If We Could Just Talk to the Creature – The Cognisant Zombie in TV Fiction

Religion is not born out of speculation or reflection, still less out of 

illusion or misapprehension, but rather out of the real tragedies of 

human life, out of the conflict between human plans and realities. 

(Malinkowski, 1979-45) 

When we consider the term religion we can explore two approaches, firstly of the doctrinal precepts of ‘following the rules’ associated with belief in a higher power, a deity, whose expectations are applied to guide understanding of the world and offer literal direction within that defined code. Or, we can think of religion as “functional or pragmatic … defined in terms of what it is alleged that all religions do or what the social function of religion is alleged to be” (Yandell, 2016-10).  It is this “functional or pragmatic” direction which brings us to Malinowski’s assertion of real tragedy and human conflict informing a relationship to faith, a concept we can then stretch to encompass either religious or personal, a functional reasoning given societies evolving relationship to religion. As Johnston offers “The modern challenge to religion, for example, casts doubt on the status of ethics—at least to some it has seemed that if God is dead, everything is permitted” (1999-1). If God, in the modern age might be considered dead then we need to replace Malinowski’s ‘religion’ with concepts which may be internally created and monitored, especially when we consider the zombie ‘apocalypse’ where belief in the assistive qualities of a deity become even more difficult. Such terms in this case are faith and morality, in using them we can begin to edge towards an identification of a general source for ideas of belief applicable for the 21st century. If belief can be seen to be based upon our experience and the moments in life where we have faced dilemmas or complex questions which require our personal action and not that of an external unseen force, then the complex relationship of morality to faith and in turn, belief can be explored. If humanity is to maintain its ethics and not abandon them in the face of the death of the old Gods then it must find new ones on which to form a foundation of moral certainty. The 21st century and the end of the preceding century mark a period where, as Johnston assets, religious belief has waned whilst interest in scientific endeavor and potential has increased, marking it as a place in which we might put our faith for change and indeed future salvation.  Yet most recently the ability of science to fix everything has been called into question, leading to a new opening for the irrational, a space where our narratives can mix both the scientific and the fantastic.  One thing that is obvious is that the way in which we might apply these concepts has transformed over time as social expectations and a changing relationship to what might be termed worship or personal conviction can be identified. As these terms have developed and adapted to a changing outlook so then have the stories through which we can explore or challenge them. 
In this work the zombie narrative will be used to explore what place faith, morality, and hope have within modern iterations of the genre, specifically those narratives which use the narrative device of the cognizant zombie.  In this case the application of this term denotes a zombie who is self-aware, conscious of their state and their possible, maybe even inevitable, fate, and finally one who is in possession of the higher faculties to attempt to control the transmission of the infection they carry. 

The contemporary television shows selected for examination in this work, iZombie (Ruggiero-Wright and Thomas, 2015-19), ZNation (Engler and Schaefer, 2014-18), Santa Clara Diet (Fresco, 2017-19) and In the Flesh (ITF) (Mitchell, 2013-14) all contain either the cognizant zombie or in the case of ITF, the treated zombie. The inclusion of and centralization of this self-awareness marks a narrative change that creates new negotiations with the zombie. The zombie is no longer an id driven mindless shell, but has thoughts, needs and a central communicative role to play.  Such a character has morals, faith and belief and must negotiate their actions, past and present, which are informed by their cognisant status, “… remorse and other instances of guilt … a kind of hopelessness … essential to the inconsolable bite of conscience” (Murphy, 2012-140). Such terms as remorse and in the cases of the selected narratives, repentance still have clear associations with religious practice but in turn can be linked to an individual’s autonomy and ability to consider their actions. “Repentance is the remorseful acceptance of responsibility for one’s wrongful and harmful actions, the repudiation of the aspects of one’s character that generated the actions, the resolve to do one’s best to extirpate those aspects of one’s character, and the resolve to atone or make amends for the harm that one has done” (Ibid-139). Therefore, within the chosen texts such concerns become the drivers of the narrative, the central character’s zombie status and associated actions demanding that to garner the audiences, and other characters, good will they must in some way ‘pay for’ or mitigate their wrong doing.
 In this case the presence of the self-aware zombie instigates or demands a search for and in some cases an application of a cure for the virus, identifying a faith in scientific power to provide a counter measure to a pathogen so virulent it traditionally ends the world as we know it. Such a search and concealment/revelation of the status of undead to friends and family means that the concepts of faith and belief in the actions and motivations of others also come into narrative play. Science and family (created or actual) therefore become the focus of faith, with ‘deliverance’ sought from a laboratory, and those closest to the zombie protagonist, rather than a church. This designated space of spiritual or moral leadership becomes generally passe within the modern zombie narrative despite retaining connections to more visceral concerns of repentance or remorse, it is replaced by more fluid internal or external spaces where deeds not words are measured. 
By its nature the zombie narrative asks its audience to place sociological norms and expectations to one side and consider the moralities which might be at play within a survival situation, a post-apocalyptic scenario of human continuance against the odds. The creatures found in such traditional explorations of the zombie narrative can be identified as essentially remorseless, aligned to Jeffrie Murphy’s consideration of killers as “possessing a trait that Kant called “moral death”—an absence of moral feeling so pervasive as to render them not fully human from the moral point of view. Perhaps, like mad dogs, they are—at least in principle—more candidates for extermination than for punishment. (2012-133). The addition of the cognizant zombie brings further ethical quandaries to the narrative and asks the viewer to consider both sides of a genre which traditionally placed the human as hero, if the zombie is in fact now aware can the audience in good conscience still enjoy their annihilation if they might be returned to humanity or are at least able to show remorse?  
As there are two main origins to the zombie threat, the supernatural or scientific, each a potential source for the infection affects the way in which the characters deal with the virus, its propagators and its aftermath. This divergence in origin of the infection and so difference in perception of a solution to the crisis has been present through much of the history of the zombie in moving image. Based upon this differentiation of a root cause it is therefore the reaction of the protagonists regarding their negotiation of the ‘new normal’; do they put their faith in a higher power which is theological or scientific in its basis alongside the self-belief and confidence in their fellow travelers they must demonstrate to survive.  Generally, then, it is not the cause but the response to the situation which drives the narrative and the characters’ journeys, and in turn, where they place their faith and belief in the possibility for potential salvation.  With this in mind ideas of faith and morality are present in zombie narratives, but it would seem clear that they are elements which must be re-negotiated and re-framed within the narrative as we consider the presence of the cognisant zombie and each characters’ associated journey, “…the modern world seems characterised not only by scepticism about ethics but also by the clash of strongly held moral views” (Johnston-2). So, there are differing elements in which characters must believe, their personally held moral views, using them as a motivation to endure, which essentially, at its core is the sustaining aspect of these characteristics. 
Faith and morality in the world of the zombie find a place within the re-structured social rules which characters must establish to perpetuate their journey, survival or pardon, characters therefore find solace and belief in family (real or constructed) and faith in their chosen pathway to salvation.  As we are focusing on modern television iterations of the cognizant zombie, we can identify within these narratives adapted religious concepts or the scientific potential for deliverance. Religion, however, because of its lack of address to supernatural causes of the infection, becomes an aspect which salves rather than cures whilst science offers in all of the selected texts a focused hope/reality for change or solution. Faith or belief in science then becomes a central theme when we consider the place of the cognisant zombie. The hope for a cure and pursuit of the same means that a large amount of focus is placed upon the role of science within society and in turn our relationship to and faith in its power to solve large scale problems. Only where science is seen as lacking immediate solution, can religion then offer an alternate potential pathway to continued perseverance or possible restoration. 
Where we have a cognisant zombie new questions of morality are raised and questions of knowledge of self and of personal action and consequence are offered and explored.  Traditional plots tend to focus upon those who remain uninfected, existing within a post-apocalyptic scenario where their actions are mitigated, for the audience, by the characters’ need to survive.  By looking towards the newer iterations and opportunity afforded by television series for extended explorations of the zombie narrative and the inclusion of the cognisant zombie, we can see a changing framework which more readily raises the moral questions created by surviving or living in a world where zombies are aware of their infection and importantly their actions. Such a change offers the extended opportunity to consider personal responsibility and traditional questions of morality, faith, hope, charity, remorse and redemption.  The contemporary cognisant zombie narrative therefore opens a range of questions regarding these concepts and at times those religious elements which may arise through the application and consideration of these wider themes.  The selected texts offer contemporary visions of zombie infection with a variety of scenarios contemplating the potential for both apocalypse and potential cure, with a range of possibilities in-between. In the case of the selected texts the term apocalypse is associated with the great social disaster of a zombie plague rather than the biblical associations of cosmic cataclysm. However, as we shall see the selected texts do offer considerations of the hope for the intervention of a higher power, but that definitions of who or what that higher power might be remain to be explored. At their center are created present-day explorations of faith and the moral decisions which might arise through the lens of such an epidemic or proto/post epidemic scenario. As such we are able to not only consider the actions of those who might survive a zombie uprising, as in more traditional versions, but those who become infected and must survive their own viral status avoiding becoming the lost shells of humanity which traditionally inhabit the post-infection landscape.  The chosen texts for this study are those versions of the zombie narratives which have recently become popular within the genre and indeed outside of only zombie fiction and into more varied tales of the undead, where the traditional actions of the monster killer are questioned and explored with more moralistic overtones.  
In these texts it is the fate of the cognisant zombie which draws the audience as much as the fate of the uninfected survivors of an apocalypse or at least potential one.  iZombie, ZNation, Santa Clara Diet and ITF all offer the opportunity to explore the ways in which the experience of the zombie can be offered as a central portion of the text.  Each of these shows places the cognisant zombie at the center of the narrative exploring ideas of faith and morality where the protagonist must bend, break, or create new sociological rules which reflect their new status as ‘other’ in a human-centric society.  Both iZombie and Santa Clara Diet present a version of a contemporary America where zombies are known only as a part of pop culture, as such understanding of them is derived from film and television and those infected keep their condition hidden from the wider society and its judgement.  This of course is different in iZombie as we move to a version of ‘New Seattle,’ later in the series’ run, where zombies are revealed to society and in turn are ghettoized.  Presented as the newest underclass of America and raising further questions of morality and faith via this narrative twist.  Only ZNation offers the traditional apocalyptic backdrop for the series, a broken America where a new set of rules has been established and a group of uninfected survivors must navigate a hostile landscape to potentially secure or assist in creating a cure.  Whilst uniquely, ITF offers in detail the much sought-after solution to the zombie problem, a medication and a post-apocalypse society which must then deal with the true aftermath of infection and its solution. Where zombies in the other shows must deal with their actions as infected yet aware carriers, the medicated victims of the virus, those treated for Partially Deceased Syndrome (PDS), in ITF must cope with the wider consequences of their actions as unthinking undead to knowing and remembering cognisant zombies – whose past actions carry wider consequences with those who remained un-infected through the epidemic.  
The fully infected or medicated status of a central character does challenge the clearly moralistic ‘us and them’ so central to the zombie genre, where usually there is an inherent morality in killing the already dead. There is an obvious service in ending their perceived/visible ‘suffering’ or as an action to protect those with uninfected status.  Being human is seen as the protected status, with those infected usually being a large portion of the fodder for the visceral ‘gore’ of the genre and there is justice in killing in the name of self or wider preservation of humanity. In turn sacrifice to save others becomes a moral option and one which can at times be applauded or scorned.  In many cases a request is made to ‘kill’ what the person making such a stand becomes or indeed a direct desire to be ‘ended’ by their friends or allies when infection is present.  A moral sacrifice on the part of the killers, as they live with the killing, when the person infected is still aware enough to know their death is imminent and in many cases is known by and knows their executioner.  Such actions are allowed as the zombie usually represents the shambling shell of passed humanity, a creature which is unknowing of its state and acts only on instinct, “Because zombies evolved in the popular cultural imagination the way they did, they symbolize a monster that can be killed guilt free.” (McIntosh, 2008-13)  
The texts on which this work focusses still has elements of that iteration, importantly the established responses of humanity to those infected remains a central aspect of each of the selected narratives. As Martin Rogers eloquently identifies “The abject threatens life and therefore must be ‘radically excluded’ from the place of the living subject” (2008-128). Such “radical exclusion” is of course as previously identified a staple of the zombie movie, however the presence of self-awareness changes this discourse somewhat and opens alternative interpretations of what infection means within this exploration of the genre with exclusion not necessarily an option any longer.  Although as Peter Dendle avers the thinking and feeling zombie is not new to the screen and has been around in this form since the 1960s and into the early 1990s (2001-175-6).  However, it would seem accurate to identify that it is still an aspect of zombie narratives which remains under-examined with the debate refocusing upon the agility and swiftness of zombies rather than their ability to think, however infrequently it may emerge.  Dendle’s thinking and feeling zombie is offered somewhat as a footnote to the traditional zombie narratives, the narrative shock that such creatures can behave with some human characteristics suggests exceptions which prove a rule rather than a new status quo within the wider genre.  
The exploration of this possibility within the format of television however does offer the scope to examine and explore such adjustments to the general public’s established understanding of the zombie.  Self-awareness means that the infected understand their situation, and in many instances their fate beyond their current circumstances.  This circumstance of knowledge means that the text is exposed to more specific moral choices which the infected character must make to stay ‘undead’ and knowledge of their actions rather than losing their remaining humanity, succumbing to full infection and so final ‘death’.  Such knowledge then adjusts the moral certainties established in the texts where the zombie is an id driven shell. The decisions made by the cognisant zombie have repercussions which must be existed with and returned to within the characters’ arc. The established questions of dealing with the demands of the newly adverse environment or state of existence are extended as the morality of a hostile world demands both the characters and the audience reconsider what may or may not be acceptable, can our characters in these zombie narratives really live with the killing or are their actions going to cost each as their narratives develop? The effect of examining and giving in to their ‘true natures’ as self-aware zombies is an aspect of the characters’ narrative which is considered within each of the chosen shows. It is clear however that such questions can readily be applied to both infected and uninfected characters and the cost of their situations provides an interesting lens through which to consider the differing moralities and what level of faith can be invested in the cognisant zombie’s ability to not give in to their baser instincts. 
The packaging of the cognisant zombie in each of these shows is important as we must now navigate the morality of how each character remains a self-aware zombie whilst not conforming to the contaminating and insatiable monster of old.  This is a central concern within iZombie and Santa Clara Diet, where consumption of brains or flesh respectively must be undertaken to remain cognisant. To keep the central character as a likeable and sympathetic figure within the narrative the packaging of this consumption must retain some moral aspects and importantly must be undertaken to solely maintain whilst a cure is sought.  In each case zombification brings both rewards and penalties which must be navigated by the self-aware protagonist as they consider the realities of finding a solution to their condition. 
In iZombie this takes the form of two strands. The first is that the consumption of brains allows the memories and character traits of the original owner to be subsumed for a short period into the consumer, in the case of the central protagonist Doctor Olivia (Liv) Moore (Rose McIver), this means that a police procedural element can be introduced and that she can help to solve the murders of those who end up on the post-mortem slab where she works. Secondly there are good and bad zombies, and additionally zombies who are no longer self-aware lacking access to the brains which keep them so, therefore we have strata of zombie.  Liv is ‘good’ only taking the brains of those already deceased and in need of justice, which she helps provide. Blaine ‘DeBeers’ McDonough (David Anders) is ‘bad,’ using his cognisant zombie status to monetize his situation through murder and blackmail through selective infection.  Add to this the specter of the source of the infection, food experimentation and big pharma and the moral codes are simply presented for the viewer, the large overwhelming odds of the zombie horde replaced by the cognisant zombie battling the ‘horde’ that is capitalism. 
Within Santa Clara Diet there is a discussion of who might viably die to maintain Sheila Hammond (Drew Barrymore).  The conversation focusses upon which people deserve to die, with early episodes of the first season identifying the changing attitudes of the characters to murder, “We Can’t Kill People,” Se1, Ep2 and “We Can Kill People,” Se1, Ep3, respectively, as the characters rationalize that they can and maybe should kill “someone bad, who deserves it.”  Discussion of those deserving death cover paedophiles and drug dealers who ‘sell to kids’ and have ‘sex with underage girls’. The chosen are easy moral and socially acceptable targets of such ‘justice.’ This works on two levels. Firstly, for the audience it mitigates the actions of Sheila as ‘killer’ but secondly, it offers a way for the family of Sheila to cope with her need for flesh, and have faith in each case that the self-aware zombie will not become the ‘other’ of pop culture legend. The self-aware zombie’s, survival like that of humans in the post-apocalyptic scenarios of traditional zombie narratives, become contingent on the spectator’s acceptance of the need for their behaviours and decisions, alongside easily defined reasons for their actions.
A belief in the curative power of science means that it becomes the focus of hope for humanity.  In the selected shows the faith in a scientific solution is a central motivational element, the search for or survival until, there is a cure created offers the end goal of the survivor.  In iZombie, ZNation and Santa Clara Diet the belief in the possibility of a cure is introduced within the opening episodes of each series and confirmation of its potential is offered in ITF.   In this scenario human is seen as the only possible state, a cure in each instance begins as a return to a solely human state, with the possibility of not wanting a cure unconsidered by those uninfected. 
In these narratives the significance of being human overcomes all initial considerations of the moral implications of a cure for the self-aware zombie, humans fearing the fate of infection working under the assumption that the undead would always wish to be cured. Indeed, in each of the shows a cure is sought almost immediately or applied as in the case of ITF. That this avenue is proposed or applied so quickly in the shows reveals the faith in science inherent to society – if there is a problem then science can and will be able to step in and solve it.  However, the inclusion of self-awareness within the ‘victims’ means that although a cure is sought it is not necessarily always totally desired.  In iZombie and Santa Clara Diet the self-aware zombie state is offered as a somewhat positive new reality for the female protagonists Liv and Sheila respectively.  
Liv exists with her ‘post-traumatic ennui’ something which is rarely a part of zombie narratives, she is remorse filled and repentant from the beginning of her journey. Realization that she can serve a purpose for those who have been killed, finding closure and justice for those people who end up on the mortuary slab offers her hope and faith that she has a role in the world and so worth. Whilst the moments where Liv’s true zombie nature takes over gives an impetus for a cure, they also read to a degree as a superpower, allowing her to be the avenging angel, ‘a dead alabaster badass’ for those who end up on her slab. Although a remedy might be hoped for it would remove her special condition which affords a new kind of force for good in a rapidly changing society.  For Sheila there is a pause when presented with the de facto search for a solution to her condition, the affirmation of having never felt so good is offered and her new energized way of life is admired by friends. In the opening episode of ZNation Murphy (Keith Allan) is forcibly infected with the virus in search for a wider cure his survival instigates the journey narrative and search for his conversion into a cure. This narrative arc offers the development of Murphy from fearful evolving cognisant zombie to, in the final episode of Season 5, the holder of the knowledge for a cure and the one person able to decide the fate of those who have survived in whatever form. In ITF Kieren Walker (Luke Newberry) is one of the many infected taken to the government labs to be rehabilitated, although it is important to note that the cure is forced upon those infected with a myriad of physical punishments given for non-compliance.  
Faith in science and its ability to right what it has wrought is central to these texts, but so are questions about the morality of science and the rights of those affected by such experiments or scientific practices both through infection and cure. That a new species is created (in each of the shows, one which could be in each case salvageable) and may be destroyed, perhaps as easily, offers considerations of what it means for science to play God – either knowingly or unknowingly.
In each show the role of the family, actual or created, provides a vessel for faith in both the ability of the group to overcome their circumstances or achieve their goals, and also the ways in which the cognisant zombie must prove their worth alongside their ability to address and control their true nature. Within this framework the search for a cure and faith in medicine can also be found as members of the group offer their expertise to assist in finding a solution to the zombie infection.  As indicated earlier the family can be actual or created but it certainly acts to drive forward the need for a solution, a cure or treatment, and offers in turn a requirement for the cognisant zombie to control their potentially base nature. The involvement and at times presence of the uninfected creates a target for others and also at times a possible temptation for the cognisant zombie attempting to control their dietary needs and potential for violence.  For the ‘good’ zombie the family dynamic provides a support system, those who can be told whilst their infected nature is a wider secret or those to count on when it is revealed.  
ZNation creates the recognizable itinerant group of survivors alongside the cognisant zombie, Murphy – a band whose goal is to take Murphy to the only surviving Centre for Disease Control (CDC) and create a cure.  The significance of this dynamic is that it allows for a development in the relationships between the members of the created family enabling changes in attitude and contribution from the reluctant savior Murphy, a character who at least at first does not wish to repent or demonstrate remorse for his existence.  The inclusion of those who can be cared for by the cognisant zombie increases the stakes of the pursuance of a cure, or in the case of ITF its application as treatment, and offers in those narratives set in contemporary times an elevated sense of peril for those involved and affected by the zombie protagonists.  iZombie and Santa Clara Diet provide these scenarios by having some family members included in the zombie secret and some not.  ITF in turn offers a more complex initial set-up as we have a rehabilitated or treated zombie entering society again after the zombie ‘rising.’  Within ITF the family dynamic becomes even more complex as Kieren must negotiate a relationship with his parents after his suicide and his actions during the ‘rising’ as a rabid zombie. That his decision to leave the world hinged on first love and heartbreak whilst navigating his sexuality in a wider hostile environment (Rick, his best friend and first love cannot and will not admit the relationship is more than that of friends) offers alternate considerations of the concept of a ‘cure.’  Parallels to ‘curing’ perceived deviancy that the zombie infection represents (non-human equals abhorrent) could be drawn in relation to other character’s prejudiced attitudes to Kieren’s gay relationship with Rick.  Rick’s father, for instance, does not accept his son’s sexuality, treating it as ‘other’ and wrong, a sin to be cleansed, something that Rick’s father enacts in blood killing his son and leaving the body ‘absolved’ for another sinner, Kieren, to find. In this scenario Kieren is seen as the ‘problem,’ a status upheld by the wider community of Roarton when he returns as a PDS sufferer.  Another problem for Kieren is that his sister represents literal opposition to PDS carriers as a member of the militia central to the uninfected’s stand against the zombie hordes. Such internal family conflicts force Kieren to work to demonstrate the remorse he already feels for his rabid state actions, and place in opposition his and his sister’s moral certitude when responding to those past events. In response to a broken real family, Kieren also develops a wider family, those with whom he works to prove his worth as a cognisant zombie, one who is able to save both human and PDS/zombie, control his urges, and ultimately face his greatest fear of reverting back to his fully rabid condition.  
In each case the family’s human status or relationship to the central zombie protagonist provides a pressure point to be exploited by those in opposition to our central undead character. In each of these scenarios’ faith is developed and tested as the zombie’s actions both challenge and confirm expectation.  A repeated element in many ‘monster with a soul’ narratives is a human who believes in the creature’s ability to oppose their true/new nature whilst contributing to the greater good, and the cognisant zombie narrative is no different.   
The cognisant zombie is one who must prove their worth to their families and to the wider version of society which exists within their narrative world, they must be the ‘good’ zombie. The use of faith and morality within these texts offers more complex considerations of the role of the zombie within fiction and ultimately asks what the consequences are of remaining aware whilst simultaneously becoming the ‘other’ of zombie fiction. Additionally, it offers the concept that perhaps all zombies were salvageable victims rather than expendable shells, such a possibility means that wider moral questions can be asked of those who killed them with remorseless vigor, and perhaps of the audience who cheered them on. Such adjustment of the almost certain moralities of traditional zombie narratives where the infected must be dispatched for reasons of salvation and mercy mean that the complexity of the relationships between the infected and uninfected can be increased and interrogated. The inclusion of the cognisant zombie allows the narrative to explore varied scenarios including the morality of science to infect and in turn experiment to find a cure or treatment for those carrying the virus, and the prejudice or discrimination which can be so easily found within society when a threat is perceived.  
Zombie narratives have always been a vessel for wider social discussions and these contemporary TV fictions continue in this vein.  In this case ideas about faith or morality, repentance and remorse, within these situations offer ‘speculation or reflection’ via the dilemmas faced by our protagonists and their ‘families.’  The search for a cure or indeed its application are central to each of the shows’ arcs and becomes an element important to the ability of the cognisant zombie to ‘carry on’. Such endurance is related strongly to faith in science and the faith of the family members in the cognisant zombie to continue on the agreed quest for treatment/normalcy and to overcome their base instincts to function within the established expectations of the society in which they find themselves.  
To be the ‘good’ zombie is to earn a place in the human world, to be useful and to agree that the best option is to be cured or treated, to return to the normality of humankind, to show repentance and remorse earning back that which was forfeited through accident rather than intention.  Being human means an inherent wish to survive, framed by the inalienable belief that, in the zombie narrative, being uninfected is the only viable option and to that end have faith in the power of science to cure that which we do not wish to become.  To believe that they are unworthy is initially the fate of the ‘good’ zombie. However, the faith of others and the cognisant zombie’s actions in the world sometimes allows them to believe in themselves and to become more than they once were.
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