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Examining a ritual in transition provides insight into the functions and meanings of ceremonial traditions.  Based on a study of annual

pig feasts in China, we analyze how rural rituals serve to affirm social networks that collectivize tasks that are necessary for survival

and discuss under what conditions the rituals might be abandoned.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
With the rapid globalization and urbanization occurring in 

many parts of the world, many celebratory rituals that have been 
practiced for generations are likely to become extinct in upcoming 
years.  Examining rural traditions in transitional communities offers 
an opportunity to understand how ritual activities communicate 
social standing and provide structure to economic processes.  At 
what point do the benefits secured through long-standing rituals 
cease to be worth the sacrifice of time, labor, and money necessary 
to participate in the traditions?  Answering this question can not only 
provide increased understanding of the practice of rituals, but offer 
insight into the effects of economic development and privatization.  

Research on ritualistic acts has shown that ceremonies and 
celebrations serve to initiate, strengthen, or reproduce social ties 
(Driver 1991; Marshall 2000; Mathwick, Wiertz, de Ruyter 2008).   
Consonant with this theme, a number of consumer culture theorists 
have approached some consumption activities as ritualistic practices 
that serve to maintain social cohesion (e.g. Belk and Costa 1998; 
Bonsu and Belk 2003; Wallendorf and Arnould 1991). The social 
solidarity nurtured through ceremonies makes the instrumental and 
symbolic value of these ritual events akin to similar benefits derived 
from gift giving (Belk 1976; Ruth, Otnes, and Brunel 1999; Sherry 
1983; Wooten 2000), with ritual ceremonies functioning as “gift 
systems” (Geisler 2006).  In rural settings, in which the roles of 
producer and consumer are tightly interwoven, ritual ceremonies 
can serve to establish embedded economies that operate indepen-
dently from capitalist markets via norms of reciprocity and trust 
(Gouldner 1960).  Some theorists argue that communal activities 
involving private citizens, such as ceremonies and celebrations, 
which produce an abundance of social capital, can help to create 
civil societies, which, in turn, provide individuals some protection 
from the vagaries of the external market and the state (Edwards 
and Foley 1998; Fukuyama 2002; Woolcock 1998).  

With this theoretical backdrop, this research examines the an-
nual pig roasts, hosted by Chinese families in Jilin Province during 
the Spring Festival (lunar New Year). Our fieldwork included sixteen 
in depth interviews conducted with farm families over the course 
of two summers. During the first trip, made during the summer 
of 2008, we conducted in depth interviews with nine families in 
Zhenlai County, located in western Jilin Province approximately 
250 kilometers northwest of Changchun, the provincial capital 
of Jilin.  The first round included five families in the township of 
Dongping, and four families in the township of Momoge.   During 
the second trip, made during the summer of 2009 and using a slightly 
revised interview guide, in depth interviews were conducted with 
an additional seven families in Jiutai County, just fifty kilometers 
northeast of Changchun.  These interviews included three families 
in the township of Lianhua and four in the townships of Longjiapo.   
The two counties represent two quite different conditions of rural 
economic development, with per capita income about twice as high 
for residents of Jiutai County as for Zhenlai County.  

Each of the families we interviewed, following a long-standing 
rural tradition in northern China, raises pigs throughout the year 
and then slaughters the pig during the period shortly before Spring 
Festival and cooks part of it to host a feast for friends and rela-
tives.  Via the descriptions and interpretation of the pig feasts by 
farmers, we learned that these annual ceremonies have provided an 

important role in stabilizing and maintaining rural societies through 
the generation of social capital (Bourdieu 1984; Coleman 1988; 
Putnam 2000).  The pig feasts have served to establish and reinforce 
a social network of relatives and friends that can be relied upon 
for assistance throughout the year (Kipnis 1997; Yan 1994).   We 
identified four kinds of social capital—identity, moral, emotional, 
and instrumental—that have provided distinctive, but interrelated, 
benefits to the participants of the social gatherings. 

In less-developed Zhenlai County, the pig feast ritual continues 
to be practiced by every household that we encountered and ap-
pears to continue to provide an important purpose in affirming an 
informal market that serves to collectivize tasks that are necessary 
for survival in rural villages.  In wealthier, better-connected Jiutai 
County, the pig feast ritual is no longer uniformly practiced.  Even 
the households that continue to engage in the tradition do not all feel 
it is necessary to commit the time and labor necessary to sustain 
this ritual on an annual basis. As Jiutai County is becoming more 
economically developed, alternative means to acquire social capital 
have emerged, and a formal economic system is developing that 
operates to perform many of the activities (e.g. loans, farm tasks, 
house building) that previously might have been executed with the 
help of an informal social network.

The decrease in the practice of the pig feast in Jiutai County 
raises some broader issues related to globalization, modernization, 
and capitalization, including potential support for western theory 
that ties modernization to individualization (e.g. Beck 1992; Gid-
dens 1991) and substantiation of a link between reciprocal feasts 
and egalitarian societies (Durrenberger 2008). Given the prevalence 
of ceremonies involving ritual transaction in most societies, this 
research suggests the usefulness of studying the rise and fall of 
rituals to gain greater understanding of the rules and meanings of 
rituals within the larger social and economic order (Arnould and 
Thompson 2005).


