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Marriage has always been more than the
joining of two people. It carries with it layers of
heritage, symbolism, and cultural expression
that reach across centuries. For grooms,
traditions vary widely depending on culture
and region, each one reflecting values, beliefs,
and the importance of the groom’s role in the
marriage ceremony. In South Africa and across
the world, the customs that surround grooms
are striking in their diversity, ranging from
acts of respect to elaborate rituals that celebrate
family and community.

In South Africa, the groom’s role in a traditional
Zulu wedding ceremony includes significant
displays of respect for his bride’s family. A
central custom is lobola, the bride price,
where the groom negotiates with the bride’s
family and offers cattle or money as a gesture
of appreciation. This is not only a transaction
but a recognition of the value of the union
and the joining of families. It highlights the
responsibility of the groom to show readiness
for marriage and to honor the new bond. On
the day itself, grooms often dress in traditional
attire such as ibheshu, made from cowhide,
along with beadwork and a shield, symbolizing
strength and protection.

Among Xhosa communities, grooms also have
their own set of traditions that underscore
maturity and responsibility. Initiation rites,
such as ulwaluko, play an important role
before marriage, marking the transition into
manhood. By the time a Xhosa groom enters
into marriage, he has already demonstrated
readiness to take on the responsibilities of a
husband. During weddings, the groom often
wears a tailored outfit in traditional fabrics,
and like in Zulu culture, lobola negotiations
form part of the process, reinforcing family
ties.

In other South African cultures, unique
customs emphasize respect and unity. Among
Sotho communities, weddings are multi-day
celebrations where the groom and his family
contribute to elaborate feasts and gatherings.
The groom’s role is both provider and
participant in rituals that include gift-giving,
singing, and dancing. The act of uniting two
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families is demonstrated through visible
commitment and generosity, and the groom’s
standing in the community is often measured
by how he embraces these duties.

Outside South Africa, traditions vary but
share the common thread of the groom being
central to ceremonies that balance symbolism
with responsibility. In India, grooms are at the
center of elaborate rituals that extend over
several days. One of the most iconic moments
is the baraat, the groom’s procession, where
he arrives on horseback or even an elephant,
accompanied by music and dancing. This
symbolizes his arrival as a worthy suitor
ready to claim his bride, while his elaborate
attire, often featuring a sherwani and turban,
underscores dignity and celebration. Rituals
such as the exchange of garlands with the bride
symbolize mutual acceptance, while customs
like the application of turmeric during pre-
wedding ceremonies are believed to bless the
groom with protection and prosperity.

In China, traditions surrounding grooms often
emphasize responsibility and perseverance. A
notable custom is the door games, where the
groom must prove his devotion by completing
playful challenges set by the bride’s friends
and family before being allowed to see her.
The tradition underscores commitment and
determination. The groom also presents red
envelopes with money, symbolizing good
fortune. Traditional Chinese attire, often
in red and gold, emphasizes prosperity and
happiness, with the groom standing as a visible
bearer of these blessings for the marriage.

In Japan, grooms historically wore the
montsuki kimono, often bearing the family
crest, during Shinto wedding ceremonies.
Today many grooms also choose Western
suits, but the symbolism remains. In the
Shinto tradition, the groom participates in
the san-san-kudo ritual, where he and his
bride take three sips from three different cups
of sake. This act binds them not only to each
other but also to their families and ancestors,
marking the marriage as a union beyond two
individuals.
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Across Europe, older customs surrounding
grooms continue to be remembered, even
when adapted for modern weddings.
In Greece, for instance, a traditional
ritual involves the shaving of the groom
by his best man, symbolizing trust and
preparation for a new life. In Scotland,
grooms wear kilts in their family tartan,
carrying the weight of heritage with them
into the ceremony. In Eastern Europe,
customs often involve the groom proving
his worth through symbolic gestures, such
as the buying-back of the bride in mock
negotiations that are filled with humor yet
carry cultural weight.

Jewish wedding traditions place the groom
in a role filled with both solemnity and
joy. Before the ceremony, the groom
participates in the signing of the ketubah, a
marriage contract outlining responsibilities
and commitments. During the wedding,
the groom breaks a glass underfoot, a
symbolic act with layers of meaning,
including the reminder of the fragility
of life and the importance of cherishing
the union. His attire may be simple or
formal, but his role is central in shaping
the spiritual and cultural direction of the
ceremony.

In Middle Eastern cultures, the groom is
also highlighted in ways that emphasize
family and community honor. In a
traditional Palestinian wedding, the zaffa
procession features music and celebration
as the groom is escorted to meet his
bride. The event underscores joy but also
responsibility, marking the groom as a
key figure in uniting families. Similarly,
in Moroccan weddings, grooms often
participate in henna ceremonies, where
symbolic designs are applied to ward off
misfortune and bring blessings.

Latin American traditions bring their
own vibrancy to the role of the groom.
In Mexico, during Catholic ceremonies,
the groom presents arras, or thirteen gold

coins, to his bride as a sign of trust and a
promise to provide. This act represents
prosperity and mutual support. In other
regions, the groom may also take part
in rituals involving family blessings,
highlighting the collective nature of
marriage. Dance and music often frame
the groom’s role, as celebrations extend
into lively community gatherings.

In modern Western weddings, the groom’s
traditions may appear less elaborate but are
equally symbolic. The exchange of vows
positions the groom as an equal partner
in expressing commitment. The groom’s
choice of attire, whether a classic tuxedo,
a tailored suit, or something styled to
reflect current fashion trends, also carries
meaning as it sets the tone for the wedding.
Traditions such as the groom not seeing
the bride before the ceremony persist,
rooted in older customs but still shaping
the anticipation of the day.

What becomes clear across cultures is
that the groom is never merely a passive
participant in the marriage process. His
role is consistently framed by acts of
respect, commitment, and symbolism
that connect him to family, heritage,
and community. Whether riding in a
procession, offering gifts, undergoing
rituals of trust, or simply exchanging vows,
the traditions surrounding grooms reveal
the universality of marriage as a union
supported by both personal responsibility
and cultural expression.

In South Africa and across the world,
grooms carry traditions that blend history
with modernity. Some may choose to
honor every custom passed down through
generations, while others adapt them to
contemporary life. Yet in every culture,
the groom’s traditions remind him that
marriage is not entered alone. It is a step
forward grounded in heritage, a visible act
of joining lives that is celebrated through
rituals both grand and intimate.
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