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World War II Generation


In 1939, barely twenty years after the end of World War I, the eruption of war in Europe lead to worldwide conflict for the second time in the 20th century.  World War II would not end until 1945, following the defeat of Nazi Germany and the surrender of the Japanese.


World War II resulted in more than 60 million deaths.  This grotesque toll was the result of new, more efficient war technologies; the Nazi campaign of genocide against European Jews, Roma, Catholics and homosexuals; and the brutality of the Japanese occupation in regions of Asia and the Pacific (in which well over half of the total deaths were those of civilians).  In the wake of World War II, Europe was remapped, large swaths of Asia and Africa began moving towards independence and rejection of European colonization, global power dynamics were fundamentally reordered, and massive numbers of refugees sought new homes.


World War II profoundly reshaped the world, in part because it was so total a war, engaging civilian populations so fully and covering so much of the globe.  As a result, it has proven to be an irresistible subject for literature and film.  A generation of authors, including American novelists Norman Mailer, James Michener, and Kurt Vonnegut, began their writing careers by processing their experiences of World War II.  Ever since, writers have continued to be drawn by the wide range of subject matter the war offers.


This World War II reading series bypasses the more familiar territories of the war – the European theater of operations, the Holocaust, and the use of atomic weaponry on Japan – by selecting recent books that address less-familiar aspects of this world-wide conflict.  In accounts of the war in the Philippines, secret American military activity in Alaska and the Aleutians, and aspects of the home front, the books in this series serve to illuminate the full range of horror and hope that sprung World War II.

The Cloud Atlas by Liam Callanan (2004)

During World War II, Japan attempted to develop technology in which its military could use balloons to carry out attacks on the continental U.S.  An American military program sought to defuse the threat while keeping the attacks secret from the American public.  A priest, at the deathbed of a traditional shaman in Alaska, recalls the circumstances that brought the two together, in his own role in that secret program, and much else, including stories of love, magic, spirituality, and the secret history of Japanese balloon warfare.  A cloud atlas, the shaman, tells the priest, would not merely chart the changing place of clouds in the sky; it “would not be a map of where things are now,” but of “where they will be.”  By mapping the connections between the priest’s present state and his life-changing experiences during the war, Callanan’s lyrical novel is a kind of “cloud atlas” in reverse:  telling us where we are by looking at where we have been.  357 pp.

The Gardens of Kyoto by Kate Walbert (2001)

Walbert’s haunting novel focuses on the psychic cost of war to those left behind.  The novel tells the story of Ellen, who inherits a book called The Gardens of Kyoto when her cousin, Randall, is killed on Iwo Jima.  Vignettes describing the famed zen gardens of the city, and an anonymous professor’s struggle to keep Kyoto from being chosen as a target for one of America’s atomic bombs, interrupt and intersect with Ellen’s elusive unfolding of her family’s secrets (from the slaves sheltered in her uncle’s house when it served as a station on the underground railroad, to her own secret loves).  286 pp.

Once Upon a Town by Bob Greene (2002)

North Platte, Nebraska stood on the main line of the Union Pacific Railroad in 1941.  As America went to war, servicemen destined for both the European and Pacific theaters of operation found themselves shuttled through the small city on the plains.  The citizens of North Platte found a unique way to express their own patriotism:  by giving the troops who passed through their city a final home-cooked meal before they headed off to war.  The meals led to much else  – lasting friendships, love relationships, and a solidarity among the citizens of the city.  Journalist Bob Greene recounts the story of North Platte’s distinctive contribution to the war effort, balancing his collection of oral histories with an account of the town today.  257 pp.

When the Elephants Dance by Tess Uriza Holthe (2002)

Holthe’s novel takes its title from a traditional adage:  “When the elephants dance, the chickens must be careful.”  The chickens in question are the Filipino people, caught in the crossfire as Japanese and American forces, in the waning days of World War II, battle for control of the Philipine Islands.  A family and its neighbors, sheltering in a cellar as the war rages outside, spend their time telling stories:  tales of magic, ghosts, and legends, through which the huddled common people affirm their Filipino identity.  Meanwhile, the narrative’s shifting points of view allow us to see the war from multiple perspectives.  Alejandro, a thirteen-year-old boy who barters for scarce food for his family with cigarettes is contrasted with his seventeen-year old sister Isabelle, as she helps a partisan guerilla to flee the Japanese.  Readers also see the wars through the eyes of Domingo, the partisan, who has fought Japanese occupation in the three years that Americans were absent from the Philipines.  367 pp.

Suggestions for Further Reading
Historical Background – Books:

Marc Bloch, Strange Defeat:  A Statement of Evidence Written in 1940 (1961)

Tom Brokaw, The Greatest Generation (1998)

Paul Fussell, Wartime:  Understanding and Behavior in the Second World War (1989)
Raul Hilfberg, Perpetrators, Victims, Bystanders:  The Jewish Catasrophe, 1933-1945 (1992)
John Keegan, The Second World War (1989)

Lawrence Langer, ed., Art from the Ashes:  A Holocaust Anthology (1995)

Ronald Spector, Eagle Against the Sun:  The American War with Japan (1984)

Studs Terkel, “The Good War”:  An Oral History of World War II (1984)

Gerhard Weinberg, A World at Arms:  A Global History of World War II (1994)

Elie Wiesel, Night (1958)

Historical Background – Online resources:

Documents related to the decision to drop the atomic bomb (including the Target Committee’s minutes, which discuss the potential of Kyoto as a bombing target) at www.dannen.com/decision/index.html 

Hyperwar:  a hypertext history of World War II at www.ibiblio.org/hyperwar/ 

Remember.org, a substantial collection of Holocaust-related materials, at www.remember.org/ 

World War II multimedia database at http://worldwar2database.com/ 

Yale Law School’s Avalon Project collection of WWII documents at www.yale.edu/lawweb/avalon/wwii/wwii.htm 

Selected Classic Literature of World War II

(limited to novels by actual participants in the conflict):

J. G. Ballard, Empire of the Sun (1984)

Tadeusz Borowski, This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen (1992)

Gunter Grass, The Tin Drum (1959)

Graham Greene, The Heart of the Matter (1948)

Joseph Heller, Catch-22 (1961)

Jerzy Kosinski, The Painted Bird (1965)

Norman Mailer, The Naked and the Dead (1948)

James Michener, Tales of the South Pacific (1947)

Jean-Paul Sartre, “Roads to Freedom” trilogy:  Age of Reason (1945), The Reprieve (1947), Troubled Sleep (1949)
Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (1969)

