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Introduction
No Questions Left Behind

The Last of Us is a story wrapped in contradictions. It’s dark, but hopeful. 
It’s simple, yet has layers upon layers of complexity. And it depicts humanity 
both at its worst and its best. Using a fictional post-apocalyptic setting 
during a fungal pandemic, the story of The Last of Us follows Ellie, a 
young girl immune to the Cordyceps infection.

Ellie’s story couldn’t be told without her protector, Joel, who lost his 
daughter, Sarah, on the first day of the outbreak. Over the course of the 
first video game and the first season of the show, Joel grows to love and 
care for Ellie as if she was his own daughter, culminating in a pivotal 
moment when he kills the Firefly doctors who were going to sacrifice 
Ellie’s life in hopes of finding a cure for the infection. After rescuing her, 
Joel doubles down on his morally questionable actions and lies to Ellie, 
telling her that the Fireflies found others immune from the infection like 
Ellie, that they couldn’t find a cure, and that they have stopped looking. 
Lying to Ellie was the only way to protect her from going back to the 
Fireflies to sacrifice herself for the greater good.

Joel’s choice to kill the doctors has been controversial ever since the first 
video game was released in 2013, leading some to wonder whether we 
were unwittingly playing the villain of the story all along. It’s quite reason-
able to think that Joel’s actions were morally blameworthy. After all, he 
killed doctors trying to save humanity and then lied about it. And it’s quite 
reasonable to think that the doctors were morally praiseworthy for 
thinking of the greater good. Ellie’s death, while tragic, might have led to 
saving countless people. On the other hand, some might quite reasonably 
argue that Joel was protecting Ellie because his moral obligation was not 
to the world, but to the young girl he loved and promised to protect. 
Maybe Joel’s actions weren’t praiseworthy, exactly, but they weren’t blame-
worthy either. In other words, Joel might not be a hero, but he isn’t a vil-
lain either.

In The Last of Us Part II, the second video game in the series, we find 
Abby, the daughter of the main Firefly doctor, seeking revenge against Joel. 
In the earliest moments of the video game, Abby finds, tortures, and kills 
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Joel in front of Ellie. The second video game is primarily a story about 
revenge and its costs, as it follows Ellie and Abby, whose stories mirror 
each other in complicated and compelling ways. Ellie, like Abby, has lost a 
father in moments of cruel violence in the name of justice. We might 
wonder whether their revenge is morally justified, and more broadly, 
whether morality and justice even exist in the world of The Last of Us.

The Last of Us is filled to the brim with great characters, but they don’t 
exist in a vacuum. They grow and develop together. People need each 
other—community is necessary for being human, and it’s even more 
necessary in a world filled with Clickers, Bloaters, cannibals, raiders, 
slavers, and more. But how is it possible to have trust and genuine relation-
ships with others when there are threats around every corner? How can we 
genuinely care for others, when such care may get us killed, infected, or 
worse? And perhaps most importantly, is there more to living than just 
surviving? Looking to Bill’s relationship with Frank, we have to ask what 
good security is if you don’t have someone to share it with. Sometimes a 
packet of strawberry seeds might just be more important than a gun.

Because the characters are connected with each other, we can think of 
their actions not just in moral terms, but political terms, as well. So, in 
addition to considering whether our favorite characters are moral or 
immoral, we can also ask questions about the broader systems that govern 
their world. Is FEDRA a legitimate political power? Does Marlene have 
legal authority over the Fireflies? Are the rules imposed in the quarantine 
zones legal or just? Addressing these questions about the Last of Us can 
help us make sense of the moral and political questions in our world, too.

As much as The Last of Us is about the morally complex and controver-
sial actions of characters like Ellie, Joel, Abby, and others, it is also about 
understanding and appreciating the softer moments that speak to our 
humanity. Can beauty still be found in a world ravaged by disease and the 
collapse of society? How does Ellie’s joke book help to develop her rela-
tionships with Riley and Joel? How does Joel’s guitar and playing music to 
Ellie help him recover and heal from the loss of his daughter? More suc-
cinctly, how important are art, music, and humor to humanity?

On the surface, The Last of Us is a story about surviving in a post-
apocalyptic setting, but looking deeper we see it is much more than that. 
The Last of Us helps us to confront and understand what makes us 
distinctly human. What is the proper way to understand concepts like 
love, justice, hope, responsibility, community, and forgiveness? These and 
other questions await. So, throw on your backpack and come along for 
the  journey. With this book as a guide through the darkness, we’ll look 
for the light together.



PART I
JOEL’S CHOICE
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Joel’s Choice
Apocalyptic Fantasies, Dystopian 

Hope, and the Post-Human Question

Clint Wesley Jones

Apocalyptic stories are generally fun escapist forms of entertainment, 
and this is especially true of the apocalyptic stories that have dominated 
popular culture for more than two decades now. Zombies in varying forms, 
emerging from divergent sources, and aimlessly shambling about a broken 
world, infest the contemporary imagination.1 But The Last of Us stands 
apart from the typical zombie stories of the last few decades, and serves as 
a unique contribution to the genre of apocalyptic literature and media. In 
The Last of Us, the Infected aren’t generated from industrial catastrophes 
such as nuclear fallout, chemical spills, or lab-created diseases, but rather 
from the accelerated global climate shift that alters the environment 
enough that Cordyceps can migrate beyond its “natural” boundaries to a 
new environment—the human.

To properly understand apocalyptic fantasies like The Last of Us, it’s 
important to read them within the framework of capitalist-driven social 
forces, because it’s easier to imagine the world ending than it is to imagine 
capitalism ending. As Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues, “Apocalypse is a failure 
of the imagination, a giving up on the future instead of a commitment to 
the difficult work of composing a better present.”2 Cohen is pointing to 
“dystopian hope” which resides at the heart of contemporary apocalyptic 
stories.3 Dystopian hope resonates with consumers as escapist and renders 
catastrophic futures as desirable, as the only way to “reset” civilization so 
that we (the survivors) can right the wrongs of society.

Joel’s ultimate refusal to save humanity, stripping the survivors of the reset 
they desire, and, instead, opting for a post-human existence in the aftermath 
of Cordyceps, puts The Last of Us in a unique position to answer what the 
right thing to do is in the aftermath of an apocalypse. Joel’s decision to save 
Ellie is justified by rejecting the dystopian hope that resonates with con-
sumers of apocalyptic stories. Joel is a different kind of survivor.
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It’s Different in the Daylight

Devastation and revelation are the two sides of apocalyptic storytelling. 
“Apocalypse” is generally understood to be a revelation of some sort, usu-
ally divine in nature, but this needn’t be the case. In fact, on the devastation 
side, some catastrophes are described in apocalyptic terms even though 
they don’t meet apocalyptic standards. For instance, in the wake of a 
Category-5 hurricane, news reporters might describe an apocalyptic 
landscape. Such descriptions compel the imagination. So when someone is 
confronted with an apocalyptic story, they conjure up similar ideas, while 
omitting more relevant or pertinent details necessary to understand an 
apocalyptic world. For instance, an apocalypse can’t be localized, but must 
be global and total in its reach; everyone may be affected to different 
degrees, but everyone must be affected.

A dystopia can come into existence without any apocalyptic underpin-
nings just as surely as an apocalypse could occur without causing undue 
destruction in its wake. Dystopias and apocalypses are usually conceptu-
ally linked because the world is often depicted as falling apart. It’s critically 
important that, when addressing apocalyptic stories, we remember that 
utopian and dystopian communities both exist. Utopias and dystopias are 
sociopolitical arrangements, while apocalyptic forces are imposed on com-
munities and are totalizing in their destruction.4

A destructive apocalypse would certainly destroy the world as we cur-
rently know it, but the way people chose to live in the aftermath would be 
describable in utopian and dystopian terms. The aftermath of many 
destructive apocalypses would most likely be a dystopian setting. The Last 
of Us doesn’t depict the aftermath of the apocalypse in dystopian terms 
except for the abandoned cities we’re shown. The larger world seems to 
have escaped the destruction of the Cordyceps infection and serves as the 
basis for dystopian hope.

The Last of Us is an apocalyptic story, albeit a unique one, and our first 
task is understanding what makes this apocalyptic tale substantially dif-
ferent from, say, The Walking Dead.5 The Walking Dead is one of the 
most popular apocalyptic stories ever told, but the focus of the story is 
squarely on the time immediately after the fall of humanity. This is gener-
ally true of most apocalyptic stories that use some variety of infected as 
the apocalyptic catalyst for society’s downfall. In Robert Kirkman’s nar-
rative the reader goes from normal to zombie apocalypse in the first page 
turn, which accounts for roughly six weeks. The Last of Us, by contrast, 
jumps forward twenty years and forces us to contend with a significantly 
different set of questions about the post-apocalyptic world. Not only that, 
but it generates its apocalyptic catalyst from an environmental force 
derived from climate shift, or, what we might think of as a genuinely green 
apocalypse.


