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Día de Muertos and Halloween occur within the same few days of the calendar and share a visual
language of skeletons, spirits, darkness, costumes, food, and communal activity. These similarities
make comparison tempting, but they can also produce a misleading conclusion that Día de Muertos is
simply a Mexican form of Halloween. The two traditions developed through different cultural histories
and organize their relationship with death in different ways. UNESCO describes Mexico’s Indigenous
festivity dedicated to the dead as a commemoration of the temporary return of deceased relatives
and loved ones, while the Library of Congress traces Halloween to a complex blending of Samhain,
Christian observances, European folklore, immigration, and later American popular culture (UNESCO,
2026; Library of Congress, 2021).

The most useful comparison therefore begins with function rather than appearance. Día de Muertos is
primarily oriented toward remembrance, family continuity, and hospitality toward the dead.
Halloween is more strongly associated with disguise, controlled fear, supernatural play, neighborhood
exchange, and entertainment. Neither tradition is culturally frozen. Both have changed through
migration, religion, commercialization, tourism, media, and local adaptation. Their shared symbols do
not erase their different meanings.

Death Is Remembered Differently in the Two
Traditions
Día de Muertos developed through the interaction of Indigenous Mesoamerican traditions with
Catholic observances such as All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day. It should not be reduced to a single
“Aztec” ritual because many Indigenous communities had distinct practices concerning ancestors,
death, agricultural cycles, offerings, and the afterlife before Spanish conquest. During the colonial
period, Catholic dates and Indigenous practices became intertwined in different regions. UNESCO’s
description emphasizes that the celebration, as practiced by Indigenous communities in Mexico,
marks the temporary return of deceased relatives and loved ones and takes place at the end of
October and beginning of November, a period that also coincides with the completion of the maize-
growing cycle in many communities.

That orientation toward particular deceased people is essential. Families may prepare an ofrenda
containing photographs, candles, marigolds, water, food, bread, fruit, religious images, and objects
associated with the person being remembered. The arrangement is not merely decorative. It provides
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a setting for storytelling, memory, prayer, and the symbolic welcoming of family members who have
died. Children may learn the names and histories of grandparents or relatives they never met.
Cemetery visits, cleaning graves, vigils, music, and shared meals may also form part of the
observance depending on region and household.

Halloween has a different historical trajectory. The Library of Congress connects it to Samhain, a
Celtic seasonal festival marking the transition from summer and harvest into winter, while also
emphasizing the later incorporation of Christian All Saints’ and All Souls’ observances. European
customs involving souling, guising, bonfires, divination, and seasonal mischief were carried across
time and migration. Irish and Scottish traditions became especially influential in North America, where
Halloween eventually developed into a major popular celebration characterized by costumes, jack-o’-
lanterns, trick-or-treating, parties, haunted attractions, horror entertainment, and commercial
merchandise (Library of Congress, 2021).

The dead therefore occupy different social positions within each celebration. In Día de Muertos, the
dead are often named relatives whose continued relationship with the family is renewed through
memory and ritual. In Halloween, ghosts, skeletons, witches, monsters, and supernatural beings are
more often anonymous figures associated with play, fear, suspense, fantasy, or humor. A Halloween
skeleton may decorate a yard or haunted house because it looks frightening or amusing. A calavera in
Día de Muertos may refer to mortality, satire, family memory, or the equality of all people before
death.

This does not mean Día de Muertos is purely joyful while Halloween is purely frightening. Grief,
sadness, humor, affection, prayer, and celebration can coexist around an ofrenda. Likewise,
Halloween can involve nostalgia, creativity, community generosity, family fun, and harmless mischief
rather than genuine fear. The more accurate distinction is emotional orientation. Día de Muertos
creates a culturally recognized space for maintaining bonds with deceased loved ones. Halloween
more commonly turns death and the supernatural into controlled imaginative play.

Similar Symbols Perform Different Cultural Work
The visual overlap between the two traditions is strongest in skeleton imagery. Halloween skeletons
commonly represent haunting, danger, death, or comic horror. Their anonymity helps them function
as symbols of the uncanny. Mexican calaveras can also be humorous, but they frequently carry
satirical and social meanings. José Guadalupe Posada’s famous skeletal figures, later associated with
La Catrina, mocked pretension and social status by presenting elites and ordinary people alike as
skeletons. Death becomes a reminder that wealth, rank, and appearance are temporary.

Food also appears in both observances but serves different purposes. Halloween candy is usually
exchanged among the living through trick-or-treating. Children move from home to home and receive
sweets within a temporary neighborhood system of hospitality. Día de Muertos food may be shared by
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living family members while also being placed symbolically on an altar for the dead. Regional dishes,
pan de muerto, fruit, beverages, tamales, mole, or foods associated with a deceased relative can
express memory and care. The presence of sweetness in both traditions does not make the exchange
socially identical.

Costume and face painting provide another example. Halloween encourages temporary
transformation into fictional characters, monsters, celebrities, animals, historical figures, or humorous
objects. The activity emphasizes disguise and imagination. Día de Muertos celebrations sometimes
include calavera makeup, elegant skeletal dress, Catrina-inspired imagery, processions, and public
performance. Yet these elements should not be treated as requirements. Many families observe Día
de Muertos through private altars, cemetery visits, prayer, food, and memory without wearing special
costumes at all.

This distinction becomes important when Día de Muertos imagery is used as generic Halloween
decoration. Cultural exchange is not automatically disrespectful, but reducing calavera makeup or
altar imagery to an exotic costume can erase the tradition’s connection to family, Indigenous
heritage, religious syncretism, and remembrance. A respectful comparison recognizes that similar
images can perform different cultural work.

Children also participate differently. Halloween often gives children a structured encounter with fear
through costumes, trick-or-treating, scary stories, and neighborhood rules. Día de Muertos can
provide another kind of education by making death discussable within family life. Children may help
arrange flowers, decorate sugar skulls, place photographs, visit graves, or listen to stories about
relatives. The practice does not eliminate grief, but it can place grief within a recurring social ritual
rather than treating death as a subject that should remain private or frightening.

Public space has changed both traditions. Halloween transforms neighborhoods, schools, stores, and
entertainment venues through decorations, parties, parades, and haunted attractions. Día de Muertos
is observed in homes and cemeteries but also increasingly in museums, schools, plazas, processions,
and major public events. Large urban parades can attract tourism and media attention, yet they
should not be mistaken for the totality of the tradition. The more intimate practices of memory and
family remembrance remain central in many communities.

Commercialization and Globalization Have Brought
the Traditions Closer Without Making Them the
Same
Halloween has become heavily commercialized through candy, costumes, decorations, films, theme
parks, games, restaurants, and retail promotions. Mass production helped standardize certain visual
symbols and made the holiday increasingly recognizable around the world. Día de Muertos has also
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become highly visible through tourism, fashion, international entertainment, restaurant promotions,
consumer goods, museums, and global media. Commercial attention can create income for artists
and communities, but it can also separate symbols from their original cultural context.

Migration has contributed to further interaction. Mexican and Mexican American communities have
carried Día de Muertos practices into the United States and other countries, where public altars and
community events can connect younger generations with family history and migration. Halloween has
spread internationally through film, television, education, tourism, and retail. A family may therefore
participate in trick-or-treating on October 31 and create an ofrenda for relatives on November 1 or 2
without considering the observances interchangeable.

Stanley Brandes argues that contrast with Halloween has also contributed to the construction of Día
de Muertos as a symbol of Mexican national identity. This process can strengthen cultural pride while
also simplifying regional diversity. Mexico does not have one uniform Día de Muertos practice.
Indigenous communities, urban families, Catholic households, secular participants, and diaspora
communities may emphasize different rituals. UNESCO’s recognition of the Indigenous festivity as
intangible cultural heritage is significant precisely because living heritage is recreated by
communities rather than preserved as one fixed museum form.

Halloween is equally diverse. Some people treat it as secular entertainment, some connect it to
Christian traditions, some reject it for religious reasons, and others participate primarily through
neighborhood or school events. Its long history includes both religious and nonreligious elements.
Modern Halloween is therefore not a pure survival of Samhain any more than Día de Muertos is a pure
survival of pre-Hispanic ritual.

The two traditions do share meaningful similarities. Both occur near the same seasonal and Christian
calendar period, both use death-related imagery, both involve food and community participation, and
both have changed through migration and commercialization. Both also create socially acceptable
ways to approach subjects that can otherwise be uncomfortable. The resemblance is real, but
resemblance is not equivalence.

Calling Día de Muertos “Mexican Halloween” makes Halloween the default reference point and
reduces a distinct tradition to a local variation of something more familiar. A more accurate
comparison begins by explaining Día de Muertos on its own terms: a living tradition of remembrance
in which families and communities renew relationships with the dead through offerings, stories,
flowers, food, prayer, and public or private ritual. Halloween can then be compared as a different
tradition in which death and the supernatural are more often transformed into entertainment,
disguise, controlled fear, and neighborhood exchange.

What makes the comparison valuable is not the discovery that the two celebrations are secretly the
same. It is the recognition that societies can use similar symbols to produce very different meanings.
A skull may frighten, satirize, honor, entertain, or remember. Food may be a neighborhood treat or an
offering connected with family memory. Costumes may create fantasy or participate in a cultural
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representation of mortality. Día de Muertos and Halloween overlap visually and historically, but each
reflects a distinct way of placing death within social life.
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