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 Zombies have seen a recent renaissance in popular culture and our collective 

consciousness. Many have related this undead phenomenon to the major natural and 

manmade disasters of the past two decades, such as 9/11 and Hurricane Katrina. Many 

have also connected the idea of zombie hordes to xenophobia and racism. This paper 

explores some of these theories by summarizing scholarly texts on the subject. 

 University of California Irvine researchers Nasiruddin, Halabi, Dao, Chen, and 

Brown noted in “Zombies—A Pop Culture Resource for Public Health Awareness” that 

the zombie myth could be utilized to spread awareness about public health, especially 

infectious and highly contagious diseases. Zombies are portrayed as lacking 

consciousness and agency, parallel to a rabid animal. In addition, they represent the fear 

of the unknown; when the world is overrun by zombies in popular movies or TV shows, 

the protagonists often attempt to figure out how the zombies spread so as to understand 

the root cause and reverse the trend. Many infectious diseases face the same fear through 

misunderstanding. They note that psychological studies have shown zombie media to be 

a good mental prepper for facing the concrete fears of death, dysfunction, and 

hopelessness. The researchers argue that using a feature of popular culture like zombies 

could be very effective in disseminating information about health and other broad topics 

like mental health, ethics, and morality. 

 In her 2012 article, Elizabeth McAlister argues that the recent re-popularization of 

zombies relates to President Obama’s election and racialized consumption by white 

America. McAlister details the history of the zombie, from its roots in Afro-Caribbean 

mysticism where a “zonbi” was a body come back to life sans soul, specifically to 

perform slave labor. Zombies therefore have a very racialized history, though the 
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contemporary American zombie may not suggest it. Zombies are the only contemporary 

monster to come from the Afro-Haitian cultures rather than European folklore, unlike 

vampires, werewolves, ghosts, and Frankenstein’s monster. McAlister argues that like 

many cornerstones of black culture (jazz, rap, and street slang), the zombie has been 

appropriated for mass American consumption. Zombies represent a terrifying “Other”, 

rooted in and inextricably linked with the plantation. 

McAlister makes the important observation that the term “zombie” has become 

ubiquitous in the same manner that the suffix “gate” did after the Watergate scandal, 

transcending its original strict meaning. In a 2008 presidential debate, McCain was 

described as a zombie after striking an off-putting pose; after the recent financial 

collapse, banks with more debts than assets were described as “zombie banks.” The 

concept of the zombie can be seen in metaphors for consumerism and flash mobs. 

Similarly to its linguistic transformation, a zombie is no longer strictly an undead creature 

hungry for brains; rather, it is representative of mobs of quasi-humans unable to think for 

themselves. 

Professor of history, economics, and politics Robert Saunders also connects 

zombies with the idea of other-raced masses, specifically “...uncontrolled spaces in a 

globalised [sic] world” (Saunders, 80). Saunders argues that the prevalence of zombies in 

mainstream culture has moved beyond a morbid fascination with the reanimation of the 

dead and into a fear of the perpetual “unwashed masses” in developing countries. 

Specifically, Saunders links zombies to a collective American fear of Islamic extremists, 

immigrants, and foreign-borne diseases. He notes that both zombies and the terrorist 

attacks of September 11, 2001 contain the idea and fear of masses of faceless enemies 
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with the common objective of destroying our society. With globalization and bettered 

technology has come the increasingly global nature of everyday problems and concerns – 

we as a group worry less about local threats and more about worldwide ones. 

Saunders also makes the important distinction between how we perceive 

developing countries and how they really look. Because American news and media use 

tribal images and rhetoric to illustrate life in underdeveloped countries, it is difficult for 

viewers to see third-world spaces as anything but uncivilized and derelict. Most never 

visit these spaces and have little to go on besides these heavily biased images of huts and 

rubble. This creates a strong “us vs. them” lens through which we view ways of life, and 

the fear of large, shambling “them” groups inherent in zombie media is a natural 

metaphor for the growing fear of an increasingly interconnected world. However, 

zombies can also represent minority groups. Saunders points to S. G. Browne’s novel 

Breathers: A Zombie’s Lament as a social allegory for marginalized otherness, similar to 

the respective depictions of vampires and aliens in True Blood and District 9 as 

stereotyped, misunderstood, and oppressed minorities. 

 Flipping the natural horror of zombies on its head, Nicholas Kelly argues that 

zombies are moving away from being scary insofar that they represent survivalist wish 

fulfillment – a sort of gamification of life itself. He points to the 2009 film Zombieland 

and video game Left 4 Dead 2 as examples of this turn, noting that both take place in 

amusement parks. Not only do the protagonists in each kill zombies to survive, they revel 

in it, doing so on the rides in the parks. Not only do these texts reexamine fear associated 

with zombies, they reinvent the traditional metaphor linking zombies and consumer 

culture that was originally established in Dawn of the Dead, which featured a battle 



“ZOMBIES AND POPULAR CULTURE” 5 

against zombies set in a mall. The characters of Zombieland and Left 4 Dead 2 do not 

abandon their consumerist and hedonistic behaviors for the sake of survival; rather, they 

take on a “more for me” mentality after society’s collapse. Even though current zombies 

are literally sped up versions of their formerly slow and ambling counterparts, making 

them greater threats to their prey, Zombieland and Left 4 Dead 2 (along with earlier 

works like Shaun of the Dead and Pride and Prejudice and Zombies) use the violence 

against zombies as comedic punch lines. This contributes to the idea that zombies are fun 

to kill and that a zombie apocalypse is just another medium of entertainment, rather than 

a forced desperation for survival of the human race. Removing the scary parts of 

impending doom and gamifying the end of the world are good cultural benchmarks for 

explaining why so many act as if they would welcome zombies. Such a setting would 

give weekend warriors the ability to prove their mettle and have fun doing it. Zombieland 

infuses the zombie narrative with such tropes as the life-changing journey west, nerdy 

guy gets the hot girl, and group of normal folks become unlikely pals with celebrity. Left 

4 Dead 2 similarly intertwines its story with Hollywood appeal and rock stardom. Both 

suggest a cultural shift in seeing the end of the world as a fun and exciting change of pace 

rather than a nightmare come to life. 

 New Zealand professor of media studies Gareth Schott sees the zombie as a 

metaphor for social decay through consumption. He also highlights the importance of the 

mall setting in Romero’s 1968 Dawn of the Dead. To Schott, the mall and zombies are 

one and the same as representations of inauthentic mass consumption. In addition, 

humans who shop at malls and humans who are eaten by zombies are both victims of this 

consumer society. He also draws important parallels using David Rushkoff’s study of 
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mall atmospherics to describe zombies and consumerism as sites where time and space 

seem to break down along with social barriers. Finally, Schott highlights the irony of 

zombie-themed movies, TV shows, and video games turning their consuming audiences 

into zombies themselves. Characters in these texts are essentially zombies the whole 

time, even if they are not literally undead. 
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