

  

    

      

    

  








		

			Praise for Vulnerability Protected


			“To read this book is to embark on a healing journey. What a powerful, helpful, anchoring book. Because Carol is so present in her writing, I became more present to myself. This book not only strengthens our personal capacity for vulnerability but offers crucial tools to protect ourselves in both relational and societal contexts. Through her honesty and empathy, Carol speaks to everyone—from those navigating trauma to those living within systems of inequality. Her voice is a guide toward dignity, self-respect, and a renewed commitment to reality.”


			–Michael Britton, Ed.D.


			Vice President, International Psychohistory Association, Board 
Member of the Human Dignity and Humiliation Studies Network


			“Vulnerability Protected is a well-crafted and intelligent study of the human experience of vulnerability. Carol writes with clarity, humor, and above all, a level of intimacy not often found in psychotherapeutic literature. She includes… her own personal journey, offering a courageous and compassionate example of emotional risk-taking. Her insights dismantle the negative associations tied to vulnerability—shame, weakness—and instead present it as an essential part of our humanity.”


			–Laura Beecher, PhD, Huntington, New York


			“Not only is Carol Smaldino one of the smartest and most perceptive people I know, but she is also one of the bravest. She has had the courage to explore the ways in which she is—in which all of us are—vulnerable to and part of—the cultural pressures and challenges of our time.”


			–Sue Erikson Bloland, LCSW, is the author of In the Shadow of Fame: 
A Memoir by the Daughter of Erik H. Erikson, Viking, 2005. 
Faculty, Manhattan Institute for Psychoanalysis


			“Reading Vulnerability Protected feels like a personal conversation with Carol—a therapist who has walked this path herself. In a world where vulnerability is often either romanticized as a trendy badge of authenticity or dismissed as weakness. Carol Smaldino offers a refreshing and deeply nuanced perspective—one that acknowledges both the risks and the rewards of being truly open. She reminds us that vulnerability is neither a prescription nor a weakness—it is a complex, deeply personal experience that requires protection. 


			As a Compassionate Inquiry Practitioner, this book profoundly influenced my work and life, and I recommend it to anyone who supports others or seeks to reclaim their own inner truth. It also deepened my understanding of why clients hesitate to expose their vulnerability, and why some may even struggle to return to therapy if they feel they have revealed too much.”


			–Yulia Polyakina
Compassionate Inquiry® Practitioner, International 
Arbitration Lawyer, Breathwork Facilitator


			“Vulnerability Protected explores ways our vulnerability helps and harms. Carol Smaldino’s writing is at once personal and professional, working with ways vulnerability touches so many capacities, states, and moments. She helps us be more sensitive to ourselves as we navigate creative and/or destructive experiential waters. A therapeutic and consciousness-raising book.”


			–Michael Eigen, PhD, His books include The Sensitive Self, 
Flames From the Unconscious: Trauma, Madness and Faith, 
The Psychoanalytic Mystic, and The Challenge of Being Human


			“My heartfelt praise to Carol Smaldino and her beautiful dancing mind for her remarkable book, Vulnerability Protected, which explores vulnerability as a cornerstone of intimacy and genuine connection.


			She argues that we must confront what she refers to as “the gift of disappointment,” and she describes how we can grow from there.


			Carol’s refreshing honesty about her own life experiences adds a rich layer of authenticity and vulnerability to her work, allowing her insights to resonate deeply with readers.


			Sharon Steinborn, MA, LMFT, Las Cruces, New Mexico


			“Vulnerability Protected is an extremely important book that delves into the profound exploration of vulnerability. Smaldino encourages us to face the lower depths of our emotions and to not turn away from confronting our fear, our trauma, and our grief. For it is precisely there on the journey through the landscape of inner darkness that we may discover and uncover places of greater depth and breadth of awareness.”


			Kevin Jennings, Intuitive Counselor, New York City


			“Vulnerability Protected invites readers on a profound journey into the complex, too often mischaracterized, and deeply human experience of vulnerability. Far from the idealized portrayals found in self-help literature, this book delves into the practical realities of what it means to be vulnerable. 


			Blending personal insights, cultural critique, and social reflection, author Carol Smaldino challenges us to confront the ways we hide behind grandiosity, conformity, or detachment to avoid the discomfort of being truly seen. By embracing vulnerability, we open the door to empathy, courage, and authentic connection.”


			–Linda Hartling, PhD, Director, 
Human Dignity and Humiliation Studies
www.humiliationstudies.com
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			To Lino, through thick and thin





			Note: All the clinical examples, and some personal ones, are composites of several people. With a few exceptions, where I mention the names of real friends, I have done my utmost to provide privacy and confidentiality in all the examples that follow.
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			vul·ner·a·bil·i·ty


			/ v l-n( -)r - bi-l -tē/


			noun


			

					
a position of relative disadvantage, which requires a person to trust and depend upon others.



					
the state of being exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed. 



					
When someone is weak and without protection, with the result that they are easily hurt, physically or emotionally.



					
When we are not safe emotionally, we are so scared that we blame others, we harm them, or we hide from them. Synonyms: Sensitivity, responsiveness, receptivity, openheartedness.

Vulnerability Protected brings dignity, safety, and resilience to the messiness. 

Vulnerability Protected can make empathy possible and human connection sustainable.

Vulnerability Protected helps us know who and when to trust.

Vulnerability Protected helps us know who and when not to trust.

Vulnerability Protected helps heal the trust when it gets broken.




			


		




		

			Preface


			Faces of Vulnerability
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			Vulnerability. Let’s begin with some images: nakedness, risk, openness, openheartedness, intimacy, dread, grandiosity covering the fear of weakness, shame, humiliation, anger, and the loneliness we feel when we can’t admit to or share the vulnerabilities we all have. As we will discover, vulnerability is not just a weakness, nor is it always a strength; it is not any one thing. You’ll see that vulnerability can hide itself in surprising ways. 


			This book is essentially a visit to the lands of vulnerability, where we will search for ways of seeing it that are real, sometimes messy, and not overly fancy, neat or easy. My fierce conviction is that little is more important than vulnerability, although this is not to minimize the importance of knowledge and ideas of all kinds. It is just that even if we know things, how we use our knowledge will be the crucial decider of how we move along or if we end up standing still or even going backwards. And how we use our knowledge, or even allow ourselves to seek it in the first place, is largely determined by how we engage with vulnerability.


			If we are bound too tightly by fear or the lust for power or the need to distance ourselves—from our own weaknesses or from people whose weakness scares and disgusts us—we will not be able to accept or use the actual knowledge available to us. As such, we will use our limited and narrow knowledge to keep our sense of superiority—or inferiority—or to fuel a need for vindication, whether we are aware of it or not. We will use any means at our disposal to keep our distance from, or even avoid, any desire to acquire knowledge and skills that will give us the competence to help ourselves and each other.


			Vulnerability is ultimately about coming closer to all the aspects of ourselves, whether that be our personal histories of violence or victimhood or the histories of the people who came before us. This includes the history of and current state of our prejudices, as individuals and as groups.


			If we are not at home, or if we do not become more at home, with our vulnerability, we will live in denial, in an automatic, anxious, and frantic conformity. Or we will be addicted to grandiosity, to numbness, and to substances and styles that numb our deeper fears and pain. We will hide our true selves from others and from ourselves. Or we will cling to power as a way of detaching from even knowing that we are all part of a universally vulnerable humanity.


			In other words, in this book, we will look not only at raw vulnerability but also at how we have adapted to vulnerability, whether in words or actions—or the lack of them. Whether in assertiveness or aggression, in offers of kindness, in turning inwards, or by desperately hiding. The behavior that we regularly see in some people—such as defiance or even cruelty—may be a cover for fear or shame, essentially a cover for vulnerability.


			Vulnerability is presented in this book as risky and potentially dangerous, as far less poetic than its portrayal in much of the current self-help literature, where it is often presented as heroic and strong-minded. In the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, “vulnerability” is defined as: “Capable of being physically or emotionally wounded; open to attack or damage.” Collins Online Dictionary offers this definition: “Someone who is vulnerable is weak and without protection, with the result that they are easily hurt physically or emotionally.” 


			To be human is to be vulnerable. Life can be scary, whether because of the violence in our midst or in our past, whether it’s personal or political or both. On a good day, we suffer losses, illnesses, disappointments, and are faced with the reality of death. And then there are the pressures to conform, including the wonderful/terrible gifts of social media that have too often added to our shame and humiliation. 


			We can often be addicted or blind to our own assumptions, and I see owning our vulnerability as cultivating an openness to learning, seeing, and feeling new things or experiencing old things in new ways. Questioning our assumptions can be scary, because we may learn or realize things that make us uncomfortable. And yet it can be so freeing, because, as I see it, so many of us are exhausted by our felt or real need to conform; it can be exhausting to make believe we’re who we think we’re supposed to be all of the time.


			When we cultivate what I call the space between clarity and action, we can practice knowing something important that is at the same time potentially threatening to our status quo. We can know something, even something controversial, without the compulsion or pressure to immediately take action for which we may not feel ready. In other words, we have the space to digest knowledge rather than plunge into action or denial. This space can be invaluable, as it gives us the breathing room to consider our options and even prepare for one direction or another—of course, this only applies when there are options available.


			In this regard, vulnerability can be the willingness, capacity, and motivation to be open to realizing that some of our assumptions have been mistaken. We can be more open to realizing our own flaws and imperfections without feeling so devastated or exposed by them that we feel the need to keep insisting we are right at all costs. When we insist that the only good way to live in the world is to show certainty and superiority and an absence of fear, then we have to hate and blame others to keep our vulnerability at bay while we insult, degrade, and dehumanize anyone not like us.


			I don’t mean for this to be a scary book. I have had to confront and deal with enough fear throughout my life, and, in any case, this is definitely not my purpose. If anything, I feel optimism when I see vulnerability as an opening of the mind and heart. This view of vulnerability allows us to hide less and lessen the desperation we feel when we experience the presence of hate and blame, which currently seem to be personal, national, and global hobbies.


			As may be obvious by now, I think that vulnerability is complicated territory. I see coming to terms with our vulnerability as an obligation, a way to become more open to learning about the truth of our own lives and as much of the truth about our world as we can digest.


			My hope, my intention, is to share what I have learned, what I am still learning, as I write about this very critical subject. 


			You’ll be seeing a lot of my ADD or what I now like to call my dancing mind. My personal experience with ADD has been like having a mind that works like a pretzel or, better yet, a dancer. My mind at times moves back and forth or round and round until it lands on something that feels central. When I talk about “visions,” I don’t mean them as some sort of psychic light shining mysteriously from the great beyond, but rather they are truly my own vision, my clarity, my process of coming to understand vulnerability, life, myself. 


			One more thing. The personal is connected to the political, and we have heard it said that everything is connected, even though we often remain detached from others, from history, and from parts of ourselves, as well. It might have been easy for some people to write only about the personal sides of vulnerability or to have stuck to the cultural aspects in more of a formal way. It might have been easier for me, too, but I feel it’s important to look at the whole, messy picture. 


			The dance between the personal and political, the inner and outer dramas and traumas, feels real to me and, if you will, organic. The right to claim this as my path is part of a hard-won authenticity that’s ongoingly evolving. It is part of my process of embracing my own vulnerability.


			This book is as it is precisely because I see, and I feel, the through-lines between the personal and political. I see vulnerability and its lack in all the holes and scary places in our culture. And I see it as central to our capacity and willingness to face the similarities we have with every being everywhere; when we own our vulnerability, we can notice inequality and care about it. 


			I see vulnerability as the most personal of personal things, but for me it would have been artificial to separate the personal aspects of vulnerability from the landscape they inextricably share with the social and political aspects of life. And as part of the interconnectedness of various perspectives, I would like to emphasize the notion that more than one construct can be valid and, at least potentially, crucial parts of a whole. There is no need to insist that only one lens is the one that is peerless in importance. Too often, for example, the psychological perspective is used to negate the economic or social ones, and vice versa. 


			My wish is that we might sit or stand or dance together at the symbolic table, with each of us bringing our wares, our stories, our pain, and our wisdom with us.


			Welcome.


		




		

			Chapter 1


			Vulnerability: 
The Social Context
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			This book blends the personal and the political, because somewhere inside, I know that it is all connected. I hope it will make sense that our issues with vulnerability affect the political choices we make, or ignore, and that these choices influence the human climate in which we live. If hatred and dissension are our daily bread, we will hide our vulnerability in the adrenaline of loving to hate.


			The idea here is to examine our emotional congestion, our prejudices, and our habits. To see if we can find our truer selves and become safe enough to be vulnerable, not only to our neediness, but also to our authenticity.


			My own dancing mind will bring us into the territories of the political, the deeply personal, the clinical, and more. It can be hard to hold onto the wisdom that tells us that everyone and everything is connected. In this chapter, I share what has occurred to my own awareness of the interconnectedness of all of these aspects of life when I learned about the concept of caste and how we all participate in creating caste. We are all affected and involved, whether we know it or not. Once I discovered this idea, it became so salient to my understanding of vulnerability that I knew it had to become a primal addition to this book, an inconvenient one, yes, because it was not part of my original plan. But this idea has so altered my own understanding of vulnerability that I could not authentically send this book into the world without including it. 


			Vulnerability Colliding with the Concept of Caste


			My awareness of this connection began when my friend Craig texted me from his far-away travels, “I saw the movie Origin (DuVernay 2023), and you need to see it.” Shortly before my own flight to Italy, where I’d be staying for a few months, I rushed to do so. It changed everything. My book would still be about vulnerability, but after watching this movie, everything I believed felt punctured. The context in which I live and the lens through which I experience things began to shift. We believe in things in ways that are often habitual; we take the way we see the world for granted. This movie ripped open my assumptions about the world and my place in it in a manner that made me realize it would have to influence how I wrote this book—that and the rest of my life. 


			The film, written and directed by Ava DuVernay, is based on the life and work of Isabel Wilkerson. Specifically, it’s based on her book Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents (2020). Wilkerson’s writing pulled me in and spoke to me of how I, how all of us, are involved in a caste system, whether we know it or not, even though it can be unpleasant, to say the least, to find this out. Both the film and the book blew me away. 


			I usually sleep well on a transatlantic flight, at least the one going to Italy. But I couldn’t sleep this time because I kept waking up in fits and starts to read more of Caste, a book that I couldn’t put down. I found myself underlining practically every word, or at least it seemed that way. 


			What Isabel Wilkerson realized is that caste, not race, is the true lens through which the ills of a society can be understood. A caste is a construct that is artificial but becomes convincing to society. Its very purpose is to keep various groups of people in predictable and rigid places, apart from other groups. Her book explores, in vivid terms, the violence of this caste system. She primarily considers Nazi Germany, American slavery and racism, and the caste system which labels Dalits as “Untouchables” in India.


			Wilkerson, when she talks about caste, is talking about power and resources that are passed from one generation to another. There is an implicit decision as to who is worthy to receive these and who is not, who is included and who is excluded. And specifically, regarding the American caste system, the key caste designations have had to do with race. In the case of race, people are divided on the basis of color, and this division has been taken as part of divine will.


			Wilkerson writes, hauntingly, that caste “embeds into our bones an unconscious ranking of human characteristics and sets forth the rules, expectations, and stereotypes that have been used to justify brutalities against entire groups within our species.”


			As an example of what Wilkerson sees as a wounding narrative, she writes that caste systems persist because they are “often justified by divine will… reinforced throughout the culture and passed down through the generations.” She goes on to describe caste as “the wordless usher in a darkened theater, flashlight cast down in the aisles, guiding us to our assigned seats for a performance. The hierarchy of caste is not about feelings or morality. It is about power.” (2020, 17-18)


			Wilkerson pounds on these themes of arbitrariness, the human capacity for cruelty, and people’s hunger for power at any cost. And importantly, she points out that all of this is often subconscious. She describes how in America, from its beginnings, the colonizers held the notion of innate superiority, which entitled these invaders to take whatever they wanted. 


			This notion of superiority “would twist the minds of men as greed and self-reverence eclipsed human conscience to take land and human bodies that the conquering men convinced themselves they had a right to.” (2020, 23)


			Expressing Vulnerability as a 
Privilege of the Upper Castes 


			When I began writing this book, I was already struggling with the conviction that vulnerability is often far from romantic, even though it is sometimes portrayed that way. I knew that risking showing vulnerability was not easy. When I first started this project, my purpose was to explore some layers of what happens when we feel vulnerable and express it, or hide it, or go someplace in-between. I had been focused on the emotional layers of this process. My aim was also to look at the element of a feeling of safety and what it looks like when we come out of hiding to express our vulnerability when it had been traumatic for us to do so in the past.


			But if we look at vulnerability through the lens of caste, class, and immediate physical danger, we find we must consider more than just emotions. If we approach caste honestly, we will be able to acknowledge that there are some groups of people, members of culturally-defined groups, who are relegated to positions where they are exceedingly vulnerable to both bullying and actual physical danger. These people are denied these safe spaces; they are not even allowed the benefit of the doubt that people in other groups would consider a given. There are people for whom physical torment or distress make it impossible to address vulnerability as a means for personal transformation, for whom access to the gifts of vulnerability is amputated from the start. There are people who become identified by their external characteristics, losing their individuality in a vast sea of humanity. They stop feeling human to members of other castes and eventually even to themselves. 


			I wanted to write about the dynamics of vulnerability, and I haven’t changed my mind. I don’t want to indulge in a competition of who deserves to be vulnerable, who deserves to suffer. Vulnerability is not a one-way street: it affects all of us, no matter who we are or what path we are on. While vulnerability is part of all of us, it is important to recognize that some people have the physical and emotional space and safety to explore this aspect of life; some do not. This inner exploration, in other words, is simply not easily available to the refugees standing in the longest of lines for a bit of bread. It is not for those who are too ill or physically weak to consider their own emotional plight. Their energy must go into survival. In some cases, they don’t have a moment to spare to look inward and explore their emotions.


			This experience is often not available to people who fear for their lives, or for people being raped, lynched, or put into gas chambers. It is not for an Untouchable/Dalit in India. 


			In addressing accountability, Wilkerson says that it could be tempting to imagine our capacity to rid ourselves of the evil people in our midst. She continues: 


			[I]t is much harder to look into the darkness in the hearts of ordinary people with unquiet minds, needing someone to feel better than, whose cheers and votes allow despots anywhere in the world to rise to power in the first place…. Because it means the enemy, the threat is not one man, it is us, all of us…. (Wilkerson 2020, 267)


			Vulnerability to Political/Social Shaming


			I visited a Native American Tribal land with Lino and two friends from Italy, as they were very interested in that culture and history. In conversation with our Hopi guide, I asked about the appropriate title, “Native American? American Indian?” He calmly and respectfully told me that they preferred to be called Native American. Basta, done, mission accomplished.


			I had previously told some colleagues that we were planning to go to the Indian reservation with our visitors. One of them piped back, “Oh, are you going to India?” without missing a beat. She seemed to feel in the know about the right labels that would not offend Indigenous peoples, but she did not hesitate to respond to me in what I felt was a self-righteous manner that minimized my own emotions. I felt cornered, shamed, and I didn’t respond. My words, my own native language, seemed to have left me flat. I felt inept, vulnerable, humiliated, and taken off guard. I could have, if I had felt protected and safe on the inside, come up with a good response. I could have said, “I wasn’t using a mistaken label on purpose,” or the like. I could have, but at that moment, that response was not available to me. Shame cornered me instead. And in that moment, I was more vulnerable to shame than anything else.


			If under these conditions, in a social context without any obvious or apparent stress, someone from an upper caste can feel vulnerable to being ridiculed for a passing comment, we can begin to appreciate the variety of shades of vulnerability and the various difficulties of expressing oneself in all kinds of more obviously tough situations where even more is at stake. We can see how rough it can be for so many people to come out of hiding and say what they really think or feel, to allow themselves to feel vulnerable and not like they have to push their essence back into their closets.


			Coming out of hiding means making mistakes. When we try things, we don’t always get them right on the first, second, or third time. But as we will see in this book, there is a great deal involved in feeling both safer and more protected so that we aren’t permanently relegated to positions of loneliness and shame. Let’s not forget that our culture is very much based on shame, on competition, and often on punishment. As such, we have a particularly strong vulnerability to showing the nakedness of our clumsiness. There is a learning curve to everything, and feeling laughed at and demeaned, even subtly, can push us back into hiding, not even responding to people who are supposedly our friends.


			We all slip up. For example, at present, there is the use of very particular pronouns in the transgender and nonbinary communities. Admittedly the issue of transgendered people’s freedom to express their identities publicly is a controversial subject in and of itself, even within liberal communities. I’ve heard people bemoan the complexity of knowing the right pronoun to use and of having to learn one more thing. At the same time, I have encountered situations where not being sensitive to the true needs of these communities can be wounding and demeaning. 


			For people who haven’t encountered this use of language, there can be a clumsiness with pronoun use. Using “they” for an individual does not come naturally to me. And I initially felt annoyed, put upon. Ouch, did this insistence on appropriate gendering really need to go that far? Some time ago, I was making a point to a therapy client who had several transgender friends, and when I stopped and basically asked her if it was that important that I get the pronouns right, she began to cry. 


			When she cried, we spoke further, and it became clear that my hesitancy to use these new pronouns was an issue for her. Her transgender friends’ struggles were important to her, and she identified with their vulnerability. By my not sufficiently respecting them, she felt hurt. Yes, I had felt put upon for having to deal with new uses of pronouns, but I accepted that I needed to work at learning this use of language. 


			These were people close to her heart, and the issue was a human one, not a grammatical bombardment by people who weren’t part of the “in-group,” which was how it initially felt to me. I apologized, and she felt I understood, and now if I slip up, she forgives me, particularly because she sees me trying. Even with others in the queer or nonbinary communities, I sometimes say in advance that I might fumble a bit, and my experience has been that, at least so far, it is fine, and that, in fact, my curiosity and interest are welcome. This acceptance comes, no doubt, from people who don’t thrive on judging others.


			If I am discovering the world of caste and, in the United States, systemic racism, it is not as easy to talk about it out loud as I might have suspected or perhaps wished. Too often, for example, if I have talked about the war in Israel/Palestine, I have felt the need to go on tiptoes because I am a Jew. As a Jew, I felt I was expected to honor an implicit oath of loyalty to Israel because, according to the news I had heard for so many years, it was a country built for Jews out of the rubble of the Holocaust.


			Feeling the inherited and current cultural expectation of blind allegiance to Israel, it had been too easy for me to overlook the colonial aspects of the country, the demeaning control heaped on Palestinians by the Israeli government and some of its soldiers. I felt as though, as a Jew, I was expected to accept the responsibility of siding with Israel no matter what and of being grateful not only that Israel exists but also to all who risked so much for that existence. This would make the Palestinians the enemy, as well as making them the lower caste compared to the, at least generally, whiter Israelis. Besides, it was the Palestinians who hated Israel; they were the people we had to fear, so went the storyline.


			So where was the place for risking that assumption, for getting to know the uncomfortable information about how the Palestinians were maltreated by Israel? Should I just feel gratitude for all the people and nations that have supported Israel, or can I feel the power waiting for me in my freedom to expose my own increasing knowledge, my own conflicts about these matters, and my own capacity to speak out?


			Of course, acts of terror by Hamas were and are horrific, and so is the ongoing dehumanization and segregation of Palestinians. So is Israel’s state-allowed violence, enabled by authorities who too often give blatant encouragement to settlers’ threats towards the Palestinians, whose right to live in the West Bank should be taken for granted. But then again, it can be painful to note that I can feel too vulnerable to express these opinions in discussions where disagreement feels dangerous. (For more of my thoughts on this, see Smaldino 2023.)


			We are all complicit; I get that. We are participants; we are witnesses; we are observers who decline learning from what we might see; we are people who close our eyes and see only the bubble in which we might have the so-called privilege to exist. I am still struggling with knowing more about racism, slavery, and caste, and still struggling with engaging in these topics out loud. I know how crucial it is to work at becoming more honest about important issues. 


			When the Social Context Hits Us Where We Live


			But at the same time, in my own more personal social context, I have sometimes found that talking openly about systemic racism in the predominantly white town where I live, Fort Collins, Colorado, can be controversial or off-putting to others, inducing feelings of vulnerability and discomfort in the listener. I have tried addressing this issue on occasion with mixed results. I sense some people are eager, even craving, to make the subject less taboo, while others don’t want their glow of loving their perception of the perfection of this town interrupted by what may feel like an unpleasant accusation.


			I know what it can be like to be raising children and have one’s plate full and even overly full with obligations, and to feel the desire to eke out a few moments of pleasure in non-obligatory activities and social interactions. It can feel like there is no time or space to consider something so large as racism, even though it’s actually in our midst.


			And yet, I have heard from an orthodontist here in town that when she was in college here, it was nearly impossible to recruit Black players for a particular sports team, because they didn’t want to come to a place that didn’t have a significant Black population. 


			The loneliness that, for me, has come from not sharing all that much with like-minded people is also a loneliness that comes with my not embodying my truer self. I realize it is a loneliness that is not limited to this particular place. And it is not fair to me, or the people in my life here, to portray a place or a feeling as constant, because they are not. If I concentrate my attention, I am immediately cognizant that the other places I have lived were hardly bastions of integration or enlightenment in regard to racism. I, too, am learning, learning about how easy it can be to close our eyes to not only racism but many exclusionary practices or prejudices in our neighborhoods. 


			I don’t want to be one of the sneering people who look down on those who avoid addressing a tough subject, while I am doing the same. I spent my early years in a Jewish enclave, where I saw practically no other ethnicities or races except on television. I know that people don’t grow from shame, but rather it is important to have the space to access our own curiosity, a much better perspective with which to learn. But to be curious is also to uncover many gaps in our own knowledge and the prejudices tied to our own assumptions.


			Being in an upper caste, where one can choose where to live and not worry about being sent away because of caste or race, is a privilege, even while it leads to a spotty vision about the rest of the world. We don’t like to think of ourselves as exclusionary or about the unwritten rules about who can buy homes near us and who cannot. And yet, consciously or not, we can shut others out. And while it’s not so easy to own this, doing so and sharing my own vulnerability can be part of my own practice of honesty.


			When I look at it this way, I realize that my loneliness, my feeling of being miscast, is, at least in part, a function of my silence—my fear of exposure—and I might feel the same way just about anywhere in the world. And that much of my feeling of being miscast, in my case, has had to do with my yearning for a more compassionate world than the one we inhabit. This is something many of us face. I need to remind myself that this feeling of being miscast also has to do with my own inner dramas that do me the dubious favor of still churning.


			Scapegoating Interrupted


			I had felt for a long time, with some sense of urgency, that something had to be done to convince the really rich people of our country that they need to attend to inequality, poverty, and climate change. That they needed to attend to efforts to bring peace within and beyond our shores. I used to think that if we convinced them that they could keep some of their money, and to some extent their power, that they wouldn’t have to feel threatened and therefore could become more giving. I have come to suppose that was very wishful thinking.


			Another form of wishful thinking has been the conviction that if we did the “right” thing and tried hard enough, we too could have enough money and enough power to be successful. (Happiness seems to be measured by these criteria as well.) Americans, in general, have been fed and understandably taken in by the simplistic but very appealing story of the American Dream. This myth, at its worst, puts the blame on an individual or group that tried their best to get ahead but was not able to achieve it to the extent promised or wished for. The comedian who wasn’t funny enough, the farmers who couldn’t sell their crops because they were undercut by cheaper imports, the worker who couldn’t make it because she didn’t have an extended family and couldn’t afford childcare, or the people with no transportation to reach their jobs. 


			These people could be seen as lazy or at fault, as having caused their own demise. But in reality, these people were vulnerable and often depleted. They were not usually helped to see that the system did not really offer them a viable hope of success but instead blamed them for not succeeding. This is not to ignore the fact that many people find a way to thrive against the odds. But it rather speaks to the premise of the American Dream and that we have not been helped to evaluate its assumptions, which have been fed to us from our youth.


			If there is actually something wrong with our society that prevents some people from succeeding, but we are fed the assumption that anyone can succeed if they work hard and are good at what they do, then we will be prone to self-loathing or depression if we don’t achieve success. A punitive system that not only promises success but then blames any failures on the people who try and don’t get the lead role, so to speak, is ultimately demeaning to everyone who is vulnerable in one way or another to pressures that can be beyond our control. And when there is not a societal, almost therapeutic, intervention that tells us we are right to feel overwhelmed and when there is no respectful help coming our way to help us cope and to correct a damaging set of assumptions, we can feel stuck—or worse.


			People in the upper castes who fail to achieve success, may adopt another solution, one that we hear about more and more. Instead of evaluating the tenets of their beliefs, many blame others when they don’t succeed. Instead of questioning the people in power who frequently are manipulating the narrative, many of us are taught to blame people in the caste or castes just underneath us for our own lack of success. As such, we can feel like we have discovered a newfound, but false, sense of dignity. It is false because it is achieved by embracing superiority over another group and blaming them for disrupting the status quo. 


			It is false because, in reality, the status quo is being disrupted by things that need attention and fixing in our society as a whole. We can be seduced into continuing to believe it when someone in power tells us the system is not corrupt or broken. Instead, they tell us and we believe, that there are new groups of people to blame; a new group is named and becomes a despised caste that needs to be taken down and hated, even met with violence. They scapegoat a new or different group or groups, like liberals and, of course, immigrants. Or when people in power tell us our system is broken, they often do it with the intention of pushing their agenda. This agenda, at this point in history, promotes increasing coldness towards anyone evidencing vulnerability in economic, social, racial, or even personal states of being.


			The people in the upper caste who do find success may experience the ennui of realizing that the golden chalices they fought so hard for are empty of life. The promise of the American Dream is doomed not only because it is so elusive but because, at the end of the day, it is rather shallow. It cannot possibly answer the human quest for connection, meaning, and love. It might help all of us to expose the falsehood of promises, but we would have to be ready to be part of constructing alternative meaning—not impossible but far from easy.


			To learn from the past, we have to see it as clearly as possible, and we need to be motivated to seek that clarity. We would also need to be able to see how we are pushed to fight with each other by the very people who distract us from seeing clearly and foment our unrest to keep their power. Wilkerson says, “Dehumanize the group, and you have completed the work of dehumanizing any single person within it.... Dehumanization distances not only the out-group from the in-group, but those in the in-group from their own humanity.” (2020, 141-142)


			So, if we can let go of our assumptions and see clearly, we might find that making America great might actually mean making America more human. We could be more inclusive of all groups of people, and this could lead to an increased respect for our own humanity and that of others.


			James Baldwin’s words, in I Am Not Your Negro, cut deep as well. At the end of this short but searing book, Baldwin speaks to the concept of the Negro or the “Nigger” as being invented by white people. He writes:


			What white people have to do is try and find out in their own hearts why it was necessary to have a “nigger” in the first place, because I am not a nigger, I am a man. The question that you’ve got to ask yourself, the white population has to ask itself…. If I’m not the nigger here and you invented him, you the white people invented him, then you’ve got to find out why. And the future of the country depends on this, whether or not it is able to ask that question. (Baldwin and Peck 2016, 108-109) 


			Wilkerson helped me understand how, in essence, caste is really, programming that is invented. She helped me question my assumptions about the differences between people that I had thought to be unquestionable. Ultimately, she shows the reader that because caste is an invented concept, it covers up the fact that we are all equal, that we are all human. 


			Baldwin does the same thing in a different way. Though he had disdain for much of the white culture of the fifties, with its idealization of the white characters given to us by the likes of Doris Day and Gary Cooper, whom he found vacant and without soul, he saw people as people, as coming from the same blood and as needing each other. 


			In truth, watching the film I Am Not Your Negro (Peck, 2016) made me feel pain, but it made me feel alive as well. It made me feel less alienated from my own sometimes latent perceptions and even sensations about the emptiness of much of our culture and the values of personal and group competitiveness around me. It didn’t solve any problems of belonging I may have felt over many years, but in some ways, it did explain them. 


			I understand even better why caste is not an issue of one person, not even of one despot. It is more about the common beliefs we share in clinging to caste, with its dominant and subservient groups, as a central notion. As long as the most powerful among us can hold onto their power, they will not want to change. And as I connect these many and crucial dots about caste to the issue of vulnerability, it becomes clearer that if the more powerful among us cannot or will not connect to the experience of vulnerability, they will hang on to the grandiosity of the illusion of being above the rest of humanity.


			To be or feel invulnerable is to hold oneself above everyone else and beyond identification with the rest of humanity. It is to look down on anyone who feels vulnerable; it is to not care about others. And let’s face it, many of the highest of the upper castes are so grandiose, shallow, or delusional that they believe firmly and without doubt that they merit and have already secured a place in Heaven after their earthly end. This gives them another way to assume there is no need, now or in the future, to experience vulnerability, their own or others.


			I don’t want to become cynical. It really doesn’t suit me. Even to write about this topic implies an act of hope in finding common ground with readers and other seekers who want to understand our world better. Our task is not to become immersed in nostalgia, in our own delusion that things were better way back when. It is not true that once upon a time, when there were the black plagues, the guillotine, slavery, and lynchings, that life was better.
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