
Plague, epidemics and infectious diseases are no strangers to the cinema 
screen. The films which stage them fall broadly into three categories: 
firstly, those in which plague and the mass, mysterious, random and 
painful deaths it brings are utilised to raise questions about religious 
faith and belief in an afterlife, to explore the concept of redemption 
and the assumption that human existence is purposeful or ordained. 
The most influential of these remains Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh 
Seal (1957), in which a knight and his squire return from the Crusades 
to a plague-ravaged countryside, through which flagellants travel and 
where they witness a woman burnt at the stake for consorting with the 
devil and therefore bringing plague upon the people.1 The events these 
two wanderers experience among the plague-stricken feed the knight’s 
crisis of faith and culminates in a dramatic chess game with death. In 
the second category, there are films in which plague or epidemic is used 
to explore a different type of crisis, centring on the need for contain-
ment and how that affects the population and those making decisions 
on their behalf. Typically this involves several difficult ethical dilemmas 
for the medical and scientific community, and also for the political and 
military representatives who are inevitably involved in the management 
of a large-scale infectious disease outbreak. These films tend to raise 
questions on the one hand about the safety and objectives of scientific 
work and discoveries, and on the other about the motives and political 
partiality of the military or its elite personnel. The mass destruction of 
a large population to save an even larger one is nearly always proposed 
and usually circumvented, as is the case in The Andromeda Strain (1971) 
and the more recent movies Outbreak (1995) and Contagion (2001).2 
Interestingly and unusually, the film Doomsday (2008) opens in a future 
where the whole of Scotland has been annexed from the rest of the 
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British Isles through the building of an enormous wall in order for the 
plague epidemic suffered by the Scots to die out through its extermina-
tion of all possible hosts. These types of films and plotlines tend to sur-
face when a new disease raises its head as an epidemic threat: Outbreak, 
for instance, was made just after the world had been shocked by the 
severity of the ghastly Ebola outbreak in Africa; Doomsday in the wake 
of Avian Flu pandemic scares. 

In the final category, there is a whole genre of films which have rein-
vented plague in an exploration of the infectious undead: the zombie 
movie. Still popular today – as the recent successes of 28 Weeks Later 
(2007), 28 Days Later (2002) and the remake of Dawn of the Dead (2004) 
prove – the first zombie movie, White Zombie, was released in 1932. 
However, it was George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968), 
the beginning of a five-part zombie series, that established the zombie 
film as a genre in its own right instead of merely a minor subset of hor-
ror, and most zombie movies still pay homage to Romero in various 
sequences. It was through the popularity of Romero’s films that zombies 
became renowned as carriers of infection. Of the three types of plague 
film outlined here, the zombie movie’s staging of plague has created 
a genre capable of incorporating the questions which other epidemic 
movies raise about humanity’s existential status, institutional decision 
making and the motivations of science and the military, while at the 
same time presenting us with the monstrous and troubling figure of 
the infectious zombie. No typologies are watertight, of course, nor are 
they stable: von Trier’s Epidemic, discussed in Chapter 6, does not fit 
easily into any of the above categories, although it joins several of the 
most recent zombie movies in exploring the relation between film and 
plague, as well as proposing that there is a relation between hypnosis 
and plague infection. Starting with the first ever zombie movie, this 
chapter traces a history of the zombie film through some of its most 
famous incarnations, made by Romero, up to a very recent film which 
links zombieism with homosexuality. Never far from these discussions 
is an interest in the role of hypnosis, the behaviour of groups, the 
nature of the ‘human’ and what psychoanalysis calls the death-drive.

The Haitian word ‘zombie’, used for the dead resurrected in a Voodoo 
ritual, made its impact in the twentieth-century West through the 
publication of The Magic Island (1929). Written by W. B. Seabrook, a 
drunken explorer and travel writer, the book describes Haitian rites 
apparently witnessed by the author. The Magic Island seems to have 
been the inspiration behind the film White Zombie (1932), which is set 
in Haiti and features a white hypnotist who creates a slave population 
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of zombies under his control to run his mill and secure his colonial for-
tune. When he falls in love with a beautiful newly-wed he hypnotically 
zombifies her and she leaves her new husband in a trance. After many 
trials, the loving couple are reunited and she, miraculously, emerges 
from the trance and returns to ‘normal’, a fate denied the other zombies 
who follow their evil, hypnotist master over the cliff edge of his castle. 
Although various other films and books – the latter mainly apocalyp-
tic science fiction – begin to utilise the figure of the zombie after the 
appearance of The Magic Island and White Zombie, it was the cult suc-
cess of George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead in the late 60s which 
was responsible for establishing the zombie film as a genre. Ever since, 
instead of a hypnotised slave, the zombie has been a dangerous, infec-
tious embodiment of the living dead who cannibalistically parasitises 
the living: Romero made his zombies plague carriers and able to infect 
others, to turn them, too, into zombies. They no longer need a master, 
a hypnotist, to entrance them: instead they become a leaderless mass, 
drawn to the living in order to eat. 

Unlike the vampire, who had a firm literary presence before appear-
ing on the screen, the zombie’s entry into Western mainstream 
consciousness and culture was primarily achieved through film. The 
vampire’s presence has long been accompanied by rats and an explicit 
link with plague was made by F. W. Murnau in his early and influential 
film, Nosferatu (1922), in which a vampire’s arrival in a small German 
town precipitates a plague outbreak. In general, the vampire’s relation-
ship with humanity is an individual one; the personal tie a vampire has 
with its victim is often of importance, as is the case in Bram Stocker’s 
Dracula (1897). In contrast, the zombie is incapable of such distinctions 
between humans; the emphasis of the films is upon mass contagion 
and the (mis)functioning of the human and zombie groups. The nature, 
behaviour and screen presence of the living dead also have implications 
for the infectious hypnotic relation between the cinema viewer and
the screen – which was discussed vis-à-vis von Trier’s Epidemic in 
Chapter 6 – due to the history that zombies continue to have with
hypnosis and trance states.

In Night of the Living Dead, a group of people trapped in an isolated 
farmhouse surrounded by zombies tune into the radio to hear the 
broadcaster describe ‘an epidemic of mass murder being committed by 
an army of assassins’ who are in ‘a kind of trance’. Romero’s living dead 
move slowly, awkwardly, as though hypnotised. In fact, they are com-
parable in their movements to the entirely hypnotised cast of Werner 
Herzog’s Heart of Glass (1976). The zombies share the same glazed, 
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 unfocused stare that is associated with the hypnotised or entranced; they 
are automaton-like, as though controlled by another force, but they are 
still recognisably human, even rather ordinary, as they materialise wear-
ing whatever they died in: dressing gowns, work clothes, underwear or 
even naked. To be hypnotised is to be dissociated from one’s surround-
ing; such are the zombies. While horrific in their liminal occupation of 
a space between death and life, in their clumsiness and mindlessness 
zombies can be irresistibly comic. According to Isabel Cristina Pinedo 
in Recreational Horror, this conjunction of humour and terror is symp-
tomatic of the horror film and produces for the viewer the reassurance 
of distance by allowing laughter to relieve tension.3 On the other hand, 
she argues that humour can induce proximity to terror by producing 
‘incongruous, contradictory, or illogical effects’ (47). Although zombies 
tick nearly every box on Freud’s list of the uncanny, their uncanniness 
is a product of their affect and this is often at the point, as Pinedo 
notes, when they are close to humour.4 For example, in Romero’s third 
film in the series, Day of the Dead (1985), a zombie nicknamed Bub is 
responding well to the scientists’ experiments by demonstrating that he 
knows or remembers how to use everyday objects. Dr Logan offers him 
Stephen King’s best-selling vampire horror novel, Salem’s Lot, and the 
incongruity of a green-faced, rotting zombie examining such a book as 
though he vaguely remembers what to do with it, while amusing, is also 
one of the points at which Bub undermines the distance between the 
human and the zombie, making Logan’s grisly experiments on zombie 
‘specimens’ appear inhumane rather than scientific.5 The scene under-
lines an earlier statement of Logan’s: ‘They are us. They are the exten-
sions of us. They are the same animal, just functioning less perfectly’. In 
fact, Logan’s scientific experiments are an inversion of the parasitism of 
the zombie-need to feed upon the human and he is eventually executed 
for his experiments upon recently zombified members of the human 
team and for using dead human body parts as meat rewards for Bub’s 
progressively ‘human’ behaviour.

Zombies transgress taboos and cause taboos to be transgressed: they 
are cannibals, they are violent, and to combat them the living have to 
break the taboos which surround the treatment of the dead and usu-
ally demand respect for a corpse. As highlighted by René Girard and 
Sigmund Freud, both theorists of group behaviour, what is taboo is 
often contagious and so contained by ritual; when the rituals are dis-
carded then violent contagion is the result.6 In Night of the Living Dead, 
the violence unleashed by the zombie attacks and rebuffs spills over to 
the human occupants of the farmhouse, when Ben slaps Barbara and 
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eventually shoots another member of the group for disloyalty. The con-
tagion is spread through zombie contamination, the bites which cause 
a swift death, followed by reanimation into undead zombification. One 
of the most disturbing aspects of zombie films arises from the shots of 
zombies en masse, the horde of entranced, rotting human figures all 
moving towards the same goal. These zombies, as Gregory Waller has 
noted in his book The Living and the Undead, are leaderless, a mass with-
out a master, but with a collective single mission.7 Zombies have moved 
on from the hypnotised corpses of White Zombies’s master-hypnotist; 
instead they recall Le Bon’s characterisation of the crowd, discussed in 
Chapter 6: they are susceptible to contagion and suggestion, and lacking 
in conscience. At play is the lack of individuation which they threaten: 
one zombie is similar to another and to be bitten is to have one’s indi-
viduality erased when reanimation ushers the victim into the massed 
ranks of the undead. Any small difference of clothing or degree of putre-
faction among the zombie groups only exacerbate their similarity, since 
these are markers which refer to the state of their corpse when they 
died, not anything that has been chosen to create individuality since 
reanimation. There was a comparable fear surrounding the phenome-
non of hypnosis, as Jonathan Crary’s study, Suspensions of Perception, has 
pointed out: ‘Hypnosis, as researchers disturbingly realised throughout 
the 1890s, placed familiar notions of individual identity in jeopardy’.8 
Crary notes how hypnosis, ‘with its profoundly indecipherable trance 
states’, and its display of ‘a lower, regressive, or childlike state’ was ‘radi-
cally irreconcilable with dominant forms of Western rationalism’ (231). 
Like the hypnotised subject, whose individuality is (seemingly and 
temporarily) suspended and surrendered to the hypnotist, the zombie 
lacks individuation, the ability to think rationally, and behaves as might 
a human deprived of an ego or a superego: it is, as Dr Logan articulates, 
‘working on instinct, a deep, dark, primordial instinct’. Logan’s com-
ment recalls Freud’s theory of the death instincts, which are inescapable 
in a discussion of plague and zombies.

At the end of Night of the Living Dead, the ‘plague of murder’ referred 
to by the radio broadcaster seems finished as a vigilante group regain 
control of the area. The film is encased by two scenes, at the beginning 
and end, which intimate that the zombie–human distinction is not 
that easily made: in the opening scene, Barbara and Johnny mistake a 
zombie for a man; at the end, the unfortunate Ben, lone survivor in the 
farmhouse, is identified as a zombie by the vigilantes and shot at long 
range.9 These incidents are human misjudgements since zombies actu-
ally negate the values usually prized as human: they lack  compassion, 
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the ability to speak, respect for the living, familial feelings and fear 
of death. Unlike the rational, passionate and eloquent vampire, who 
needs a stake through the heart to be killed, the zombie’s brain must be 
destroyed: like a malfunctioning computer, ‘reanimated’ but lacking in 
any of the ‘heart’ (human) emotions, the zombie’s brain is a reductive 
mass of grey flesh playing host to meaningless electronic surges, one 
of Victor Frankenstein’s abortions. This is gruesomely demonstrated in 
Day of the Dead when Logan shows how a zombie stripped of his skull 
and outer brain, leaving a corpse with only the primitive cortex at the 
top of the spine, can still have motor reactions in his limbs upon the 
application of electronic pulses. Zombies are a spectacle of plague, of 
infection, of the noxiousness of disease which can overrun, disfigure 
and determine the human body without invitation.10 

R. H. W. Dillard has noted of Night of the Living Dead that it is ‘an 
orchestrated descent to death in which all efforts toward life fail’ and 
identifies the fear that operates in the film as ‘fear of the ordinary and 
of life itself’.11 The basis for this argument is that whatever the living 
do in the film, whether they are brave or cowardly, rational or hysteri-
cal, in love or embittered, the result is the same: death. Yet zombies, 
like their human counterparts, are a strange admixture of the death 
instincts and the life instincts: they are the walking dead, spreading 
their dangerous contagion through a compulsion to attack, infect and 
consume the living, but they also represent a macabre aspect of the will-
to-live, a stubborn resistance to the finality and stillness of death. They 
make the life and death instincts appear to be two sides of the same 
deadly coin, as Freud in fact intimates at the end of Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle (1920), writing that ‘[t]he pleasure principle [later to become 
cast as the life instincts] seems actually to serve the death instincts’.12 
In a text penned just before his death, Freud posits that the death 
instincts ‘tend towards a return to an earlier state’, which is one way of 
articulating the effects of the zombie plague: instead of death and ces-
sation, the body is returned to a (grotesque, infectious resemblance) of 
its earlier living state.13 Such a death instinct can be seen as an enact-
ment of regression, just like the hypnotic state was considered to be. 
Paul Hirst and Penny Woolley, in Social Relations and Human Attributes, 
argue that trance or hypnosis actually corresponds to the death wishes 
described by Freud because it is a form of ‘self-obliteration’.14 The figure 
of the zombie – hypnotised, embodying a death instinct which obliter-
ates individuality – constitutes for the viewer an image of what Piendo 
calls the ‘terror implicit in everyday life’ (39). They literally embody all 
that is inexorable, driven and mechanical about life, apparent in their 
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movements and their hypnotised mien, combined with the horrors, rot 
and disfigurement of the grave. Žižek’s characterisation of the Lacanian 
death drive in The Plague of Fantasies marks a similar conjunction of life 
and death: 

What defines the death drive in Lacan is this double gap: not the 
simple opposition between life and death, but the split of life itself 
into ‘normal’ life and horrifying ‘undead’ life, and the split of the 
dead into ‘ordinary’ dead and the ‘undead’ machine.15

The zombie is a combination of the ‘horrifying “undead” life’ with the 
‘“undead” machine’. What Romero adds to this is infectious plague and 
all the fearful anxieties that accompany it.

For Pinedo, ‘[h]orror denaturalises the repressed by transmuting the 
“natural” elements of everyday life into the unnatural form of the mon-
ster’ (39). The zombie thus figures a return (of the body) of the repressed 
but everyday horrors that we would rather not consider, coupled, to 
exacerbate matters, with the ability to replicate this monstrosity through 
infecting living humans. For Dillard, ‘the fear of the ordinary and of life 
itself’ exhibited in Night of the Living Dead has been expressed before, 
being of the same order as ‘Søren Kierkegaard’s sickness unto death or 
Edgar Allan Poe’s fever called living or Jean-Paul Sartre’s nausea pressed 
to its extreme’ (22). What Dillard fails to note, however, is that these 
authors – as does Night of the Living Dead – specifically typify this fear as 
a contagion and a sickness. If life itself is sick, as these writers suggest in 
their very different ways, is it a comfort or a terror to imagine (to screen) 
a world in which this sickness is objectified into a monstrous, infec-
tious zombie crowd? The ambivalence of the word ‘screen’ provides the 
answer given by most defenders of the horror genre: zombie films make 
a spectacle of some basic human terrors to do with death, disease and 
human behaviour, but they do so in the finite, entertaining space of the 
film-fiction, thus horror is experienced as chilling pleasure. However 
horrific the events of ordinary life may be, so the horror genre reassur-
ance goes, they could not be as horrific as the lack of ordinary life and 
ordinary death in the zombie film. This appears to be a somewhat naïve 
attempt to recuperate horror as a sort of antidote to real life, one which 
does not take into account the way that audiovisual technologies can 
amplify the power of our imaginative capacities, as Žižek has argued and 
as was explored in Chapter 6.

In Romero’s second zombie film, Dawn of the Dead (1978), the zom-
bies return in huge numbers to a mall as though, even undead, they 
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still had the living’s obsession with material consumption, hypnoti-
cally drawn to the shops in a parody of the trancelike uniformity that 
consumerism is accused of fostering.16 With a noticeable ambiguity of 
tense and vocabulary, Stephen, one of the survivors, comments that, 
‘[t]his is an important place in their lives’.17 Zombies, like the plague 
when it ravaged Europe, are mysterious in origin: in Night of the Living 
Dead there is a suggestion of radiation poisoning put forward by a 
spokesman, but in the context of the film all official statements are at 
best speculative, at worst unhelpful or untrue. In this respect, zombies 
confront us as the inexplicable, the irrational, in a world we would like 
to think of as rational and explainable; they are what confounds science 
in a world where science is perceived to be at the forefront of progress. 
Zombie films are rarely interested in where the zombies came from or 
what began the zombie plague: most are content, like Night of the Living 
Dead, to provide a thin and incomplete intimation, if they do so at all. 
As we have seen with Artaud in Chapter 2 and Reich in Chapter 5, there 
is an unstable irrationality at work in uses of plague, embodied in these 
films in the inexplicable zombie and apparent in the irrational behav-
iour contagiously rife among the human groups who fight them.

What is fascinating about zombies, and what has ensured their cin-
ematic longevity, is introduced in Day of the Dead with the zombie Bub, 
and further highlighted very explicitly within Romero’s fourth zombie 
movie, Land of the Dead (2005): their resemblance to the human. Made 
during the Iraq War, Land of the Dead is unmistakably a political com-
ment upon US military and financial greed, as well as a parody of the 
way in which Baghdad was carved into areas of differing safety, danger 
and provision, with the Green Zone at its apex reserved for coalition 
forces and their personnel. The city in Land of the Dead contains a simi-
larly stratified society: the wealthy and hand-picked occupants of the 
Fiddler’s Green Complex enjoy a simulacrum of ‘life before’ with their 
flats, malls and restaurants all combined in one protected and exclusive 
tower block, while the slums house the poor, among whom millenarian 
preachers rant, whores wander, communists agitate and people suffer 
from food shortages and what appears to be tuberculosis. However, 
these unfortunates are still ‘safe’, protected by high gates and block-
aded bridges from the suburbs and outlying towns, which are occupied 
entirely by the undead. From the black and white, 50s images that begin 
the film, framed as ‘Some Time Ago’, and from the fragmented news 
reports in several languages which play over these, it is clear that this 
is no isolated phenomenon, but life as it now is, in every country. The 
zombies outnumber the living: plague has gone global. 
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The humans of Land of the Dead differ to those in Romero’s previ-
ous zombie movies. In one of the early news reports it is stated that 
everyone who dies and is not immediately buried becomes one of the 
undead, as well as those who are infected by being bitten. In other 
words, every person carries within them the potential to return as a 
zombie; the disease of the undead is a dormant but generic infection 
throughout all levels of society. The fear and horror of zombification 
which all zombie films rely upon, the threat of an empty, unfeeling and 
undead future, is shaken in Land of the Dead: those in the slums lead 
lives which are almost as impoverished and meaningless as the undead 
‘lives’ of the suburb zombies. In a significant moment, Cholo, who has 
been bitten, chooses not to be shot by his friend, ironically explain-
ing, ‘I always wanted to see how the other half live’. Choosing to be a 
zombie is perhaps better than choosing the ultimately unknown terrain 
of death. Secondly, the memory traces which brought the zombies to 
the mall in Dawn of the Dead and had Bub recall how to use objects in 
Day of the Dead are more pronounced: the opening scene in Land of 
the Dead has a bandstand occupied by zombies blowing tunelessly into 
incongruously shiny instruments. When the living need stores and 
provisions, vigilante groups go to the outlying areas on raids under the 
protection of fireworks which immobilise and transfix the undead, who 
watch these ‘sky flowers’ hypnotically, just as crowds of the living do 
at firework displays. These zombies share more traits with their ‘other 
halves’, the living, than they did in the earlier films.18 

The crisis which Land of the Dead hinges upon is this incipient return 
to consciousness of the zombies. Led by a black petrol pump attendant, 
the undead mass together and make ‘the long lurch’ towards Fiddler’s 
Green, freeing upon the way fellow zombies who had been strung up 
for ‘live’ target practice by the army. In the first piece of the film’s 
dialogue, two vigilantes watch this attendant from behind cover as he 
attempts to fill a non-existent car with petrol (see Figure 7.1): 

Vigilante: They’re trying to be us.
Riley: They used to be us. They’re learning to be us again.
[…]
Vigilante: It’s like they’re pretending to be alive.
Riley: Ain’t that what we’re doing? Pretending to be alive?

Right from the outset, then, ‘real life’ and what it means is already an 
atrophied form of living. In the final scene of the film, protected by
a huge armoured vehicle, Riley stops a potential attack upon the
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zombies, who, like the human refugees of the slums and the now 
destroyed Fiddler’s Green, are leaving the carnage and trooping off in 
migrant lines. He comments: ‘[t]hey’re just looking for a place to go. 
Same as us.’ The armoured vehicle heads off to Canada in the final 
shot, releasing the last of the fireworks which have ceased to hypnotise 
the newly enfranchised and more cognisant zombies. Night of the Living 
Dead closed with the shooting of a black man by a group of white 
vigilantes; Land of the Dead returns to the race issue through its use of 
a black zombie to lead the attack on Fiddler’s Green. Yet, despite the 
survival of the black zombie, Romero’s ending still paints a bleak picture 
of the irreconcilability of different classes and factions of US society.

Romero’s zombie infection in Land of the Dead represents a twenty-
first century reincarnation of plague, the imaginary parallel of plagues 
that threaten outside the movie theatre in the form of SARS, Avian Flu 
or the ‘plague’ of ‘Islamofascism’, which themselves bespeak the fragil-
ity and instability of the human bond. The parasitism which infects 
all parts of the society depicted in Land of the Dead, from that of the 
mogul Mr Koffman, who exploits the slums’ underclass to maintain the 
luxury of the rich, through to the zombies themselves, has its violence 
stripped bare in the staple zombie scenes of violent evisceration and 
mass feeding orgies. In Land of the Dead, the contrasts between zombie 

Figure 7.1 Land of the Dead’s principal zombie, the petrol pump attendant, at 
the start of the film.
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and human, rich and poor, infected and uninfected is brutally subjected 
to dissolution. Living is parasitism and parasitism leads to (un)death. 
Humour in the film is grimly ironic; not the relief that Pinedo identifies 
within the horror genre but rather a bleak anamorphic grin in the face 
of widespread infection and death. The humans are ruthless, individu-
alistic, greedy and suspicious whereas the zombies develop community 
feeling, empathy and a consciousness of injustice, yet this is born from 
a destructive desire for revenge: one of the first skills they acquire is how 
to use objects as weapons. Society of any kind or complexity, living or 
undead, results in violence: there is no ameliorative scapegoat, no phar-
makos figure to carry plague’s pollution away from the city. It is Girard’s 
society of contagious, mimetic violence, discussed in Chapter 5, but 
without any salutary checks. There are those who remain to rebuild the 
Fiddler’s Green complex and there is the small group of misfits who join 
Riley on his trip to Canada, but the implication is that both ventures 
will end up replicating the scenario just played out, which will merely 
endlessly repeat itself. Escaping plague is impossible; there are no limits 
to contagion since everyone is infected with death-dealing parasit-
ism. Plague enflames embedded societal tensions and undermines the 
mechanisms which ordinarily work as their palliatives. 

From Dawn of the Dead to Land of the Dead, zombies evolve, moving 
closer to their human counterparts and threatening the parameters of 
what constitutes the human and the nonhuman. Other recent zombie 
films, particularly 28 Days Later and 28 Weeks Later, have departed 
from the zombie conventions instituted by Romero. For instance, the 
first film in the 28 series begins by providing a reason for the outbreak: 
a virus carried in the blood is being tested on monkeys and primates; 
the animals are released by animal rights’ protestors, who are quickly 
attacked by the newly liberated creatures, sparking the epidemic. 
The infection is called the Rage Virus; its symptoms are an enormous 
increase in anger and violence directed at others. The victims ‘turn’ in 
a similar way to the bitten in Romero’s zombie films: once the infec-
tion occurs, through bites or blood getting into the mouth, eye or a 
wound, the nearby uninfected have ten to twenty seconds before the 
human becomes a livid, murderous monster. Once turned, the infected 
lose the ability to speak, are driven only by the desire to attack others 
and, although it is not clear that they share the ability of zombies to 
live without food, they still outlive their prey by considerable amounts 
of time, lying dormant until disturbed by the signs of the uninfected 
living. Like zombies, they do not attack each other. Yet the ‘zombies’ 
of the 28 films have none of the comedic elements of Romero’s: they 
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do not appear hypnotised or stumble about incongruously. On the 
contrary, they run extremely, shockingly fast, roaring and hissing 
loudly; they are more powerful than their human counterparts, super-
human in their physical abilities rather than the sub-human zombies of 
Romero’s creations. In the sequel film, 28 Weeks Later, the main zombie, 
played by Robert Carlyle, hunts down his family members one by one, 
demonstrating a disturbing form of memory and reversal of Oedipal 
desire that Romero’s zombies are still very far from. Our monsters tell us 
about ourselves. The Rage Virus and the nonhumans it creates literally 
embody fears about scientific experimentation, the secrecy surrounding 
it and the ethical ambivalence this may hide. The film plays upon the 
perception that societal violence is increasing, especially against stran-
gers, as evidenced by new categories of crime such as ‘road rage’. In the 
opening scenes of 28 Days, one of the monkeys is being subjected to 
images of riots, fires and fighting on a panoply of screens surrounding 
its pinned-down body, drawing upon the suspicion that violent audio-
visual images have an effect upon our psyches and behaviour. While 
these might not be ‘zombies’ in the traditional sense, it is the zombie 
genre and the figure of the zombie that the 28 films are closest to and 
borrow from most extensively. 

Despite this advanced shift in the constitution of the zombie, 
Romero’s most recent zombie movie, Diary of the Dead (2007), does not 
develop the figure of the zombie any further, rejecting the speed the 28 
films bequeath and reverting to the figure of the zombie as seen in his 
earlier films, before they began to show signs of memory and conscious-
ness. What remains from Land of the Dead, however, is that once the 
zombie plague is unleashed (its genesis remains, yet again, unexplained) 
whoever dies, from any cause, natural or zombie, is at risk of zombie 
reanimation. As Deborah, Diary of the Dead’s lead actor, articulates 
despairingly, ‘[e]veryone who dies, unless they get a bullet in the head, 
is going to come back and try to kill someone else’. The plague is within 
each person; previously dormant, it has now mysteriously begun to 
be activated by their death in what, at the beginning of the epidemic, 
official sources such as the Centre for Disease Control (CDC) speculate 
could be an ‘unknown viral strain that leads to a kind of mass psycho-
sis’. The result is a murderous mess blurring the lines between life and 
death, friend and foe. Deborah’s boyfriend, Jason, watching on the 
Internet what amounts to a snuff home movie of humans killing other 
humans for keeping zombies ‘alive’, muses, ‘it used to be us against us 
but now its us against them’, whereupon Deborah’s voice-over adds 
‘[h]e was right, us against them. Except they are us’.
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Diary of the Dead is set in a present saturated with screens and the 
high-speed availability of information through informal and amateur 
channels such as Internet blogs and sites where videos can be uploaded 
and downloaded. It begins with a group of film students making a horror 
movie when they hear on the radio the news of the walking dead attack-
ing the living. Jason Creed, cameraman, decides to film what he sees: 
in the first case, the reactions of his friends and then, as the epidemic 
spreads and they move across the country, the zombie encounters they 
have. The film we are presented with is purportedly the edited version, 
called ‘The Death of Death’, drawn from Jason’s camera work and that 
of another camera they find along the way. As the news programmes tell 
of the zombie outbreak but fudge the facts, as later on these institutional 
channels of information fall quiet, as the students confront increasingly 
dangerous and alarming scenes, Jason films their actions, reactions, 
arguments and grief, then edits the material and uploads it onto the 
Internet. The film is framed by the intermittent voice-over of Jason’s 
girlfriend, Deborah. Her laconic, slow, almost hypnotic monotone com-
ments upon the scenes and poses questions about the ethics of filming 
‘real life’ events of people dying and in distress, the desire to look and 
what the effect is of seeing such scenes. She analyses Jason’s changed 
relationship to the camera, while the film itself includes footage of their 
arguments about his compulsion to continue shooting and whether it 
is more important to aid or to document. Jason’s fellow students are 
obviously uncomfortable with his intrusive and incessant filming; on 
several occasions Deborah sarcastically challenges Jason, asking ‘[i]f 
it’s not on camera, it’s like it hasn’t happened, right?’ Yet in the end 
she films too, she too becomes concerned to get the right shot, finally 
managing to do both as she films (shoots) herself shooting her zom-
bie-bitten boyfriend, who insists his death (shooting) should be filmed 
(shot). Jason ‘shoots’ the zombie with a camera just before Deborah 
shoots him (see Figure 7.2). This punning on the American similarity 
of the two meanings of ‘shoot’ is pervasive throughout the film: at one 
point the film Professor who accompanies them hands a gun to Tony, 
one of the students, commenting, ‘[t]ake this. It’s too easy to use’,
a line repeated only moments later by an angry Deborah as she hands 
a camera to the professor.

28 Days, with its screen-oppressed monkey, and the film students 
of Diary of the Dead self-consciously allude to the notion that violent 
screen images may be damaging to those exposed to them. Obviously, 
though, both films are simultaneously purveyors of the very screen vio-
lence that they purport to critique, in moves which could be interpreted 
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along differing lines as immanent criticism, cynical exploitation or 
plain disavowal of recent and commonplace media fears. Shortly after 
Diary of the Dead shows us the confrontation with her zombified family, 
Deborah’s voice-over cuts in:

It’s strange how looking at things – seeing things – through a lens, 
a glass, rose-coloured or shaded black, you become immune. You’re 
supposed to be affected but you’re not. I used to think it was just you 
out there, the viewers, but it’s not, it’s us as well, the shooters. We 
become immune too, inoculated, so that whatever happens around 
us, no matter how horrible it is, we wind up taking it in our stride, 
just another day, just another death.

On the one hand, the film enjoins us to agree with her: the students 
do indeed become increasingly inured to the horror of their situation, 
increasingly obsessed by filming it. Accordingly, at the end there is a 
mirroring of the ‘fake’ horror film which the students were making as 
Diary of the Dead begun within the ‘real’ film they are now experiencing. 
This time the ‘mummy’ from the fake film has become a zombie, filmed 
dispassionately by Jason as it chases Tracy, another student, who flees in 

Figure 7.2 Jason, from Diary of the Dead, filming the zombie who will bite him, 
filmed by Deborah, who will shoot him.
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exactly the same way, even the same dress, as she did in the ‘take’ they 
were filming in the woods. The repetition of this moment is deliberately 
comic, not least because the mummy was reprimanded in the take for 
running too quickly whereas as a zombie he is appropriately slow and 
stumbling, which Jason, filming, notes with approval: the living dead 
Ridley is far better for film. The humour of the scene, its deliberate refer-
entiality, as well as Jason’s concern to continue filming despite the dan-
ger to one of his friends, contribute to the picture of a group who are 
no longer affected by what they see other than to judge whether it will 
make a good ‘shot’ or not: their ability to tell movie from reality, simu-
lated danger from that which is life-threatening, has atrophied. They 
have become entranced by their own screen production and identify 
too strongly with the camera and its point of view, which dissociates 
them from the ‘real’ human crises around them. The suggestion is that 
this would be the inevitable outcome of our own behaviour in a like 
crisis; that the cinema viewer is not so very dissimilar to these students. 
Yet, on another level, the viewer has to resist assenting to Deborah’s 
statement: to be truly ‘immune’ in such a way is to lose one’s humanity 
and one’s compassion; while that is the role Jason fulfils, the artificiality 
of the mummy scene is unconvincing, its ‘repetition’ too convenient 
and Diary of the Dead is ambivalent about Jason and Deborah’s desire to 
record, showing the tensions it creates within the group. 

Deborah’s observation draws a parallel between the lack of affect felt 
by the person filming horror and that of someone viewing it. Yet, it 
is Diary of the Dead’s relentless preoccupation with cameras, film and 
shooting which is responsible for its lack of affect, as well as demon-
strating how the group, or at least some of its members, are dissociated 
from what they experience by the lens that intervenes. This produc-
tively indicates what it is about zombie films and horror more generally 
that keeps its spectators in thrall. The ‘unreality’ of Diary of the Dead 
is underscored by continually drawing attention to its filmic construc-
tion, the limitations of this and the potential for ‘drama’, for a good 
‘shot’. Thus the viewers, as audience, are paradoxically removed from 
the horror the film might induce precisely because, through constantly 
remarking upon itself as a piece of filming, Diary of the Dead undermines 
the suspension of disbelief that allows a zombie film to have affect. 
This happens in several ways, most prominently through the use of the 
voice-over, often over a slowed sequence of shots or some retrospective 
footage that follows a moment of drama or tension, attack or confronta-
tion. Even more disruptive is the ‘presence’ of the camera, which tends 
to be foregrounded. For instance, in the first close encounter between 
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the group and  zombies, in a hospital, the ‘scene’ is made more difficult 
to view and thus to engage with because the camera needs recharg-
ing. The battery light flashes on screen and at points the screen itself 
blanks out. The result is that the viewer is hyper-aware of the mediated, 
‘filmed’ nature of what they are seeing: it does not feel ‘real’ because 
realism is achieved in film through the effacement of the camera’s pres-
ence or, alternatively, through the documentary mode. Diary of the Dead 
draws upon the latter heavily, but the genre is now familiar as a deliber-
ately manipulative construction of ‘real’ horror from films such as The 
Blair Witch Project (1999). If viewers are ‘inoculated’ or ‘immune’ it is 
through the film’s own blocking of affect, which withholds or disrupts 
identification and does not allow the uninterrupted continuity of the 
hypnotic relation needed for viewer ‘belief’ in zombies to be palpable 
for the duration of the feature. The identification of the students with 
the camera replaces that usually established by the cinema viewer. 

The internal screen of which Žižek speaks, the imaginative possi-
bilities of suggestion which films drawn upon and play with, lack their 
usual power in Diary of the Dead because the presence of that power 
is being highlighted. The hypnotic relation between film and viewer, 
screen and imagination, is eroded through constant interruptions, 
through the repeated reminder that we are viewers, watching a film. 
The immunity or inoculation, then, is that of being a viewer aware of 
the viewing that is being undertaken, aware of the artificiality of the 
scene in front of them. Deborah’s comment casts cinemas as safe spaces, 
an opinion parodied in Diary of the Dead through the panic ‘viewing’ 
room where Deborah, Tony and the Professor eventually retreat. This 
security centre at the heart of a vast mansion is protected by thick metal 
walls and doors; from inside, surrounded by screens, they can watch the 
zombies wandering about the house and the grounds, captured on secu-
rity CCTV. At the end of the film these remaining three are safe, screen-
surrounded but essentially trapped: like the cinema viewers watching 
Diary of the Dead, they can view the zombies on the screen from a safe 
distance. Yet within the horror genre, any suggestion of an ultimate 
‘safe haven’ is usually shown to be a fantasy, if not in this film, then in 
the next, as Romero’s repeated return to the zombie movie confirms.

The increasing cerebral capacities of zombies, excluding the reversion 
staged by Diary of the Dead, finds its apogee in the recent film Otto; or 
Up with Dead People (2008), written and directed by Bruce LaBruce. Otto 
is a zombie far more advanced than his previous screen siblings: he can 
speak to and understand humans; possesses vague but increasingly clear 
and returning memories of ‘the time before’; he has desires, not just for 
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food but also for sex. In introducing Otto and his zombieism, Medea, 
the amateur film director whose zombie film Otto will eventually star 
in, suggests that his state is perhaps ‘just a metaphor’. Her film, which 
we see sections of during its making, uses zombies as a metaphor for 
homosexuality, staging a ‘gay plague’: male zombies pick up other gay 
men, seduce them, turn them, and thus recruit them to their gay zom-
bie army. Otto is, in part, a comedy, one with a rye take on the history 
of homosexuality’s reception, practices, partial acceptance and inevita-
ble stereotypes, as well as remarking upon how very seriously amateur 
and avant-garde film-makers can take themselves and their work. Otto’s 
zombieism is interpreted differently by those around him: Medea likes 
to see it as an extreme form of protest against ‘a noxious system’ of 
consumerism whereby consumer behaviour itself is zombifying and 
‘a person who functions normally in a sick society is himself sick’. For 
Medea, then, Otto’s condition represents the performance of a ‘healthy’, 
if unusual, response to the sickness of contemporary society and its val-
ues. She also, in her own film, links zombie infection to homosexuality 
and to HIV – so often called the gay plague – and thus more widely to 
stigmatised, ostracised outsider groups. It is clear that those Otto works 
alongside do not actually believe him: Medea sees his conviction that 
he is a zombie as fundamentally a ‘fantasy’; Fritz, a fellow actor, charac-
terises Otto as having ‘an eating disorder’, ‘schizophrenia’ and as poten-
tially ‘psychotic’, all very contemporary mental health classifications. 
On the one hand, LaBruce makes zombies a form of modern malaise, 
metaphorical and exceptionally different to their predecessors; on the 
other, he emphasises and logically extends some common elements of 
the zombie figure: their otherness, their (post)modernity, their outsider 
status and, perhaps surprisingly, their lurking libidinal potentiality.

The obligatory gory feasting scenes in conventional zombie films, 
where groups of the undead messily munch on newly eviscerated body 
parts and innards with spellbound concentration, has its carnal sensual-
ity thoroughly sexualised in Medea’s film-within-a-film, which stages it 
as an explicit gay orgy. The homosexual zombies tend to eat each other 
and then sexually penetrate the wounds they have created; in some 
scenes this is a loving act, in others a penile and intestinal melange 
of bodies and body parts that also highlights the way in which porn 
often ‘dismembers’ its subjects through the use of close up shots. The 
latent sexualised undertones of the zombie figure, its ‘embrace’ and 
killing kiss which wins its victim to the other side, is fully extrapolated: 
at one point in Medea’s film, Fritz smokes a cigarette, in post-coital 
parody, as he waits for his recently embraced victim to awaken into 
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zombieism. Otto’s ‘real’ zombieism is related to his sexuality too: when 
the film begins he is a lost figure, searching for something he cannot 
name, unable to devour human flesh and so forced to live off animal 
roadkill. After a sexual encounter with another man, ending in blood 
and gratitude, Otto has more frequent flashbacks to the ‘time before’ 
in which he and a boyfriend are having fun: Otto is, and was, gay. As 
the film continues and more of Otto’s memories return, his zombieism 
appears to be a strange form of mourning, or what Freud would call 
melancholia, the inability to give up the lost object; he is suffering from 
his unacknowledged grief over the termination of the relationship he 
valued and which he is now beginning to recall. Eventually he meets his 
old partner who blames the break up on Otto’s ‘illness’, the schizophre-
nia that landed him in a ‘loony bin’, as they refer to it. Self-diagnosing 
as a zombie, Otto has been deemed by others he encounters, including 
medical professionals, as mentally ill and yet the film persistently links 
his zombieism to his previous relationship and to his sexuality. After 
being beaten up, Otto is looked after by Fritz, whose tenderness leads to 
a gentle love scene between the two men. During this sexual encounter 
there are shots where Otto is clean and resembles the self he is in his 
memories of ‘the time before’, as though this intimate sexual experi-
ence is helping him to readjust to healthiness, come to terms with his 
loss, find new meaning in life and perhaps new love. However, the film 
ultimately resists this happy conclusion, closing instead with Otto tell-
ing Medea petulantly, ‘I’m dead. I don’t think I’m dead. I’m dead’, before 
leaving town and his new friends to lurch off into the countryside and 
contemplate suicide. Delivering the final words of the film, he asks rhe-
torically, ‘[h]ow do you kill yourself if you are already dead?’ The viewer 
is left to decide whether Otto is one of the undead, a true zombie, or just 
‘dead’ in a metaphorical and thoroughly modern sense. 

Otto’s blank stare is not so much empty as it is an exteriorising of a 
damaged interiority: his deadness, inside, translates into a dissociation 
from his surroundings and from emotional situations. In this respect, it 
is his focus upon himself, his fascination with his fragmented memories 
and his grief that give him the look of one hypnotised. In a scene on 
a train this becomes very clear, as Otto looks at others and sees them 
either as disfigured by the grave or as playing out his old memories 
of himself and his lover, while they see him as a bored, unpleasantly 
smelly, vacant-eyed youth. The hypnotised zombie is interchangeably 
the disaffected and dissociated young man of today. 

Otto is a fitting film to usher in the close of Legacies of Plague: it brings 
together many of the plague uses that have been discussed here, such 
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as discrimination, HIV, gay relationships, zombieism and the nature 
of filmic spectatorship. Moreover, it adds a category which up until 
this point has not explicitly surfaced but is ripe with unpleasant con-
sequences for thinking about mental illness, one hinted at by the Rage 
Virus, and the ‘mass psychosis’ that is initially proposed as a reason 
for the zombie epidemic by the authorities in Diary of the Dead. The 
zombieism in these films, even Romero’s, is consonant with aspects of 
human behaviour, taken to their extreme edges or most tragic extents, 
from which there is no return. The plague that Romero’s zombies 
spread and the Rage Virus in the 28 films are irreversible, as is Otto’s 
zombieism. Unlike most diseases, even those created in the thriller epi-
demic films where there is often a race for a vaccine or antidote, these 
plagues are incurable: once the threshold has been crossed from the 
human to the infected, there is no medicine, no return, no recourse. In 
the traditional zombie genre, which Otto remains outside, between the 
infected and the uninfected there can be no mutual recognition, the 
precondition posited by the philosopher Hegel for two consciousnesses 
to stop antagonisms before one annihilates the other. The humans may 
recognise their loved ones in the faces and dress of the infected, but 
the infected – even in 28 Weeks Later, when they are perhaps the most 
‘advanced’ of zombies – only desire to kill the healthy and the living. 
The paradox of these infections is that their success, if ever it were to be 
eventually achieved, involves their demise: without the living to feed 
from, zombies are meaningless; the Rage Virus would die out after the 
last uninfected human was turned. Like their medical predecessor, the 
imaginary screen plagues of Romero’s films and the 28 series logically 
contain the seeds of their own exhaustion. Otto renders the existential 
doubt of one character, but most zombie films focus upon the relation-
ships between the living group and how their behaviour is challenged 
and changed by the zombies they encounter.

The French psychologist Gustave Le Bon and Freud argue that sug-
gestion and transference are at the root of the group relation, which 
constitutes a form of human-to-human contagion. Films exhibiting this 
contagious relation in the form of zombie infection inevitably explore 
group dynamics. Firstly, they usually set two groups, the living and the 
undead, in battle against one another: the one a supposedly civilised, 
human form of group; the other a taboo-breaking inhumane mass, a 
grotesque mirrored double, the dark and murderous underbelly of the 
infectious group relation. It is this dividing line which becomes ever 
more precarious as Romero’s oeuvre develops, up until Diary of the Dead 
reintroduces the earlier, less complex zombie. Moreover, zombie films 
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also explore the group relation as it is played out within the living: Night 
of the Living Dead portrays the power struggle for authority between Ben 
and Harry Cooper; Land of the Dead features two vigilantes, originally 
working together, falling out over ethics and money; the bewildered 
college students in Diary of the Dead bicker continually. While in Night 
of the Living Dead the group of zombies and the humans they fight in 
the farmhouse are all destroyed, Romero’s other zombie films have pre-
served a handful of humans. In Land of the Dead, despite the pervasive 
parasitism, survival is for those who fight on behalf of others, whether 
living or undead: Riley and his friends, but also their enemy-who-is-not-
quite-other, the black zombie petrol pump attendant. Diary of the Dead, 
too, does not kill all its human cast but is less hopeful, entombing its 
survivors in front of live screens where they can watch the encroach-
ment of the living dead.

Von Trier’s Epidemic, Romero’s Diary of the Dead and LaBruce’s Otto: 
three films dealing with plague that also contain films-within-films and 
expressly address the relationship between plague and the cinematic. 
Both Diary of the Dead and Otto have film-viewing moments where 
the cast watch each other, whether as they edit images they have shot 
and watch zombies on CCTV, as in the former, or whether they sit in 
a row and view Medea’s previous ‘art’ films. During this scene in Otto 
the camera pans along the faces of the viewers, all transfixed, looking 
hypnotised, with Otto in the middle, watching with dead but intense 
vacancy. We are quite obviously being given a version of ourselves as 
viewers of Medea’s work. If the zombie horde is an infectious, danger-
ous, occasionally comical, double of the human group they desire to 
consume and incorporate, they are also the double of the transfixed 
film audience who follow their antics as though they too are hypno-
tised. ‘I am hoping to scare you’, Diary of the Dead’s Deborah explains at 
the beginning of the film, ‘so that maybe you’ll wake up’, as though we 
are indeed hypnotic subjects locked in a screen trance. 

The plague of fantasies played out on the screen, while the internal 
screen of zombie fans is temporarily suspended or supplemented, is 
perhaps one of the oldest stories: that of two warring groups. As Freud 
argues in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, identification is at 
heart ambivalent, an originally hostile tie translated, crossed over, into 
an affectionate bond. The hostility between the infectious undead and 
the uncontaminated living stage the reversal of this at the point when 
the loved one becomes bitten, turns and has to be killed to maintain the 
purity of the living group. Horror critics like Pinedo see in the  zombie 
film the return of the repressed of the everyday: our fears of death, 
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disease and the potential powerlessness of human agency against the 
irrational. Zombies achieve this through their figuration of infectious 
plague, their hypnotised and glazed gaze, the exposure of the raw real-
ity of the death and life instincts untempered by rational thought and 
the lack of individuation revealed in their representation of the group 
relation. Yet the power of imaginative suggestion within the hypnotic 
relation which von Trier’s Epidemic explores in conjunction with plague, 
presents a further – and more disturbing – possibility, one that recalls 
Artaud’s conception of plague as a psychic entity and which chimes 
with Otto’s malaise in LaBruce’s film. What the screen essentially veils 
is that plague can still imaginatively infect us and that its seed of infec-
tion, like the disease in Land of the Dead, Diary of the Dead and, differ-
ently, in Otto, may not reside only in the externally screened monster 
but also inside ourselves. Within the ‘safety’ of the zombie genre, many 
will die, but some of the living will always avoid the plague; however 
bleak their chances of further survival look, the Hollywood zombie 
movie has yet to annihilate all human life at the end of a film, main-
taining the availability of a safe and satisfying triumph of the spectator 
over the spectacle. The endurance of the zombies and the plague they 
carry needs humans to survive. While there is life, there is plague to 
prey upon it. 

From 1722, when Defoe published A Journal of the Plague Year, 
through to Bruce LaBruce’s Otto; or Up with Dead People in 2008, this 
study has traced the legacies of plague in narrative, theatre, psycho-
analysis, political discourse and film. Plague remains a virulent meta-
phor: a powerful and historically lethal way of labelling enemies and 
outsiders, a disturbing vector for our fears surrounding the fragility 
of the social bond, and a puissant figuration of the conceptual and 
psychic infectiousness at work within psychoanalytic thinking and its 
reception. Plague’s impact upon our cultural imagination in the West 
across a range of discourses and its embodiment in a variety of artistic 
forms is undeniable. But plague is also considered to be a very real 
bioterrorist threat by authorities in Britain and the US. Its presence in 
Iraqi laboratories, along with other agents suitable for biological weap-
ons development, was cited in the now infamous September dossier of 
2002 which laid out the British position on the question of whether 
Iraq had weapons of mass destruction and provided the justification for 
going to war.19 Plague as a weapon has its legacy: during the siege of 
Kaffa, in 1346, plague victims’ bodies were thrown over the walls into 
the city by the Muslim army in an attempt to spread the disease from 
the troops suffering without to the besieged citizens trapped within.20 
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As recently as July 1997, a laboratory technician named Larry W. Harris 
was indicted in the US for obtaining the Yersinia Pestis bacteria by fraud; 
after the examination of the long-standing association of plague with 
the Jews in Chapter 5, it is no surprise to learn that the police found at 
his home racist and anti-Semitic literature, as well as his membership 
card for a white supremacist organisation.21 The kind of emotional and 
behavioural disturbance caused by the Rage Virus, by Otto’s struggles 
and by the dissociation of the hypnotic state suggests that the zombie 
figures our fears about what constitutes the human, and, increasingly, 
what may threaten that in terms of viruses, traumas and bio-medical or 
genetic alterations. This will also always raise fears about who tries to 
control plague and who administers cures. If plague ever returns as an 
epidemic reality, it is likely to be in the form of a weapon. Until then, 
its presence in the West remains textual, metaphoric and filmic, yet
as Legacies of Plague has demonstrated, while it may not threaten us 
medically, it certainly ‘ain’t dead’.
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