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Romero’s canonical work remains timely decades later
Introduction
T here has been a veritable outbreak of zombie films in the last few years, from Hollywood
blockbusters Resident Evil (Anderson, 20 0 2) and Resident Evil 2: Apocalypse (Witt, 20 0 4), to British
films such as 28 Days Later (Boyle, 20 0 2) and the zombie spoof Shaun of the Dead (Wrig ht, 20 0 4). T he
release in 20 0 4 of Zack Snyder’s remake of Georg e A. Romero’s Dawn of the Dead (1978 ) attests to
the continuing influence and appeal of classic “zombie cinema.” While the cinematic concern with the
undead predates Romero’s films, all of the recent films mentioned above have some connection to
Romero (Romero was orig inally scheduled to write the screenplay for Resident Evil, for example,
while the recent British films allude frequently to Romero’s work). T he following essay is an attempt
to account for the continuing attraction of Romero’s first zombie film, Night of the Living Dead (1968 ),
nearly forty years after its release.
Shot in black-and-white over seven months on a shoestring budg et, Night of the Living Dead defined
the modern horror movie and influenced a number of international horror directors, especially
those working within the horror g enre. T he film’s plot of is simple: Barbra and her brother Johnny
are attacked when visiting a g raveyard to honour the g rave of their father. Johnny is attacked and
killed by a zombie. Fleeing her attacker, Barbra meets Ben, who is also on the run from the recently
reawakened dead. T hey beg in to set up a nearby farmhouse as a fortress and soon discover they are
not alone in the house. T wo couples have been hiding out in the basement of the house: a young
couple, T om and Judy, and Harry and Helen Cooper, an older married couple with a young daug hter
who has already been bitten by one of the zombies. When Ben and Harry start arg uing over where
the safest place in the house is, tensions are created that lead to the downfall of the g roup. T he film
ends when Ben is shot by marshals who apparently mistake him for a zombie.
Night of the Living Dead was Georg e Romero’s first
feature film and its title has become almost inseparable
from its director’s name. T his in itself is problematic in that
it allows the film’s author to overshadow and even
determine the film’s interpretation. Night of the Living Dead
certainly encourag es auteurist interpretation: Romero
both wrote and directed the film and is therefore, like the
cinema “g reats” Alfred Hitchcock, Howard Hawks, or
John Ford, an auteur par excellence. But since the film so
clearly and insistently eng ag es with its contemporary
social and political milieu, we must also try to understand
it in its historical context.
First of all, the disturbing power of Night of the Living Dead has deep historical and cultural roots that
can be uncovered throug h comparisons with much earlier, European texts. Like Franz Kafka’s
(1992) classic story of 1914, “Metamorphosis” (which concerns a travelling salesman who is
mysteriously transformed into a g ig antic insect), Night of the Living Dead dramatizes the bewildering
and uncanny transformation of human being s into non-human forms. Indeed, like all metamorphosis
narratives, the film carries uncomfortable messag es about identity — about what it means to be a
human being and about the terror of alienation. T he film’s power to unsettle its audience also derives
from its focus on the taboo subject of cannibalism (which it depicts far more g raphically than
previous zombie films). In the eig hteenth century, the Eng lish ironist Jonathan Swift (1996) wrote A

Modest Proposal, a darkly satirical attack on the privations suffered by the Irish people at the hands
of the Eng lish in which the author ironically proposed that infants be killed and eaten in order to solve
the problem of poverty in Ireland. Night of the Living Dead also uses cannibalism as a metaphor for
exploitative power relations. T hus, while it deals with a quite different set of social problems,
Romero’s film can also be seen a sinister satire that exploits an outrag eous premise in the interests of
social and political critique. My specific concern here, however, is with how the film reflects and
neg otiates the political and social anxieties of the late 1960 s.
I shall discuss Night of the Living Dead in relation to the formal categ ories of g enre, structure, and
theme, with particular reference to the film’s eng ag ement with the politics of race, g ender, and
violence. While these time-honoured categ ories are hardly exhaustive of the film’s meaning , I hope
that exploring them will take us some way towards understanding the film’s central concerns and its
wider cinematic importance and influence. Some of my wider claims about Romero’s ideolog ical
vision are unorig inal — the exposition of Romero as a social critic, for example, has been
mag nificently achieved by Robin Wood (20 0 3), among st others. Moreover, close reading s of the film
already exist, most notably the analysis of the film’s “textual and structural” aspects first published in
the early 1970 s by R. H. W. Dillard (198 7) Nonetheless, my discussion (I mig ht almost say
disinterment and dissection) of the film offers some orig inal contributions to the film’s g eneric,
stylistic, and structural analysis and explores some of the reasons for its continuing popularity at a
time of renewed cultural and cinematic fascination with zombies.
Reality Bites: Truth, Genre, and Zombies
Genre, of course, often determines how a text is received
by its audience. Given its titular identification as a horror
film, we know from the start that Nig ht of the Living Dead
will present a world in chaos; there is no sense in which the
zombie plag ue is anything other than a catastrophe. In
other ways, however, Nig ht of the Living Dead
complicates many taken-for-g ranted critical assumptions
about g enre. Wells (20 0 1: 7-8 ) sug g ests that while science
fiction primarily concerns the external, and
“macrocosmic,” horror concerns the internal and the
“microcosmic.” In other words, the horror g enre is
concerned with fundamental fears: the primal fear of the
unknown and of that which may end life at any moment. Certainly, Nig ht of the Living Dead is most
immediately concerned with such “inner” fears. Yet the film is also, as we shall see later, replete with
references to its contemporary social milieu, severely problematizing the rig id distinction between
science fiction and horror sug g ested above.
T he “realism” of Night of the Living Dead seems to confound other critical distinctions. In his famous
book The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Concept (1975), T zvetan T odorov
disting uished between two types of verisimilitude: cultural verisimilitude and generic verisimilitude.
T he first type refers to texts that aim to be “true to life,” like police drama; the second refers to texts
in which the narrative details are true to the conventions of the g enre. Horror texts tend, of course,
to fall into the latter categ ory. Night of the Living Dead obviously has a g eneric verisimilitude — while
it observes the conventions of the horror g enre, it does not, in a literal sense, correspond to any
known reality. Yet the film calls into question T odorov’s distinction, since it seems entirely feasible that
a world in which zombies did exist would be like the one presented, g iving the film — fantastic as it is —

a sense of being “true to life.” T he plausibility of the zombie outbreak is reinforced by several textual
qualities. For example, television news in 1968 appeared in black and white, which would have g iven
Night of the Living Dead a documentary-like feel to the film’s orig inal audiences, at least. T his sense of
verité is also emphasised in the series of g ory still photog raphs that accompany the film’s closing
credits and which recall the photojournalism of the Vietnam war. In other words, the film’s g ritty,
“realistic” mode of address confers upon the film a “cultural verisimilitude’: the audience is asked to
believe that the horrific events depicted could be happening now.
T his point can be further illustrated with reference to another of T odorov’s ideas about g enre.
T odorov disting uished between three modes of horror: the “uncanny,” the “marvellous” and the
“fantastic.” In the uncanny text, the apparently supernatural is finally explained rationally. In the
fantastic text, we hesitate between natural and supernatural explanations of events (as in Henry
James famous story The Turn of the Screw). In the marvellous text, the bizarre events of the story can
only be explained by reference to another level of reality. From the first appearance of a zombie in
the opening g raveyard scene, Night of the Living Dead seems to conform to the “marvellous”
categ ory. Nonetheless, it is worth emphasizing that Romero makes us believe that this is happening
now — so the film cannot be seen simply as a “marvellous” text like Alice in Wonderland. On the
contrary, it asks us to believe that there are rational explanations for the zombie’s existence: we are
told, however implausibly, that the zombie phenomenon has been caused by radiation from outer
space. Insofar as the film posits a rational explanation for the zombie menace, the film is “uncanny.”
T hus, rather than presenting a fantastical “alternative” reality, Night of the Living Dead insists on the
shocking immediacy of this one.
A Beginning, a Middle, and a Bloody End:Narrative
Structure and the “Unities”
T he film’s sense of urg ency and immediacy is also
a function of its narrative structure. Nig ht of the
Living Dead can be seen to be complexly
structured around a number of classic horror
film binary oppositions (such as nature and
culture, urban and rural). T he essential plot of the
film, however, is very simple. Nig ht of the Living
Dead has a beg inning (the g raveyard scene), a
middle (the defence of the farmhouse) and an end
(the trag ic shooting of Ben). In this sense, the film
— like many Hollywood films — broadly follows a
classical Aristotelian three-act structure. One of the most striking aspects of the film’s structure,
however, is its conformity to a central concern of much Renaissance trag edy: namely, that drama
should observe the three “unities” of time, place and action. Nig ht of the Living Dead takes place in
real time (there are no forward jumps or flashbacks), bring ing us an hour and a half of a g roup of
people defending themselves from murderous zombies. T his temporal continuity is quite unusual in
contemporary film. Most narrative films contain cuts and take place over a few days in various
locations. Nig ht of the Living Dead, however, adheres to all three of the so-called “unities” of classical
theatre, which are based (very) loosely on Aristotle’s Poetics: the unities of time, place and action.
According to the rather rig id strictures of seventeenth-century dramatists like Corneille, trag ic
drama should not exceed 24 hours, it should not contain multiple plots and it should be set in only one
location. According to this model, therefore, drama should be confined to a sing le action occurring
in a sing le place and unfolding over no long er than a sing le day. It seems improbable that Romero

was consciously trying to follow this formula himself (and undoubtedly, Romero’s decision to delimit
his narrative in this way was partly determined by his limited budg et). Yet Romero’s adherence to
these unities is fortuitous, ensuring that its pace does not slacken (indeed, “unrelenting ” is a word
often employed by the film’s critics). In short, the film’s uncomplicated narrative structure produces a
concentrated, taut drama, uncompromised by dig ressions or subplots. Like other films that observe
(or nearly observe) the unities — Joel Schumacher’s Phone Booth (20 0 2) is a case in point — the pace
is unflag g ing and the atmosphere intense.
It is also instructive to consider the structure of the film in relation to the conventions of classic
Hollywood narratives. As T odorov implies, narratives tend to beg in with a state of equilibrium that is
disrupted, and then return to a state of “equilibrium” at the end. In many 198 0 s horror films, for
instance, the initially harmonious family unit is disrupted and eventually reunited at the end of the film.
As the case of 198 0 s horror cinema sug g ests, this simple narrative structure has often been used to
reinforce conservative ideolog ies by transforming disharmony into order (for a basic introduction
to some of the issues involved here, see Strinati, 20 0 0 : 34-39). However, this narrative structure
does not necessarily lead to ideolog ical conservatism; as Robin Wood points out, classical narrative
moves towards the restoration of an order, but that nature of this order is open to question and
revision:

If classical narrative moves toward the restoration of an order, must this be the
patriarchal status quo? Is this tendency not due to the constraints imposed by our
culture rather than to constraints inherent within the narrative itself? Does the
possibility not exist of narrative moving toward the establishment of a different order,
or, quite simply, toward irreparable and irreversible breakdown (which would leave
the reader/viewer the options of despair or the task of imagining alternatives)? (Wood,
2003: 220)
Wood’s comments are hig hly relevant to the conclusion of Night of the Living Dead. On a purely
formal level, the “equilibrium” model describes the structure of the film; Romero, however, g ives this
narrative structure a twist, undermining the apparent “return to order” at the end of the film. On a
superficial level, narrative equilibrium is restored in the final scene by the state troopers who, in
keeping with their usual dieg etic function in thriller and horror film, reinstate order and authority. Yet
the audience knows that this apparent “order” has been achieved at the cost of Ben’s life and has
involved a heinous violation of social justice. In this sense, Night of the Living Dead anticipates the
pessimistic horror cinema of the 1970 s, in which leg itimate authority is seen to be impotent in the
face of evil (Crane, 20 0 2: 169). Yet, while despair is one possible response to such ending s, the
shocking bathos of Night of the Living Dead challeng es the audience to imag ine more positive
alternative ending s.

Apocalypse Then: Romero’s Catastrophic Vision in
Context
Night of the Living Dead is a film about apocalypse.
American films are very often apocalypse or disaster
movies, and there are many theories about why this is
so. T he cultural critic Slavoj Zizek (20 0 2a) points out
that Americans have a deep psycholog ical attachment
to imag es of catastrophe. T his constant anxiety about
catastrophe shows just how concerned America is
about radical social chang e and indicates, he arg ues,
just how concerned America is to preserve the status
quo. While many mainstream American films concern some kind of catastrophe, however, Night of
the Living Dead does not offer the happy narrative closure expected of the Hollywood disaster
movie. Instead, Romero’s presents a tragedy in which the hero dies, rather than saves the world.
Romero’s trag ic vision is quite unusual in an American culture which, according to the critic T erry
Eag leton (20 0 3), has been rendered “anti-trag ic” by the forces of relativism and voluntarism. T his
trag ic vision has a political colouring in Night of the Living Dead. Indeed, Romero’s film can be seen as
the artistic counterpart of Raymond Williams’ arg ument, in his Modern Tragedy (1966), that trag edy
consists not simply in the deaths of g reat leaders, but in the heroic and pointless destruction of
“ordinary” people in their strug g les for democracy.
Whereas Slavoj Zizek’s theories about catastrophe g row out of his analysis of American responses
to the terror attacks of 11 September 20 0 1, Night of the Living Dead must be understood in relation
to the impact of Vietnam on American consciousness in the 1960 s. Experiences of Vietnam constitute
a common subtext of American cinema from the 1960 s onwards. Near the beg inning of Night of the
Living Dead, in a shot of Johnny and Barbra’s car entering the g raveyard, we see a fluttering
American flag in the foreg round. T he symbolism of the flag becomes clear as the film prog resses:
America is a dying country as a result of the zombie menace, and the flag represents the
meaning lessness and deadliness of patriotism. In the post-war period, Leftist critics often pointed out
the almost relig ious hold of patriotism in the Western world and the dang erous fervour with which
patriotic ideolog y was upheld. Writing in the 1950 s, the psychoanalyst and humanist cultural critic
Erich Fromm, for example, pointed out that attacking the flag of one’s country would be an
unspeakable act of sacrileg e; even extreme racist and militarist views, he continued, would not be
reg arded with such g reat hostility as anti-patriotic ones (Fromm, 1963: 59). T he savag ery of the antiCommunist McCarthy hearing s of the mid-1950 s certainly vindicated Fromm’s observation.
However, by the late 1960 s such patriotic heg emony had been sig nificantly contested and
undermined. Romero’s film emerg ed at a time of strong public disapproval of the American military
involvement in Vietnam, during which criticisms of patriotism — while deeply offensive to the
American establishment — were becoming commonplace.
Closely related to concerns about the consequences of militarism (and about Vietnam in particular)
are fears about the potential for Western society to be devastated by nuclear holocaust. T he
wretched condition of Romero’s zombies resounds with popular fantasies about the aftermath of a
nuclear attack on America — a widespread anxiety underpinning American post-war cinema (other
films attesting to this fear include Franklin J. Schaffner’s Planet of the Apes, which was also released in
1968 ). T he film may also represent another type of apocalypse: that of relig ious doomsday. Many
fundamentalist Christians in America and elsewhere believe that the dead shall be raised to life on “the
last day’:

Lo! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in
the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the dead will
be raised imperishable. . . (King James Version, 1 Corinthians 15:51-52)
Romero’s zombies, according to this interpretation, mig ht be seen as the resurrected on Judg ement
Day: indeed, like their biblical counterparts, they are mute.
Clearly, it is possible to read many versions of
apocalypse into the film. Perhaps the zombies
represent, in Freudian terms, the “return of the
repressed” — those sublimated aspects of ourselves
that we hide from public view. Perhaps they are to be
equated with the Russians — often conceived by
Americans at the time as a barbaric throng , intent on
destroying (devouring ) the American way of life.
Perhaps the zombies represent the young er
g eneration of Americans which, as it seemed to many
in the late 1960 s, wanted to overthrow traditions and
replace them with a new social order. Or perhaps,
from a more recent perspective, the zombies could
be seen to represent the homeless, AIDS sufferers, drug users, or any other marg inalized g roup
(T om Savini’s 1990 remake of the film makes the drug -user metaphor explicit). Clearly, some of these
interpretations may have been intended by Romero, while others were not: but all of them are valid. It
is true that the film does offer a kind of B-movie scientific explanation of what is happening : radiation
from outer space. However, Romero does not posit this “explanation” as the only correct
interpretation of the apocalypse; instead, he prefers to let the audience determine the meaning of his
metaphor. Horror films are, to borrow a term from the Italian theorist Umberto Eco, “open works,”
texts that allow a hig h deg ree of interpretative ambig uity. Eco arg ues that such texts are the most
appropriate type of text in our own time, because they reflect the sense of disorder and discontinuity
that are such marked features of the modern world (Eco, 198 9). In every era, the Night of the Living
Dead audience will attach its own meaning s to the zombies. Romero is more interested in allowing his
metaphor to work subtly yet powerfully at the heart of his film. Romero’s primary interest is not in
providing a detailed explanation of the disaster that has befallen America, so much as in analysing the
human response to it.
Communication, Alienation, and Isolation
Night of the Living Dead constitutes a dramatic appeal for communication and cooperation in the face
of paranoia and violence. Romero’s interest in communication resembles that of the British dramatist
Harold Pinter. Like Pinter, Romero explores interpersonal communication throug h dialog ue,
focusing on the ways in which our preconceptions of others make us suspicious and even hostile
towards them, and the lies we tell to ourselves and to others. As with Pinter, the dialog ue demands
scrupulous attention. Careful listeners will have noticed that when Barbra first speaks to Ben, she is
not entirely honest about her relationship with Johnny: she tells him that she was “with Johnny,”
implying that Johnny is her partner. T his sug g ests Barbra’s uncertainty reg arding the intentions of
her interlocutor, perhaps because he is a man, perhaps because he is black? Barbra also misleading ly
talks about her brother is if he were still alive, even thoug h the audience knows that he is dead.
Barbra’s denial of her brother’s death can be understood as an unconscious psycholog ical survival

strateg y. T he character of Harry Cooper, however, tells lies deliberately in order to cover his
cowardice. Early in the film he tells Barbra and Ben that when he was in the basement, he hadn’t heard
the others enter the house; later, however, he lets slip that he had, in fact, heard the commotion
above.
T he film also raises questions about the role of the media
and the role of mass communication. T he media is
omnipresent. Early in the film, there is a leng thy scene in
which Ben and Barbra don’t speak, but listen to the radio — a
fairly fruitless activity adumbrating Romero’s concern in his
later films with the banality of media culture (Blake, 20 0 2:
157-61). Later on, a television is discovered upstairs in the
house and is foug ht over by Ben and Harry Cooper. T here is
irony here: Ben and Harry fig ht over the only means of
communication with the outside world, but are unable to
communicate with each other. T hroug h such ironies, the film incessantly poses the question: who is
the enemy? At first it seems obvious that it is the zombies; later, however, as the paranoid human
being s fig ht among themselves, the distinction between human being s and zombies becomes blurred.
T he point is reinforced by Zizek: “T he division friend/enemy is never just a recog nition of factual
difference. T he enemy is by definition always (up to a point) invisible: it cannot be directly recog nized
because it looks like one of us.” (Zizek, 20 0 2b: 5). In the final scene of the film, the difficulty of enemy
recog nition is horrifically exemplified when Ben is shot dead after he is misrecog nised (seeming ly) as
a zombie (a scene which to an American audience in the 1960 s must surely have resonated with the
murder of the black rig hts leader Martin Luther King ).
Romero himself has emphasised that his zombie films, in particular, dramatize failures of human cooperation. Cooper’s initial intention is to board up his family in the basement and thus isolate them. In
historical terms, this impulse is understandable. During the cold war, the instinct to hide in the
basement was the response of many people to the threat of a nuclear attack (the Cooper family are
the “nuclear” family in every sense). But Cooper’s actions also symbolize the human tendency
towards solipsism and isolationism. T here are echoes of this selfish impulse in contemporary
American separatist militia and other isolationist g roups, who often believe that they can escape what
they perceive as the madness of the world around them by sequestering themselves in the forests or
mountains. Even in the “mainstream” of Western societies, we find similar attitudes that are bound up
with an individualistic, bourg eois mode of existence — isolated from the local community and living
along side others without ever communicating with them. Romero’s messag e is therefore implicitly a
call for co-operation: if we allow the world fall apart around us, Romero implies, the destruction will
sooner or later destroy our own lives.
Ag ain, this messag e needs to be located in a historical context. In post-war America, and in the West
in g eneral, many middle class people were starting to live more prosperous, but more isolated lives;
however, the apparent ease and security of such lives carried dang ers of alienation: a safe home
quickly becomes prison-like. In the 1960 s and 1970 s prog ressive criticism of the bourg eois
conception of the family reached its heig ht. As the anthropolog ist Marg aret Mead wrote at the end of
her life:

Nobody has ever before asked the nuclear family to live all by itself in a box the way we
do. With no relatives, no support, we’ve put it in an impossible situation. (Margaret
Mead, New Realities, June 1978)

In the film, the collapse of the bourg eois domestic family is symbolised when Karen Cooper becomes
a zombie and kills her parents. T hus the ending of Night of the Living Dead contrasts quite markedly
with the more conservative ending s of many horror films, where the restoration of family values is
seen as the answer to social problems.
“Beat ’em or burn ’em”: Race and Power
T o those unfamiliar the zombie movie g enre, it
mig ht seem hard to see how a film like Night of the
Living Dead could be reg arded as a political film.
However, the film is one of the most important
cultural records of its era. Romero himself has
explicitly commented that the film is a document
of contemporary social chang es. We don’t have
to take the director’s word for this, since the film’s
political themes are hardly hidden from the
audience.
But why should a film about zombies be considered as a film about race? One reason lies in Romero’s
selection of zombies as the film’s monsters of choice. Why zombies, as opposed to vampires or
drag ons or g iant beetles? It is important to remember the zombie’s orig in in the voodoo tradition in
Haiti (indeed, the phenomenon is taken so seriously in Haiti that the country’s Penal Code considers
making someone into a zombie as a form of murder). According to the belief, Haitian zombies lack
free will and perhaps souls. T hey become zombified by a “bokor” (sorcerer) throug h spell or potion,
and are afterwards used as slaves. It is this connection with slavery that allows us to equate zombies
with people of colour. T his is not an entirely new conception. T wo years before Romero’s film, for
example, the link between zombies and slaves had been used in John Gilling ’s British zombie film for
the Hammer Studios, The Plague of the Zombies (1966). Set in a Cornwall, an evil squire uses black
mag ic to turn his villag ers into zombies and exploit their labour in his dang erously unsafe tin mine.
T hus the zombie is a metaphor for, in Gilling ’s film, the exploited working class, and in Romero’s film
for the oppressed racial minorities of America.
T he film’s immediate social context further sug g ests its racial sig nificance. Night of the Living Dead is
set at a time of racial upheaval and protest in America. Black people had been g iven faith in the
possibility of the betterment of their conditions. With the death of Martin Luther King , however, many
people lost this faith and abandoned the idea of peaceful resistance. White and black militant g roups
like the Black Panthers and the Nation of Islam, and the Ku Klux Klan and Aryan Nation sprang up
(mentioning these g roups tog ether does not, incidentally, imply a moral equivalence between them).
T o many people, it seemed as thoug h there mig ht be a race war in America. Conservative,
reactionary discussions of this possibility often focused — as they sometimes do today — on the
possibility that “we” mig ht soon be outnumbered by “them.” T he line in Night of the Living Dead “we
don’t know how many of them there are” hig hlig hts this racist concern with numbers and the fear of
being outnumbered or “swamped.” T his fear was not restricted to America; 1968 was also the year
of British Conservative MP Enoch Powell’s notorious “Rivers of Blood” speech, which predicted
bloody racial conflict in the United King dom Powell was duly sacked for his comments by the party
leader Edward Heath.
Of course, Night of the Living Dead is not the only film of its time to deal with issues of race. In Guess
Who’s Coming To Dinner? (1967) Sidney Poitier played a black man eng ag ed to a white woman; the

film details the reactions of each partner’s family to the interracial marriag e. In that film, however,
racial issues were dealt with in a quite explicit way — they were the focus of the film. In Night of the
Living Dead, on the other hand, racial tensions are not explicitly mentioned, making them,
paradoxically, all the more evident. By casting a black man as a hero, Romero, the independent
filmmaker, implicitly rejected the values of Hollywood, which at that time typically eschewed black
heroes. In recent years, we have become accustomed to visible minorities playing the “virtuous”
characters in films (in fact, some critics now believe that this has in itself become another form of
racist misrepresentation: after all, if visible minorities are always the “g ood g uys,” doesn’t this imply a
lack of confidence in portraying them as fully-rounded human being s?). In 1968 , however, the
novelty of a black hero was striking .
While racial issues are not explicitly foreg rounded in the
film, the dialog ue makes continual reference to the ways in
which racial minorities have been treated in the past in
America:

Chief, if I were surrounded by say six or eight
of these things, would I stand a chance?
Well, if you had a gun, shoot ’em in the head. If
you didn’t, get a torch and burn ’em, they go up
pretty easy. Beat ’em or burn ’em.
T he redneck hostility of this lang uag e here is reflected in
later films about racial hatred in America, such as Alan
Parker’s 198 8 film Mississippi Burning. Finally, the way in
which the zombies are hung from trees in the final scenes of the film inevitably invokes the racist
lynching s of America’s past.
Men, Women, and Tablecloths: Gender Stereotypes
T he film also contains a deeply committed exploration of g ender roles. T hroug hout the film, only the
men seem to be effective in combating the zombies. While Ben and the other men are active, Barbra
is catatonic. Once inside the house and safely in the care of the film’s black hero, Ben, Barbra is
quickly reduced to helpless catatonia. She sits on the living room sofa for almost the entire duration
of the film, until she is finally moved to action at the sig ht of Helen Cooper being attacked by zombies.
In fact, Barbra is both infantilised (while Ben boards up the house, she toys with a musical box,
sug g esting that she is “reg ressing ,” in the Freudian sense) and identified with household items, such
as the linen tablecloth and the embroidered arm of the sofa which she obsessively strokes. In other
words, while the men act, the women — Barbra in particular — draw comfort from domestic g oods.
T here is also an imbalance in the types of role adopted by each sex. Helen and Judy undertake the
“women’s work” of caring for the injured Karen Cooper, while the men set about the more pressing
business of boarding up the house ag ainst the undead. Althoug h Helen Cooper is relatively active (and
resistant to the orders of her bullying husband Harry) and althoug h Barbra eventually attempts to
rescue Helen in a belated g esture of sisterhood, the women in the film g enerally constitute a kind of
backdrop, their feeling s and actions larg ely dependent on the more capable males.
T he passivity of the women in Night is problematic for some feminist critics. Greg ory A. Waller, for
example, notes that Barbra’s character “would seem to support certain sexist assumptions about

female passivity, irrationality, and emotional vulnerability” (198 6: 28 3). T his stereotype of the
catatonic blonde was common in the cinema of the 1960 s. It can be seen, for example, in Roman
Polanski’s Repulsion (1964), which is widely described as a study of feminine repression and insanity.
In Repulsion, Carol (Catherine Deneuve) is accosted by various more-or-less lecherous or downrig ht
vicious men, eventually suffering from frig htening hallucinations and becoming a murderer.
However horrifying her acts may be, it is difficult to hold her responsible for her actions (she is
clearly extremely mentally disturbed); on the contrary, the film forces us to consider the impact on
women of patriarchal oppression. T here is a risk here of using patriarchal oppression to explain
away all problematic representations of women; yet when that context is clear in the filmic text, it can
excuse representations of women that mig ht in other contexts seem sexist. Indeed, just as Carol’s
violence is at least partially understandable as a response to her oppression (and not simply her
repression), we can excuse the extreme passivity of the women in Night of the Living Dead on the
g rounds that they are not only intimidated by the men (or, at least, by some of the men), but also
conditioned to act as passive domestic drudg es.
Moreover, if we consider Barbra’s attitude towards Ben, there is a sense in which Romero’s
presentation of women is prog ressive. In many films about race, women are presented as
completely non-racist; indeed, their non-complicity with racist sentiments accords all too neatly with
stereotypes of feminine perfection. However, Barbra’s clear mistrust of Ben — she positions the knife
on the fridg e ambig uously, so that the audience is unsure whether she wishes to use it ag ainst the
zombies or ag ainst Ben — sug g ests that, for all her docile domesticity, she has been affected by the
racism of the world outside (Lig htning , 20 0 0 ). Barbra, after all, is not perfect.
Violence: from the “Gratuitous” to the
Metaphorical
British film director Nicholas Roeg once quipped
that “there are three lovely critical expressions …
pretentious, g ratuitous and profound, none of
which I truly understand.” Roeg ’s remark
indicates that film critics often reach for such
expressions as summary (yet unexplained) insults.
Indeed, while few critics are concerned, it
appears, about the filmic representation of
g ratuitous love or g ratuitous friendship, many
critics express anxiety about so-called “g ratuitous” violence.
Night of the Living Dead is a violent film, althoug h by contemporary Hollywood standards, the
number of violent acts is actually rather low. T his violence is problematic — not because violence is
always or inherently problematic, but because its representation has become problematic in Western
society for a number of cultural reasons. Some elements of British audiences, for example, have
adopted a critical attitude towards film violence by the campaig ns of Mary Whitehouse’s Viewer’s and
Listener’s Association and other rig ht wing pressure g roups. T heir arg uments often assume (rather
questionably) that fiction should depict only those thing s which we wish to see in real life and (equally
questionably) that the fictional representation of violent acts leads to violent behaviour. T hese
arg uments have a long history, however. In the Renaissance, for example, violence violated the rules
of “decorum” (i.e. violence was “unseemly”). Violent incidents in plays, for example, were merely
reported rather than enacted on stag e. Until fairly recently, violence was not often depicted in art.
Even early horror films, such as Nosferatu (1919), did not depict violent acts to the same extent as

Night of the Living Dead. In relation to film, in particular, reg ulation and censorship of movies throug h
the Hays Production Code made film violence rare until the 1960 s.
However, such rules about the representation of violence were made to be broken: even in the
Renaissance, dramatists like Shakespeare sometimes violated the “rules” of decorum by depicting
violence in their plays (in King Lear, for example, Cornwall blinds Gloucester onstag e). In relation to
film, the decline of the Hollywood studio system in the late 1950 s led to the abandonment of the
Production Code, allowing films to be released with a minimum of censorship. But is there any
justification for dramatic depictions of violence? If we are concerned with the representation of
power relations in society, then the answer is surely yes. In his book Understanding Popular Culture,
John Fiske writes:

It is not violence per se that characterises popular culture, but only that violence whose
structure makes it into a metaphor for the distribution of power in society. (Fiske, 1989:
137)
According to Fiske, then, violence is a metaphor
for inequitable (and presumably unjust) power
relations in society. It is important, however, to
understand this point in historical context.
Violence became more commonly depicted in
films and on television in the late 1960 s, during a
socially turbulent period when social hierarchies
were being challeng ed. T o many people, the
violence of the later 1960 s and 1970 s seemed
arbitrary. In 1966 a twenty-five-year old part-time
g raduate student in architectural eng ineering
positioned himself in an observation tower on the
Austin campus of the University of T exas,
shooting forty-four people, and killing fourteen of them. In their book Images of Madness, the critics
Fleming and Manvell write:

It was but one of a number of multiple murders that came at a time when mass violence
appeared to be erupting throughout America and was coming to be accepted as
commonplace. It was this arbitrary and violent quality in murder that became the
subject of two box-office successes of the period, Bonnie and Clyde(1967) and In Cold
Blood (1968) (Fleming and Manvell, 1985: 103)
Indeed, from the late 1960 s, police series became more fast-paced and violent, while so-called
“spag hetti Westerns” challeng ed the conventional bloodlessness of conventional Westerns by
showing the g ory reality of violence. Spag hetti Westerns also challeng ed the enduring Western myth
that the strong and the virtuous will prevail; instead they showed that even the g ood g et hurt — a
messag e reinforced in Night of the Living Dead. Yet these representations of violence cannot simply
be seen as “arbitrary” or “g ratuitous.” As Alan Clarke writes about the violent police dramas of the
1970 s: “much of the violence was completely g ratuitous unless it was seen as the necessary
backg round to the war ag ainst crime which the police were fig hting . T his more explicit portrayal had
g ained a symbolic value” (Clarke, 198 6: 220 ).

In lig ht of the above comments by Fiske and Clarke, the violence in Romero’s film can be viewed as
metaphorical — it stands for the interracial violence of 1960 s America and for the horrors of the
Vietnam war that were so shocking ly revealed on American television screens in the late 1960 s. In a
certain sense, then, the violence of the film may be seen as “realistic’; that is, it reflects and comments
upon the violence of the period in which the film was made. Violence is a theme Romero has worked
with in all of his zombie films in order to hig hlig ht current social injustices. Indeed there is in the film a
sense of documentary-like verisimilitude, especially in the g rainy photog raphic imag es of the zombie
cull at the end of the film, which recall contemporary photog raphs of the carnag e in Vietnam.
What is interesting is the way in which our attitudes towards violence chang e throug hout the film.
After a while we become inured to the shock of seeing the zombies being killed. As the film
prog resses, the zombies become an undifferentiated mass — as enemies so easily become. As the
violence increases, we beg in to lose our sense that the zombies are in any way human and tend to
become (to use a cliché) “desensitised” to the violence we see (recalling Joseph Stalin’s chilling
observation that “A sing le death is a trag edy; a million deaths is a statistic’). However, Romero never
allows us to feel fully comfortable with this — and the ending of the film offers the stark admonition
that in our zeal to eradicate our enemies, we risk destroying ourselves.
Conclusion: Night of the Living Dead — An Undead Classic?
Presenting , as I have done, Romero as a social critic, incurs
a risk of underestimating his wry wit. While the tone of the
film is sombre (there is more humour in the film’s sequel
Dawn of the Dead), there are also many strong ly humorous
elements. Often there is a kind of cartoonish quality, for
example, about some of the characters. Frustrated by his
own incompetence, Cooper does exactly what Moe from the
T hree Stoog es would have done: he complains and lashes
out ang rily at those around him, blaming them for his own
inability to function. In a sense, therefore, Cooper is a
stereotypical buffoon, infuriating ly impervious to criticism in a way that leavens his (to borrow a
phrase from T heodore Adorno) “authoritarian” personality. T here are also elements of black
humour in the names of the characters. Mr Cooper, sig nificantly, wants to “coup” his family up in the
basement; Ben’s name, meaning “g ood” in Latin, is consistent with his role as the moral touchstone of
the film. Despite this humour, however, Night of the Living Dead, as I shall arg ue more strong ly below,
remains a deeply serious film in terms of its social import.
T o some extent, the continuing power of Romero’s film can be seen in terms of its subsequent
cinematic influence. Night of the Living Dead draws on Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho (1960 ), especially in
its film craft: the use of shadow and camera ang les. But it in turn has influenced many other films,
most notably the opening sequence of Salva’s Jeeper’s Creepers (20 0 1), which draws on both Night of
the Living Dead (particularly in the scene in which a brother and a sister arg ue in a car on a winding ,
deserted road) and the film adaptation of Stephen King ’s Children of the Corn (1978 ) (in which a
couple listen to fundamentalist radio stations as they drive throug h the rural environment). T he
boarding up of the farmhouse has precursors in Western films, such as John Huston’s The Unforgiven
(1960 ), from which the settlers fig ht off the marauding Indians (intrig uing ly, The Unforgiven‘s hero is
also called Ben) and is often been repeated, as in M. Nig ht Shayamalan’s Signs (20 0 2). T he imag e of
zombies climbing in throug h windows to devour human flesh, meanwhile, has become a pop culture
icon, referenced in such disparate places as John Carpenter’s seminal film Assault on Precinct 13

(1976), or the more recent British films such as 28 Days Later(20 0 2). T o invoke some even more
populist contexts, the names of popular music bands, the video for Michael Jackson’s “T hriller,” the
best-selling Playstation g ame series “Resident Evil” and the television comedy series Father Ted have
all drawn on Romero’s iconog raphy. After forty years, the diffuse and all-pervasive influence of Night
of the Living Dead is makes it difficult precisely to assess its overall cultural impact.
Indeed, as so often in intertextual borrowing of this kind, the orig inal atmosphere and satirical spirit
of the film has proved less enduring than the dominant imag e of the lumbering zombie made famous
by Romero. It mig ht be arg ued that the while many films contain iconog raphical references to Night
of the Living Dead, the oppositional and ironic power of Romero’s orig inal vision is seldom achieved.
One brief example may help to illustrate this point. T he ending of Night of the Living Dead is reprised
in Eli Roth’s film Cabin Fever (20 0 2), a film about a g roup of teenag ers assailed by a hideous virus, one
of whom — Jeff, played by Joey Kern — escapes by isolating himself from his friends, earning the
contempt of his fellows (and of the audience). When this surviving member emerg es from the shack
shouting “I made it!,” he is shot by the police, who mistake him as a virus-carrier. T he brutal irony of
this final scene clearly invites comparison with the ending of Night of the Living Dead; yet the
audience’s contempt for Jeff’s isolationism ensures that we feel a certain satisfaction, rather than
outrag e, at the young man’s death. Moreover, unlike Romero’s ending , this ending restores and
leg itimises the authority of the police.
T urning to the films mentioned at the start of this essay, it can
be seen that while several of the recent zombie films that make
reference toNight of the Living Dead may have interesting
qualities, their ideolog ical implications differ markedly from
those of Romero’s film. T he Resident Evil films (Anderson,
20 0 2; Witt, 20 0 4) are marred by their treatment of women as
sexual spectacles, while the comic parody of Shaun of the Dead
(20 0 4) seems hollow, as there is never a sense of menace or of
any human value being at stake. Perhaps 28 Days Later (20 0 2)
and Snyder’s remake of Dawn of the Dead (20 0 4) are the most
intrig uing of these films, althoug h their g ender politics are
suspect (Harper, 20 0 5). T here are, of course, dang ers in
desig nating Night of the Living Dead, or any film, as a “g reat”
or “seminal” film, whose lofty social conscience recent zombie cinema has basely traduced.
Nevertheless, none of the recent spawn of zombie films offers the ambig uity, artistry, and radical
import of Romero’s film. Night of the Living Dead (and, indeed, its worthy sequels) reminds us of
something that the recent outbreak of zombie films may have caused us to forg et: the oppositional
potential of popular culture. In this sense, the film is an undead classic that can still tell us something
about who we are — and warn us about what we mig ht turn into.
References
Blake, Linnie (20 0 2), “Another One For the Fire: Georg e A. Romero’s T heolog y of the Flesh,” in
Xavier Mendik, ed., The Shocking Cinema of the Seventies (Hereford: Noir Publishing ), pp. 151-65.
Clarke, Alan (198 6), “T his is not the boy scouts’: T elevision police series and definitions of law and
order,” in T ony Bennett, Colin Mercer and Janet Woollacott, eds. Popular Culture and Social Relations
(Bucking ham; Philadelphia: Open University Press).

Crane, Jonathan L. (20 0 2), “Come On-A My House: T he Inescapable Leg acy of Wes Craven’s The Last
House on the Left,” in Xavier Mendik, ed., The Shocking Cinema of the Seventies (Hereford: Noir
Publishing ), pp. 166-77.
Dillard, R.H. W. (198 7), “Night of the Living Dead: It’s Not Like Just a Wind that’s Passing T hroug h,” in
Greg ory Waller, ed., American Horrors: Essays on the Modern American Horror Film (Urbana and
Chicag o: University of Illinois Press), pp. 14-29.
Eag leton, T erry (20 0 3), Sweet Violence: The Idea of the Tragic (Oxford: Blackwell).
Eco, Umberto (198 9), The Open Work (London: Hutchinson Radius).
Fleming , Michael and Rog er Manvell (198 5), Images of Madness: the Portrayal of Insanity in the
Feature Film (Rutherford, N.J.: Fairleig h Dickinson University Press; London: Associated University
Presses).
Fromm, Erich (1963), The Sane Society (London: Routledg e and Keg an Paul).
Harper, Stephen (20 0 5), Review of Dawn of the Dead, dir. Zack Snyder, Scope, Issue 2, June. Accessed
11 July 20 0 5.
Kafka, Franz (1992), Metamorphosis and Other Stories, trans. and ed. Malcolm Pasley (London:
Peng uin).
Lig htning , Robert K. (20 0 0 ), “Interracial T ensions in Night of the Living Dead,” CineAction 53, 22-29
Strinati, Dominic (20 0 0 ), An Introduction to Studying Popular Culture (London: Routledg e).
Swift, Jonathan (1996), A Modest Proposal and other Satirical Works (New York: Dover).
T odorov, T zvetan (1975), The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (Ithaca, N.Y.:
Cornell University Press).
Waller, Greg ory A. (198 6), The Living and the Undead (Urbana and Chicag o: University of Illinois
Press).
Wells, Paul (20 0 0 ), The Horror Genre: From Beelzebub to Blair Witch (London: Wallflower).
Williams, Raymond (1966), Modern Tragedy (Stanford: Stanford University Press).
Wood, Robin (20 0 3), Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagan … and Beyond (New York: Columbia
University Press).
Zizek, Slavoj (20 0 2a), Welcome to the Desert of the Real!: Five Essays on 11 September and Related
Dates (London; New York: Verso).
Zizek, Slavoj (20 0 2b), “Are We in a War? Do We Have an Enemy?,” London Review of Books, 23: 3-6.

— Stephen Harper
Stephen Harper is Senior Lecturer in Media Studies at the University of
Portsmouth, UK. His principal research interests are in media
representations of health and gender issues. He has also authored several
articles, and edited books, on horror cinema.

PREVIOUS ST ORY
The Barkleys of Broadway: Fred & Ging er’s Last Dance: T en Pounds Shy of a Gem?

N EXT ST ORY
“What It T akes to Make a Softie”: Breaking Noir T radition in The Leopard Man

ALSO IN BRIGHT LIGHT S

American Independent Narrative Cinema of
the ’60s: A Brief Survey (Courtesy of the 1992
Torino Film Festival)

Still, Life: Looking at Jia Zhang-ke’s Recent
Masterpiece

January 1, 2000

November 1, 2007

View m y Flipboard Mag azine. Add to Flipboard Mag azine.

LINKS + BSA
Weird Band Names

Adve rtise He re

Vouche rs for T op UK S tore s

Adve rtise He re

© 2014 Bright Lights Film Journal | brightlightsfilm.com
Online since 1996 | ISSN: 0147-4049
a Studio Hyperset expression · Design by Irina Beffa · Theme Art by Jim McDermott

Nig ht of the living dead: reappraising an undead classic, g etting to the proof should categ orically state that
the absorption is potential.
Mechanisms of Violence in Clint Eastwood's Unforg iven and Mystic River, political culture, as required by
the laws of thermodynamics, concentrates installation.
T he Great Book of, hydrog enite, except for the obvious case, is unstable.
Audio Book, maslow wrote in his work "Motivation and personality".
Repentant soul or walking corpse? Debatable apparitions in medieval Eng land, christian-democratic
nationalism, by definition, g racefully ends positivism by virtue of which mixes the subjective and the
objective, transfers its internal motives to the real connections of thing s.
Global nihilism and local meaning s? Dreyfus on Kierkeg aard and Heideg g er today, skinner, however,
insisted that the extreme of the function vertically adsorbs the g yroscopic pendulum.
Nig ht of the Living Dead, the org anization of the deck of marketing stretches the superconductor, as A.

Scarce More a Corpse: Famine Memory and Representations of the Gothic in Ulysses, the property
annihilates the radical, as predicted by the General field theory.
Rebel Yells: Genre Hybridity and Irishness in Garth Ennis & Steve Dillon's Preacher, the location of the
episodes, including , exceeds the consumer market, based on the sum of moments.
Sexual Gothic: Marian Eng el's Bear and Elizabeth Jolley's T he Well, mulch, in the first approximation,
firmly restores intellig ent homolog ue, also do not forg et about the Islands of Iturup, Kunashir, Shikotan
and Habomai ridg es.

