
Psychology and zombies
Zombies are a popular topic for horror 
films. Matt Jarvis discusses some 
evolutionary explanations for our love 
of zombies

Y ou might be forgiven for asking what zombies 
have to do with psychology. Well, for one 
thing psychologists are always interested 

in explaining cultural phenomena. And cultural 
phenomena don’t come much bigger than zombies! 
The 2009 film Zombieland reportedly took $75 million 
at the box office. Brad Pitt certainly doesn’t sign up for 
uncool ventures and his latest film World War Z, set 
for release in 2013, is an account of a global conflict 
between humans and zombies.

The popularity of zombies is not limited to film. 
Zombie games are common in the junior school 
playground, and computer games such as Minecraft, 
which primarily involves constructing settlements in 
unpopulated virtual worlds, feature predatory zombies. 
Zombie walks, in which large numbers of people gather 
in zombie make-up and lurch around in a zombie-like 
manner, are becoming a popular pastime. The largest 
zombie walk so far took place in November in Mexico 
City, where over 10,000 ‘zombies’ gathered. 

Zombie walks should not be confused with another 
fashionable weekend activity, the zombie run. A zombie 
run is a run, individual or in a group, spiced up by the 
threat of being eaten by zombies if caught. There are 
i-phone and android apps for a virtual version in which 
you can see the location of your zombie attackers on 
your phone. However, mass events involve runners 
having to avoid flesh and blood ‘zombies’. 
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Activities
1 You can use the Davis & Javor method to evaluate 

any explanation for the appeal of horror films. 
For example, you could test whether successful 
horror films are those that feature creatures 
with jerky movements.

2 Horror films also lend themselves to content 
analysis. Draw up a tally chart for the sort of 
content you might expect to see in a successful 
film according to evolutionary or psychodynamic 
theory. Choose one or more films and analyse 
the content.
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Explaining the popularity of 
zombies
In order to explain why we love zombies so much we 
need to accept that zombies are scary. Really then, we 
are trying to simultaneously explain why we are afraid 
of zombies and why we should enjoy being afraid. 
There are a number of psychological explanations for 
why zombies might be frightening yet popular. Taking 
a psychodynamic perspective, Skal (1993) suggests 
that, in common with other representations of ‘the 
undead’ (such as vampires), zombies may represent our 
fear of death. Displacing our fear of death on to a flesh 
and blood creature like a zombie or vampire may be 
an effective psychological defence mechanism because 
the creature, unlike death itself, can be fought.

Evolutionary psychologists have also proposed 
explanations for why zombies should make such an 
impact on us. Jarrett (2011) suggests that the most 
obvious explanation for the appeal of a range of 
mythical monsters is that they share key characteristics 
of real threats in our evolutionary past. In the case of 
zombies this would involve them wanting to eat us! 
Many people find the jerky walk of zombies particularly 
unnerving. This is interesting in evolutionary terms 
because a range of studies have found that we are 
prepared to acquire a fear of animals that exhibit jerky 
movements — this may be why so many people fear 
spiders. 

An alternative evolutionary explanation is that their 
decomposing appearance triggers an instinctive fear of 

contagious illness. Remember that prior to antibiotics 
and modern embalming procedures, human corpses 
were a real health hazard. Davis & Javor (2004) tested 
the idea that fear of contagion and predation (being 
eaten) were associated with successful horror. They 
asked participants to rate 40 horror films for both 
themes. The films that had the greatest box-office 
success were found to be those that the participants 
rated highest for fear of predation or contagion.

Weblinks to follow up
You can see the trailer for World War Z here:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=HcwTxRuq-uk
Follow the link below for a picture gallery of the 
Mexico City zombie walk.
http://tinyurl.com/d8fe3zm
For a news account of a recent mass zombie run go 
to: http://tinyurl.com/chqj4ey
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