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Fallout, Hope, and the Cost of Survival

During the Cold War, families lived with the threat of nuclear attack casting a constant 

shadow on their lives. Some believed this threat was exaggerated, but others were driven by fear 

to protect themselves and those they loved. Todd Strasser’s Fallout follows the Porter family, the 

owners of the only shelter in their neighborhood, as the Cuban Missile Crisis takes a turn for the 

worse and people’s worst fears are realized. When the Porters finally need their shelter, their 

neighbors do too. Trapped in a shelter over capacity, the characters have to grapple with 

managing dwindling resources, keeping conflict at bay, and preserving hope despite everything. 

Through their experience, Fallout shows that survival incurs many costs, from physical health to 

moral compromise and the loss of social norms, making collective hope critical to survival.

From when the Porters first start to build their shelter to the moment they reemerge into 

the destruction above, they and their neighbors have to confront the many costs of survival. Prior 

to the attack, the shelter’s costs are mainly social, alongside the literal cost of its construction. 

Because of that cost, the choice to build a fallout shelter wasn’t one that could be taken lightly, 

making Scott’s family an outlier amongst their neighbors. Scott’s mother is very aware of these 

costs and opposes the building of the shelter, with external stress and fear leading her to 

disconnect entirely from stressors like the news (Strasser, ch. 52). Once it needs to be used, the 

family being an outlier creates more problems. Scott’s dad and Mr. Shaw pay a moral cost as 
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they are forced to lock neighbors out to ensure their own survival, a decision that later haunts 

them (ch. 27). Within the shelter the survivors pay both physical and mental costs, as supplies 

run low and tension wears down on their sanity. Of everything, the largest cost to many is how 

while they might have survived their lives will never be the same.

Beyond immediate costs, another challenge for the survivors is letting go of their pre-war 

mindsets, which often work against survival. Mr. McGovern’s individualistic beliefs and 

prejudiced biases presented a challenge to collective survival (ch. 43). Even as Scott’s dad was 

building the shelter out of fear for his family’s safety, the hope that nuclear war wouldn’t happen 

led to the shelter not being fully prepared once it was needed. Scott’s dad captures this tension, 

saying “I was trying to plan for something completely illogical” (ch. 29). This encapsulates why 

previous beliefs lead to conflict. The Cold War era social structures make little sense in a 

situation so far removed from logic. This is demonstrated in Scott’s change in attitude toward 

modesty. Initially, Scott finds things like having to pee in front of everyone else embarrassing but 

by the end, he wonders “What’s the big deal? Why was it ever a big deal?” (ch. 45). Scott’s 

exhaustion, and shifted mindset make it easier for him to deal with the shelter’s harsh conditions. 

This shows how in order to maintain mental fortitude, the survivors had to drop pre-existing 

mindsets and social constructs. This internal struggle intensified tensions within the shelter, with 

letting go representing yet another cost to survive.

Hope is present throughout the story, but as all other resources dwindle it becomes 

pivotal to survival. Once the bombs fell, people’s subconscious hope for peace was replaced with 

a desperate hope for survival. As Scott’s dad says, “None of us really knows what it’s going to be 

like when we get back up there. In the meantime, all we’ve got to keep us going is hope” (ch. 
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45). Aware of hope’s importance, the survivors do their best to maintain it, despite everything 

working against them. Strasser’s descriptions of the shelter as a cold and lifeless entity paint a 

dark picture for its inhabitants. The shelter’s environment works to wear away at their hope, 

alongside isolation, hunger, conflict, and fatigue. At its most extreme, this motivates Mr. Shaw to 

attempt to leave prematurely, despite the danger to himself and others. Ultimately, the renewal of 

hope is what allows the survivors to overcome the blocked door and emerge into the outside 

world, and find a new hope for the future.

The decision to build a fallout shelter left the Porters and their neighbors changed, as 

survival forces them to leave behind preexisting beliefs, grapple with moral dilemmas and 

endure physical deterioration. Through Scott’s perspective, we see these costs firsthand, from his 

parents’ concerns before the attack to the discomfort of being within the shelter and the 

challenges that come with. Fallout shows that to survive disaster is to be changed, either 

physically or mentally. In an illogical situation, people try to hold onto the echoes of the past. 

However, to best endure, they must instead let go of the past and embrace hope, the only 

resource they have left.
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