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In an August 2016 interview with National Public Radio, Gloria Sarmien-
to, a representative for the labor advocacy group Nebraska Appleseed, recalled 
workers’ comments on the horrific conditions facing employees working on 
“the chain” in U.S. American slaughterhouses: “The speed of the line is re-
ally fast. The supervisors are yelling all the time. . . . They are treating us like 
animals.”1 The article covered the hidden stories of many employees in U.S. 
American slaughterhouses (also called abattoirs): “most often immigrants and 
resettled refugees, slaughter and process hundreds of animals an hour, forced 
to work at high speeds in cold conditions, doing thousands of the same repeti-
tions over and over, with few breaks.”2 It introduced the people behind the raw 
tenderloins sitting in the supermarket, those responsible for ensuring that each 
American can consume an unprecedented 200 pounds of meat per year. In a 
further effort to rehumanize the forgotten workers, Oxfam America’s Oliver 
Gottfried remembered a striking testimonial given by one abattoir employee 
about agricultural executives: “If they care this much about their animals, why 
can’t they care about their people?”3

From an animal liberationist perspective, these sets of statements could be 
(and very often are) considered hyperbolic at best, “speciesist”4 at worst. By 
critiquing the economic conditions of slaughterhouse employees at the expense 
of the slaughtered animals, these workers and their advocates in the news media 
seem to refuse to heed scholar Carrie Packwood Freeman’s warning that “the 
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treatment of farmed animals and their breeding for food constitutes a social issue 
which the news media have an obligation to present fairly for public debate.”5 
One could say that slaughterhouse employees may be overworked and under-
paid, but they are not being poked and prodded by electric prongs to move faster 
toward the slaughter line and, subsequently, the end of their lives. One might 
argue that these workers, though systemically underprotected, are still not nec-
essarily subject to the particularly unique mode of “reproductive tyranny”6 that 
turns hens and cows into unwilling, unwitting baby-producing machines and 
kills them for meat once they are “spent.” One can point out that annual abattoir 
worker death tolls do not even reach the hundreds, let alone 10 billion, which 
is the number of livestock animals slaughtered per year by the U.S. American 
agriculture industry. After all, in 2017, approximately 8,916,097,000 chickens, 
240,011,000 turkeys, 121,372,000 pigs, 32,189,000 adult cattle, 512,000 calves, 
26,628,000 ducks, and 2,178,000 sheep were slaughtered for meat in the United 
States alone.7

In response to the above critiques, this article argues that the rhetorical 
“weighting” of such oppressions is ultimately counterproductive to the aims of 
intersectional, interspecies justice. Whoever has suffered “more” or “worse” or 
“in what capacity” is not a fruitful lens by which to study animal and/or human 
rights. Rather, instead of being studied in opposition to each other, the intersect-
ing and often co-constituting oppressions of Homo sapiens and other species in 
the U.S. American livestock industry must be studied in relation to one another. 
It is important to note that despite the differences in degree in many of these 
instances of abuse, they are in large part similar in kind. That is to say, they are a 
part of broader spectrums of systemic inequality and state-sanctioned violence. 
These ideological and material inequalities, despite having different species 
subjects, are not distinct from one another but, rather, mutually constitutive.8

Indeed, to ignore the plight of slaughterhouse workers is to ignore a key 
corner of the intersectional labyrinth that is the pursuit of social justice. Eco-
feminist rhetorician Richard Rogers highlights how human and animal issues 
are inextricably linked to broader systems of power. Scholars and activists in-
terested in issues of animal and/or human rights must take seriously theories 
of intersectionality in their analyses wherein “the very categories of domina-
tion and subordination (which also include nationality, ethnicity, sexuality, and 
ability) [are] mutually constitutive, pointing to an interdependence between 
and lack of any firm foundation for such categories.”9 Critical animal stud-
ies scholar Nekeisha Alexis further warns that “animal advocates overlook a 
crucial piece of the puzzle when they celebrate employee layoffs and criminal 
convictions without attending to the ways racism, sexism, capitalism, and other 
forms of oppression foster a culture of violence on factory farms.”10 An inter-
sectional approach to the oppressions inherent in industrial agriculture notes 
how slaughterhouse employees are not merely deranged sadists torturing and 
killing animals for the sport of it. Many, if not the majority, of these workers are 
actually in highly vulnerable social positions—people of color, refugees, and 
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undocumented immigrants—and thrust into one of the most dangerous jobs in 
America, often with little to no legal protections. They too are victims of sys-
temic violence in which they are “routinely subject to chronic and debilitating 
injuries and illnesses, physical exhaustion, verbal and emotional abuse by su-
periors, and severe restrictions on their most basic needs.”11 Agricultural animal 
abuses are strategically hidden from view and thus rendered invisible, but so 
too is the hidden “psychological trauma” inflicted on workers who “experience, 
on a daily basis, large-scale violence and death that most of the U.S. American 
population will never have to encounter.”12 Employees’ intense vulnerability 
can allow their rights to be violated without repercussions. Thus, although abat-
toir workers are not marched to their literal deaths like the animal inhabitants 
inside the slaughterhouse, they frequently experience what historical sociolo-
gist Orlando Patterson calls “social death.”13 In other words, these unfortunate 
subjects are kept in a state of zombiedom, of “death-in-life.”14 A state of “insti-
tutionalized marginality” must be understood as “the ultimate cultural outcome 
of the loss of natality as well as honor and power. It [is] in this too that the 
master’s authority rest[s].”15

In recent decades, the amount of animal products consumed by the average 
American has increased exponentially. Through vertical integration (a carefully 
coded term for monopolizing), a few large companies completely control the 
U.S. meat industry, such as Tyson, Cargill, National Beefpacking Co. LLC, 
and JBS USA. Despite the massive growth of meat production, increased prof-
its for corporate higher-ups, and obscene amount of corpses disassembled for 
flesh, slaughterhouse employees have not seen the profits: “While slaughter-
house wages have historically been above the average manufacturing wage, the 
slaughterhouse wage fell below the manufacturing average in 1983 and was a 
whopping 24 percent lower than the average manufacturing wage by 2002.”16 
Currently, employees earn approximately $26,000 a year (on the high end) for 
full-time work despite working considerably longer hours (twelve or more hour 
days), doing more physically and psychologically intense labor than the aver-
age American employee.17 Instead of wage increases, employees have had to 
increase the speed of the line. According to one worker, “From the time you en-
ter, you’re told that if the plant stops 10 minutes, the company will lose I don’t 
know how many millions of dollars. . . . It’s always ‘faster, faster.’”18 In doing 
so, workers face high risk of serious injury and have neither the time nor the 
incentive to ensure “humane” treatment of the animals being sent to slaughter. 
The vicious routinization of forced apathy, mandatory cruelty, and countless 
deaths in the name of profit is one representation of what Barbara Noske calls 
the “animal-industrial complex,”19 demonstrating how “capitalist biopolitics do 
typically operate via an assumption of human/animal hierarchy, but collectively 
resource humans and animals alike for capitalization often in the same places 
and at the same times.”20

Critical animal studies scholars insist that “single-issue campaigns,” that 
is, advocacy focused on only one aspect of intersectional, institutionalized, sys-
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temic oppressions, are detrimental to animal liberation. The study of one at the 
expense of the other or the emphasis of one as “more important” than the other 
is not an effective form of social justice communication. Within this frame-
work, this article takes seriously the assertion that “although cruelty must not be 
excused, it is crucial to link the trauma factory farm employees undergo to the 
trauma they inflict on the animals. Without an intersectional approach, animal 
advocates fail to unmask the full extent of the violence.”21 Particularly notable 
literature has identified animal abuses as analogous to, connected to, and often 
even worse than, historical human-on-human atrocities. For example, Eternal 
Treblinka: Our Treatment of Animals and the Holocaust, by social historian 
and Holocaust specialist Charles Patterson, analogizes industrial agriculture 
to the Holocaust, explaining how agricultural practices influenced practices in 
concentration camps and vice versa. The Dreaded Comparison: Human and 
Animal Slavery, by bioethicist Marjorie Spiegel, takes a similar approach using 
the transatlantic slave trade as a central thematic.22

These works are renowned in animal liberationist circles for their careful 
melding of the historical abuses of ethnonationalism, racism, and speciesism, 
but they have met considerable criticism. They have been criticized for ap-
propriating the histories of oppressed peoples while ignoring the particularities 
of ethnic histories, and ultimately recentering whiteness as the basis for social 
justice ethics.23 Feminist legal theorist Maneesha Deckha notes the affective 
consequences of invoking direct, historical analogical comparisons between 
human and animal suffering due to the long legacy of using the category of 
“subhuman” as a cultural agent of violence: “Obviously, it can be very unset-
tling for vulnerable human groups to destabilize this boundary . . . especially so 
for vulnerable human groups whose humanity has been historically denied.”24 
After all, as philosopher Sylvia Wynter so famously explained in her genealogy 
of the colonial European construction of humanity, man’s “overrepresentation” 
necessarily depended on the not-manness (and thus animalness) of the colo-
nized.25 Thus, regardless of any latent speciesism involved in not wanting to 
“be” animal, the historical connotations of being forced into that arbitrarily con-
structed category and subsequently relegated to societal marginality necessitate 
a serious reconsideration of the propriety of invoking such comparisons. This 
controversy is further compounded by the risk of “appropriating” a particular 
cultural group’s struggles for another group’s ends.26

In response to these cogent critiques, this article offers what I deem a more 
fruitful conceptual metaphor of the zombie. This disquisition draws on evalu-
ations by critical-cultural communication studies and critical animal studies 
of the interplays between racist and speciesist practices. Odd as the assertion 
may be, this article argues that the “walking dead” of horror films might ren-
der greater understandings of speciesist–racist interplays in industrial agricul-
ture. Despite the current fandom surrounding pop culture hits like The Walking 
Dead, Shaun of the Dead, and i-Zombie, discussions of zombies need not be 
limited to fantastical representations. An understanding of the inner workings 
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of the U.S. American slaughterhouse is incomplete without the bloody deaths, 
mangled flesh, and psychoses so reminiscent of zombie slashers.27 Furthermore, 
cultural theories of zombiedom reveal the colonial ties that weave together kill-
ers and the killable. By using zombies as metaphors for animals-to-be-slaugh-
tered and their would-be slaughterers and by applying real-world examples of 
zombification in the U.S. American abattoir, this article reveals a concerning 
condition that I call “comorbid zombification.” The term reflects a sociocultural 
condition in which agricultural animals, rendered socially dead from birth, act 
on and are acted on by slaughterhouse workers who, through their proximity to 
animality, reify their own (often racially inscribed) socially dead, “sub”-human, 
and ultimately zombified cultural statuses. Comorbid zombification is a process 
by which human–livestock interactions in the slaughterhouse produce and per-
petually reproduce conditions of what Achille Mbembe labels “death-in-life.”28

What follows is an explication of critical cultural theories of the zombie 
in order to demonstrate the fantastical monster’s unarguable ties to issues of 
race, social positioning, and status as human. This thesis builds on theories of 
social death, necropolitics, and the social production of humanness. I follow 
with three distinct analyses of comorbid zombification as manifested in the U.S. 
American slaughterhouse. The first manifestation of the process of comorbid 
zombification is cultural. Workers and the animals at their mercy often occupy 
vulnerable, liminal, and purposefully invisible positions in the U.S. American 
social sphere, denied “rights” and even “humane treatment” within and even 
before they even set foot in the slaughterhouse. The next manifestation is physi-
cal, wherein human and animal bodies in the abattoir often mimic what pop 
culture consumers commonly imagine as an injured “zombie body.” The final 
manifestation is psychological, in which residents of the slaughterhouse are at 
times driven to psychoses often identified as criminal, deranged, or monstrous. 
Ultimately, the U.S. American slaughterhouse is a space that reifies the slid-
ing scale of humanity, wherein marginalized persons are “closer” to “inferior” 
beings, both metaphorically and literally, ultimately rendering both parties as 
“less than human” and therefore disposable in the public eye.

Zombies, Zombification, and Defining the “Human”
Although zombies—like werewolves, vampires, and other monstrous hu-

man perversions—are often dismissed as inhabitants of fantastical films, they 
are hardly “empty signifiers.”29 The zombie figure carries within it the cultural 
hopes and fears of those who conjure it. Indeed, as media scholar Bernadette 
Calafell observes, “Monsters are said to reflect the anxieties of their times.”30 
The history of the zombie dates back to colonial Haiti, wherein enslaved peo-
ples feared that suicide might lead to a form of living death as opposed to a 
peaceful afterlife, thus giving slaves a reason to continue living. After the Hai-
tian Revolution, the myth of the zombie continued via fears that malevolent 
bokor (Vodoun sorcerers) might bewitch bodies to perform free labor. In this 
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way, zombiedom was initially representative of immense cultural and religious 
anxieties surrounding unending, mindless bondage.31 Anthropologist Wade Da-
vis further identifies zombies not as abstract fears but as very real possibilities 
of existence. “Zombification” is a “social process” through which one’s “out-
cast” status allows privileged members of society to enforce zombiedom—not 
as a “random criminal activity” by malevolent bokor but as a “social sanction 
imposed by recognized corporate groups whose responsibility included the pro-
tection and policing of that society.”32 This description explains zombification 
as a very real production of social relationships and serves as the basis for criti-
cisms of the zombie.

Cultural theorists and critics have asserted that zombies, within a Western 
context, represent a neoliberal, white-supremacist, patriarchal, heteronormative, 
Judeo-Christian society’s fears of cultural dissolution at the hands of “Othered” 
hordes. Eric Watts argues that in U.S. contexts, mediated zombie hordes reflect 
“postracial American apocalyptic politics” in which “the ‘zombie’ figures the 
apocalypse as a national collapse.”33 Steven Pokornowski claims that popular 
zombie outbreak narratives mirror legal and media narratives of African Ameri-
can deaths at the hands of law enforcement—in other words, both zombies and 
black bodies are racialized, pathologized, and killable.34 Jon Stratton similarly 
critiques that fears of zombie hordes mirror Western nations’ anxieties about 
increased influxes of asylum seekers, refugees, and “illegal” immigrants. No 
matter who the zombie signifies, the “men behind the monsters” represent Gior-
gio Agamben’s “bare life,” a liminal state of being in which a person does not 
truly qualify as a “person” under the law. Those resigned to bare life endure a 
marginalized existence in which even basic necessities of life are not guaran-
teed. And, “excluded from the rights and privileges of the modern state, those 
displaced people . . . can be treated in a way that enables them to become as-
sociated with a condition mythically exemplified in the zombie.”35 The undead 
and those they signify can thus represent “completely realized colonial objects. 
Zombies cannot be recognized, accommodated, or negotiated with; once identi-
fied, they must immediately be killed.36

To understand the material and existential conditions of the politically, le-
gally, and socially disenfranchised, one must understand cultural theories of 
“living death,” specifically necropolitics and social death. Postcolonial critic 
Achille Mbembe’s conception of necropolitics serves as a useful add-on to Fou-
cauldian notions of the biopolitical, or how sovereigns exert control over living 
bodies. The necropolitical refers to the state’s potential to make certain bodies 
killable, such as naming enslaved bodies “chattel” to deny them of their person-
hood and subsequently of their legal rights to life and liberty. Sovereign powers 
maintain a constant “state of exception”37 to ensure that violence against bodies 
is justifiable. The ideal necropolitical subject is, according to Mbembe, kept 
in an unending “state of injury, in a phantomlike world of horrors and intense 
cruelty and profanity.”38 I argue that the social process of zombification is better 
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understood as the process by which, vis-à-vis the realm of the necropolitical, 
one becomes socially dead physically, psychologically, and culturally.

Even if we question the analogy that industrial agricultural places animals 
in the role of the ideal socially dead subject (the chattel slave), the connections 
between animality and the question of the zombie are undeniable. The social 
production of zombiedom is synonymous with what Katherine McKittrick dubs 
the “social production of humanness,” which entails the ways in which Western 
ontologies “normatively conceptualize difference, cast our present hierarchical 
order as a truth, and site Man as a location of desire. . . . Humanness is, then, 
both Man made and human made, pivoting on the displacement of difference 
and alternative forms of life.”39 In other words, colonial understandings of the 
world privilege a human/nonhuman binary wherein the ideal human body mim-
ics those in control of the world—specifically, the white, male, heterosexual, 
able-boded, Judeo-Christian, human body.40 Deviants from this representation 
of the human are therefore inferior, which is to say closer to the animal, and 
therefore of less inherent value.41 Animality is understood as injuring, result-
ing in people being unjustly “treated like animals” or compared to them in 
a derogatory fashion. Fashioning the connection between human and animal 
slaughterhouse subjects requires scholars to heed the warning that “as long as 
the automatic exclusion of animals from ethical standing remains intact simply 
because of their species, such a dehumanization via animalization will be read-
ily available for deployment against whatever body that happens to fall outside 
the ethnocentric ‘we.’”42 Slaughterhouse subjects, human and animal, exist in 
uncomfortably close proximity to one another, thus contaminating each other 
with the particularities of their liminalities and further reifying a colonial slid-
ing scale of humanity.

The connection between humanness, animality, and the creation of so-
cially dead subjects stages a needed discussion of the industrial U.S. Ameri-
can slaughterhouse. After all, “the making of the Americas was/is an (often 
dangerously genocidal and ecocidal) interhuman and environmental project 
through which ‘new forms of life’ can be conceptualized.”43 In identifying con-
temporary forms of “bare life,” critical animal studies scholar Laura Hudson 
argues that not only humans can be named socially dead but so too can animal 
subjects within an ultramechanized capitalist system that excludes certain fig-
ures from the rewards of production and instead abuses their labor. Livestock, 
for instance, are part of everyday social interactions in America, even if their 
presence is not known. Many, perhaps even most of us, eat their meat, wear 
their skin, or drink their milk without ever acknowledging the living body that 
produced them. The industrial farm serves as an ideal manifestation of a state 
of exception (considered a moment of “emergency” or “intense need” wherein 
the state overrides traditional securitization norms and regard for the humane 
treatment of subjects for the maintenance of an abstract public good) wherein 
violence is normalized and justified:
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Here, animals cease to represent domesticated nature, becom-
ing instead representatives of an industrial production process 
that reduces all life to bare life. After centuries of breeding and 
control, many of the animals raised in intensive western agri-
culture appear as artifacts rather than living beings.44

Meanwhile, those persons assigned to slaughter socially dead animals are 
often shoved to the margins of social life. In direct violation of modern propri-
ety, many slaughterhouse employees not only represent liminal persons (the 
nonwhite, the illegal immigrant, the parolee) but also engage in acts of violence 
deemed unsuitable for genteel middle-class life.45

The abattoir serves as “a zombie-hood grounded in the tasks performed at 
the plant. Workers simultaneously bring home ‘the bacon’ and find themselves 
transformed by their environment into a slaughterhouse body.”46 The following 
sections do not reject the agency of the human and animal bodies within and 
outside of the slaughterhouse walls. Neither do they attempt to render invisible 
their many acts of resistance against their conditions. Rather, they seek to eluci-
date the exploitative processes by which the animal-industrial complex attempts 
to strip these agencies, to castrate acts of resistance, and to ultimately reify the 
culturally constructed subhumanity of slaughterhouse inhabitants to further the 
capitalist cause. This process, dubbed, comorbid zombification, emerges in the 
realms of the cultural, the physical, and the psychological.

Zombiedom and the Cultural
Comorbid zombification in the slaughterhouse is, from a broad cultural 

standpoint, the result of purposeful invisibility, institutionalized hatred, and in-
tense vulnerability. The U.S. American agricultural imaginary embraces nostal-
gia where individual, salt-of-the-earth farmers raise their cows, chickens, pigs, 
and sheep on healthy green pastures with love and care. Whether or not such 
affections ever truly existed (or ever can exist) between agriculturalists and 
the animals doomed to slaughter, the vision of roaming animals in open fields 
is now nothing but a “greenwashed”47 myth perpetuated by the food industry, 
one that caters to the needs of those consumers too fragile to imagine their own 
complicity in agricultural exploitation. Indeed, the master narrative of pastoral 
animal husbandry belies the material and conditions of U.S. American indus-
trial agriculture that relegate slaughterhouse populations to a liminal realm be-
tween peaceful nature and civilized culture.

With the above conclusions in mind, American literature scholar Gerry 
Canavan argues that “we live in the real world, a zombieless world, where the 
only zombies to be found are the ones we ourselves have made out of the ex-
cluded, the forgotten, the cast-out, and the walled-off.”48 The abattoir epitomizes 
this phenomenon, for in a building dedicated to slaughter and the “inhumane,” 
invisibility is the name of the game. According to geographer Richard White,
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These places of slaughter are private and forbidden. . . . In-
deed the active exclusion of people is aggressively enforced, 
in the shape of explicit warning signs, electric fences, barbed 
wire adorning high walls, patrolled by security guards and/
or surveyed by CCTV cameras. Any unauthorized person or 
group who does manage to gain entry does so at great per-
sonal risk.49

And who other than investigative reporters and animal activists would 
even want to enter such an arena of blood, guts, death, and horror? As the old 
homage goes, “If slaughterhouses had walls, everyone would be vegetarians.” 
Thus, in order to keep the agriculture industry profitable and a meat-eating so-
ciety complacent, the animal and human abuses that occur day by day in the 
abattoir are strategically hidden from public view. As psychologist and animal 
rights activist Melanie Joy explains, “While it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
question an ideology that we don’t even know exists, it’s even more difficult 
when that ideology actively works to keep itself hidden.”50 What Joy dubs a 
“carnist” ideology not only normalizes the eating of flesh via mass slaughter 
but also normalizes the treatment of those relegated to the margins of society, 
those unfortunate souls unable to find work other than in the abusive confines 
of the abattoir.

From the farm to the chain, industrially farmed animals are hidden from 
public view. Note the geography of industrial agriculture, wherein confined 
animal feeding operations and slaughterhouses are disproportionately located 
in rural, poor communities inhabited by people of color—in other words, in 
those communities least likely to garner media attention for the horrific envi-
ronmental and health consequences of living among sick animals.51 The facili-
ties themselves are often windowless, preventing any prying eyes from seeing 
the horrific conditions of the animals awaiting their demise. By the end of the 
day, the animal bodies whose lives were spent behind walls are rendered even 
more absent through their transformation from once live flesh to abstract, inert 
“meat.” Per philosopher Stephen Thierman, “the living, breathing animals who 
ate, slept and interacted—often in atrocious conditions—literally disappear. In 
the slaughterhouse, their individuality is completely elided as they become inert 
commodities for human consumption.”52

Through the strategic production of institutionalized racial division, the 
agricultural industry further ensures that slaughterhouse employees as “indi-
viduals” disappear so that empathic alliances, such as unions, cannot form.53 In-
famously, in 2000, New York Times journalist Charlie LeDuff reported a dismal 
scene at one abattoir wherein racial segregation was not only the norm but also 
a strategy to keep workers in line:

The few whites on the payroll tend to be mechanics or su-
pervisors. As for the Indians, a handful are supervisors; oth-
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ers tend to get clean menial jobs like warehouse work. With 
few exceptions, that leaves the blacks and Mexicans with the 
dirty jobs at the factory. . . .  The locker rooms are self-seg-
regated and so is the cafeteria. The enmity spills out into the 
towns. The races generally keep to themselves. . . .  Language 
is also a divider. . . . This means different groups don’t re-
ally understand one another and tend to be suspicious of what 
they do know.54

Ironically, the cliquishness of the abattoir led not to racialized group solidar-
ity but rather to depersonalization. According to one worker, “They don’t kill 
pigs in the plant, they kill people.”55 The plant is so loud, so fast paced, so 
mechanical that even those of the same racial composition cannot bond: “the 
workers double their pace, hacking pork from shoulder bones with a driven 
single-mindedness. They stare blankly, like mules in wooden blinders, as the 
butchered slabs pass by.”56 Ultimately,

The people in this environment have a hard time seeing each 
other and this inability leads to distrust, segregation, and ani-
mosity. A very tangible effect of these reductions seems to 
have been the stifling of attempts at collective action with 
respect to unionization. In this carceral institution, the disci-
plinary partitioning and ranking of individuals along various 
axes causes individuals to effectively disappear.57

Workers were, in this scenario, struggling to engage in authentic interactions, to 
form lively social bonds, and were instead transformed into zombified figures 
that merely existed side by side.

There is little doubt that farmed animals have little to no legal protections. 
The fact that they are consumed and enjoyed by lawmakers and their hungry 
constituents ensures such pitiful conditions. Indeed, the most “revolutionary” 
advances in U.S. American agriculture in the past few years have merely en-
sured more human (perhaps better described as slightly less inhumane) treat-
ment of farmed animals, such as the “phasing out” of battery cages and gesta-
tion crates or the adoption of less terrifying slaughter methods, such as those 
suggested by Temple Grandin. They are chattel, not persons under the law, thus 
lacking the legal rights and privileges supposedly guaranteed to conscious be-
ings. The possibility of “rights” for farmed animals is an impossible notion, for, 
as legal scholar and animal activist Gary Francione notes, in conditions where 
a human’s pleasure versus an animal’s life are placed in contestation with one 
another, only the party with legal personhood (and thus moral standing) will 
be victorious.58 Perhaps employees might advocate on behalf of the animals 
in their “care,” but, as Alexis cautions, “without meaningful legal protections, 
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employees are compelled to remain silent about these conditions and the ag-
gression used against nonhuman animals.”59

Even though abattoir employees are biologically human, culturally they 
tend not to hold the legal rights and moral standing promised to employees 
under U.S. American labor law. In many instances, this has to do with citi-
zenship status. Slaughterhouses are often populated by “illegal” immigrants 
who risk deportation by speaking out against poor working conditions. Such 
brutish conditions explain the 100 percent annual turnover rate at some abat-
toirs.60 So inhumane are working conditions that one Oxfam report noted that 
due to a disregard for legally mandated bathroom breaks, “too many workers 
tell stories about urinating on themselves, or witnessing coworkers urinating on 
themselves.”61 Humiliated workers have been known to wear diapers to work 
or avoid nourishing themselves entirely: “Jean, from a Tyson plant in Virginia, 
says that even though she’s diabetic, ‘I don’t drink any water so I won’t have 
to go.’”62 Employees often work twelve-hour days for up to seven days a week 
doing backbreaking work without health insurance.63 If employees dare to rest, 
they might be fired on the spot: “Once you get hurt, they are just waiting for 
these people to do a mistake to fire them because they don’t want them over 
there . . . you sit down, you get tired, they fire you because they say you’re 
sleeping.”64 And, despite “strict” U.S. Department of Agriculture regulations on 
abattoirs, inspectors usually care more about food purity than workers’ rights, 
with new policies consistently coming into place that decrease government in-
spections and leave safety measures to the companies themselves.65

From a broader cultural standpoint, abattoir work is “a labor considered 
morally and physically repellent by the vast majority of society that is seques-
tered from view rather than eliminated or transformed.”66 By making absent the 
human and animal bodies slated to suffer in the slaughterhouse, Americans can, 
if they wish, conveniently forget about the very real bodies maimed and killed in 
the name of meat production. As was famously depicted in Upton Sinclair’s The 
Jungle, within the mysterious slaughterhouse walls, inhabitants are less than hu-
man under the law, with animals and migrants lacking legal protections entirely 
and other workers strategically separated from one another to prevent justice-
seeking alliances. For many of those human persons shopping for ground chuck 
at the grocery store, abattoir inhabitants are little more than spirits of slaughters 
past. Within the slaughterhouse, however, multiple bodies function—or are, at 
least, under constant risk of functioning—under the zombified conditions of so-
cial death “manifested through the overseer’s disposition to behave in a cruel 
and intemperate manner and in the spectacle of pain inflicted.”67

Zombiedom and the Physical
The transformation of human and animal bodies into shambling, infected, 

near corpses via the politics of industrial agriculture serves as the first site of 
comorbid zombification. As undead monsters, zombies are hardly exemplars of 
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beauty and health. Those confined to zombiedom have rotting, bleeding skin, 
bruised and beaten by those protagonists intent to slaughter them once and for 
all. These monsters are infected with dangerous, contagious diseases that trans-
formed them into their disgusting physical forms in the first place. These con-
tagions are the bane of pure society and of those healthy human bodies keen to 
stay that way.

Prior to arriving at the slaughterhouse, the animals have already started re-
sembling the rotting, shambling corpses associated with popular culture zombie 
films. Life on a factory farm forbids bodily flourishing. At best, animals are left 
“languishing in appalling conditions.”68 With the advent of genetic engineering, 
animals like chickens are now born so biologically warped that their immense 
torso mass cannot be supported by their tiny legs. They are born and raised 
indoors, with little to no sunlight or fresh air. To compensate for overcrowding, 
birds are often “de-beaked” without anesthetic. In March 2014, the animal ad-
vocacy group Mercy for Animals covertly recorded the horrific sight of farmed 
turkeys “stricken by open wounds, rotting eyes, and gruesome infections.”69 
Pregnant pigs languish in tiny enclosures called “gestation crates,” which are 
so small that the animals can barely turn around. Their immobility results in 
bellies swollen and rotting from time spent on the floor in their own urine and 
feces.70 The piglets are ripped from their mothers and further mutilated: “tails 
are cut off, their teeth are often clipped in half, their ears are mutilated, and 
males’ testicles may be cut off—all without any pain relief.”71 Broiler hens 
(those female chickens who have not been sent to slaughter due to their abil-
ity to lay eggs) and dairy cows (female cows whose reproductive cycles have 
not yet been “spent”) endure artificial insemination, embryo transfers, forced 
molting, hormone injections, heat cycle monitoring, and other practices that 
alter the natural biological functions of these animals and leave their bodies 
in irreversibly damaged states by the time they are sent to slaughter.72 Many 
animals are already infected with diseases like pneumonia by the time they are 
sent to “the chain,” sicknesses that, like Resident Evil’s T-virus, easily spread to 
humans and turn their brains into mush, like mad cow disease. And, en route to 
the slaughterhouse, livestock frequently experience bodily harm during travel 
due to being stuffed and cramped into trucks.73 Joy describes the experience 
of chickens: “grabbed and crammed into crates that are stacked on top of one 
another, they can suffer broken or dislocated wings, hips, and legs, as well as 
internal hemorrhages.”74

Once they have arrived at the slaughterhouse, animals are already in a 
tragic state of life in death. However, some have it worse than others, as in 
the case of “downed animals.” Coldly called “nonambulatory livestock” in the 
industry, these are the animals that arrive too sick or too injured to stand and 
walk on their own. In 2009, President Barack Obama banned the use of downed 
animals for meat consumption, and more and more animal “welfare” legisla-
tion is being passed to avoid profiting off sick creatures. However, since these 
animals are devoid of profit, they are often left to die of neglect. Melanie Joy 
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reports that “still-living animals have been documented being dumped onto a 
‘dead pile,’ which may contain dozens of corpses. The downed animals that are 
not discarded may be dragged by hooks or chains or bulldozed by a forklift.”75

Employees are not free from the flesh-rotting, bone-breaking experiences 
on the slaughterhouse chain. Debbie Berkowitz, a former official for the Occu-
pational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA), darkly notes that “part of 
the business model in this industry is to sacrifice worker safety on the altar of 
profits.”76 By the end of one’s employment in an abattoir, many have incurred 
irreversible bodily damage. The meat industry’s already dangerously high level 
of injuries among workers is growing ever higher as the speed of production 
increases. For instance, approximately 25 percent of meatpackers take ill or are 
injured every year.77 A 2014 OSHA report reveals that beef and pork processing 
workers were seven times more likely to have repetitive motion injuries.78 The 
furious pace of slaughterhouse work results in an all-too-common array of mus-
culoskeletal disorders in workers’ “muscles, tendons, ligaments, and nerves, 
that cause pains, strains, and inflammation.”79 Common injuries for meatpack-
ers include the banal (such as tendonitis and carpal tunnel syndrome) and the 
severe (such as puncture wounds, lacerations, bone splinters, and complete loss 
of appendages).80 Even normal bodily functions can be disrupted on the line. 
Multiple investigative reports have found that workers, even pregnant women, 
are often unable to use the bathroom while on the line, with some even refusing 
to drink water or even wearing diapers to work.81

Sometimes the brutality of the chain leads to death itself. In 1983, one 
worker died from inhaling poisonous fumes while cleaning a blood-collection 
tank. Despite the company being fined and ordered to develop new cleaning 
methods, a second worker died while cleaning the same tank a mere three years 
later. Additionally, a 2002 article for the Los Angeles Times reported that in 
Nebraska, one worker sliced open his chest with a boning knife near the end of 
his shift.82

However, a majority of the deaths are hardly as gruesome as a horror 
movie. Like the beginning of any zombie apocalypse, slaughterhouse work-
er deaths start with infections. Eric Johnson reports an excess of deaths from 
cancer among slaughterhouse workers, particularly of the tongue, esophagus, 
lungs, skin, bone, bladder, and lymph nodes. Apparently, it is the excess contact 
with sick and abused animals that leads to the excess of disease: “exposure to 
microbial agents by the airborne route or through contact with contaminated 
carcasses or animals is well known in abattoirs and meat processing plants, 
and workers work in production lines that bring them in contact with hundreds 
or thousands of animals daily.”83 Given the high rate of cuts and lacerations, 
infectious agents have “ample opportunity” to enter the bodies of unsuspecting 
workers. Further, workers show an increased risk for stroke.84

The fear of contamination and contagion is preeminent in zombie horror 
films. In the “real world,” we might also consider the means by which slaugh-
tered animals and slaughterhouse workers become vectors for disease among 



94  Stephanie Marek Muller

the “pure” and “innocent” public. Seventy-three percent of emerging patho-
genic diseases are zoonotic in origin.85 Note the ever-growing fears of food-
borne diseases, such as E. coli, salmonella, and mad cow disease, as well as the 
less-talked-about but deadly campylobacter. In a haunting, horror movie-esque 
description of the microbe’s potential for growth in overcrowded poultry op-
erations, biosecurity experts Hinchliffe and colleagues describe the overnight 
transformation of chickens’ bodies into infected agents:

Thriving in conditions of intense physiological change in 
which immune systems are commonly compromised, Cam-
pylobacter is also successful in high stress environments 
wherein already compromised birds seem to produce the 
necessary physio-chemical conditions for the bacterium to 
spread both within the body (its uptake from the gut to mus-
cles) and throughout the concentrated population. . . . A typi-
cal UK poultry house of 10,000-30,000 birds can, as a result, 
become positive for Campylobacter almost overnight.86

Additionally, excess use of antibiotics on livestock animals had left many 
scientist concerned about antibiotic resistance, particularly the risk of a resis-
tant superbug capable of producing a “public health crisis” (a carefully coded 
term for pandemic).87

Slaughterhouse workers were not free from these contagions. Because they 
worked so closely with contaminated carcasses, workers were at a significant 
risk of contracting zoonotic diseases capable of being transmitted from human 
to human. For instance, the Centers for Disease Control reported that work-
ers were at increased risk of Q fever, which at its most benign manifested as 
influenza but at its worst could become pneumonia or hepatitis. OSHA warned 
that meat processing workers might develop antibiotic-resistant staphylococ-
cus infections, better known as MRSA, as well as brucellosis, influenza, and 
dermatological infections.88

While zombies do not exist in “real life” as literal manifestations of the 
undead, they are certainly real as exemplars of social death when looking at 
the physical bodies moving within the U.S. American slaughterhouse. Human 
and animal bodies exist as maimed, as constantly injured beings analogous to 
the bleeding, festering bodies of monstrous zombiedom. And, as in the grand 
master narrative of a zombie apocalypse, already vulnerable slaughterhouse 
populations risk exposing those closest to them to contagions. Furthermore, the 
zoonotic diseases borne from the necropolitical pit of the slaughterhouse might 
just lead to a pandemic the likes of which zombie films have never seen.



Zombification, Social Death, and the Slaughterhouse  95

Zombiedom and the Psychological
The identification of the zombie with the development of violent psychosis 

provides a suitable entrée point for a second form of comorbid zombification. 
One of the most commonly emphasized zombie traits in the horror industry 
is the zombie’s desire to feed, a hunger of such ferocity that the zombie body 
embraces brutal sociopathy. While exploited animals are hardly empty shells 
devoid of agency, it is important to note how, prior to arriving at the slaughter-
house, livestock animals have figuratively “lost their minds” due to conditions 
of intense trauma and confinement. Furthermore, on interacting with these zom-
bified creatures, slaughterhouse workers become prone to similar trauma-in-
duced psychoses ranging from posttraumatic stress to sadistic behaviors inside 
and outside of the job. The U.S. American slaughterhouse is the arena where 
human and animal bodies meet, enacting psychological violence on one another 
and spreading that violence outside of the abattoir’s bloody walls.

Life on a factory farm leads to multiple representations of psychosis in 
farmed animals. The animal-on-animal violence that goes on in industrial agri-
cultural arenas is reminiscent of the gruesome carnage left in a zombie horde’s 
wake. Given that their short lives are filled with little more than “disease, ex-
posure to extreme temperatures, severe overcrowding, violent handling”89 and 
more, that the animals might act out is hardly a shock (at least to those who are 
not foolish enough to still think of nonhumans as mere automata). Many are 
traumatized from birth. Calves are separated from their mothers much earlier 
than in nature, a process recognized by veterinarians as a “major psychological 
stressor.”90 Michael Pollan explains that “weaning is perhaps the most traumatic 
time on a ranch for animals and ranchers alike; cows separated from their calves 
will bellow for days, and the calves, stressed . . . are prone to getting sick.”91 
Chickens—fat, cramped, and drugged as they are—find themselves unable to 
carry out natural behaviors like roosting and foraging. As a result, they develop 
psychotic behaviors ranging from feather pecking to cannibalism. Pigs have de-
veloped neurotic behaviors, such as biting each other’s tails off and chomping 
at the bars of their pens. Some are even known to experience a form of posttrau-
matic stress disorder (what the agricultural industry calls “porcine stress syn-
drome”) as a result of their cruel treatment.92 In the name of “welfare,” some ge-
neticists are experimenting with livestock to see if they might make the animals 
incapable of experiencing suffering. In doing so, scholar Laura Hudson argued 
that “perhaps even this spontaneous expression of distress at their captivity will 
be lost and they will truly become the blind, living machines of production that 
they imperfectly embody today.”93 In other words, the crazed, violent zombie 
body might be replaced by a docile monster that, like any zombie, is doomed to 
meet its end with a shot to the head.

Life on the killing floor is not kind to the psyches of employees greeted 
with terrified animals with psychosis. Indeed, time spent in a slaughterhouse 
may as well be considered time spent being contaminated with a “killing dis-
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ease”—something in the air that, if left untreated, can make one bloodthirsty 
and cruel. In the age of social media, more and more undercover videos “go 
viral” and produce social outrage and disgust over the treatment of farmed ani-
mals. For example, in 2008, the Humane Society of the United States released 
footage of workers at the Westland/Hallmark Meat Company beating cattle, 
shocking them, and using forklifts to drag downed animals to slaughter. A simi-
lar Humane Society video emerged showing workers at Bushway Packing Inc. 
shocking and beating baby calves that still had their umbilical cords attached 
and even skinning some of them alive.94 Workers have been instructed to rip off 
birds’ heads and have guiltlessly played with the decapitated corpses for fun.95 
Indeed, “the nature of the slaughterhouse work may have caused psychological 
damage to the employees because the employees’ actions certainly rise to the 
level of abnormal cruelty that would cause concern among the general popula-
tion.”96

While horrifying scenes like this continue to enter the public eye, com-
panies often attribute the abuse to a “few bad apples” in the slaughterhouse. 
According to Alexis, “management’s first line of defense is blaming overtaxed 
laborers who are compelled to follow orders in heinous working environments. 
Firing low level employees reassures consumers that, with the exception of a 
few heartless rule-breakers, all is well on the farm.”97 However, all is most cer-
tainly not well, at least not when it comes to the mental health of slaughterhouse 
workers. The “faster, faster!” ethic of production ensures that workers have 
neither the time nor the incentive to see that the animals do not suffer. However, 
the impossible speeds of the chain also ensure that employees will lose their 
sanities as quickly as they carve up carcasses. The Georgetown University Law 
Center’s Jennifer Dillard hauntingly observes,

While the average American will never see the inside of a 
slaughterhouse and may be able to eat a hamburger without 
confronting the pain and terror of a cow’s final moments, 
thousands of slaughterhouse workers across the country face 
that troubling predicament every day, creating an employ-
ment situation ripe for psychological problems.98

Perhaps those with preexisting sadistic or psychopathic tendencies would 
be more inclined to pursue slaughterhouse work. However, research suggests 
that the nature of the work tends to produce the psychosis, not the other way 
around. Psychologist Rachel MacNair suggests that people placed in excruci-
atingly traumatic environments in which they themselves must perform acts 
of violence on others can also experience a form of posttraumatic stress dis-
order called PITS—“perpetration-induced traumatic stress.”99 Slaughterhouse 
workers embody a sector of the population at extreme risk of developing PITS. 
Indeed, Dillard narrated the concerns of one Virgil Butler, a veteran slaughter-
house employee having nightmares about chickens and also remembering a 
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fellow employee being “hauled off to the mental hospital” for similar dreams.100 
Another former worker reported to the Huffington Post his recurring dreams 
about the “hide puller machine,” wherein “once-living beings became identi-
cal hot carcasses . . . peeling the valuable hide from the animals’ body while 
operators saw at the connecting tissues. The skin is pulled off the face last as the 
lifeless body jolts from the industrial force.”101 Yet another former hog slaugh-
terhouse worker hauntingly recalled,

If you work in that stick pit for any period of time, you de-
velop an attitude that lets you kill things but doesn’t let you 
care. You may look a hog in the eye that’s walking around 
down in the blood pit with you and think, God, that really 
isn’t a bad-looking animal. You may want to pet it. Pigs down 
on the kill floor have come up and nuzzled me like a puppy. 
Two minutes later I had to kill them—beat them to death with 
a pipe. I can’t care.102

One more reminisced,

Down in the blood pit they say that the smell of blood makes 
you aggressive. And it does. You get an attitude that if that 
hog kicks at me, I’m going to get even. You’re already going 
to kill the hog, but that’s not enough. It has to suffer.103

The combination of performing violence and being haunted by past perfor-
mances of violence has ripple effects to the workers’ outside communities as 
well. Communities with larger proportions of slaughterhouse employees tend 
to have greater crime rates, specifically domestic violence and other violent 
crimes, such as rape and murder.104 Some courts of law have even used work-
ers’ occupations to argue their guilt: “it is clear that the defendant’s occupa-
tion at the slaughterhouse was seen as an occupation that enhanced a person’s 
tendency to commit—or at least to be comfortable with—violent acts”.105 The 
desensitization to violence and development of “pathological sadism”106 caused 
by ending the lives of up to several hundred animals per hour ostensibly turns 
the formerly good and moral into mindless, sociopathic monsters. They be-
come, according to one employee, “emotionally dead.”107

Emotionally numbed, socially dead, undead: within the confines of the 
U.S. American industrial abattoir, it is difficult to tell the terms apart. The pro-
cesses of zombification within the slaughterhouse infect the mind as well as 
the body, producing troubled throngs of condemned animals driven to madness 
from lives of torture and tormented employees driven to genocide and haunted 
at home. Even the zombie hordes of Hollywood struggle to kill as many sub-
jects per day as the average slaughterhouse employee, and most do not turn 
on and rip each other to shreds like demented livestock. From a psychological 
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standpoint, the slaughterhouse often produces an even more violent, tormented 
zombie than anything popular culture could even imagine.

Concluding Remarks
Cultural studies and critical animal studies consistently feud over the eth-

ics of analogizing human and animal suffering in the form of particular his-
torical moments. In this article, the zombie is deemed a more suitable analogy 
that binds the sufferings of disenfranchised humans. The concept of comorbid 
zombification explains human and animal interactions at the industrial U.S. 
American slaughterhouse. Comorbid zombification reflects the process by 
which slaughterhouse populations interact and intra-act to reify and reproduce 
the ideological and material conditions designating them as inferior, unpro-
tected, and killable beings. This process is traceable in its cultural, physical, 
and psychological manifestations. The slaughterhouse is a site of necropolitical 
praxis—a site that hides and justifies violence against vulnerable populations, 
Homo sapiens or otherwise.

American studies scholars interested in hegemony, power, and oppression 
must take seriously the necessity of demonstrating the interconnections be-
tween animal and human oppression. Critical animal studies scholars will find 
zombiedom to be beneficial to the intersectional analysis of animal liberation 
research. By showing how slaughterhouse labor is interconnected to speciesist 
and racist logics and practices, including animals and the undead, we can think 
through the intersectionality of social justice theories and praxis.
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