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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
This study contributes to the theoretical and conceptual under-

standing of death and consumption in two main ways. Firstly, it de-
scribes and interprets a ritual context that has not previously been 
the subject of published consumer research: ‘hungry ghost’ festivals 
in the Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition. Previous consumer re-
search studies have touched upon the hungry ghost cosmology, but 
within the rather different Tibetan Mahāyāna Buddhist tradition (e.g. 
Gould, 1991; 1992) and without the focus on the dead as the nexus 
of relational consumption. Secondly, we use this cultural context to 
move towards a dyadic conceptualisation of ritual death consump-
tion, expanding the focus on the management of death by the living 
to embrace the symbolic exchange between living and dead. We fol-
low Bonsu and Belk’s (2003) ethnographic work on death ritual in 
Ghana, Africa, in seeking to move from the predominant Western as-
sumption of death as end point for consumption and identity toward a 
relational perspective on death, using the interactions between living 
and the ghosts at the festival. This perspective is facilitated by the 
belief in this tradition that ghosts are literally present in, and inter-
act with, corporeal life. These interactions are engaged with in ritual 
form in various aspects of hungry ghost festivals.     

LITErATUrE 
Ritual and death remain two relatively neglected topics in con-

sumer research. Since Rook (1985) first introduced ritual into the 
field, various commentators (e.g. Arnould, 2001) have remarked on 
the relatively small number of follow-up studies that elaborate on the 
importance of ritual to consumption, and of consumption to ritual. 
Death, similarly, has been neglected, partly perhaps it is assumed 
to be beyond the scope of corporeal consumer researchers since, in 
Western philosophy and the Judaeo-Christian-Islamic eschatology, 
death is assumed to mark the end of earthly identity, and of con-
sumption (Bauman, 1998; Giddens, 1991; Riley, 1983). For the liv-
ing, material possessions have symbolic meanings (Belk et al., 1989; 
Gentry et al., 1995) but there are instances where possessions and 
their meanings invoke the dead, for example where items symbolise 
the relationship with the deceased. The closeness of life to death has 
been commented upon by some Western philosophers (Baudrillard, 
1993; Hegel, 1977) but the consumption issues surrounding death 
remain relatively under explored. Exceptions include some social 
scientific studies that explore the links between consumption and 
death (Turley, 1998; Metcalf and Huntington, 1991; Davies, 1997). 
Within consumer research, the link between secular immortality and 
consumer affluence has been explored (Hirschman, 1990) as have 
the ways in which the living dispose of the possessions of the dead 
(Kates, 2001; Price et al., 2001). More recently, consumer research-
ers have explored the interplay of death with identity (Bonsu and 
DeBerry-Spence, 2008; Bonsu and Belk, 2003; O’Donohoe and 
Turley, 2005; Wattanasuwan, 2005; Langer, 2007). Three consumer 
culture studies in particular look into death rituals and death con-
sumption in a non-Western context: Bonsu and Belk (2003) (and a 
subsequent work by Bonsu and DeBerry-Spence in 2008); Zhao and 
Belk’s (2008) study of Chinese death ritual consumption; and Wat-
tanasuwan’s (2005) research on the paper burning ritual in Thailand. 
Our study draws on and extends this line of work into a previously 
uncharted cultural context, developing a dyadic conceptualisation of 

death consumption and informing understanding of how death is pro-
duced and consumed in different cultural contexts.    

METHOd 
We use a multi-method approach to interpret the cultural mean-

ings of this festival, bearing in mind the complexity, depth and vari-
ability of the Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition and the consequent 
impossibility of achieving a single definitive reading. We employ a 
cultural semiotic analysis (Buckingham, 2009; Pink, 2006) focusing 
mainly on the centre piece of the ‘Pee Ta Khon’ festival, in which the 
living re-enact the mythical journey back from exile in the forest, of 
the tenth and last incarnation of the Buddha, Prince Mahavejsandon. 
According to legend, the Buddha was escorted on this journey by 
hungry ghosts. The hungry ghost figure varies in different traditions 
of Buddhist mythology but a common feature is that the ghosts are 
dead relatives seeking to move to the next stage in the wheel of life. 
The ghosts are perpetually hungry because they yearn for earthly 
gratifications, and in their liminal state they need the intercession of 
the living to transition to become ancestors. In the festival proces-
sion, the bizarrely costumed ghost figures indulge in ribald humour, 
giving the proceedings a carnivalesque air, in contrast to the more 
pious and solemn parts of the ritual. We set this within a local cul-
tural context by drawing on the first author’s cultural knowledge as 
a Thai national, on informal conversations with Thais supplemented 
by other internet and literary sources of information, and through in-
terviews, conducted in Thai and translated, with festival organisers. 
In addition, we also draw for our frame of understanding on our first 
hand ethnographic investigations of other Theravāda Buddhist death 
rituals in Thailand. We choose to focus this study on the world fa-
mous ‘Pee Ta Khon’ festival (also known under different Anglicised 
spellings) because of its unique mythology and the visual flamboy-
ance which makes tangible the presence of ghosts in Thai cultural 
life.        

FIndInGs/dATA
The findings offer an ethnographically-informed description of 

the hungry ghost phenomenon in Thailand. Observation and analysis 
of the ritual underlines the immanence of ghosts in Thai religious 
life and the centrality of consumption to this death ritual. We focus 
on ‘Pee Ta Khon’ as one of the most important and visually strik-
ing merit-making ‘hungry ghost’ festivals in the highly spirit-infused 
Thai Theravāda Buddhist tradition (McDaniel, 2006). Originally 
known as ‘Pee Tam Khon’, which is literally translated as ‘ghosts 
follow the living’, Pee Ta Khon also doubles as a fertility ritual, and 
has, in recent years, evolved into an important tourist attraction for 
the Dansai district of Loei province in North-Eastern Thailand. It 
has major economic implications for the region, both in terms of the 
cash it generates from visiting tourists and from the success it may 
bring to the growth of crops if the spirits are suitably placated. A 
striking feature of the festival is the combination of evil, represented 
by the grotesque and fearsome masks, and the joyous irreverence of 
the hungry ghost figures as they poke fun at the crowds with their 
huge phalluses during the procession. Profanity is highly unusual in 
Thai public life and especially so in religious ritual, yet the ghosts of 
Pee Ta Khon revel in their ribaldry. In return for giving the hungry 
ghosts assistance, in the form of prayers, food or other ritual forms 
of respect and holy celebration, the living will receive blessings 
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which can increase their spiritual and material wellbeing in this life, 
through the benevolent intercession of the duly placated ancestors. 
It is the manifest reality of ghosts in this tradition as liminal beings 
capable of great evil a well as good which bring into relief the tan-
gibility of symbolic exchanges between living and dead in hungry 
ghost rituals. In Pee Ta Khon and other hungry ghosts festivals, the 
living, in a sense, symbolically consume the dead in ways that have 
implications for the identities of the living, as well as for the dead.   

rEFErEnCEs
Arnould, Eric J. (2001), Ritual three gifts and why consumer 

researchers should care, Advances in Consumer Research, Vol. 
28, p.384-386.

Baudrillard, Jean (1993), Symbolic Exchange and Death, (I. H. 
Grant Trans.), London: Sage (original work published in 
1976).

Bauman, Zygmunt (1998), Postmodernity and its discontents, 
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Belk, Russell. W., Wallendorf, Melanie and Sherry, John F. JR. 
(1989), The sacred and the profane in consumer behaviour: 
Theodicy on the Odyssey, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 
16, Iss. June, p.1-38.

Bonsu, Samuel K. and Belk, Russell W. (2003), Do not go cheaply 
into that good night: death-ritual consumption in Asante, 
Ghana, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 30, Iss. June, 
p.41-55.

Bonsu, Samuel K. and DeBerry-Spence, Benét (2008), Consuming 
the dead: identity and community building practices in death 
rituals, Journal of Contemporary Ethnography, Vol. 37, Iss. 6, 
p. 694-719.

Buckingham, David (2009), Creative visual methods in media 
research: possibilities, problems and proposals, Media Culture 
Society, Vol. 31, Iss. 4, p. 633-652.

Davies, Douglas J. (1997), Death ritual and belief: rhetoric of 
funerary rites, London: Continuum.

Gentry, James W., Kennedy, Patricia F., Paul, Catherine, and 
Hill, Ronald P. (1995), Family transitions during grief: 
discontinuities in household consumption patterns, Journal of 
Business Research, Vol. 34, Iss. September, p.67-79.

Giddens, Anthony (1991), Modernity and self-identity: self and 
society in the late modern age, Cambridge: Cambridge Polity 
Press.

Gould, Stephen J. (1991), An Asian approach to the understanding 
of consumer energy, drives and states, in Hirschman, Elizabeth 
C., Research in Consumer Behaviour: A Research Annual, Vol. 
5, London: Jai Press Inc., p. 33-59.

Gould, Stephen J. (1992), Consumer Materialism as a Multilevel 
and Individual Difference Phenomenon - An Asian-Based 
Perspective, in Special Volumes – Meaning, Measure and 
Morality of Materialism, Association for Consumer Research, 
p. 57-62. 

Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich (1977), The Phenomenology of 
Spirit, (A.V. Miller Trans.) Oxford: Clarendon Press (original 
work published in 1807).

Hirschman, Elizabeth C. (1990), Secular immortality and American 
ideology of affluence, Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 17, 
Iss. June, p. 31-42.

Kates, Steven M. (2001), Disposition of possessions among 
families of people with AIDS, Psychology and Marketing, Vol. 
18, Iss. 4, p. 365-387.

Langer, Rita (2007), Buddhist rituals of death and rebirth: 
Contemporary Sri Lankan Practice and its origins, New York: 
Routledge.

McDaniel, Justin (2006), The map and the world in Buddhism, Thai 
digital monastery, Available at http://tdm.ucr.edu/index.html.

Metcalf, Peter and Huntington, Richard (1991), Celebrations 
of death: anthropology of mortuary practices, New York: 
Cambridge University Press.

O’Donohoe, Stephanie and Turley, Darach (2005), Till death us 
do part? Consumption and the negotiation of relationships 
following a bereavement, Advances in Consumer Research, 
Vol. 32, p. 625-626.

Pink, Sarah (2006), Doing Visual Ethnography, 2nd ed. London: 
Sage.

Price, Linda, Arnould, Eric J. and Curasi, Carolyn F. (2000), Older 
consumers’ disposition of special possessions, Journal of 
Consumer Research, Vol. 37, Iss. September, p.179-201.

Riley, John W. (1983), Dying and the meaning of death: 
sociological inquiries, Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 9, 
p.191-216.

Rook, Dennis (1985), The ritual dimension of consumer behaviour, 
Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 12, Iss. December, p. 
251-264.  

Turley, Darach (1998), A postcard from the very edge: mortality 
and marketing, in Consumer research: postcards from the 
edge, S. Brown and D. Turley (eds.), London: Routledge, p. 
350-377.

Wattanasuwan, Kritsadarat (2005), Remembering you, 
remembering your brands: Immortalising the decreased 
through the paper-burning ritual in Thailand, 3rd workshop on 
interpretive consumer research, Copenhagen Business School, 
Denmark.

Zhao, Xin and Belk, Russell W. (2008), Desire on fire: a naturalistic 
inquiry of Chinese death ritual consumption, European 
Advances in Consumer Research, Association for Consumer 
Research conference proceedings, Vol. 8, p.245.


