
Title: When the Sun Goes Out | Nuclear Winter 

Synopsis: 
Forget mushroom clouds – the true apocalypse comes after. Nuclear winter is what happens when 
burning cities loft soot into the stratosphere, blotting out the sun for years. Crops wither, 
temperatures plunge, oceans shift, and famine sweeps the globe. Scientists warn that even a 
“limited” war (say, India and Pakistan trading a hundred or so warheads) could kill not just millions, 
but billions, through starvation. Unlike zombies or asteroids, this isn’t fiction. It’s real science. My 
last blog, about The Forlorn Hope of the Donner Party gave us seventeen people trudging through 
snow. Nuclear winter gives us eight billion, all stumbling together in the dark. 

The Snark’s Blog: here 

 

Discussion Questions  
Use these questions to spark conversation and reflection in the classroom:   

• Why does nuclear winter feel more terrifying than the bombs themselves?  

• How do the “slow” apocalypses (famine, climate collapse) change the way we think about 
survival compared to sudden ones (impact, explosion)?  

• Is it possible to write about nuclear winter without it turning into either science fiction or 
pure horror? 

• How would you balance the global scale of the catastrophe with individual human stories?  

• Do stories of “endurance” (like the Donner Party’s Forlorn Hope) help us process the 
unimaginable scale of something like nuclear winter?  

 

Writer’s Prompts 
Creative exercises to help students apply the themes of the topic:   

• Prompt 1: Write a farmer trying to coax crops from frozen soil in the first year of nuclear 
winter. 

• Prompt 2: Write the diary of a scientist who predicted this outcome, forced to live through 
the catastrophe they modeled. 

• Prompt 3: Imagine a religious leader reinterpreting the blackened skies as divine judgment. 
How do followers respond? 

• Prompt 4: Write the moment a child sees snow falling in the tropics for the first time – and 
doesn’t understand why adults are weeping. 

• Prompt 5: Take the perspective of an animal (a crow, a dog, a cow) trying to survive in the 
famine years. 

 

https://www.effigypress.com/post/the-snark-when-the-sun-goes-out-nuclear-winter


Class Activities 
These activities will help expand on the themes of the topic: 

• Food Chain Collapse: Give students a basic food web (sun → plants → animals → humans). 
Have them strike out what happens when sunlight drops by 40%. Trace the dominoes. 

• One-Year Timeline: Groups map out what the first twelve months of nuclear winter would 
look like in different places: New York, Delhi, Nairobi, São Paulo. Compare. 

• Hope vs. Despair Debate: One side argues humanity adapts and survives; the other argues 
collapse is inevitable. Which case is more persuasive?  

 

Closing note from the blog’s writer, The Snark 
The Donner Party boiled their shoes. In nuclear winter, the entire planet boils its shoes together, and 
then fights over the broth. Writers, take note: torture doesn’t have to be personal. Sometimes you 
can set the stage so the whole species is trapped in the same frozen nightmare. The best part? It’s 
not even “sci-fi.” It’s just science – waiting for a writer bold (or cruel) enough to make it human. 


