Expression 

The re-working of representative speech acts within the text itself is not the only mediatory 

element that restricts the message of the ST. For example, Dreuilhe often engages with 

historical trauma in an attempt to align the suffering of PWAs with some other cultural 

precedent, and the alteration of these references inevitably results in widely different effects 

in the TT. References to historical battles and wars form a persistent undercurrent coursing 

through the narrative, and Dreuilhe relies on these metaphors to emphasise not only the 

severity of the attack he is under, but also to re-situate his condition on a collective level; a 

national crisis may touch each individual in different ways, but individuals are affected 

together as a nation. By employing historical metaphors, Dreuilhe reaches out to other PWAs 

(as well as healthy people) to share his testimony and to unite readers behind a common 

cause. One such military reference, however, may be seen as controversial. On preparations 

for the impending attack, he writes: 
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J’ai eu le temps de rassembler mes wagons bâchés avant l’arrivée des Indiens, qui terrorisaient 

les colons du Nouveau Monde autant que le SIDA affole la société contemporaine [I had the 

time to gather my covered wagons before the arrival of the Indians, who terrorised the New 

World settlers as much as AIDS throws contemporary society into panic] (ST, 174).  
 

When the virus launched its first attack, I was ready (TT, 137). 

 

The omission of the reference to ‘Indians’ in the TT signals an incongruent relationship 

between the semantic properties of the sign in the source and the target texts. In the English 

language, ‘Indian’, to refer to indigenous people of America, came to be replaced by ‘Native 

American’ in the 1960s – its use therefore relays a strong element of political incorrectness. In 

French, however, its use is more common even today and does not garner as serious a 

reaction. While only mere speculation is possible on potential reasons for this omission, the 

incongruity may explain the translator’s desire to remove the reference. However, to omit it 

completely is to belie the efforts of the writer to situate his text within a global cultural 

context.  

In this way, the semiotic choices made by the translator lead to the transmission of a 

testimony that fails to situate itself on the same socio-cultural spectrum as the ST. These 

choices may be grounded in the translator’s assumptions concerning the cultural knowledge 

and interpretative abilities of their TT reader. The omission of both literary and historical 

references limits potential to re-interpret the PWA’s experience being re-transmitted. Despite 

the fact that a translator of trauma testimony is charged with ‘the ethical burden of 

guardianship’, Dreuilhe’s translator has presented a re-telling that, regrettably, has not been 

guarded intact.
33

 

In order to shed light on the extent to which generic discourse has been upheld, the focus 

of this article must now turn to the modes of expression being used in the text, rather than the 

information being communicated in the given speech act (although this will, of course, also be 

relevant). Continuing the previous line of enquiry, my analysis now focuses on two key 

passages that draw attention to the motivation and intentionality of the ST. First, an inspiring 

conclusion on the cause for which Dreuilhe is fighting: 

 
Nous sommes tous d’authentiques freedom fighters et nous devons exalter la liberté, la santé et la 

paix, rejeter la contrainte, la maladie et la guerre. C’est pour recouvrer notre liberté d’action, pas 
seulement sexuelle, que nous devons nous battre [We are all authentic freedom fighters and we 

must exalt liberty, health and peace, reject constraint, sickness and war. It is for the recovery of 

our freedom of action, not just of sexuality, that we must fight] (ST, 174).  

 
We’re true freedom fighters, all of us, struggling for our homosexual homeland (TT, 137). 

 

This passage is one of most motivational and politically charged within the text, employing 

the rhetoric of a revolutionary leading his troops to war. Condensing material (with almost 

forty French words becoming twelve in English) does not merely alter the illocutionary 

structure of the utterance, but effectively silences the voice of this call to arms. The message 

being relayed in the ST is prescriptive, adamant, and unerring in its specifications about 

precisely what PWAs should fight for. The inclusion of the phrase ‘homosexual homeland’, 

which implies in the TT that sexuality is the only element of identity being defended, directly 

contradicts the original meaning, which clearly states that sexuality is not the defining 

element of the cause. To this end, by sexualising the context, the translator has not only 

undermined the political discourse therein, but the translator’s voice has also drowned out the 

voice of the witness.  



Mai-anh Peterson 

__________________________________________________________________ 

11 

Dreuilhe concludes his testimony with a tone of regret, remarking on the inevitable 

diluting effect that the mere fact of writing about traumatic experience has on the experience 

being relayed: 

 
Comme toutes les formes d’art « engagé », ce livre risque de laisser le lecteur sur sa faim. La force 

et la violence du phénomène sidatique y sont inévitablement diluées par le tamis des mots, qui ne 

retient que les éléments les moins raffinés: toutes les subtilités définissant véritablement l’état 

d’esprit impressionniste du SIDA sont impossibles à rendre, si ce n’est par une vision poétique à 
la Lautréamont [Like all forms of ‘committed’ art, this book risks falling short of readers’ 

expectations. The force and the violence of the AIDS phenomenon are inevitably diluted by the 

sieve of words, which only retains the least refined elements: all the subtleties truly portraying the 
impressionist state of mind from AIDS are impossible to render, unless it is through a poetic 

vision in the style of Lautréamont] (ST, 178). 

 
Like all forms of committed art, of littérature engagée, this book risks leaving its readers with a 

sense of frustration. My sieve of words inevitably dilutes the overpowering force of the AIDS 

phenomenon, merely retaining its cruder elements, since only the poetic vision of a William Blake 

could do justice to the myriad subtleties that truly define the impressionistic state of mind of 
someone with AIDS (TT, 138-39). 

 

First, the cultural substitution of Blake for Lautréamont completely disrupts the generic 

positioning defined by the text’s discourse. In an attempt to provide TT readers with a 

reference they are more likely to understand, the translator has imposed a different cultural 

tradition onto the PWA’s testimony – the witness’s message, which concerns a fight for both 

body and homeland (France), has been distorted. Furthermore, the translation is painfully 

ironic: by altering the illocutionary structure of the second sentence and replacing ‘the force 

and the violence’ with ‘overpowering force’, Coverdale has performed an actualisation of the 

very caveat Dreuilhe is issuing. In short, effacing some of the violence of the PWA’s 

experience has resulted in further dilution of meaning by the translator’s sieve of words – the 

very dilution that the writer himself desires to keep to a minimum.  

 

 

Conclusion 

The analysis put forward by this case study has sought to highlight and problematise the ways 

in which PWAs are phenomenologically re-embodied by the translator’s re-voicing, with the 

aim of demonstrating, more broadly speaking, the extent to which the translator has 

perpetuated the writer’s communicative intentions and adhered to the required standards of re-

witnessing. Ultimately, I have sought to substantiate the claims made by Boase-Beier and 

Deane-Cox that the translator who mediates trauma testimony cannot replace the original 

witness. For, as Deane-Cox has emphatically stated, a prescriptive approach to secondary 

witnessing is absolutely necessary in the translation of trauma testimony: ‘that translators 

must listen perceptively; that they must strive towards an analogous reconstruction of the 

original testimony, its choosings and imaginings, its analytical attempts and its 

communicative intentions.’
34

 

My discussion of the traumatised body in translation found that the appropriation and re-

assimilation effected by a translator may often lead to a severe reduction in the intensity of the 

experience being relayed by the testimony (bodily deterioration) and a failure to actualise the 

PWA’s survival in the text. I also demonstrated that the reconstitution of speech acts 

concerning the body as a hostage/prey by the translator’s voice also constitutes an 

appropriation that inevitably threatens the status of victimhood. By altering this status, 
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translators risk perpetuating the victim/blame discourse, the silencing injunctions, and the 

‘suspect condition’ of victimhood prevalent in society until the mid-1990s.
35

  

By examining the question of historical references and the manipulation of discourse, this 

article has reached two further conclusions: first, by failing to relay references sufficiently, 

the translator risks transmitting a testimony that fails to position itself in the socio-cultural 

context intended by the author; and second, the very act of relaying information may serve to 

undermine the mode of expression being used in the first place. 

Naturally, a greater understanding of the ethical responsibilities of translating AIDS 

testimony would require consideration of more texts and more comparative benchmarks – an 

undertaking that is, regretfully, beyond the scope of this paper. However, I have shown the 

numerous ways in which Dreuilhe’s translators have mediated, distorted, and appropriated 

meaning in the text studied, leading collectively to an unfair representation of the witness’ 

testimony. The AIDS pandemic was a cataclysmic shockwave that rocked the gay community 

to its very core and resulted in widespread marginalisation, despair, and mourning. To write 

about one’s own dying experience, therefore, constitutes an effort so determined, so 

intricately complex, that it is beyond any other witness to challenge or appropriate. Any 

attempts at translation must, therefore, take on the ethical responsibility of guardianship and 

make every effort to prevent these voices, who strive to leave a lasting imprint on the world, 

from being silenced. 
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