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I very recently returned from a two-and-a-half week stay in Kokrobitey, 

Ghana, a small village some 45 minutes by vehicle from the center of Accra, the 

capital city. I was visiting as part of a student group from my fine arts and design 

college, and during our stay we were taken on day-trips to Accra proper, as well as 

Kumasi, Cape Coast and the Volta Region, all somewhat different places in terms of 

their demography and economy. Throughout my journey, I observed frequently the 

presence of ritualizing and externalizing a gesture or an intention. The expression 

could be grand or small, public or personal. I was reminded of the kinds of 

formalities I took part in growing up as a Korean-American in New York. I recalled 

the meshing of archaic styles of expression with a modern or agnostic sort of daily 

life, and I saw shades of that in my travels through Ghana. 

Surely the avoidance of bluntness in favor of a more ornate or distinguishable 

gesture exists in a multitude of cultures, but I was nonetheless struck by the way I 

was made to feel as a recipient of numerous welcoming ceremonies, or as an outsider 

tallying the limitless ways of committing a cultural faux pas. In a way, it seems to be a 

near-universal mechanism for rising out of the mundane, of adding texture to a 

dullness achieved through overwork or media bombardment, economic struggles or 

post-modern emotional dysphoria. 

My childhood and teenaged years in New York City (from the 90’s up until 

the recent past) were punctuated by reminders of my inescapable Koreanness––at 

first a source of shame and “otherness,” later relegated to the position of acceptable 



cultural oddity. A few times a year we celebrated death-day, Thanksgiving and New 

Year’s rituals. These involved prayers to ancestors and gifts of libations left by the 

front door––unlocked so that the spirits could enter without hindrance, though we 

never undid the deadbolt in case our apartment got robbed again. There were also 

the behavioral restrictions that any Korean or Korean-American is familiar with––

the elevated speech used for elders, certain ways of drinking out of a glass, greetings, 

protocol for the exchange of gifts or cash. The point of collision between the two 

disparate realms––casual and formal, old-school and new-school, “motherland” and 

“New World”––always fascinated me. In a wholly foreign and baffling place such as 

Ghana I found these distinctions difficult to contextualize but they were alluringly 

familiar nonetheless. 

On our trip to the Volta Region, our class was escorted by both the head of 

our institute in Kokrobitey, an American/German expatriate named Renée Neblett, 

and the Queen Mother of the town we were passing through. During our meal the 

Queen Mother casually mentioned that in Ghanaian company she could never be 

seen consuming food in public, nor would she partake in any handshake other than 

one specially used for Queen Mothers. ––though often in a peripheral, indirect 

manner–– 

 

 

These comparisons are clearly not socially or anthropologically unique, nor is there 

truly a logical or historical connection between the two nations. Surely the avoidance of 

bluntness in favor of a more ornate or distinguishable gesture exists in a multitude of 



cultures, but I was nonetheless struck by the way I was made to feel as a recipient of 

numerous welcoming ceremonies, or as an outsider tallying the limitless ways of 

committing a cultural faux pas––that is, part of a larger human tendency. They merely play 

upon my emotional reaction to finding familiar cultural behavior in a place that initially 

seemed superbly alien and unknowable to me. 

 


