
THE SHARED CIRCLE

How Family, Society, and Community Shape the Person You Become

By: Kshitiz Pokharell

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


For every person who has ever felt both held and confined by the circles they belong to.

You are not alone. You never were.
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I grew up in Bhaktapur, a city where the ancient and the immediate exist in the same breath. The festivals belong to everyone. The grief is communal. The joy is rarely private. Long before I understood sociology or read a single page of psychology, I understood in my bones that no person is an island and that the self is always, inevitably, a product of its circles. This book is not a self-help manual in the conventional sense. It will not give you a five-step formula for fixing your relationships or a shortcut to community belonging. What it will do is something more valuable: it will ask you to see. To see how the invisible architecture of family, society, and community has shaped your thoughts, your choices, your silences, and your voice. I wrote this for the young person who feels torn between who their family wants them to be and who they sense themselves becoming. I wrote it for the parent who loves fiercely but struggles to understand the gap. I wrote it for the community worker who pours everything into collective life and sometimes forgets to come home to themselves. And I wrote it for anyone who has sat in a crowd and felt utterly alone, wondering whether belonging is something you find or something you build. The chapters that follow are both a map and a mirror. Read them slowly. Pause when something stings. That sting is recognition, and recognition is always the beginning of change.

Kshitiz Pokharell

Bhaktapur, Nepal
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The Circles We Live Inside

Every human being is born into a circle. Before we can speak or walk or form a coherent thought, we are already embedded in a web of relationships, expectations, and inherited stories. The first circle is the family. The second is the neighborhood, the school, the religious community, the social group. The third is the wider society with its laws, norms, media, and culture. These circles overlap, press against each other, and together they form the invisible architecture of who we are. This book explores that architecture. Not to dismantle it, but to understand it. Because understanding is the first act of freedom. The title of this book, The Shared Circle, comes from a simple observation: the spaces we share with others are never neutral. They carry history. They carry power. They carry love, disappointment, memory, and hope. When we gather around a table as a family, around a fire as a community, or around a set of shared values as a society, we are participating in something ancient and something urgently present. We do not merely belong to circles. We are, in many ways, made by them. This is a book about relationships in the broadest and most intimate sense. It is about the relationship between a parent and a child, between a neighbor and a stranger, between an individual and the culture they were born into. It is about what we owe each other, what we take from each other, and what we can build when we choose to show up fully in our shared spaces. You will find no villains in these pages. Families are complicated, not cruel. Societies are flawed, not evil. Communities are imperfect, not worthless. The argument of this book is not that our circles have failed us but that we have often failed to understand them clearly enough to transform them. Read this as a conversation. Argue with it. Bring your own experience. The shared circle only deepens when more voices enter it. To understand the circles that shape us, we must first learn to see them. Most of the time, we move through our daily lives unaware of the invisible threads that pull at our decisions, our loyalties, and even our desires. A child raised in a household where silence is valued learns a different kind of listening than a child raised in one where every feeling is spoken aloud. A teenager who grows up in a neighborhood where doors are left unlocked carries a different sense of safety than one who grows up behind bars and alarms. These differences are not small. They accumulate over years, becoming the lens through which we view every new encounter. We mistake the lens for reality, and that is how circles become prisons without walls. But a prison without walls is still a prison, and the first step toward freedom is simply to name the architecture that surrounds us. Consider the family circle. It is the first and often the deepest. Before we have language, we have touch, tone, and the rhythm of those who care for us. A mother's exhaustion, a father's distraction, a grandparent's steady presence, a sibling's jealousy or protection, these are not merely events. They are the raw materials from which we build our earliest theories of love, of fairness, of what it means to be seen. Family can be a shelter or a school of hard lessons, and usually it is both at once. The same parent who holds you close may also hold you back. The same sibling who competes with you may also defend you against the world. There is no escape from this paradox, and there should be none. The richness of family life lies precisely in its contradictions. What we need is not a perfect family but a clear eyed understanding of the one we actually have. That understanding is hard to reach because family loyalty runs deep. To see a parent clearly is to risk disloyalty. To name a wound is to risk ingratitude. Yet without that seeing, without that naming, we remain trapped in patterns we did not choose. We repeat what we do not understand. The shared circle does not ask us to reject our families. It asks us to grow large enough to hold them with both love and honesty. Beyond the family lies the second circle: the neighborhood, the school, the religious community, the social group. These are the spaces where we first encounter difference. Here we learn that not everyone prays the way we do, speaks the way we do, or values the same things. For some, this encounter is gentle, a gradual widening of the world. For others, it is a collision, a sudden recognition that the story we were told at home is not the only story. The second circle can be a source of immense belonging. The friends who accept us, the teachers who see us, the mentors who guide us, these relationships often become lifelong anchors. But the second circle can also be a place of exclusion, of subtle hierarchies, of unspoken rules that determine who belongs and who does not. Every school has its popular table. Every neighborhood has its invisible boundary. Every religious community has its definitions of righteousness and its quiet exclusion. We learn early to read these codes, to adjust our behavior, to hide parts of ourselves that might not fit. This is not weakness. It is survival. But survival comes at a cost. The more we shape ourselves to fit the expectations of our circles, the less we know which parts are truly us and which parts are costumes we have worn so long they have fused to our skin. The work of understanding is the work of separating these layers with care, not to discard them but to see them for what they are. Then comes the third circle: the wider society with its laws, norms, media, and culture. This circle is so vast that we often forget it is a circle at all. We mistake it for the air we breathe. The society we are born into tells us what success looks like, what beauty means, what counts as a good life. It whispers to us from advertisements, from movies, from political speeches, from the casual comments of strangers. It tells us that ambition is admirable or that humility is holy, that wealth is a sign of virtue or that poverty is a moral failing, that some lives matter more than others. These messages are not conspiracy. They are the accumulated sediment of centuries of decisions, accidents, struggles, and silences. No one designed the culture we inherit. But that does not mean it is neutral. Every culture has blind spots. Every society has hierarchies that feel natural only because we have never known anything else. To see the third circle is to realize that what feels like common sense is actually common history. The way we divide labor between men and women, the way we value certain jobs over others, the way we punish some crimes and excuse others, these are not eternal truths. They are agreements, and agreements can be renegotiated. But renegotiation requires that we first recognize the agreement exists. Most people never do. They live their whole lives inside the third circle as if it were the whole universe, never suspecting that the walls they see are not walls at all but the edges of a very old and very human map. This book does not promise to free you from your circles. Freedom is not the absence of influence. No human being has ever lived without circles, and no human being ever will. Even the most radical hermit carries within them the language, the habits, and the very categories of thought that came from others. Freedom is something else. It is the capacity to see the circles, to understand how they shape you, and then to choose, at least some of the time, how you will respond. A person who knows that their fear of rejection comes from a particular moment in their family history is no longer simply driven by that fear. A person who recognizes that their sense of what is normal comes from a particular time and place can begin to imagine other possibilities. That is the deep work of this book. Not escape, but awareness. Not rebellion for its own sake, but the quiet dignity of knowing who you are and where you come from. You will notice that I have not offered step by step instructions or a checklist for liberation. That is because no such list exists. The shape of your circles is unique to you. Your family, your neighborhood, your society, these are not interchangeable with anyone else's. What I offer instead is a way of looking, a set of questions to carry with you. Who taught you what to want? Whose voice do you hear when you judge yourself? What would you think differently if you had been born somewhere else or to different parents? These questions do not have easy answers, and they are not meant to be answered once and put away. They are companions for a lifetime. Every year you live, every new relationship you enter, every unexpected loss or joy will change how you answer. That is not failure. That is growth. The shared circle is alive. It moves as we move. It breathes as we breathe. To understand it is not to capture it in a final definition but to learn to dance with its motion. Some readers may feel discomfort as they turn these pages. That is natural. To examine the circles we live in is to risk seeing things we would rather not see. We may discover that a parent we love caused us harm without meaning to. We may realize that a community we cherish has excluded others we never noticed. We may see our own complicity in systems we thought we opposed. That discomfort is not a sign that you should close the book. It is a sign that the book is working. Real understanding is rarely comfortable. It asks us to hold competing truths at the same time: that we are shaped by our circles and that we can shape them in return; that we are not responsible for the circles we were born into and that we are responsible for what we do with them now. These tensions are not problems to solve. They are the very texture of a human life. The shared circle is not a problem to be fixed. It is a reality to be inhabited with awareness and with courage. I wrote this book for anyone who has ever felt trapped by their own story. That includes almost everyone I have ever met. We all carry moments when our circles felt too small, too tight, too full of expectations we could not meet. We all know what it is to long for a larger space, a different set of rules, a chance to be seen as we truly are rather than as our roles require. That longing is not a weakness. It is the seed of transformation. The shared circle does not vanish when we question it. It becomes more real, more alive, and more capable of holding us exactly because we have stopped pretending it is something it is not. So come as you are. Bring your confusions and your certainties, your wounds and your hopes. The circle is waiting. And the only way to deepen it, to make it more truly shared, is to add your voice to the conversation.
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Roots and Rings

The Architecture of Belonging

There is a tree in the courtyard of my childhood home that no one planted. It grew from a seed dropped by a bird, nurtured by rain and stone and the accumulated warmth of a family that did not notice it until it was already providing shade. Belonging works the same way. Most of it happens before we are conscious enough to choose it. Family is the first circle, and it is the most powerful precisely because we enter it helpless. The infant does not negotiate the terms of their belonging. They receive love in the specific dialect of their family: some families love loudly, through feasting and noise and physical closeness; others love quietly, through steadiness and provision, through a father who shows up every day even when he cannot say the words. Neither dialect is wrong. But both leave marks. Developmental psychology has long understood what most grandmothers already know intuitively: the early years of a child's life, spent almost entirely within the family circle, lay down the neural pathways for trust, safety, and connection. The way we were held when we cried becomes the template for how we expect to be received when we are vulnerable. The way our questions were answered or dismissed becomes our relationship with curiosity and authority. The family circle does not just shelter us. It authors us. The family is the original school. And its lessons outlast every classroom. But the family circle is not static. It expands and contracts across time. A new sibling arrives and the circle reshuffles. A grandparent dies and a voice that held the family's oral history goes silent. A parent loses their job and the atmosphere of the household shifts in ways children absorb without understanding. The family is a living system, not a fixed structure, and its health depends on how its members navigate change together. Beyond the family lies the second ring: the neighborhood, the school, the community of faith, the social group. This ring introduces something the family cannot always provide: difference. The child who has known only one way of eating, praying, or expressing emotion suddenly encounters other ways. This encounter can be confusing, frightening, or exhilarating. Often it is all three at once. The sociologist Robert Bellah wrote that community is constituted by its memory. What he meant is that a genuine community is not just a group of people who happen to live near each other. It is a group that shares a story, a set of reference points, a collective sense of where they have come from and where they are going. The neighborhood that celebrates its festivals together, mourns its losses together, and argues about its future together is doing something profoundly human. It is making memory into meaning. And then there is the widest ring: society itself. This is the circle most people feel the least agency within, and yet it is the one that shapes the most invisible assumptions. The society you are born into determines which stories are called history and which are called myth. It determines which bodies are considered beautiful, which accents are considered educated, which families are considered normal. Society operates largely through what it makes seem natural, and the work of this book is in part to make some of that naturalness strange enough to examine. Understanding these three rings, their architecture, their pressures, and their possibilities, is the work of every conscious person who wants to live not just within their circles but in honest relationship with them. Yet honest relationship is the hardest kind to achieve. It requires that we stop treating our circles as either sacred or contemptible, two responses that are actually twins dressed in different clothes. To sanctify the family is to deny its failures. To demonize it is to deny its gifts. Both miss the point. The family circle, like the tree that grew unplanted, is neither perfect nor worthless. It simply is, and what we do with that reality is the beginning of adult life. Consider how the tree in my childhood courtyard changed over the years. At first it was a nuisance, a weed that someone ought to pull. Then it became a marker of seasons, leafing out each spring with a stubbornness we came to admire. Then it became a gathering place, its shade holding card games and arguments and the slow afternoon conversations that no one remembers but everyone carries. The tree did not ask to be there. But once it was there, it shaped everything. Our circles are like that. We do not choose most of them. We wake up inside them. But we do choose, every day, how we inhabit them. Do we prune the branches that block the light? Do we plant new seeds in the soil they have enriched? Do we sit in their shade long enough to notice who else is sitting there with us? These are not small questions. They are the questions that determine whether our circles become shelters or cages, whether they narrow us or enlarge us. The second ring, the neighborhood and school and community of faith, often feels more chosen than the family. We tell ourselves we picked our friends, we picked our school, and we picked our place of worship. But even here, choice is limited by circumstance. You cannot choose a school you have never heard of. You cannot choose friends if you are too afraid to speak. You cannot choose a faith community if the only ones available seem to reject a part of who you are. The second ring is where the illusion of pure individual choice meets the reality of social constraint. This is why the second ring can be the most painful. In the family, we expect to have no choice. In the wider society, we expect to have very little. But the second ring promises agency and then withholds it, not deliberately but structurally. The teenager who
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