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The Diseuse’s Performativity: 
Subjectification, Truth, & Essence in Dictee  

Author: Zane Klics
Discipline: English

ABSTRACT: Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s postmod-
ern autobiographical text Dictee follows the narrat-
ing diseuse – a student of  dictation and daughter of  
I�3WZMIV�M`QTM��0MZ�]VNIQ\PN]T�IVL�WN\MV�LQ[Z]X\ML�
re-narration – through dictation – emerges as Dictee’s 
master-motif, marshalling the motifs of  resistance to 
[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�IVL�UW\PMZPWWL��*a�[Q\]I\QVO�\PM�\M`\�
QV�\PMWZM\QKIT�KWV^MZ[I\QWV[�WV�[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV��\PM�
metaphysics of  presence, and performativity, I argue 
that in her dictation, the diseuse performatively ani-
mates memories of  – and reunites her mother with – a 
U]T\QXTa�\ZIV[NWZUML�IVL�LQ^QLML�3WZMI�
_______________________________________

 
3-A?7:,;"�,QK\MM��M[[MVKM��QLMWTWOa��TQ\MZIZa�KZQ\Q-
KQ[U��UM\IXPa[QK[��XMZNWZUI\Q^Q\a��[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV
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\PM�M`IUXTM�IVL�Q[�]VNIQ\PN]T�\W�\PM�WZQOQVITº��������
Lowe notices that the text’s opening dictation exercise 
– which alludes to early-nineteenth-century French 
Catholic missionary activity in Korea – features two 
[QOVQÅKIV\�LM^QI\QWV[�NZWU�\PM�UWLMT�WN �LQK\I\QWV"�ÅZ[\��
the diseuse, rather than reproducing the French oral 
example verbatim, translates it into English, marking 
herself  as “unevenly ‘dictated’” by colonial languag-
M[��+PI��������#�4W_M��!!���������)T[W��ZI\PMZ�\PIV�
obeying punctuation rules, the diseuse writes out the 
grammar commands, rendering “explicit the disci-
XTQVIZa�IZ\QÅKM�WN �\PM�LQK\I\QWV�º�\P][�QVLQKI\QVO�I�
¹»NIQTML¼�[]JRMK\QWVº��4W_M��!!���������,M^QI\QVO�NZWU�
\PM�UWLMT�WN �LQK\I\QWV�\W�ZMX]LQI\M�[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�·�WN �
herself, her mother, and of  Korea – is, indeed, one of  
,QK\MM¼[�KMV\ZIT�UW\QN[�
Ideology, for Louis Althusser, is constituted materially 
in its subjects via interpellation – his conceptualization 
WN �[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�·�_PMZMJa�[]JRMK\[��]XWV�PIQTQVO��
“are inserted into practices governed by the rituals of  
[Ideological State Apparatuses or ISAs]” (Althusser 
�!����������/WWL�[]JRMK\[�UQ[ZMKWOVQbM�\PM�QLMWTWOa�
into which they have been interpellated as the real 
[\I\M�WN �IٺIQZ[��¹_WZSQVO�Ja�\PMU[MT^M[º�_Q\PQV�\PM�
ZMO]TI\QWV[�WN �1;)[��������+WV^MZ[MTa��[]JRMK\[�_PW�IZM�
not adequately interpellated – “bad subjects” – may be 
[IVK\QWVML�Ja�\PM�¹ZMXZM[[Q^M�;\I\M�IXXIZI\][º��������1V�
Dictee, the diseuse’s articulation of  colonial, nationalist, 
IVL�NWZMQOV�QV[\IVKM[�WN �[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�KIV�JM�ZMIL�
simultaneously as Althusserian interpellation and un-
NIQ\PN]T�LQK\I\QWV��4W_M��!!�����!#�������.WZ�M`IUXTM��
in “Calliope/Epic Poetry,” the diseuse retrospectively 
ZM�VIZZI\M[�\W�PMZ�UW\PMZ�PMZ�KWTWVQIT�[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�
NWTTW_QVO�\PM��!���WKK]XI\QWV�WN �3WZMI�Ja�2IXIV��)\�
the same time, the dictation throughout the section is 
littered not only with sentence fragments, run-ons, and 
gaps within words, but also uses the forbidden Korean 

I

<PM�VIZZI\QVO�¹LQ[M][Mº��Q�M���ZMKQ\MZ��·�I�[\]LMV\�WN �
dictation and daughter of  a Korean exile – is the cen-
\ZIT�ÅO]ZM�WN �3WZMIV�)UMZQKIV�I]\PWZ�<PMZM[I�0IS�
3a]VO�+PI¼[�XW[\UWLMZV�I]\WJQWOZIXPQKIT�\M`\�,QK\MM��
Throughout, she fails to faithfully reproduce in her dic-
tation the multiple and often intersecting colonial and 
VI\QWVITQ[\�[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV[��Q�M���\ZIV[NWZUI\QWV[�QV\W�
ideological subjects) of  Korea and its people: by French 
Catholic missionaries from the nineteenth century, 
_PQTM�]VLMZ�2IXIVM[M�WKK]XI\QWV�NZWU��!���\W��!����
into the Korean nationalist body during the Korean 
?IZ�NZWU��!���\W��!����IVL�Ja�\PM�=VQ\ML�;\I\M[�]XWV�
emigration from and return to a divided Korea (Lowe 
�!!���������,ZI_QVO�WV�)UMZQKIV�[\]LQM[�[KPWTIZ�4Q[I�
Lowe’s contention that “unfaithful” dictation is the 
\M`\¼[�¹MUJTMUI\QK�\WXW[º������������KWV[WTQLI\QVO�[]KP�
UW\QN[�I[�ZM[Q[\IVKM�\W�[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�IVL�UW\PMZPWWL��
1�MVOIOM�,QK\MM�_Q\P�\PMWZa�WV�[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV��\PM�
UM\IXPa[QK[�WN �XZM[MVKM��IVL�XMZNWZUI\Q^Q\a��<PM�LQ-
seuse’s self-conscious, unfaithful enactment of  dictation, 
in consolidating Dictee’s sub-motifs, performatively 
animates memories of  – and reunites her mother with 
·�I�U]T\QXTa�\ZIV[NWZUML�IVL�LQ^QLML�3WZMI��
�1�_QTT�ÅZ[\�LMÅVM��_Q\P�ZMNMZMVKM�\W�4W_M��LQK\I\QWV�I[�
I�UMIV[�WN �[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�IVL�ZM[Q[\IVKM��QLMV\QNaQVO�
the diseuse’s deviation from the model of  dictation as 
simultaneously exemplifying and complicating Struc-
turalist Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser’s interpel-
lation: the process wherein individuals are hailed into 
[]JRMK\Q^Q\a��:Q^SQV���:aIV�������������1�][M�)T\P][[MZ�
to explain how the unfaithfully dictating diseuse is 
LM\MZUQVML�VW\�WVTa�Ja�KWVÆQK\QVO�QLMWTWOQKIT�PIQTQVO[��
J]\�IT[W�QV�ZM[Q[\IVKM�\W�\PMU��?Q\P�ZMNMZMVKM�\W�LMKWV-
structionist philosopher Jacques Derrida’s critique of  
the metaphysics of  presence, I shift to explain that – be-
KI][M�WN �\PM�\ZIKM�TMN\�Ja�3WZMI¼[�U]T\QXTM�[]JRMK\QÅKI-
tions – the diseuse cannot articulate memories from any 
»M[[MV\QIT¼�3WZMI��<PQ[�K]TUQVI\M[�QV�Ua�M`XTIVI\QWV�
of  how the diseuse’s unfaithful dictation performatively 
ZM]VQ\M[�PMZ�UW\PMZ�_Q\P�\PMQZ�UW\PMZTIVL��

II

Dictation is a pedagogical technique wherein the 
student renders “an oral example into a written 
MY]Q^ITMV\º��4W_M��!!���������*a�ZMXZWL]KQVO�_PI\�Q[�
dictated, the student internalizes the lesson, and “all 
students are iterated and abstracted as uniform, gener-
QKITTa�MY]Q^ITMV\�[Q\M[�WN �\PM[M�ZMXZWL]K\QWV[º��������
In Dictee, dictation is a “model for other processes 
through which cultural ideological systems transform 
QVLQ^QL]IT[�QV\W�[]JRMK\[º��������<PM�LQ[M][M��PW_M^MZ��
is unfaithful to the model of  dictation that requires 
faithful reproduction: she “recites poorly, stutters, stops, 
IVL�TMI^M[�^MZJ[�]VKWVR]OI\ML��;PM�NIQT[�\W�QUQ\I\M�



C
ro

ss
in

gs
 V

ol
. 2

 (2
02

2)

70

presence: the notion that “the mind’s ability to grasp 
the presence of  an object or of  an idea [is] the gold 
[\IVLIZL�WN �\Z]\PN]TVM[[º��,MZZQLI�������������,MZ-
rida contends that any attempt to grasp the present 
as the locus of  truth is bound to fail, as the present at 
a given moment is informed by the trace left by past 
XZM[MVKM[���� #��!���!����3WZMI�JMIZ[�VW\�WVTa�\PM�
trace of  French missionary colonialism, but also of  
2IXIVM[M�Z]TM�IVL�)UMZQKIV�QV\MZ^MV\QWV��<PM�TI\\MZ�Q[�
elucidated in the following passage from “Melpomene/
Tragedy,” depicting the nationalist transformation of  
QVLQ^QL]IT[�L]ZQVO�\PM�3WZMIV�?IZ�JM\_MMV��!���IVL�
�!����4W_M��!!�������"�¹AW]�IZM�aW]Z�XW[\�aW]�IZM�
your vow in nomine patris you work your post you are 
your nation defending your country from subversive 
QVÅT\ZI\QWV�NZWU�aW]Z�W_V�KW]V\ZaUMVº��+PI�������
 ���MUXPI[Q[�UQVM���)[�4W_M�XWQV\[�W]\��\PM�QLMV\Q-
ÅKI\QWV�JM\_MMV�;W]\P�3WZMIV�[WTLQMZ[��»aW]¼��JMQVO�
called to service for their fatherland (‘in nomine patris’) 
Q[�ZMÆMK\Q^M�WN �2IXIVM[M�KWTWVQIT�I\\MUX\[�\W�[]JRMK\QNa�
individual Korean subjects into one nation (‘you are 
your nation’), and American exploitation of  Korean 
VI\QWVITQ[\[¼�QV\MZVIT�LQ^Q[QWV[�\W�LMNMI\�2IXIV�QV�??11�
�»[]J^MZ[Q^M�QVÅT\ZI\QWV�NZWU�aW]Z�W_V�KW]V\ZaUMV¼��
�4W_M��!!�������������ZM[]T\QVO�QV�\PM�VI\QWV¼[��!� �
XIZ\Q\QWV��������1V�\PM�[IUM�_Ia�\PI\��NWZ�,MZZQLI��\PM�
present bears the trace of  past presences, Korea bears 
the traces of  French Catholicism, Japanese occupation, 
IVL�)UMZQKIV�QV\MZ^MV\QWV��<PM[M�\ZIKM[�UMIV�\PI\�
there exists no one present Korea from which memory 
can be truthfully animated, so the diseuse’s unfaithful 
LQK\I\QWV�ZMX]LQI\M[�\PM�UM\IXPa[QK[�WN �XZM[MVKM��

It is precisely the lack of  a truthful referent Korea 
that underscores the diseuse’s articulation of  memory 
I[�XMZNWZUI\Q^M��.WZ�2]LQ\P�*]\TMZ��¹OMVLMZ�Q[�QV�VW�
way a stable identity or a locus of  agency from which 
various acts proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously 
constituted in time – an identity instituted through a 
[\aTQbML�ZMXM\Q\QWV�WN �IK\[º��*]\TMZ��!  ����!���1V�\PM�
same way that there is no essential gender from which 
acts proceed, for the diseuse, there is no essential Korea 
NZWU�_PQKP�UMUWZQM[�KIV�JM�LQK\I\ML��5WZMW^MZ��TQSM�
the acts that constitute gender denote not the actor’s 
QLMV\Q\a��J]\�\PM�QTT][QWV�WN �QLMV\Q\a��*]\TMZ��!  ��������
LQK\I\QWV�IZ\QK]TI\M[�QTT][QWV[�WN �3WZMI��*MKI][M�\PMZM�Q[�
no essential Korea, the diseuse is able to performatively 
re-articulate memories of  her homeland, like, as Lowe 
XWQV\[�W]\��QV�PMZ�ZM�VIZZI\QWV�WN �\PM��!�!�3WZMIV�
nationalist resistance against Japanese colonialism in 
her account of  seventeen-year-old Yu Guan Soon’s 
UIZ\aZLWU��*]\TMZ��!  ������"�¹+PQTL�ZM^WT]\QWVIZa�
KPQTL�XI\ZQW\�_WUIV�[WTLQMZ�LMTQ^MZMZ�WN �VI\QWV��<PM�
M\MZVQ\a�WN �WVM�IK\��1[�\PM�KWUXTM\QWV�WN �WVM�M`Q[\MVKM��

_WZL�NWZ�¹PMIZ\º�·�¹5IP�]PUº�·�Å^M�\QUM[��+PI�������
��������1V�2IXIVM[M�WKK]XQML�3WZMI��[XMISQVO�3WZMIV�
was forbidden, so in the diseuse’s unfaithful dictation 
of  Japanese colonialism, she constructs for her mother 
a “fragmented and indirect” relationship with the 
¹UW\PMZ�\WVO]Mº��4W_M��!!���������<PM�LQ[M][M¼[�LQK-
tation, at once exemplifying and resisting Althusserian 
interpellation, thus reunites her displaced mother with 
PMZ�TIVO]IOM�������

Though certainly exemplary of  interpellation, dicta-
tion indicates that resistance to ideological hegemony 
is more complex than Althusser’s notion of  noncon-
forming “bad subjects,” and is determined, rather, 
Ja�KWVÆQK\QVO�QV\MZXMTTI\QWV[�NIKML�Ja�\PM�[]JRMK\�I\�I�
XIZ\QK]TIZ�\QUM��4W_M��!!�������������;]KP�ZM[Q[\IVKM�
is demonstrated in the previously discussed dictation 
exercise, in which the student translates the example 
into English – another language of  domination – rather 
\PIV�\PM�XZM[KZQJML�.ZMVKP��1VLMML��\PZW]OPW]\�,QK\MM��
\PM�LQ[M][M�¹UISM[�][M�WN �PMZ�W_V�XIZ\QIT�Æ]MVKQM[�QV�
English and French to revoice that censoring [of  her 
mother] and to forge a new composite voice” (Lowe 
�!!���������)VW\PMZ�QV[\IVKM�WN �IV�WXXW[QVO�QLMWTW-
gy as a site of  resistance is found in “Calliope/Epic 
Poetry,” in which the diseuse illustrates her mother’s 
internal recourse to French Catholicism while a Japa-
VM[M�[]JRMK\"�¹.ZWU�\PM�5Q[MZM�\W�/TWZQI�\W�5IOVQÅKI\�
IVL�;IVK\][��<W�\PM�)V\QXPWVIT�[WVO°<PM�[IKZQÅKM��
the votive, the devotions, the novenas, the matins, the 
lauds, the vespers, the vigils, the evensong, the night-
[WVO�°º��+PI��������������MUXPI[Q[�WZQOQVIT���0MZM��
earlier interpellation by French Catholicism implied by 
VIUM[�WN �PaUV[��»5Q[MZM¼��»/TWZQI¼��»5IOVQÅKI\¼��»;IVK-
tus’) and Catholic rituals (‘novenas’, ‘matins’) is, for the 
diseuse’s mother, a means of  resistance to the Japanese 
WKK]XI\QWV��0MVKM��\PM�LQ[M][M¼[�]VNIQ\PN]T�LQK\I\QWV�
– in its navigation of  linguistic and colonial hailings – 
QLMV\QÅM[�ZMKW]Z[M�\W�I�KWVÆQK\QVO�QLMWTWOQKIT�PIQTQVO��
rather than simply failed interpellation, as a means of  
ZM[Q[\IVKM�\W�[]JRMK\Q^Q\a�

III

1V�PMZ�LQK\I\QWV�WN �PMZ�UW\PMZ¼[�KWTWVQIT�[]JRMK\QÅKI-
tion, the diseuse “cannot perform a simple, untroubled 
recovery of  the ‘mother tongue’ either for herself  
and for her mother – any more than there exists, for 
Koreans or Korean Americans, an unproblematic 
return to a precolonial and unpartitioned Korean 
»PWUMTIVL¼º��4W_M��!!���������8]\�W\PMZ_Q[M��JMKI][M�
Korea has been transformed variably over time, there 
exists no singular referent Korea from which memory 
KIV�JM�IVQUI\ML��,QK\I\QWV��\P][��KIV�JM�QLMV\QÅML�
with Jacques Derrida’s critique of  the metaphysics of  
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7VM�UIZ\aZLWU��.WZ�\PM�PQ[\WZa�WN �WVM�VI\QWV��7N �WVM�
XMWXTMº��+PI�����������MUXPI[Q[�UQVM���1V�ÅO]ZQVO�I�
young woman’s martyrdom for the memory of  the Ko-
rean nation (‘woman soldier deliverer of  nation’, ‘one 
UIZ\aZLWU��.WZ�\PM�PQ[\WZa�WN �WVM�VI\QWV¼���\PM�LQ[M][M�
XMZNWZUI\Q^MTa�ZM�VIZZI\M[�IVL��I[�4W_M�KTIZQÅM[��NMUQ-
VQbM[�3WZMIV�VI\QWVITQ[U��4W_M��!!�������������1V�[W�
doing, she performs a feminine motherland in opposi-
\QWV�\W�I�¹UI[K]TQVM��VI\QWVITQ[\�[\I\M�NWZUI\QWVº��������
<W�JWZZW_�I�ÅVIT�IVITWOa�NZWU�*]\TMZ��¹I�[KZQX\�[]Z-
^Q^M[�\PM�XIZ\QK]TIZ�IK\WZ[�_PW�UISM�][M�WN �Q\��J]\�������
requires individual actors in order to be actualized and 
ZMXZWL]KML�I[�ZMITQ\a�WVKM�IOIQVº���!  ��������8MZPIX[�
3WZMI��I[�LMÅVML�Ja�[QOVQÅKIV\�LI\M[�IVL�OMWOZIXPa��Q[�
the surviving script, and the diseuse, in her unfaithful 
LQK\I\QWV��Q[�\PM�IK\WZ�XMZNWZUQVO�PMZ�
Like Korea, the diseuse’s mother remains as a script 
_Q\P�VW�[\IJTM�M[[MVKM�IVL�PI[�JMMV�LQٺMZMV\Ta�XMZ-
NWZUML�W^MZ�\QUM"�I[�I�.ZMVKP��+PI����������!��IVL�
2IXIVM[M�KWTWVQIT�[]JRMK\���������I[�IV�QUUQOZIV\�\W�
the United States, and as an exile in her own moth-
MZTIVL������ ���<PM�LQ[M][M¼[�]VNIQ\PN]T�LQK\I\QWV��
however, performatively reconnects her mother with 
PMZ�VWV�M[[MV\QIT�UW\PMZTIVL��;PM�LWM[�[W��NWZ�QV[\IVKM��
in her performance of  a “fragmented and indirect” 
connection of  mother with the motherland through 
their “mother tongue” in resistance to Japanese colo-
VQITQ[U��4W_M��!!������#�+PI���������������)[�_MTT��
the diseuse’s mother bears the trace of  United States, 
which becomes both exiles’ home and is responsible for 
3WZMI¼[�XIZ\Q\QWV�QV��!� ��+PI����������� ���;PM�JMIZ[�
this trace still upon return to the motherland: “You 
return and are not one of  them, they treat you with 
QVLQٺMZMVKMº�������*]\��JMKI][M�\PM�\ZIKM[�WN �.ZMVKP�
Catholicism, Japanese colonialism, and the United 
;\I\M[�MٺIKM�IVa�M[[MV\QIT�VI\QWVIT�QLMV\Q\a�WN �PMZ�
mother, the diseuse is able to performatively “actualize 
IVL�ZMXZWL]KM�I[�ZMITQ\aº��*]\TMZ��!  �������PMZ�TI[\QVO�
KWVVMK\QWV�\W�PMZ�UW\PMZTIVL"�¹?QTT�IVL�_QTT�WVTa�
M[XW][M�\PQ[�TIVL�\PQ[�[Sa�\PQ[�\QUM�\PQ[�XMWXTM��AW]�IZM�
WVM�[IUM�XIZ\QKTM��AW]�TMI^M�aW]�KWUM�JIKS�\W�\PM�[PMTT�
TMN\�MUX\a�ITT�\PQ[�\QUMº��+PI�����������MUXPI[Q[�UQVM���
Despite no essential motherland remaining, the diseuse 
here retrospectively, performatively, and poignantly 
IٻZU[�\PM�UW\PMZ¼[�QV\QUI\M�KWVVMK\QWV�_Q\P�PMZ�
UW\PMZTIVL"�¹AW]�IZM�WVM�[IUM�XIZ\QKTMº������

IV

+WV[WTQLI\QVO�\PM�UW\QN[�WN �[]JRMK\QÅKI\QWV�IVL�UW\P-
erhood, the diseuse’s dictation is Dictee’s master-mo-
\QN��*a�JZQVOQVO�Q\�QV\W�KWV^MZ[I\QWV�_Q\P�)T\P][[MZ¼[�
interpellation, Derrida’s repudiation of  the metaphysics 
of  presence, and Butler’s critique of  essentialism, I have 
QLMV\QÅML�LQK\I\QWV�\W�JM�XMZNWZUI\Q^M��1\�Q[�\PQ[�XMZNWZ-

mativity that allows the diseuse, in her self-consciously 
¹]VNIQ\PN]Tº��4W_M��!!��������ZMKW]V\QVO�WN �NZIOUMV\-
ed memories, to not only articulate a voice in resistance 
to colonial, nationalist, and masculine determinations 
of  herself, her mother, and Korea, but also reunite her 
UW\PMZ�_Q\P�\PMQZ�UW\PMZTIVL�
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)T\P][[MZ��4W]Q[��������¹1LMWTWOa�IVL�1LMWTWOQKIT�;\I\M�)XXIZI\][M[�º�In Literary The-
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