
George A. Romero: Zombie Allegory of the 1960’s and 1970’s  

Over the years, people have argued that there is no horror movie character more terrifying than 

the brain eating, vicious undead.  For decades horror fans have flocked to the movie theaters to 

see the newest zombie flick fully expecting to be scared out of their skin. One of the greatest 

directors to accomplish this was the zombie-king himself, George A. Romero. Two of his 

greatest hits were the 1968 cult classic Night of the Living Dead and the frightening sequel 

Dawn of the Dead from 1978. Though these two films might seem to have the simple goal of 

frightening viewers, both provide insight and are symbolic of their perspective release years. 

Both these films have historical significance to the culture of their unique time and are ultimately 

timeless classics. Both George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead and Dawn of the Dead are 

examples of historical allegory of 1968 and 1978 America. 

George A. Romero, director of the two cult films, was born on February 4th, 1940 in The 

Bronx.  Romero studied painting and design at Carnegie Institute of Technology (now known as 

Carnegie-Mellon University.) Although he never graduated, he set out to pursue his high school 

aspirations in filmmaking after receiving encouragement from a professor in the Theater 

department. (Sebak Pittsburgh Magazine) He did not intend to become a Hollywood star as his 

filmography lay mostly in short, independent films and commercials. He and his film partner 

John Russo created their own advertising company Latent Image. They then went on to 

establish their film company Image Ten. Some of the films they released included I am Legend 

(1954) and The Last Man on Earth (1964). His films were not met with great success. They 

struggled financially until Romero created his cult classic Night of the Living Dead (Hervey 9,) 

which was filmed on weekends between projects and took about a year to complete. (Hoberman 

261) 

 

Romero’s 1968 film was the impetus for popularizing the zombie genre. More importantly, he 

chose these flesh-eating monsters as a metaphor for the on-going social and cultural problems 

of that era and continued those themes into the rest of his films. Unlike vampires, which were 

popular movie villain of the time, zombies were important to Romero because they signified 

mindless consumption of people and things. In her book Gospel of the Living Dead Kim 

Paffenroth, argues, unlike vampire films which involve the antagonist’s main goal to consume in 

an elegant and sophisticated (not so American) way. (Peffenroth 37)  

Romero as Auteur  

In class, we defined “auteur cinema” as a film landscape that is dominated by directors as 

protagonists of both the industry and the culture. (Hagopian January 24, 2011). For this reason, 

Romero, like Stephen Spielberg, Martin Scorcese and George Lucas could also be considered 

an auteur. As a man that was horror genius and father to the zombie genre, he fits among the 

Vietnam-era auteurs. As David Cook describes in his book Lost Illusions: American Cinema in 

the Shadow of Watergate and Vietnam, Romero came from a different media background. He 

created a film with extensive blood and gore which appealed to youth culture. It was a film that 

like, Apocalypse Now, that took political stand related to 1968 culture and politics. (Cook 98-



130) 

 

Night of the Living Dead (1968): A Glimpse into 1960’s Fear  

 

Night of the Living Dead is the story of a group of youngsters on a trip to visit the family farm 

when they are abruptly caught up in a plague of undead set out to eat the brains of any living 

person. Barbra is the protagonist who soon loses her friends to these flesh-eaters and must 

fend for herself. That is until she finds Ben who becomes the hero of the film and saves Barbra 

from the zombies. 

 

Although to the average viewer the film may seem to have only one goal; terrifying unsuspecting 

audience members, the themes in Night of the Living Dead are actually very complex. The 

major themes attempt to critique; media presence, authority and suburban values/lifestyle of 

1968. In Hoberman’s book The Dream Life, Night of the Living Dead is described as “a cannibal 

nightmare- the most literal possible image of America devouring itself” (Hoberman 261.)  

 

Culturally, the U.S was in turmoil in 1968. The war itself and gruesome images of Vietnam as 

seen on television affected Americans greatly. This inspired the critique of media 

involvement/dependence in Night of the Living Dead. During the film Barbra is constantly 

keeping an eye on the television to get updates on the zombie apocalypse. The character is 

completely absorbed in media and heavily relies on it for survival.  In one conversation between 

Tom and Judy, Judy asks “Tom, are you sure we’re doing the right thing, Tom?” “What? About 

getting out of here?” “Yeah, well the television said it’s the right thing to do.” (Night of the Living 

Dead George A. Romero). It is evident that the characters are completely under control of the 

media and trust it enough to keep them safe. But as George Romero has mentioned in an 

interview, “Night is specifically saying electronic media doesn’t work, people don’t communicate” 

(Hervey 75) this trust in the media ultimately leads to the demise of the characters. 

 

Secondly, this film critiques authority to show that people are very distrustful of it.  It followed 

historical events: the Kent State riots and shootings by the National Guard. Night of the Living 

Dead where characters paid no attention to authority figures who should have been helping, but 

instead turned to the media for protection.  (Hervey 23) Ben, our Black hero and other survivors 

gather around the television for information on the zombie apocalypse. Comm. 455. 

("http://popsmut.wordpress.com/film-corner/sample-film-essays-1/american-pessimism-and-the-

cultural-implications-of-night-of-the-living-dead/popsmut.wordpress.com”1986) This seemed to 

be the way Americans responded to the heavy news coverage of the Vietnam way.  In his book 

Ben Harvey says, “Romero shot and cut to enhance the rough, spontaneous, almost 

documentary feel.” (Hervey 26) 

 

George A. Romero took his film a step further by using it to critique the suburban, stuck in the 

1950’s ideals. According to Hervey, many people looked at Night of the Living Dead with a sort 

of nostalgia. This movie was a way to critique those nostalgic ideals. He says, “The term fifties 

has an almost intrinsically mythological ring when applied to America, partly because it usually 

http://popsmut.wordpress.com/film-corner/sample-film-essays-1/american-pessimism-and-the-cultural-implications-of-night-of-the-living-dead/
http://popsmut.wordpress.com/film-corner/sample-film-essays-1/american-pessimism-and-the-cultural-implications-of-night-of-the-living-dead/
http://popsmut.wordpress.com/


denotes a way of life and set of attitudes that overhung the decade, but more because it 

conjures an idealized image of domestic life: a collage of grinning suburban tableaux from 

sitcoms, leisure magazines and home appliance adverts, beguiling but phony and stifling.” 

(Hervey pg 29) 

 

In this way, Night of the Living Dead uses cinematic techniques such as filming it in black and 

white reminiscent of a 1950’s Science Fiction film like Them! (1954) or War of the Worlds 

(1953). But also uses some scenes of the film mock this. 

Dawn of the Dead (1978): Consumption of 1970’s Culture 

Ten years after the unprecedented success of Night of the Living Dead, Romero set off to 

Hollywood to create the bone-chilling sequel Dawn of the Dead in 1978. It was a slightly more 

professional/studio-esque version, but just as politically relevant to the issues of 1978. Dawn of 

the Dead follows up its predecessor nicely; the story revolves around four survivors trapped in a 

shopping mall in the wake of the zombie apocalypse. Together these three men and a pregnant 

woman try to survive in the mall whilst trying to escape and fend off as many brain-eaters as 

possible. Although the film is a continuation of the original story, the characters, setting, time 

period and themes of the film are fairly different from the original focusing on: materialism, 

masculinity and women’s rights.  (Dawn of the Dead George A. Romero) 

 

One clear theme of the film is materialism. The whole film is set in a local mall where the 

undead flock even after death. Why? Essentially, it is because consumption was important to 

them in life and it is what they remember. Even Peter, the designated leader of the group, can’t 

help himself and at one point shouts out, “Who the hell cares? Let’s go shopping!” 

Consumerism was and continues to be a huge part of American culture, and filmmaking artists 

like George A. Romero jumped on this. There is one particular scene in the film when the three 

men gallivant around the mall taking whatever they can. Everything from candy, clothing and 

cheese they grab. They are also indulging themselves in ice-skating, video games and sports 

while on this escapade. (Dawn of the Dead George A. Romero) 

 

Another important theme is masculinity. While watching the film one cannot help but notice that 

the men are violent toward not only the zombies, but the living as well. There is one scene in 

particular when a group of violent male bikers invade the mall in an attempt to take it over and 

kill as many zombies as possible in the process. The film turns into a three-way bloodbath 

between the biker gang, the group trapped in the mall, and the zombies.  This theme could 

relate to how around to soldiers were returning from war and suffering emotionally during the 

1970’s. Some of these soldiers could not adjust back into society and acted violently. 

 

Although this male violence is prevalent throughout the whole film- it ends with Peter giving up 

his gun, which gives us a sense that violence in humanity is not lost. Kim Paffenroth argues, “It 

is probably the most significant and hopeful sign in the movie that Peter leaves the mall without 

his gun, a zombie having grabbed it as Peter makes for the helicopter, and he lets go of it 

permanently, rather than casting it down and picking it back up as Ben had done in Night of the 

Living Dead.” (Paffenroth 65-66) The three armed men on high alert against the zombies and 



intruders. Comm. 455 (“You Can’t keep a Good Zombie Down” Beth Accomando October 29, 

2008) 

 

Abortion was one of the predominant issues of the 1970’s. The issue of women’s rights in 

regards to their bodies was in the forefront. With their new found rights and voices, women 

began to stand up for their choices and individual rights. There is a powerful scene in the film 

when the men find out that Francine is pregnant and discuss if she should have an abortion. 

Peter blankly asks Roger, the baby’s father, “Do you want to abort it? It’s not too late, and I 

know how.” Meanwhile, Francine is in another room only listening to the men talk. (Dawn of the 

Dead George A, Romero) 

Zombie Apocalypse: A Comparison in American Culture  

 

These two films have some differences in themes, but both deal with three of the same social 

issues that the U.S was coming to terms with during the 60’s and 70’s: the rise of media, gender 

and race. 

 

Both films have characters who rely on media to gain information for their survival. Romero was 

clearly trying to reveal that we as Americans are so absorbed in media. The use of media had 

also created great panic in people during the time and sparked terror as it did in the film. In both 

films, viewers are constantly hearing a radio or seeing the characters immersed in television (an 

important item that Peter and the group in Dawn of the Dead went on a hunt to find.) 

 

Both Night of the Living Dead and Dawn of the Dead also deal with the theme of race. Both 

films involve a black man as the hero, or dominate member of the group. Both Ben from Night of 

the Living Dead and Peter from Dawn of the Dead are the unofficial leaders and make decisions 

about the best way to survive. Dawn of the Dead is also one of the first films to focus on black 

and white friendships, which at the time of filming was still an uncomfortable and unaddressed 

project.  

Racism is both directly and indirectly portrayed in the films. Take for example in Dawn of the 

Dead, one of the very first scenes involve a cop shooting mindlessly at blacks and Latinos. That 

of course is very direct. Casually, Peter talks in a way that depicts a sort of “black dialect” which 

could be seen as an indirect form of racism. (Paffenroth 62) As Cook describes, Vietnam-era 

films were set in a time when Civil rights was a key issue, and black actors were just being 

discovered as lead characters in a movement which he calls “blaxploitation” (Cook 259) He 

describes this movement as “in the pivotal years of 1968-1969, several so-called ‘new-style 

black films’ appeared that coincided with the anti-establishment spirit of the more radical youth-

cult movies” (Cook 252) 

 

The issue of gender is also a prevalent theme. George A. Romero presents women as a way to 

address the stereotypes that other movies use. Many portray women as weak, subservient to 

men, and not very bright (this is especially true of Barbra in Night of the Living Dead.) Both 

Barbra and Francine however are being undermined and rely on the constant protection of 



men.  The two other female characters, Judy and Helen (two friends of the group) in Night of the 

Living Dead aren’t great models either. “Judy’s clinging infatuation and Helen’s middle-aged 

dissatisfaction are all quite negative stereotypes” (Paffenroth pg. 38) Dawn of the Dead is not 

much different seeing as Francine is held back from going out with the men to hunt for supplies 

and to aid in the fight. Instead, she spends a lot of her time in a small room away from danger 

(although even that proves to be not so safe). 

 

In conclusion, Night of the Living Dead and Dawn of the Dead are two horror films that 

effectively represented themes of their respective time periods. These two zombie classics 

captured issues of race, gender/sex, rise of media, social trends and critiqued many other 

aspects of American society. The 1960’s and 1970’s was a time that would forever change the 

sensibilities of Americans. These films are just a scary glimpse of the social and culture context 

that was present in that time period. Today, Night of the Living Dead and Dawn of the Dead 

(along with many of George A. Romero’s other films) will remain socially relevant classics that 

analyze and critiques American society and its values. 
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