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The Five Cs of Buying an Engagement Ring

By

Bruce Freedman

So I’m shopping for an engagement ring for my future ex-wife. I already have a pretty good idea in terms of what I want. Not that I’m so intuitive about women or anything like that. No, she had told me a year earlier exactly what she wanted if she were ever to get married, hint, hint. And like a good boyfriend, I had written it down.

I’m lucky. I’m sitting in a friend’s office. He works in the family business, one of the largest diamond wholesalers in Asia. He normally deals with ridiculously wealthy customers so I’m fortunate that he’s doing me this favor. I know I’m not going to get ripped off. 

 I quickly learn that there is a whole different language when it comes to buying an engagement ring. You’ve got four Cs to be aware of: clarity, color, cut and carat.

“Clarity” refers to the purity of the diamond. Apparently, there are defects inside a diamond. I say “apparently” because most of these flaws can only be seen with the help of a microscope or a magnifying glass. Not even your girlfriend’s bionic vision, which can spot a poorly washed plate from the other side of the kitchen, could detect most defects. 

 “Color” measures the extent of discoloring in a white diamond. There are twenty-three different grades of white, with “D” (colorless) being the most valuable and “Z” (light yellow) the least desirable. I’ve always been a bit slow when it comes to languages. I only mastered my ABCs in grade three. Perhaps that’s why my eyes could detect no difference between D, E, F and G. 

“Cut” measures craftsmanship, taking into account symmetry, cut and polish. The better the cut, the better the refraction of light and the more brilliant the end result. There is no grading system for this very important C so most shoppers pay little heed to it. Instead, they obsess about clarity and color where without a grading system, they would not be able to tell the difference. 

“Carat” refers to the size of the diamond. Bigger is always better. Unfortunately, bigger is also more expensive. Too bad our women don’t like their diamonds the way they like their dress size.

So I’m sitting in my friend’s office and getting very confused by all this new terminology. I want to get my girl what she asked for, because anything less means I do not love her, right? Unfortunately, he does not have her exact specifications in stock. I have to make some decisions on my own. I’m not a stupid man. I err towards the more expensive. Only the best for my girl.

It never even occurs to me to get her anything other than a real diamond, although there are alternatives. There are simulated diamonds, like Cubic Zirconia, which simply look like natural diamonds. And there are manufactured diamonds that have an identical chemical composition. Both of these substitutes are significantly cheaper than natural diamonds. That is, until you factor in the emotional cost of trying to convince your fiancé that you’re not a penny-pinching jackass.

It’s understandable why most women would not want a simulated diamond. It is quite easy to tell it apart from natural diamond. Cubic Zirconia, for instance, is very heavy. A one-carat real diamond weighs roughly the same as two toothpicks. A Cubic Zirconia stone of similar size would weigh the backbreaking equivalent of three and a half toothpicks.

Cubic Zirconia is also not as durable as real diamond. Sure, it can scratch glass and steel and is harder than just about any natural gem. But it’s not as strong as the real deal. This is a major obstacle for Cubic Zirconia’s acceptance; after all, women’s engagement rings undergo so much duress. 

Cubic Zirconia is also distinguishable from natural diamond in that it is unusually flawless and perfect in color. It’s just too good to be true. No, we definitely don’t want to buy Cubic Zirconia. Let’s just leave it for the losers who watch The Home Shopping Network.

But what about manufactured diamonds? Can we give a manufactured diamond engagement ring to our women? Also called “synthetic” or “artificial,” manufactured diamonds are produced in a factory. They are atomically equivalent to real diamonds. They don’t just look the same; they are the same as natural diamonds. There is no disagreement on this fact within the diamond industry. Even the head of the well-respected Gemological Institute of America (GIA) has stated that they have all the “same optical, physical and chemical properties of a natural diamond.” And unlike blood diamonds, nobody dies to make them.

Most manufactured diamonds come in fancy colors like blue, pink or green, which has limited their availability in the mass market, where white engagement rings are the norm. Diamond manufacturers could make white stones just as easily, but fancy colors enjoy a significant price premium, so manufacturers have targeted this more lucrative market first. Consumer acceptance is still surprisingly slow. Manufactured colored diamonds sell for less than a third the price of the natural mined ones.

The public may be wary, but commercial enterprises know a good thing when they see it. They know that a manufactured diamond is no different than the “real” thing. That’s why corporations that use diamond in the industrial process mainly buy manufactured stones. In fact, industrial demand is so strong that there are three carats of diamond manufactured for every carat of diamond that is mined.

Karl Marx wrote in his book Capital that “if we could succeed, at a small expenditure of labor, in converting carbon into diamonds, their value might fall below that of bricks.” Well, the alchemists have succeeded. They’ve actually come up with products that are effectively as good or better than diamonds. Industry is pleased with this development but the man-on-the street does not care. Marx neglected to consider the power of vested interests to stave off competition, as well as the ability of the consumer to be duped.  

There is clearly a war of words, or better yet, semantics, going on between the various industry players. For instance, GIA recently announced that it would begin issuing manufactured diamond grading reports. This pleased the manufacturers, until they discovered that GIA would use the word “synthetic” to describe manufactured diamonds rather than their preference for “man-made.” GIA also stated its labs would laser-inscribe the word “synthetic” on the girdle of every manufactured diamond it grades. And if this wasn’t humiliating enough, GIA’s synthetic diamond reports would be printed on distinctive yellow paper.

GIA, reportedly an independent non-profit organization, is widely recognized as one of the most trustworthy gemological laboratories in the world. And just in case you were unaware of this fact, GIA has trademarked the phrase “The World’s Foremost Authority in Gemology.” 

This foremost authority is also described by Gary Ralfe, a Managing Director at DeBeers, as setting “the standards of integrity that we believe to be at the foundation of continued prosperity in our business.” Nice to know that GIA has the support of the organization that stands to lose the most should manufactured diamonds ever gain the public’s confidence.  

A virtual monopoly and master marketer, De Beers is involved with more than just mining and selling natural diamonds. The company supplies gem labs with analytical instruments designed to help distinguish manufactured from mined stones. The growth in this industry has necessitated sophisticated new equipment and analytical procedures, because as De Beers itself admits on its website, “synthetic material is chemically the same as diamond.” De Beer’s Diamondview instrument helps to identify dreaded manufactured stones by revealing their “unique fluorescent patterns when exposed to intense short-wave ultraviolet light.” 

So, despite its lack of flaws and perfect coloring, the typical woman does not want a Cubic Zirconia ring because it weighs too many toothpicks and can be broken with extraordinary force. Nor does she desire a manufactured diamond, even though it’s atomically identical to a natural stone. She understandably doesn’t like the fact that manufactured diamonds give off “different” fluorescent patterns when subjected to intense short-wave ultraviolet light. 

What the typical woman does desire is a natural diamond ring. Perhaps it’s because “diamonds are forever?” Diamonds may well be forever, but De Beers only introduced that very successful marketing slogan in 1947. Before then, the gems of choice for an engagement ring were opals, rubies and sapphires. 

And these natural diamonds that apparently go up in value every year are also the only “investment” in the world where you’ve easily lost 50 percent of your money the moment you buy it. Try selling the ring one day. Even on EBAY, which has made it so easy for the public to monetize their unwanted ashtrays and garden gnomes, diamonds are the one “investment” where you are unlikely to ever recover a significant portion of what you paid.

Still, if you were to present all these facts to your fiancé, and try to convince her to accept a simulated diamond, a manufactured diamond or even some other natural gem, chances are her eyes would narrow, her voice would harden and she would calmly state that she requires the real deal. And perhaps that’s what a diamond ring is about. There is nothing sensible about a diamond. It’s not a great investment nor is it a symbol of undying love. Rather, it’s tangible proof that you are willing to put your love for another human being above yourself. You are putting her wishes above your own. In other words, you are truly ready to completely surrender yourself to the compromises inherent in a healthy marriage. Which brings us to the fifth “C” of the process: “capitulation.” Or is it “clueless?” 
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