
 

 

 

 

Bad Bugs Bookclub Meeting Report: World War Z by Max Brooks 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, specifically microbiology, 

by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease forms some part of the story. We also try to 

associate books, where possible, with some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to 

broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website In The Loop 

(www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others to join, to set up their own 

bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to us, and give feedback about the books that 

they have read, using our website as the focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. We felt that this 

would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, impact etc – as well as about the book.   

World War Z by Max Brooks (2006) narrates the experiences of a number of key survivors from the 

Zombie war that had effectively destroyed civilisation, providing a series of short stories which, put 

together, tell the story of the war. The book is set 12 years after the end of the war, which seems to 

have taken place around the beginning of the 20th century. The characters are interviewed by a 

journalist. The journalist has published the interviews to reveal the human factor – the government 

had only been interested in data/statistics etc. It was inspired by ‘The Good War’ by Studs Terkel, 

which focuses on World War 2. It is set in the present (World War 2 was half a century ago). In terms 

of microbiology, the book describes the emergence and spread of a pandemic whose infection rate 

is 100%, with an incubation period of a few days, whose symptoms make those infected  extremely 

dangerous to society, and for which there is no treatment:  inactivation of those infected is the only 

solution. Thus the war. 

Our meeting took place during the 2011 Manchester Science Festival as part of the ‘Science of the 

Undead’ theme organised by the ‘Maths Monsters and Microbiology group at MMU. The aim of this 

series of activities was to use current interest in zombies and other ‘monsters’ to convey various 

aspects of science (microbiology and maths) to a non-science audience. Other events included public 

lectures from Dr Austin from the Zombie Institute of Theoretical Studies (www.zombiescience.co.uk) 

and a related pub quiz coupled with a workshop where teams identified parameters of an outbreak 

caused by vampires, zombies and werewolves. The parameters were then fed into a computer 

simulation of infectious disease outbreaks (Sim Zombie www.matthewcrossley.com/sims/ for some 

sample simulations) which enabled us to compare the outcomes of a number of different disaster 

scenarios. 

Several new members attended the bookclub meeting, attracted by the publicity from the 

Manchester Science Festival website and various social media. These included members of the 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop
http://www.matthewcrossley.com/sims/


Manchester Sceptics group, and others with a fond interest in zombies, or the novel, enabling wide-

ranging discussion.  

Discussion points 

Everyone enjoyed the novel: indeed it seemed to have had a significant impact on most of its 

readers. One member found the story rather relentless, with a lack of character development and 

continuity, and with a distracting over-reliance on acronyms and assumption of the reader’s 

knowledge (for example, Zack, Gs; Ferals, LaMOEs [Last Man on Earth]; Flight 575) - but of course, 

the book’s readers would effectively be those who had survived the war, and who would be very 

familiar with key events and policy). The stories capitalised astutely on readers’ familiarity with the 

world around them, and knowledge of world history, current affairs, and, perhaps, stereotypes of 

other countries (Israel’s wall/voluntary quarantine; South Africa’s apartheid-derived plan; 

mercenaries, capitalists, concern at alarming the public, India-Pakistan’s rivalry, US leading battles 

etc ).  The week the meeting was held, it was announced that the world’s population was 

approaching 7billion: of no consequence to the zombies. It was noticed that, strangely, there were 

no stories from scientists, microbiologists or epidemiologists – why was this? The omission could 

provide an opportunity for students to write versions of these missing sections. 

There are some familiar aspects to the infection, but others are inexplicable. Humans are the only 

host, although animals are pursued. Dogs are used to detect infected individuals who are not 

showing symptoms. The infection is transmitted by biting (or entry of infected tissue through injured 

skin, and via transplants [eg CMV, HIV, CJD]) – it is not airborne (p98).  The incubation period was 

longer, ‘slow burns’, if the major blood vessel was missed (rabies). Infected individuals reanimated, 

with a shuffling movement, seeping hard black crusted fluid. They are driven to bite/feed 

irrespective of lost limbs. Eventually the ‘older ones’ show signs of advanced decomposition. Their 

brains did not require a support system to survive. They don’t blink. They freeze easily (but thaw and 

continue to infect others; less water in their systems), and survive for unknown periods of time 

underwater. They are destroyed when their brain is destroyed. In effect, they are the visible 

embodiment of the invisible pathogen. 

As with many influenza pandemics/epidemics, SARS (and in the new movie Contagion), the 

pandemic began in China. The first boy described was bitten when ‘moon fishing’, swimming 

amongst the ruined villages in the Three Gorges Reservoir. There had been other outbreaks, 

presumably contained. People smuggling (particularly the rich, trying to escape the infection) helped 

the outbreak to spread. The poor ‘went underground’, creating a hidden epidemic as well. The 

People’s Republic of China covered up the ‘health and safety‘  sweeps as ‘controlling dissidents’. 

Initially, after the Great Denial, the infection was thought to be ‘rabies’ (Cape Town), then ‘African 

rabies’: an ineffective rabies vaccine (‘piece of Phalanx, peace of mind’) provided some initial 

consolation (comparable to demand during the swine flu pandemic of 2009), and the infection died 

down the first winter (probably due to the cold). Measures taken were ineffective. Running away, as 

part of the Great Panic (3 months later), was unsuccessful. The battle at Yonkers, like the Iraq and 

Afghanistan wars, was heavily reported ‘live’ by the media, revealing the total inadequacy of the 

strategy rather than the anticipate triumph of superior arms. 



Control measures had to be significant and impersonal – looking at populations rather than 

individuals (epidemiology), including  isolation of populations, ‘elimination with extreme prejudice’, 

isolated safe zones, partial evacuation with the remainder as ‘bait’.  

Survival strategies of various groups were described, for example, refugees escaping to cold areas, 

where the zombies froze. But the refugees were hit by influenza, starvation,  poverty – and the 

zombies thawed in the spring. In Europe and older countries, castles etc afforded protection but 

‘one case of pneumonia’ was given as an example of other outbreaks of illness (p189). Sickness (and 

other aspects such as punishment) returned to the Dark Ages. Radio frequencies were scanned for 

information, such as how to culture mould for penicillin (p196).Chenonceau, Conwy and Windsor 

good examples. The Queen stayed with her people (as her mother had in WW2).  Psychological 

repercussions were described, such as the quislings, who thought they were zombies (as in the novel 

I am Legend). Quislings could explain the initial belief that Phalanx worked (they had been bitten by 

a quisling not a zombie). Quislings didn’t freeze like zombies, and they blinked – enabling some 

differentiation. Others individuals suffered from ADS, Asymptomatic Demise Syndrome. But a movie 

made of various minor gains improved morale and reduced cases of ADS.  

The final attack strategy (the Honolulu Conference) was in effect a scorched earth policy, clearing 

every area of zombies. NST National Security Teams, patrolled neighbourhoods. Survivors were 

armed with the basic primitive tool, the Lobo (Lobotomizer), a multipurpose hand weapon. 

Additional clean-ups included patrolling arctic areas, to destroy any reanimating frozen zombies  

(Zacksicles). Similarly, boats were deployed to destroy any zombies washing up on shore. Many less 

desirable traits indicated that mankind had ‘survived’. Russia returned to a more isolationist policy; 

the black market had revived: conversely Cuba’s isolation had ended.  

The incidents above were all discussed during the meeting. The importance of epidemiology, and the 

related transmission, prevention and control of infectious disease was relevant to the aims of the 

bookclub meetings.  

Finally, members were asked if there were any outstanding images or impressions conveyed by the 

book. These were varied:  

- the satellites which revealed the devastation by fire, nuclear war, the Three Gorges dam 

burst, the mole holes burrowed by zombies in search of animal, the smog and the zombie 

swarms. 

- Killing everyone with poison gas so that the dead got up and could then be killed (bridge at 

Kiev p121);  

- Feral children. 

- The value of workers and the uselessness of the richer classes (p138). Immigrants were 

better able to take care of themselves. 

- The importance of dogs 

- The families who had escaped north who fought together against the zombies, but who 

fought against one another to survive. 

Overall, it was the familiarity of everything described in the world today, and the detail and research 

apparent in its preparation that gave the novel such impact. Looking forward to the movie!  



 

Joanna Verran 


