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The Private Life of War 

 
Course Description: 
"I was born and brought up in a nation that participated in the bombing of Dresden, and in the 
civilization that planned the extermination of a whole people. We are not used to associating our 
private lives with public events. Yet the histories of families cannot be separated from the histories of 
nations. To divide them is part of our denial" (Griffin 11). What are the effects of wars (current and 
past), state-sanctioned torture, armaments build-ups, military aggression, on the private life, on the life 
of the body, on our personal histories? What connections exist between the "theatre of war" and those 
who view it, if only at a distance? How do we write about "the private life of war"? What experimental 
prose forms might be developed to explore such potentially elusive, ephemeral connections? This 
course will examine three novels and four non-fiction texts (texts combining elements of memoir, 
autobiography, journalistic reportage) that explore such questions. We will also read Elaine 
Scarry's The Body in Pain in order to provide us with a theoretical framework for understanding torture 
and war in relation to language and making. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Susan Griffin, A Chorus of Stones: The Private Life of War. (Anchor Books 1992). 
 Maxine Hong Kingston, The Fifth Book of Peace. (Vintage International 2003). 
 Anthony Swofford, Jarhead: A Marine's Chronicle of the Gulf War and Other Battles (2003) 
 Leilah Nadir, The Orange Trees of Baghdad: In Search of My Lost Family (2007) 
 Timothy Findley, The Wars (Penguin 2005). 
 Anne Michaels, Fugitive Pieces. (McClelland & Stewart 1996). 
 Kerri Sakamoto, One Hundred Million Hearts. (Vintage Canada 2003). 
 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World. (Oxford UP 1985). 

 


