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Abstract: This work aims at examining the “strangeness” of the familiar ritual of the wedding through 
an in-depth look at how artifacts circulate in weddings. Carried out in the western part of Puerto Rico, 
this study makes a contribution by addressing a gap in the anthropological literature on Puerto Rico 
with the study of the wedding ritual and contributing to the broader anthropological study of how 
meaning is produced, communicated and negotiated. This research reveals that Puerto Rican weddings 
are a bride-centric ritual, and that the meaning attributed to wedding artifacts is the result of 
negotiations between what are perceived by participants as structural, traditional, ritual constraints or 
guidelines and what are described as more personal or idiosyncratic preferences. This analysis of 
wedding artifacts also suggests an underlying logic of how people and things are classified in Puerto 
Rican culture. Artifacts are classified; much like people are classified- objects are incorporated into the 
ritual because they perpetuate notions of valuable characteristics in people (eg. uniqueness). The 
market then, targets brides, because the market understands women long to possess these values and 
also posses the knowledge necessary to produce the truth and the power needed to make decisions 
regarding wedding aesthetics. 

 

 

To participants, cakes, rings, white dresses, and weddings go together in a self-evident manner. As people 
are enculturated into society, these artifacts become part of the structural and traditional definition of what 
a wedding is supposed to be. This study assumes that these conceptualizations arise from habitus. As 
Bourdieu (2006) states, habitus produces common sense ( 410), it is a law that has been inculcated in each 
agent since their early upbringing (411), and it is both a structured structure and a structuring structure 
(407). In order to examine the various conceptualizations of wedding artifacts, as stated by their artisans 
and the actors in the ritual, this paper produces an analysis of thirteen face-to-face, semi-structured in-depth 
interviews, as well as fieldnotes, photographs and advertisements. Participants were chosen by convenience 
and sometimes by snowball sampling. All of them had either a wedding previously, were planning a 
wedding or worked in the wedding industry. This comparative analysis will begin with a careful reading of 
the life, the biography, the social circulation, of four commodities: the bridal gown, the photographic 
album, the wedding bands, and the cake. 
 
 



 

Participants attributed many different meanings to their dresses, the colors, and why they chose them. 
Participants whose bridal gown were white, described this color as denoting "purity," "tradition," and 
"virginity." These can be considered structural descriptions of what the color white means. There also exist 
other meanings that reflect a more idiosyncratic description. Such was the case with Diana, a 30-something 
married woman who had already mothered a child at the moment of marriage. She said that she chose her 
bronze colored gown because it was unique and to her liking: "I thought it was so different and so pretty 
that I thought to myself ―this is the one.‖ Marta, a 50-something dressmaker and retailer, mirrored these set 
categories of color denoting marital and/or parental status at the moment of marriage. Marta said that 
bridal gowns are ―almost always white or pearly, unless it is a divorced woman who prefers it pink.‖ Thus 
Marta, the artisan of the artifact, demonstrated that there is a delicate interplay between tradition (the way 
things are, or almost are) and client preference. That is, the artisan conceptualizes the meaning of the 
artifact according to her own ideas, but is open to negotiating meaning with her clients. For example, Marta 
hold these pre-established categories of thought (i.e. white is for first-time brides) but one time she made a 
dress for a first-time bride that was violet. Thus, artisans seem to be willing to negotiate meaning for the 
sake of the sale. 
 
The bridal gown is in many cases the central artifact involved in wedding industry advertisements. Puerto 
Rican wedding magazines frequently have on their covers brides dressed in white. Advertisements used for 
the sale of wedding artifacts target brides. Thus, it is not uncommon to find brides in the cover of bridal 
magazines. One cover of a Puerto Rican wedding magazine reads "Bridal gown: The principal protagonist". 
The number of pages dedicated to this particular artifact, its price range, size, and other elements suggest 
it—or its wearer—in fact plays a protagonist role in the ritual. Does the wedding revolve around this 
artifact? Does it revolve around not just this artifact, but also the person who wears it?  
 

Participants commonly explained that rings denoted non-single status. Some participants were aware that 
they have a symbolic meaning. When denoting symbolic meaning, participants frequently attributed the 
value of "commitment" and the state of "union."  Indeed, as Nair (1978) notes, "Rings evolve from fetters 
used by husbands to secure the capture of their brides, these practices were displaced by the smaller, 
contracted, wedding finger rings (Awofeso 2002). However, these participants didn't see the wedding ring 
as a symbol of patriarchal nature, but something that was used to unite husband and wife. Ariel, a jeweler 
that sold personalized wedding rings said regarding the symbolic meaning of rings, ―Some have three stones, 
those symbolize past, present future. There are other colors, such as sapphire, that symbolize truth, love, 
and faithfulness, and so on. Each person creates it according to their own style." Analogous to the 
dressmaker, the jeweler has an artifact that he conceptualizes as something particular, but when faced with 
the client, he is willing to negotiate meaning. The desire of the artisan to personalize commodities, thus 
forces the artisan to negotiate meaning.  
 

Participants frequently stated that the cake was incorporated into the ritual because it was to be the 
"dessert" of the evening.  It was very self-evident to the participants that a cake should be incorporated. 
Some found symbolic meaning in the cutting of the cake together and stated that it symbolized the 
importance of "sharing" in married life. 
 



 

Carla, a female baker, mirrored the symbolic meaning of cakes when she explained that a cake meant that a 
marriage will be forever, and that the bride and the groom will share everything in life. Carla also spoke 
about the emotional investment that brides make during wedding planning; she stated that the cake is 
something with which brides dream about, something beautiful, pretty, magical, and that brides have cried 
when they‘re cake turns out, to their taste, ugly. It seems Carla, by being a baker, understands that the 
wedding is primarily a bride‘s ―business‖. That is, that the wedding is the bride‘s personal concern- that it is 
the bride's responsibility to execute the ritual, and that as she told me all eyes after they lay on the bride, lay 
on the cake. 
 
Similar to changing perceptions of the purpose of wedding rings, we can see that the symbolism of wedding 
cakes has substantially changed over the years. Fustel de Coulanges (2001) notes that in ancient Greece the 
sharing of a wedding cake in presence of fire, put the husband and wife in religious communion with each 
other, and with the husband‘s gods (35).  Baker (1977) noted it was eaten in order to ensure the bride‘s 
fertility or to bring prosperity to the consumers (Edwards 1982, 708).  My research reveals that 
participants did not attribute any of these meanings to the cake. Instead, most participants thought the 
cake‘s primary use was its function as the dessert. They also believed that the cake is traditional; there 
always needs to be a cake at a wedding. This suggests a dissonance between what rituals are thought to 
mean by historical analysis and what they mean to the agents that execute the rituals themselves. Perhaps 
these rituals were once understood (by the agents that executed them) to mean what history said they once 
meant. However, during the time of this research, I found no evidence, based on my interviews, to link the 
cake to fertility, to breaking the hymen or to inclusion into the husband‘s (or bride‘s for that matter), 
family of orientation. 
 

Participants frequently said that the meaning of the wedding photograph album was "a memory." It seems 
the role of the wedding album is to aid in the production of memory. Natalia, a woman in her 20's said:  
I just arranged these different shapes, so as to take advantage of them and try to have the most memories I 
possibly could out of that day. Sometimes, as years go by, you can forget, you never know. I tried to have 
of every moment, of those moments that were important to me, have like various pictures that would have 
like a sequence of what was happening. 
 
The importance of making the memory is even mirrored by other artisans in industries that are not related 
to photography. Carla, the baker, said that the importance of the cake is that couple be satisfied with the 
cake the day of their wedding and for them to have a pretty memory. The album not only produces 
meaning, but content. The album shapes the wedding, pictures are propped in order to fulfill the 
preexisting categories a wedding album should include. Thus, it is also memory that is produced in a 
structured pre-determined way because photographers reproduce structural ideas of what photos a wedding 
album should have. As one ad for a photography service read: "the details", "the romance", "our wedding", 
and "the bride"-photographers have previously to the sale, already established the prototypical wedding 
album. Yet, just as all the other artisans explained above they are willing, and often motivate the client to 
negotiate meaning. That is, there is a reciprocal negotiation of meaning.  
Marcos, a photographer in his 30's said that the album was "a pretty memory, funny, depending on how the 
person wants it." Again, we see how the artisan is concerned with what the client wants.  Even some 
artifacts are chosen because they will look good in pictures. For example Carla explained that cake fondant 
is popular not only because it is a material that is more structurally sound than frosting, but because it looks 
good in pictures. This suggests that the ritual and its artifacts are in a way produced according to 
expectations of future memories. 



 

 

Three major findings arise from the analysis of the conceptualizations of meaning of the artifacts. Firstly, it 
seems to be that Puerto Rican weddings are bridecentric. As will later be evidenced, the visual focus of the 
wedding album, the bride‘s emotional investment, the weight of her opinion in comparison to that of her 
male counterpart, the market‘s focus on her as the consumer, all point to the fact that weddings are 
bridecentric- a woman‘s ―business‖- both her personal concern and her industry.  
For example, Adriana, a teen bride expressed bridecentric thoughts when speaking about how she was 
going to use her dress in order to fulfill her desire to be unique:  

―I love silver because it‘s shiny, that‘s why I chose to put silver in it [the dress]. I also wanted to put 
that color on it, because other than white, I want it to stand out. I want to stand out that day, I 
want everyone to look at me. I want... I want to be the girl of the evening. I want everyone to say 
―oh, look how beautiful, look how pretty, I want to have a dress as pretty as hers...‖ 

 
She herself is also the visual focus of the album. Thus, this bridecentrism translated onto paper as well. In 
wedding albums, pictures of brides by themselves usually outnumber pictures of grooms by themselves. I 
examined three web-based portfolios of professional photographers and quantified the amount of times that 
brides appeared versus the amount of times that grooms appeared. The first portfolio had 25 photographs 
displayed, 25 included actors in the ritual, six photographs were of the bride by herself, and zero show the 
groom by himself. The second portfolio included 51 photos total, 45 pictures included actors of the ritual, 
10 included the bride by herself and zero included the groom by himself. The third portfolio I examined 
included 14 photos, 12 included actors in the ritual, four included the bride by herself and zero included the 
groom by himself. The outstanding finding here is that out of the three portfolios none of them had pictures 
of the groom by himself. Though in all of them there were numerous photographs with the bride as the only 
person in the photograph. According to these findings, it is apparent that the bridecentrism of the album is 
indicative of the overall bridcentism of the entire wedding ritual.  
 
Also, the bride and her artifacts are the images that are most marketed. Even the language of conventions is 
bridecentric, as many expos about weddings are actually named bridal expos. While conducting fieldwork 
at a bridal expo, it seemed brides were usually accompanied by another female or a female entourage with 
which they were walking around with, talking to artisans, and photographing their artifacts to get ideas 
from the artifacts. Since the wedding is the bride‘s personal concern, she is the one artisans negotiate mainly 
with. Indeed, when I talked to one male/female couple, I asked the groom if he would participate in the 
interview, and he denied leaving the spotlight to her. 
 
Although in their narratives participants stated that both the bride and groom were involved in wedding 
planning, brides were the ones who seem to have the upper hand when it came to deciding how the ritual 
would be executed. Matters of choosing the artifacts, like picking out the cake, seem to matter most to the 
bride.  As Sniezek (2005) states, most of the work involved with planning a wedding falls to the bride, yet 

couples ―creatively and reflexively used the division of labor to construct their relationship as equal— 
couples discuss, highlight and shift the focus to those tasks that they perform together, thus creating an 
ideology of equality (231).‖  Similarly, Adriana says that she and her fiancé both worked equally in her 
wedding, but then she contradicts herself by saying that she has to give her fiancé the illusion that he actually 
has a say in wedding aesthetics, while she has the final say in representation: 
I think that yes in everything, he has taken, at least, an ―ok, I want this‖. Since he doesn‘t have that power 
like I do, of ―no, the flowers are going to be like this‖. He doesn‘t care for flowers. He almost has nothing 



 

specific to do to plan for the wedding. In everything, his likes were put into play, so he can see and say ―I 
picked that color‖. But it was between the both of us. 
 
I would claim this discrepancy in power arises from a discrepancy of production of truth between genders. 
It is assumed throughout wedding narratives that women, and not men, have access to power, because they 
have had access to an enculturation that allowed them to learn and to thrive in the realm of flowers, fabrics, 
pastry, and jewelry aesthetics. As Foucault (1980) notes, we are subjugated to the production of truth and 
we can‘t have access to power unless we produce truth (73).  In wedding aesthetics, it seems men are 
subjugated to the power that is produced by a woman‘s knowledge, and in turn, the truth about wedding 
aesthetics. Until men are able to gain access to the knowledge about wedding aesthetics, and produce their 
truth about it, they will not be able to have the power necessary to have an egalitarian voice in wedding 
planning.  
 
This necessity for the illusion of equality, is due to the mechanics of gender. Montemurro (2005) articulates 
the operational force behind these narratives, in her analysis of wedding showers: 
The coed shower seems to be postfeminist— a mirage of equality and something that those who believe that 
feminist goals have been attained can cling on to as exemplary of progress and social change, when, in fact, 
it is merely a more complicated and elaborate means of reproducing and perpetuating traditional gender 
roles and ideals ( 32). 
 
In a similar vein, women‘s power over men in the case of weddings does not mean feminists goals have 
been attained in this exercise. Rather, the current case of wedding artifacts, what it is doing is perpetuating 
traditional gender roles: aesthetics is a woman‘s realm, and men‘s opinion about whether something is 
beautiful or not is subjugated to the woman‘s opinion.  
 

In this study, there is a complex relationship between what objects or actions denote, symbolize or signify 
and how participants attribute sense and importance to those objects or actions. After bridecentrism, the 
second finding in this study is that the meaning attributed to wedding artifacts is the result of negotiations 
between what are perceived by participants as structural, traditional, ritual constraints or guidelines and 
what are described as more personal or idiosyncratic preferences.   Participants are sometimes aware of 
historical significations and/or symbolic significations attached to an artifact, but this does not necessarily 
determine the use and the meaning they attach to it. Brides and grooms can find meanings beyond the 
structural meanings of certain artifacts to produce a certain meaning they find more sense to. Sometimes 
they find a satisfactory meaning just in the notion that the artifact they are using in their ritual is traditional; 
that is, it is obviously supposed to be incorporated into the ritual.  
 
Firstly, participants can find meaning beyond meaning. That is a meaning beyond historical significance or 
tradition but always inserted in a broader logic of individualism and customization— so it seems to be 
beyond tradition but it is certainly not beyond culture. One participant expressed that although he and his 
wife understood the historical meaning of certain rituals, some of these rituals were not meaningful enough 
to be incorporated into the wedding. Marcos, a man in his 30‘s, who when asked why he and his wife did 
not cut the wedding cake together, responded: ―We really didn‘t do the wedding like it‘s traditionally 
done... we didn‘t do many ceremonies that we didn‘t see any kind of sense to. People like it and find it 
meaningful, but to us it wasn‘t.‖  
 



 

Thus, for this couple, the decision of whether or not a ritual would be incorporated into their wedding 
depended on the historical meaning of the ritual. If the historical meaning was not to their liking, for 
example, the case of the giving away of the bride by her father to the groom, the couple thought that this 
ritual alluded to the sale of brides to the groom‘s family, they would not include it in their take on the 
ritual. Instead, the bride and groom walked down the aisle together. Other rituals, like that of cutting the 
wedding cake together, were not included because they were void of meaning— it wasn‘t that the meaning 
was inappropriate, but simply that, it did not make any sense. 
Perhaps this suggests a new dimension to the conceptualization of meaning, one where in order for rituals 
to be incorporated into the wedding, they must both— denote, symbolize or signify something and must 
also be full of sense and importance to the participant.  
Secondly, this analysis suggests that participants can attribute a different meaning to something, even if they 
know it historically means something else. Furthermore, some participants were aware of the historical 
meaning attached to some artifacts, and actively decided to incorporate the artifact into their take of the 
ritual. For example, Diana, who had already had a child at the moment of her wedding and was once a 
florist, understood an historical meaning of the use of the bouquet, to be related to an indicator of virginity. 
She stated that the bouquet stemmed from a Greek tradition in which virgins would carry the bouquet 
below the navel and non-virgins would carry it around the waist. Even though she understood this to be the 
historical significance, she did not use it in this manner: 

Lorna Vélez: Did you follow these rules? 
Diana: No, actually, I just took it. 
LV: So, is there any other meaning that the bouquet has that you decided to have one? 
D: Well, brides always use flowers and well I wanted to use roses, that‘s all. 

 
This finding mirrors Strano's finding that ―most brides do not wear a white dress in order to communicate 
their virginity. They wear a white dress because that is what bride‘s do,‖ (Strano 2006, 43). It seems Diana 
used a bouquet, not because of its historical significance, but because this was something that brides do. 
It seems there is a meaning beyond meaning that depends on something beyond what artifacts are 
historically conceptualized as. There seems to be another mechanism that motivates brides to incorporate or 
not certain artifacts on their take of the ritual. I think this mechanism is the power of tradition, and perhaps 
of structure.  
 

Finally, the further examination of the two findings— bridecentrism and the meaning of meaning— seem 
to point out the reason why these two dynamics exist in the context of nuptial commodities. After all, an 
interplay between culture and market certainly exists, and, reflects how societies classify people and 
objects. Artifacts are classified; much like people are classified- objects are incorporated into the ritual 
because they perpetuate notions of valuable characteristics in people. 
 
As Durkheim and Mauss (1963) said, society classifies things, like people are classified; first people are 
classified, and then objects (11). In this case, wedding artifacts and actions are classified as symbolizing 
valued characteristics of people— committed (as seen in the rings), pure (as seen in the white in the dress), 
and altruistic (as seen in the sharing of cake). These are certainly tied to the conceptualizations of the 
traditional gender roles that are ascribed to women. Kopytoff (1988) adds to Durkheim by stating that 
society classifies objects simultaneously and in the same way people are classified (91). In a complex society, 
people have different identities at the same time or during different times in their life, and this happens with 
objects too (68).  
 



 

By analyzing the artifacts in a rite of passage, it seems that the market is also important in our classification 
of things. The importance of market in the classification of things in our post-Fordist economy, is that 
market plays a key role in driving people to re-classify commodities— to assign whatever meaning they find 
more sense to these objects, and perhaps eventually to singularize them. Perhaps, the market offers unique 
commodities with the hope that they will have such sentimental value that they'll be singularized and de-
commoditized. Such is the case with the wedding album. The album starts off clearly in the realm of 
objects, where it is clearly a commodity, something that can be bought and sold in our market system. It is 
in the beginning, the album is merely a book with blank pages, and the promise of one‘s pictures enclosed 
within the covers. But then, as it begins to be constructed, as pictures are propped, taken, and purchased, 
as those pages become filled in, it starts to move into the realm of people. At this point we are speaking 
about the biography of an album (a thing). Now in the realm of people and of culture, the album has such 
sentimental value that it becomes virtually priceless in the realm of objects.  
As seen by the artisan's narratives and the propaganda they have, the market, as well as the actors in the 
ritual, also reproduce cultural bridecentrism, while simultaneously pitching their message of customization. 
The market sells difference, but at the same time the market must create a product that is culturally 
compatible in order to gain profits. The market wants to tell brides that they can have it their way and that 
they can and should negotiate meaning.  As I have tried to show, the market understands the cultural values 
associated with white dresses, wedding rings, and cakes etc, and that women long for these values. The 
market takes advantage of the fact that in our culture purity, commitment, and uniqueness are 
characteristics that are valued, especially for women. The market then, targets brides, because the market 
understands women long for these values and also posses the knowledge necessary to produce the truth and 
the power needed to make decisions regarding wedding aesthetics. Like Adriana and Diana, brides crave 
objects that will be like no other. Since the market is profit-driven, artisans, like Marcos, Marta, Carla, and 
Ariel, allow and encourage customers to personalize the artifact they are purchasing, even though they 
themselves have their own ideas about what the finished product should be like. 
 
This drive for difference, with a concern for personalization, has long been an instrument of the post-
Fordist economy. As Rutherford (1990), puts it: 

"[...]capital has fallen in love with difference: advertising thrives on selling us things that will 
enhance our uniqueness and individuality. It's no longer about keeping up with the Joneses, it's 
about being different from them. From world music to exotic holidays in third world locations, 
ethnic tv dinners to Peruvian knitted hats, cultural difference sells. ... difference ceases to threaten 
... otherness is sought after for its exchange value, its exoticism and the pleasures, thrills and 
adventures it can offer" (Pabon 2003, 32) 

 

As I have tried to show, the discourse about wedding artifacts reflects an underlying logic or set of rules that 
include bridecentrism and the negotation of meaning. This logic in turn reflects and perpetuates broader 
values, of traditional gender roles and customization.  Weddings are bridecentric because in our culture, 
weddings are largely a bridal business— they are situated within the bride's/female realm, while the market 
targets brides because market knows the bride is the one making the purchasing decisions. 
Reading these artifacts can provide us with insight into how society classifies things and people. The market 
seems to be aiding the transformation of culture, to the point where perhaps we can no longer distinguish 
the two. Perhaps we should be speaking of a commercial-cultural system, one where, at present, the value 
of both objects and people depends on how different they are from one another and how well they fit into 
our culture. 
 



 

There was one advertisement, that of a venue provider that epitomized the social dynamics I have tried to 
encompass in this paper. The advertisement, had a faceless groom clad in black fading in a black 
background, while he was embracing the bride. The bride, clad in white, drew her white veil over 
(literally, and metaphorically) his body. All this occurred under the text that read "Your day, your way"- 
affirming that yet again, it is the bride‘s day, her way.  
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