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Introduction: The Farmer and the Tree
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In the quiet village of Kasamba, nestled between gentle green hills and a winding river, there lived a humble farmer named Mubemba. For many years, Mubemba had worked the land his father left him—patiently, faithfully, and with deep respect for the traditions of his ancestors.

One rainy season, as he tilled the soil after the first downpour, he discovered a small mupundu seedling growing near the edge of his field. Its tender leaves shimmered under the morning dew, and Mubemba felt a spark of affection for it.

“This tree,” he said to himself, “will grow to give shade to my children and fruit to my grandchildren.”

Fearing that goats, chickens, and the wild mbuji (antelopes) that roamed the fields might trample or eat it, he decided to build a strong fence around it. Day after day, he checked on the little tree—watering it, clearing the weeds, and reinforcing the fence whenever he saw a crack.

Years passed. The mupundu grew tall and strong, its roots digging deep into the soil, its trunk thick and promising. But the fence that once protected it no longer fit its size. Its branches pressed against the wooden stakes, and its roots began to twist, unable to spread freely. Still, Mubemba could not bring himself to take down the fence.

“It has always been there to protect you,” he would whisper to the tree, “and protection is love.”

By the time he realised what had happened, the mupundu was no longer straight. Its trunk had bent and cracked in places, and though it still bore fruit, its beauty and balance were forever marred. Mubemba wept bitterly—not because the tree had died, for it still lived—but because his love, guided by fear, had stunted what it could have become.

He looked at the fence, now broken and rotting, and whispered, “I only wanted to protect you. I did not know that love without freedom becomes a cage.”

The story of Mubemba and his tree mirrors the story of many African fathers and their daughters—and, in many ways, my own. Culture teaches us what love is and how to express it. It teaches us to care, to protect, and to preserve those we cherish. Yet somewhere along the way, the line between protection and limitation often fades.

It becomes a half-empty, half-full glass dilemma. Had Mubemba removed the fence too soon, he would have been accused of being reckless or negligent. But by keeping it too long, he became the very obstacle to the tree’s growth—an overprotective farmer guided more by fear than by wisdom. The truth, as always, lay in knowing when protection had served its purpose and when it had begun to hinder life itself.

Love, in this sense, is not merely an emotion—it is an element of culture. And culture, being the immune system of a nation, acts instinctively to protect its people, especially in times of crisis. Yet, just as the human immune system can sometimes attack the body it was meant to defend, so too can culture—through rigid traditions—stifle the very people it seeks to nurture.

The lesson of Mubemba lies in courage: the courage to recognise when the fence of tradition must be removed, or at least widened, to allow growth. Children are like trees—they must be watered, fed, and protected when young, but later allowed to stand tall, face storms, and find their own strength.

This flexibility is not only required of individual parents like Mubemba, but of entire cultures and societies. Being born in Africa, raised within African traditions, and now raising children of my own, I feel a deep responsibility to question where certain cultural practices have become fences—barriers that hold us back rather than help us grow.

My intention in this book is twofold: to identify and challenge the cultural elements that have turned into obstacles, and to revive those that empower and uplift us. For within every culture lies both the fence and the freedom—the capacity to hinder, and the potential to heal.

If we can find the wisdom to tell one from the other, we may yet raise a generation that grows straight and strong—rooted in love, yet free to reach the sky.
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Chapter 1: The Journey
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My dear daughter,

I am truly grateful that you are taking the time to read this letter. I know how much of your life is surrounded by social media, entertainment, and many other distractions that compete for your attention every day. That is why it means a great deal to me that you have paused for a moment to listen to my words. I have thought carefully about how best to begin this little book of advice, and I believe the right place to start is with a subject often overlooked by your generation—culture.

Now, what exactly do you know or understand about culture? For many, culture is reduced to the songs we sing, the clothes we wear, the food we eat, or the dances we perform at ceremonies. Others think of it in terms of traditions, customs, or religion. All of these are true, but they are only fragments of the whole picture. If we go deeper, we can understand culture more clearly in the way Walter Rodney once described it: as the interaction of a people with their environment.

You see, every human being has basic needs to fulfil—food, shelter, clothing, education, money, companionship, and many others you are already aware of. The only way we can meet these needs is by establishing a relationship with our immediate environment—physical, social, and spiritual. This interaction is never random; it is guided and shaped by practices, values, and agreements that are shared by the community. These shared understandings become the invisible framework that makes life both possible and meaningful.

Because a society or a nation is made up of both people (like you and countless others) and their environment (physical, social, economic, political...), there must always be a common understanding about how life should be lived—how each person relates to their environment and to one another. Without such an understanding, disorder would dominate, and life would be nothing but chaos. This is why culture is so essential: it is the arrangement of life itself. It is the collective agreement that allows people to extract resources from the land, to benefit from each other’s knowledge and networks, and to organize themselves so that everyone’s needs can, at least in principle, be met.

Think of it this way: culture is to a nation what the immune system is to your body. Just as your body is protected from parasites and diseases by the immune system, a nation is protected from disintegration and destruction by its culture. Most importantly, culture keeps the nation alive. Nations do not die only from wars, invasions, or genocides. They die when the culture that once produced and sustained them ceases to function—when it becomes irrelevant to the people it is supposed to serve.

More often than not, this decline happens when a foreign culture slowly takes over, reshaping people’s values, erasing their confidence in their own ways, and replacing their worldview with one that is alien. When this occurs, the indigenous culture is not only overshadowed but also demonized, made to appear backward and shameful. As a result, people begin to find meaning, identity, and belonging in the foreign culture rather than their own.

Scholars call this “cultural imperialism.” It is the process by which a nation is forced—or sometimes lured—to adopt the culture of another nation in order to survive, often at the expense of its own. When this happens, the nation’s immune system weakens, and it becomes vulnerable to domination, exploitation, and eventually, death.

Consequently, my daughter, we can agree on this simple truth: if anything deserves to be called culture, it must first and foremost serve the purpose of addressing the needs of the people in that society—whether those needs are physical, economic, emotional, or spiritual.

Think about it carefully. Human beings live all over the world—in Africa, Asia, Europe, the Americas, and Australia—and everywhere, despite differences of race or geography, people carry the same fundamental needs. Everyone must eat. Yet, what they eat, how they prepare it, and even the rituals or manners surrounding eating are all determined by culture. The same is true for clothing, shelter, marriage, work, education, and even how societies resolve conflicts. Each society answers these questions through its own cultural arrangements, developing unique skillsets and traditions while still fulfilling universal human needs.
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