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Wiring System of Language:
National Language, National Identity, and the Language
Hierarchy in The Contents of the Times

Che-chen Chu*

Abstract

The Contents of the Times, published by Taiwanese novelist Huang Chong-Kai
in 2017, tells a story that spans nearly a century of Taiwan’s literary evolution and
the development of mass entertainment, which form the warp and woof of the novel.
It also reflects the author’s personal sentiments and reinterpretation of Taiwan’s
shifting political landscape. Huang “borrowed” the lives and experiences of real
writers as fictional characters to recreate the authentic context and voices of the era
and to capture the phenomenon of multilingualism in Taiwan under successive
regimes. The novel delves into how the historical trajectory profoundly shaped writers
who lived through two or more regimes, with language and writing emerging as the
most immediate markers of- this impact. Language, writing, and thought are
inextricably tied to one’s class of origin and national identity. While modern
individuals may learn a second or third language voluntarily in a globalized world,
multilingual writers of the past often faced linguistic disruption and censorship due to
political forces, highlighting the pervasive influence of authoritarian regimes on
language and expression.

According to Benedict Anderson’s theory, colonial rule imposed by the mother
country can be likened to the wiring system of a house, which dictates and shapes the
class, language, lifestyle, and ideological tendencies of its occupants. In this article, I
focus on several stories from the novel, including “The Late Youth,” “Dixon Phrase,”
and “What we talk about when we talk about Raymond Carver” to explore, from the
perspective of an alien/altered nation, how the characters navigate the act of writing
after a shift in language, how the new regime erases the language of its predecessor,
and how Huang Chong-Kai reconstructs the “lives” of the writers in his work by

interweaving reality and fiction.
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