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Preface 

 

According to The Life of Milarepa by Tsangnyon Heruka, Milarepa was born to a          

prosperous home in Southern Tibet. When he was still a small child, his father died.     

Taking advantage of the situation, his uncle seized all the properties, reducing Milarepa’s 

family to a state of abject poverty. When he was a teenager, Milarepa left home at the    

request of his mother to study sorcery and seek revenge. Later on, as he came to regret 

his actions, he went in search of a guru and found Marpa who would teach him the     

Dharma, the teachings that lead to enlightenment.  

 

But before receiving the Dharma, Milarepa had to shed the bad karma he had acquired 

during his revengeful adolescence. To purify Milarepa from his negative karma, Marpa    

decided to subject him to harsh physical labor. “The guru ordered Milarepa to build a 

house without any help, digging, hauling, making bricks and walls, floors and roof,       

finishing the house fit for occupancy. Then he was ordered to tear it down and build       

another. This went on successively for many years, without explanation from the          

outwardly harsh and gruff Marpa.”  

 

The test of building huts wouldn’t have been given to Milarepa by chance. Marpa, his 

guru, could have picked up any other tests. In my understanding, it is purposefully that he 

chose the test of building with mud and stones as manual work, when done mindfully, can 

actually support us in our healing journeys and put us on the path of the Dharma.     

Working with our hands and feet to build a mud house can be a Sadhana, a practice, a 

meditation that has the potential to bring out the yogi within us. Isn’t it what   Masanobu 

Fukuoka, the father of natural farming and one of the greatest philosophers of our times, 

meant when he wrote, “The ultimate goal of natural farming is not the growing of crops, 

but the cultivation and perfection of human beings.” The same is true about earth       

building, “The ultimate goal of natural building is not the building of structures with earth, 

or stones, but the cultivation and perfection of human beings.” For that matter, any hands-

on work that involves working with natural materials and minimum tools such as cooking, 

spinning, weaving, dyeing, carpentry, pottery has the capacity to awaken the yogi within 

us when done with mindfulness.  

  

 

I began writing this book during the lockdown imposed during the first wave of the     

Covid-19 pandemic in India. Incidentally, at that time, I was reading Walls: A History of             

Civilization in Blood and Brick by David Frye. In his book, Frye postulates that walls would 

have played midwife to civilization. There would be a universal correlation between        

civilization and walls as few civilized peoples ever lived outside them! Ever since the       

beginning of the Great Civilizations around 3500Bc, just like today, rulers across all       



empires would have given their people the following directive: ‘Strengthen your walls. Stay   

behind your walls.’ In short, the slogan ‘Stay Home, Stay Safe’ wasn’t new! As Frye writes, 

“Now here was an advice that even a traumatized population of basket carriers could     

embrace.” At that time, as I read those lines, Eisenstein’s article Coronation popped up in 

my email box. To my astonishment, he expressed the same thought in almost similar 

words. Note how ‘embrace’ is used by both authors: “Covid-19 is a threat that we know 

how to meet. Unlike so many of our other fears, Covid-19 offers a plan. Our civilization’s 

established institutions are increasingly helpless to meet the challenges of our time. How 

they welcome a challenge that they finally can meet… How eager they are to embrace it as 

a paramount crisis…”  

 

As I was writing the first part of this book, The Walls of Separation , I also happened to 

watch Mathilukal (The Walls), a 1990 Malayalam classic. In this movie that I highly          

recommend, Basheer, a prolific writer and freedom fighter is incarcerated for sedition    

during India’s struggle for independence. An otherwise high-spirited man, Basheer falls  

into depression when he loses the company of his jail mates, until one day, he hears the 

voice of a woman on the other side of the prison wall and he instantly falls in love.       

Suddenly, his life of incarceration isn’t all gloom anymore, so much so that when the jailer  

announces Basheer of his release, his reaction is of dismay, “Why should I be free? Who 

wants freedom? Out there is a bigger jail. Who cares for that freedom?” The last scene is of 

Basheer, who, with a heavy heart has to leave the jail, having to let go of those beautiful 

days of romance with a woman he never saw, nor ever touched!  

 

The problem with walls, as we see in Mathilukal, is that we lose touch with the reality. In 

the film, Basheer builds a lover image of the unknown woman behind the wall. For most 

part of history, we have fabricated enemy images of the other. Disconnected by the walls 

of separation, out of touch, hardly or never speaking to each other, it became easy to       

manufacture an enemy image of the other: someone unseen but for sure cruel, toxic,      

insane and to be feared. Lover image or enemy image, both are illusory, the projection of 

our unacknowledged desires, fears and unmet needs. Surrounded by walls, we have        

become trapped in a world of illusion. 

 

 

A few months after the lockdown, longing for a world without walls, I registered for a 

three-month program “Learning by Doing” at Vanvadi, a Forest Collective started in the 

early nineties by two dozens of friends who collectively pooled in money to buy 64 acres 

of land at the foothills of the Sahyadris. Over the years, Vanvadi grew into a magnificent 

forest with dense, tall canopy and rich biodiversity of plants, trees, birds and reptiles.  

 

The first workshop of our three-month program happened to be by Abhijay Save, the 

grandson of Bhaskar Save known as the Gandhi of Natural Farming, about whose farm     



Fukuoka would have commented, “I have seen many farms all over the world. This is the 

best. It is even better than my own farm.” In one of his presentations, as Abhijay showed us 

a drawing made by Fukuoka on his visit to his grandfather’s orchard-farm ‘Kalpavruksha’ in 

Umergaon, Vinita Mansata who sat next to me whispered in my ear, “Fukuoka used to say 

that we don’t do farming to grow crops but to be better human beings.” Listening to her, I 

suddenly felt I was at the right place at the right moment. Those words so completely     

resonated with my own vision of building with mud for a more compassionate world.  

 

During the Learning by Doing program, I one day kept a cob mix to dry on a rock. That is 

when the thought of building a mud house at zero cost emerged. The plan was to build on 

the rock to avoid having to dig foundations. All building materials were available around: 

the soil, a beautiful ochre clayish earth; the sand and stones from the streams; the straw 

from nearby farms; and the water from the hand pump situated a 100 meters from the 

rock that had been selected to build upon.  

 

The intent behind this experiment was also my own inner journey of reconnection. For that 

purpose, I often preferred to work in silence. Also, my focus was not on speed. Building 

was to be done as much as possible like a walking meditation, with mindful    awareness. 

The goal was to be 100% present with every step, every movement, every touch, every 

breath and notice and feel the contact of the hands and feet with the earth; the physical 

sensations going on there in the different parts of the body; the points of tension… Of 

course, that never happened for more than a few steps at a time! But then I would stop and 

start the game of awareness all over again!  

 

Though the three-month program was far too short, it did strengthen my conviction that 

just like farming, gardening, animal care, and other nature-based therapies, natural     

building could too support our healing and spiritual journeys of reconnection with self,   

nature and others.  

 

 

The first part of the book Walls of Separation introduces us to the trauma of the Great  

Separation, how it brought a shift in consciousness and the impact it has had on the way 

we define and understand the space around us.  

 

The second part Walls of Reconnection shows how building with mud can help us            

reconnect to our primal self, others and nature.  

 

The third part A New World explores how birth centers built with natural materials could 

make a difference to prevent trauma. It also looks at the need to Introduce mindful hands-

on work in schools to trauma-proof our children  



Part 1 

The Walls of  

Separation  
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Chapter 1 

Building a wall is cutting a space and there-

by bringing about a negative karma 

 

At one of his workshops, Biju Bhaskar, founder of 

Thannal Hand-Sculpted Homes, a natural building 

awareness group based in South India, was             

introducing us to the many types of wall systems: 

cob, wattle and daub, adobe, rammed earth, straw 

bale, wood, bamboo… In the flow of his presentation, 

he added: “Building a wall is cutting a space and 

thereby bringing about a negative karma. “ 

 

This line so profoundly connected natural building to         

humanity’s journey, a journey that had preoccupied 

me ever since a few years ago I had come across    

Steve Taylor’s book,  The Fall: the insanity of the ego 

in human history and the dawning of a new era. 

 

 

In his book, Taylor investigates       

humanity’s Golden Age when          

human beings lived in peace. 

The people of the Paleolithic and 

early Neolithic wouldn’t have 

seen or heard about wars,       

exploitation, injustice, male 

domination.  Archeology has no 

clear evidence of warfare or    

social violence during that      

period. Then, around 4000BC, 

following a long period of 

drought in Central Asia and  

Middle East, things ‘went wrong’ 

and warfare became widespread,               

necessitating the building of   

defensive walls. Villages and 

towns that had been   embedded 

in the natural world began     

surrounding themselves with   

fortified walls, something rarely 

seen prior to 3000 B.C.E. 



 

 

“There was an ancient time when 

human beings lived in harmony with 

each other and with nature, when 

life was much easier and more 

pleasant and when there was no 

war, and no selfishness or fear.”  

~ Steve Taylor 

For the past thirty years, I had been living in India 

and had travelled to some of those last few remote 

tribal villages where had survived gentle cultures, 

and nurturing ways of life, hopefully forever spared 

from the tentacles of development that were fast 

engulfing the whole world. Those primeval pockets 

had been for me the remnants of a Paradise, a 

Golden Age, I had come searching for in India.    

Steve’ s book so deeply resonated with my           

experience of  primal peoples who are part of the 

Paleolithic continuity. It also resonated with my    

feelings of a deep wrongness pervading the wrap 

and woof of our modern world.  

 

Dularigaon was one of those picturesque tribal    

villages on the fringe of the Niyamgiri hills in      

Odisha. Like all Kondh settlements, the houses 

were        arranged in two parallel rows facing each 

other. Chicks were left to roam around to peck at 

the     Mahua flowers that had been spread to dry 

on the central lane. They formed beautiful       

patchwork designs in shades of yellow, ochre and 

orange. 

 

Upon our arrival, the women had offered us bowls 

of Mandua, a fermented ragi gruel that constitutes 

the staple food of the Khond. It was made by    

soaking ragi flour overnight for fermentation and 

next day, boiling it with rice. After this powerful 

drink that would quench our thirst for several 

hours, we had gotten up. I had then asked the tribal 

women to take me on one of their tuber harvesting              

expeditions. Somehow there was something in that           

experience of journeying to the forest in search of 

roots that deeply fascinated me. Maybe it was the 

unique opportunity of performing an act our        

ancestors had done for a million years; an act that 

took us back to the beginning of time when we 

were hunter-gatherers. 

 

Niyamgiri, Odisha 

Niyamgiri, Odisha 



Women were walking in a single file down the forest trail that led from the grass-covered 

hills bordering a stream into the forest. They were carrying digging rods and baskets on 

the head while balancing chirping babies on their swaying hips. Being summer, the Mahua 

collection was on. Below the Mahua trees, the  forest floor had turned yellow. The heady 

fragrance released by the flowers when they plopped to the ground was exhilarating. It was 

the smell of a wild India. 

 

After a while, the group of women had stopped in a grove. There, in the maze of            

impenetrable dry deciduous vegetation, they had spotted a vine that indicated the       

presence of edible roots. They sat down and started digging. It was a hard task but soon, 

the first bearded farmers had appeared. They were none other than the abundantly      

available tubers, large hairy roots, that sustain Adivasis all through the year without     

farming! 265 types of tubers had been recorded in the region. Once the baskets were 

filled, the pits were refilled with mud and shoots of the tubers were planted. This practice 

ensured that the tuber crop would continue to grow for years together in the same area. 

Back in the    village, the tubers were washed and then simply boiled for a meal. 

 

As we feasted on the diversity of roots, I asked one of the women,  

“What happens if one of you digs out less roots than others and ends up with not enough 

for a meal?” 

“ That never happens! We make sure everyone will have enough.” 

“And what about the Mahua collection? Are there not among you some who are more      

enterprising, more ambitious and would go to any length to get the most of it?” I asked,         

recalling how in some parts of the country, contractors went to the extent of chopping   

amla trees laden with fruits to ensure the harvest would come to them. 

“Every family is appointed some trees, making sure everyone will get enough!” 

“Natural resources are held in common and distributed equitably. And no one is allowed to 

make himself more important than others,” had added Jagannath, a young Kondh       

grassroots activist.  

 

It was a world where people saw themselves not as owners of the land but as its            

custodians; where people had equal rights to natural resources; where food was shared; 

where no one  accumulated beyond what was needed for their immediate use; where      

everyone’s needs were equally important and therefore met; where decisions were reached 

by consensus; and where nobody was higher or more powerful socially or economically. 

 

 

 



 

For three days, we travelled hamlet to hamlet to meet 

the Kondh Adivasis of the Niyamgiris. What struck me 

was the quiet and calm nature of tribal people. In fact, 

non-tribals could easily be spotted for the simple    

reason that they were usually more talkative. I         

remember a young boy,  sitting not too far from me, 

on the outside partition wall of his house, completely      

oblivious to my presence. In the hope of an interaction 

with him, I had asked Jagannath to translate a few 

questions to which the boy had answered in few 

words, to the point, with no urge to impress or pull 

attention. Our ‘evolved’ urban minds might judge him 

dull but he emanated a calmness, a stillness that very 

few of us have and that too after attending all the 

Vipassana courses and all the expensive meditation 

camps, yoga classes, life management and life skills 

workshops, non-violent communication practice 

groups… and what not!! 

 

Suddenly, I had almost burst out with a laugh. To be 

at peace, this boy didn’t need to do Louise Hay’s     

affirmations. He didn’t need to repeat “I love and     

approve of myself” in front of a mirror (good for him 

because he most probably had no mirror!!). He didn’t 

need to do The Work prescribed by Byron Katie and 

question himself about the reality of his every thought 

and every feeling. He didn’t need the advice of the    

so-called specialists of life management to teach him 

HOW to live life!! Without the effort and the discipline 

of daily meditation, he was a living Buddha!! By now, 

my laugh had turned into a grimace. WHAT HAD GONE 

WRONG WITH US? Why couldn’t we effortlessly become 

living Buddhas too? What was the secret of these an-

cient forest dwellers? Their forests? Maybe. As Henry 

Skolowski writes, “Those great forests they lived in, 

were like enormous temples, nursing them in the 

sanctuaries of their silence. The endless hours they 

spent in   nature, in primordial forests, were beautiful 

forms of meditation.”  

 

 

 

Niyamgiri, Odisha 

Niyamgiri, Odisha 
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Anthropologists have been documenting again and again how present and past hunter-

gatherers were peace-loving. Claude Levi-Strauss who studied primal societies report     

complete absence of violence among them. About the Nambikwara Indians of the Mato 

Grosso, he writes, “All relationships were rooted in reciprocity. The people imagined    

themselves to be in a similarly egalitarian and reciprocal relationship with the natural 

world. Gift exchange was a basic social mechanism, and reciprocity was something of a 

universal ethical principle, certainly in pre-industrial societies.” In prehistoric times, peace 

would have been the only option as survival wouldn’t have been possible hadn’t everyone 

been involved in protecting and nurturing activities. As Charles Eisenstein brings to mind 

in The Ascent of Humanity , “Life in the Stone Age was not necessarily ‘nasty, brutish, and 

short’ at all. Ethnographic studies of isolated Stone Age hunter-gatherers and pre-modern 

agriculturalists suggest that “primitive” peoples, far from being driven by anxiety, lived 

lives of relative leisure and affluence." 

 

According to historian Yuval Harari in Sapiens, a Brief History of Human Kind, our hunter 

gatherer ancestors would have actually enjoyed a more comfortable lifestyle than the 

peasants, labourers and office clerks who came after them. Hunter gatherers actually 

worked fewer hours than most people in the world today. They didn’t need to grow their 

food as nature provided in abundance. On top of that, to gather mushrooms, to dig up 

roots and collect fruits, was far less nerve wrecking than working in a factory. Moreover, 

foraging also provided people with better nutrition as they enjoyed a mind-boggling      

varied diet. If going by  anthropologist Marshall Sahlins’ definition of an affluent society as 

one in which material needs are easily satisfied, our hunter-gatherer ancestors would have 

definitely been the most affluent of all! In his paper ‘The Original Affluent Society’, he 

notes, “the food quest is so successful that half the time the people don’t seem to know 

what to do with themselves.” Narendra Singh, a friend of mine who spent a few years in 

the remote jungles of Bastar makes a very similar observation in one of his dispatches, “It 

was extremely rare in Abujhmad to see someone "working", but common to see a          

person doing "nothing"; to see someone sitting by the wayside smoking a homemade 

beedi.” Spending no more than four hours a day in foraging, our ancestors living in the 

primal matrix could devote most of their time to leisure activities such as music and 

dance. This was humanity’s Golden Age, a time of peaceful abundance when there were no 

wars, no classes, no domination, no sexism, no racism. 

 

Today, it might be difficult for us to visualize our earth as a pristine Garden of Eden, but 

there have been times such as the end of the last Ice age when the climate warmed up and 

forests returned where the earth had once lain buried beneath sheets of ice. While a great 

part of the North American continent, and  almost the entire Europe were hit on and off by 

the Ice Age, tropical forests, uninterrupted by major climatic transformations survived 70 

to 100 million years in more or less their present form. One can thus safely conclude that 

the 5 million to 8 million foragers that inhabited our wide-open planet at the end of the 

last Ice Age, around 10,000 to 13,000 years ago, would have lived in a relatively lush  

 

 



 

and bountiful environment that could have easily    

satisfied their basic needs. It might also not come as a 

surprise that most tribal and hunter-gatherer societies 

today are found in primeval tropical forests, hotspots 

of biodiversity!  

 

Here, I am once again reminded of Jagannath who, as 

we walked through the forest, recounted an incident 

from his childhood when he was 5-6 years old and 

every grain of the last harvest had been consumed. “I 

remember then accompanying my parents to the    

forest. For a full season, we subsisted solely on forest 

produce: jungle fruits, tubers, greens, seeds, jungle 

millets, mushrooms… What is strange,” had added 

Jagannath after a moment of hesitation, “ is that when 

nothing was left in the fields, the harvest of forest 

produce was most bountiful. It is as if nature wanted 

to make sure that we never go hungry. That is why we 

respect the forest as our mother and make sure no 

harm is done to her.” 

 

 

But then, at some point of time, as Steve posits in his 

book, things went wrong, violence appeared and we 

started building fortification walls. The wall divided 

the original wholeness. As a wall can’ t but have two 

sides, with the wall was born duality.  Any division, 

separation being inherently traumatic can thus be said 

to bring about a negative karma. And with each new 

wall that was built, we became ever more separated, 

thereby marking the beginning of a new era referred 

to as the Age of  Separation or the Great Separation. 

 

 

“We walled ourselves off from Nature, ostensibly 

in the name of security, but this began our      

differentiation and separation. We  became ever 

more distant from our primal ground… As we 

walled ourselves off from Nature and became   

pitted against each other, the original harmonic 

unity was divided.”  

~ Anodea Judith 

Photo credit: Internet 
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GOLDEN AGE OR SAVAGE PAST 

 

A few years ago, I happened to visit the prehistoric site of Bhimbetaka in Madhya Pradesh, 

Central India. Surrounded by dense old-growth forests and stiff rocky cliffs which have the 

appearance of ancient forts’ crumbling ruins, I was thrown back 30,000 years ago, into the 

Stone Age. Humidity at the bottom of the rock walls would have weakened the rock’s 

structure and created recesses that were used as shelters by early human beings. And 

there on those walls, our hunter-gatherer ancestors narrated their way of life, for us     

maybe… so that we always REMEMBER our roots penetrating deep into the womb of   

Mother Earth. 

 

The cave paintings of stick figures aiming their arrows at herds of wild boars and deer 

were fascinating. They elicited a reflection: Who were our hunter-gatherer ancestors? How 

did they live? What did they think? Were they happy or like most of us, in turmoil, in     

conflict? Were they kind to each other or selfish? Were they Noble Savages or Brutish        

Hominids? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first to hold the view of a Savage Past was Hobbes (1588-1679), “Hereby it is manifest, 

that during the time men live without a common power to keep them all in awe, they are 

in that condition which is called war; and such a war is of every man against every man...In 

such conditions there is no place for industry...no arts; no letters; no society; and which is 

worst of all, continual fear, and danger of violent death; and the life of man, solitary, poor, 

nasty, brutish, and short.” According to the followers of Hobbes, human beings would 

have lived in an unbelievably brutal and savage world for at least ninety-nine percent of 

the time we have been on earth.  

 

In the 18th-19th centuries, the belief of a savage past inhabited by rude, uncivilized,    

primitive tribes was used to justify colonial power as the following remark by a British of-

ficer, W. Grigson, about the Maria Gonds of Bastar attests, “The inhabitants are composed 

of rude, uncivilized tribes of Gonds; in some part almost savages, who shun contact with 

strangers... a race who prefers the solitude of the forests to the bustle of towns, and the 

freedom of the savage to all the allurements and comforts of civilization. With such a 

country and such inhabitants, rapid progress and improvement can’t be looked for...”   

“Our theory of human nature is the wellspring of much in our lives... Every      

society must operate with a theory of human nature... The theory is seldom     

articulated or overtly embraced, but it lies at the heart of a vast number of 

beliefs and policies... Rival theories of human nature are entwined in different 

ways of life and different political systems, and have been a source of much con-

flict over the course of history.” ~ Steven Pinker 



Only by creating the image of a savage past inhabited by inferior primitive people, could 

we be made to irrevocably believe into the myth of development. As Charles Eisenstein 

suggests, “We assume a dark picture of the primitive life as an uncomfortable, never-

ending struggle for existence. This assumption is at the root of our cultural belief that 

technology has rescued us from the caprices of nature and enabled us to develop our 

higher potential.” But then, today, as Eisenstein highlights, more and more are those who 

are disillusioned with the myth of development. “Less and less are those who are able to 

see history as a continual progression from a state of savagery leading, thanks to develop-

ment, science and technology, to the pinnacle of present modern civilisation... because 

the present can hardly be believed to be a pinnacle.”  

 

 

 

Acknowledging that our ancestors would have lived perfectly well on this planet for       

millions of years before civilisation began brought the inevitable and uncomfortable   

question: “What went wrong with us?” To save ourselves from such questions, we have had 

to obliterate from our memory the rather disturbing thought of an ancient time when    

human beings lived in harmony with the world around them. We were forced to then     

console ourselves with the belief in an innate ‘selfish’ gene, savage ancestors, and forests 

inhabited by malevolent, evil spirits... 

 

Time has come to REMEMBER! 

 

 

 

 

 

A sudden monsoon shower pulled me out of my       

reverie… I was back in Bhimbetka. To escape the 

rain, I took refuge into a recess, a small cave, 

just big enough to accommodate me and my 

friends. The view in front of us was a vast       

expanse of dense forest… There was nothing to 

talk… The serenity and calm beauty of the place 

drew us into a compelling silence… The mind 

chatter stopped… The eyes closed for there was 

nothing to see but all to be felt: a cosy warmth 

radiating from the rock, an earthy fragrance   

emanating from the  rain-drenched jungle… We 

were home in the laps of Mother Earth! Photo Credit: Internet 



 

The Trauma of the Great Separation 

 

Once upon a time, before the Great Separation was 

the First Creation, the Original Creation. The First 

Creation is the Primal Matrix from which we all      

began. It is humanity’s womb time when early       

humans, cradled in the lap of Mother Earth’s bounti-

ful forests the way an infant child is held in the arms 

of his mother, lived in bliss. 

 

In this forest womb, the all-giving Mother Nature 

supplied the every need of her children, our hunter-

gatherer ancestors. 

 

They would have sung like   

t oday’ s  f o res t  peop le            

described by Turnbull, “a lusty 

chorus of praise to this      

wonderful world of theirs (the    

forest) – a world that gives 

them everything they want… It 

is their world, and in return for 

their affection and trust, it   

supplies them with all their 

needs. They have no fear      

because for them there is no 

danger. For them, there is little 

hardship so they have no need 

for belief in evil spirits. For 

them it is a good world.” 

Chapter 2 

Thar Desert, Rajasthan 



 

The First Creation covered the Paleolithic and       

Neolithic and is referred to as humanity’s Golden 

Age; the Age of Perfect Virtue; the Original Affluent 

Society. 

 

Andrea Moritz who, in his book Lifting the Veil of 

Duality, narrates the story of the Great Separation 

tells us how when we lived in the First Creation, in 

the Primal Matrix, we lacked one thing: we didn’t 

know who we are. To gain self-knowledge, we   

needed to create the illusion of separation and enter 

the experience of duality. As he says, “We needed to 

go through every kind of dualistic expression there 

could possibly be, such as love and hate, joy and 

sadness, fear and trust, right and wrong, good and 

bad, life and death, in order to learn about and undo 

the trauma (of separation) that has enabled us to 

know, through experience, who we are.” And that is 

how our world of oneness gradually became a world 

of duality, where opposites/ polarities rule. This 

transition from oneness to duality brought our fall 

from Paradise, an experience that would traumatize 

us and cause us the worst kind of suffering. 

 

This story of the Great Separation is none other than 

the   story of the Fall, a myth common to every     

mythology. It  refers to the Fall as this sudden     

dramatic event, mostly an  environmental disaster, a 

flood, a draught or a great winter that brings an    

abrupt end to an Age of Perfect Virtue when the    

climate was mild and the country was lush. With the 

myth of the “Fall” comes the notion that peace was 

once, and at some point of time, following a great 

disaster, a traumatic event, we “fell” from that idyllic 

state.  

“This realm had no elements of    

duality in it, which made it      

impossible for us to perceive      

anything but oneness with       

everything and everyone. Since   

Oneness with the Supreme Source 

was our anchor, we had no fear and 

lived happily with our loved ones. In 

this simplicity of bliss, we could be 

the whole creation and all the beings 

participating in it, with no sense of 

separation.”  

~ Andreas Moritz 



Here is one of the many versions of the myth of the Fall, a Sufi prophecy called The Water 

of Madness. It unveils how following a devastating drought things went ‘wrong’, and      

human beings lost their sanity. 

 

 

Once upon a time a wise man said that the day would come when all the water in the 

world would disappear, except that which had been collected and hoarded. 

And then different waters would come to replace what had been lost. But that new   

water would drive everyone mad. “To save yourselves, you must hoard all the water here 

right now. Save it and you will be saved,” the wise man had warned. 

One man took the prophecy seriously and he began to store up water for the coming of 

the drought. 

And one day, as predicted, every body of water dried up. But then soon, the water        

returned and all lakes and rivers filled up again. Thirsty, people drank that new water 

and went crazy. 

Only the man who had listened to the wise man’s prophecy and drank from his own stored 

up supply kept his sanity. For long, he hid in a cave, until one day, confident that         

everything was fine again, he emerged and returned to his people. Soon he discovered 

that his people had gone mad. He told them all about the prophecy and how they had 

drunk the new water and become insane. But they vehemently denied. They had no 

memory of the time before the drought. They remembered nothing of how the world had 

been before the new water. The sane man tried to remind them but in vain. They shook 

their fists in denial. They shouted. They fought. They told him how insane he was. 

Being the only sane person left among the madmen, he was called crazy. Criticism didn’t 

so much bother him. More unbearable was the loneliness. He had no friends, no family, no 

one to talk to. His heart ached when he heard others talking, laughing, arguing,      

sometimes even very bitterly. However mad they were, he just wished to belong. At long 

last, thirsty for friendship, he took a decision. He would drink the new water and join   

others in their madness. 

As he lost his mind, the madmen now decided that he was sane. “You were mad, but you 

have been restored to sanity!” they exclaimed as they welcomed him amongst them. 



 

This Sufi prophecy isn’t some sort of spiritual fiction. 

Not at all! It is actual history that has been             

documented by James DeMeo in Saharasia. The 

4000BC origin of Child Abuse, Sex Repression,      

Warfare and Social Violence in the Deserts of The Old 

World. 

 

In a strip called Saharasia (and the Sufis belonged to 

Saharasia!) that contains today’s most deserts        

including  Sahara, Thar,   Gobi, Arabia, a climate that 

was wet and warm began to dry, turning fertile lands 

into today’s great  deserts. Just like written in the 

prophecy, until around 4000BC, Saharasia was a    

fertile semi-forested grassland, full of lakes and     

rivers. And then  rainfall decreased, rivers and lakes 

evaporated, vegetation disappeared and famine and 

drought took hold. In India, around the same time, 

the Saraswati river started to dry. And like told in the 

prophecy, we know that this Great Drying with the 

terrible famines, starvation, migrations it brought in 

its wake, had a devastating effect on the populations 

of Saharasia. It altered their psyche and turned them 

insane. As Steve Taylor notes, “a completely new type 

of human being came into existence, with a         

completely different way of relating to the world and 

to other human beings.” Emotionally traumatic      

conditions brought the development of a patristic and        

psychologically armored behaviour with authoritarian, 

violent and warlike characteristics. Dominator        

cultures with hierarchies were born. Child abuse,        

coercion, sex-repression, discrimination and social        

injustice became the new way of life. 

“There was historically a correlation 

between a harsh environment, the 

rigid social and sexual subordination 

of women, and the equation of 

masculinity with toughness and  

warlikeness.”  

~ Riane Eisler 

Thar Desert, Rajasthan 

Thar Desert, Rajasthan 



The scarcity brought by the Great Drying is the original trauma. It is referred to as the 

Trauma of the Great Separation. 

 

Split from Nature: Hostile environmental conditions would have encouraged a sense of 

separation between human beings and nature. Whereas before, nature had been revered as 

a benevolent and nurturing mother, she now came to be seen as a harsh adversary to be 

conquered and dominated for survival.  

 

Split from Body: Disconnection between body and soul is one of the most important 

consequences of trauma. Due to scarcity, physical and emotional needs that now couldn’t 

be met as easily as before, required to be tamed. This taming of our instincts brought 

about a separation between body and mind.  

 

Split from Each Other: Scarcity would have also supported a sense of separation        

between people. Sharing with others was now no longer an option since there weren’t 

enough resources to support the community at large. People started thinking in terms of 

their own needs rather than those of the collectivity. And therefore the need to build walls 

to hoard resources and secure wealth for the few chosen ones. 

 

Following the Great Drying, the oneness of the Primal Matrix gradually became a world of 

duality. This transition from oneness to duality, not without coincidence, corresponds to a 

shift observed in the structures, political as well as religious, that governed humanity 

around that time. Riane Eisler refers to this shift in her book The Chalice and the Blade as 

the Great Change. With the Great Change that happened around 3500BC, we had passed 

from goddess-worshiping matriarchal cultures that were egalitarian to patriarchal cultures 

that were warlike, competitive, hierarchical, violent and inherently insane. That is the world 

we have inherited! 

The Great Drying isn’t yet over … “The creation and perpetuation of scarcity is a        

prerequisite for dominator systems maintenance. It is largely through the production 

of scarcity that this system, which uses fear of pain as its major motivation for work,     

maintains itself… Artificial scarcities are constantly created by dominator politics and 

economics through overconsumption, wastefulness, exploitation… Those on top waste 

resources and those on the bottom scramble for the scraps. Competition for scraps of-

ten takes on racial, religious, and ethnic overtones.”  

~ Riane Eisler 



 

THE GREAT CHANGE OF 3500BC 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Prehistory/ Ancient Darkness  History/ Light of civilization  

Development/ Progress 

Primal/ tribal/ indigenous/ rural/ 

hunter-gatherer/ the forest 

Urban/ city state with fortification 

walls/ the desert 

Abundance Scarcity  

Women dominated societies 

(matriarchal/ matrifocal): reverence 

for the life-giving and sustaining 

powers of the feminine  

Male dominated societies 

(patriarchal): authoritarian,         

competitive, hierarchical with fear, 

abuse, violence and destruction 

Yin energies of love, peace and  

compassion 

 

Yang energies of competition, effi-

ciency and control    

Holistic: oneness with the whole  

creation. 

Dualistic: separated from the whole       

creation. Walled-off 

Partnership cultures of cooperation,    

freedom and trust 

Dominator cultures based on a     

hierarchical mode 

Relationship: power-with Relationship: power-over 

Social self is honored. Community 

based. 

Individual self is honored. Nuclear 

family 





 

Chapter 3 

The trauma of the Great Separation and 

the shift in consciousness 

 

The Great Drying occurring with increasing        

ferocity year after year turned out to be a human 

tragedy of unimaginable proportions. Generations 

after generations, the populations of Saharasia 

suffered from famine, displacement, war,            

destruction, exploitation, oppression and death. 

Humanity’s umbilical cord to the forest womb   

having been severed, we had to now confront a 

hostile world and survive. For that, we needed to 

invent ways to grow food, harvest water, irrigate 

fields, build homes and defend our villages 

against raiders and invaders. 

 

This sheer struggle to survive in a now harsh     

environment compelled us to acquire a new kind 

of intelligence. It forced us develop our mind’s  

analytical power - think, rationalize, analyze,  

 

 

 

calculate, measure, judge - and 

be able to  discuss to  discuss 

st rategies, communicate   

complex ideas, think ahead, 

and share knowledge. 

 

Evidence of this dramatic   

mental transformation is indi-

cated by the st r iking            

intellectual advances, the    

s u d d e n  e x p l o s i o n  o f 

knowledge and cascade of   

discoveries and inventions 

made by the Saharasian people 

in the few centuries that      

followed the drought and saw 

the birth of the first Great   

Civilizations. 
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In his book Hope For Humanity, Malcolm Hollick 

writes as he refers to ‘The Great Leap Forward’, the 

first cognitive revolution that happened when Homo 

sapiens left Africa 100,000 years back, “It is            

remarkable that this jump in mental ability happened 

at all, and even more remarkable that it happened 

when it did. This was not a time of abundance…     

Rather it was a period of challenging change and 

hardship. Our species was leaving its African womb, 

adapting to new habitats, and confronting a planet 

that was sliding ineluctably into the last ice age.” 

Similarly, it is as remarkable how the Great Drying 

and the scarcity that ensued could usher a new      

development of our cognitive faculties, a second 

‘Great Leap Forward’. 

 

In the ‘Original Affluent Society’ of the Paleolithic 

when earth was covered with forest and populations 

were small, we didn’t need to manipulate the         

environment around us to get what we needed for 

our survival. We just had to gather what was made     

available to us. In the act of gathering, there was  

simple, passive surrender to nature. Primal people 

lived from the providence of the earth which on a 

wide open planet was virtually unlimited. Providence 

of nature meant all was provided without the         

necessity of human effort. Food was a “gift” from 

Mother Earth. Survival was a matter of trust and not 

control, and naturally encouraged gratitude. 

 

It is only when humanity fell into a world of scarcity 

and sustenance was no longer freely provided that 

the new basic strategy for survival became to      

dominate nature. As Eisenstein says,“ The threat of      

scarcity with its constant, inescapable anxiety is    

implicit in Homo sapiens’ need to dominate nature.”  
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Domination meant turning the natural world into an object of manipulation. For effective 

manipulation, we needed to have the ability to separate things out of their context. This 

power of division, of abstraction is the gift of the cognitive revolution brought about by 

the development of our frontal cortex. 

 

The first Leap that happened 100,000 years ago coincides with the advent of speech. Our 

hunter-gatherer ancestors would have had a non-verbal language, a language older than 

words, which allowed communication through vocal intonation, tunes, whistling,         

humming, singing and clicks of the tongue akin to the vocalizations of wild animals. The 

first ‘Great Leap Forward’ thus marks the time when language began to evolve from a   

natural, instinctual ‘language’ such as music, humming, clicking to a referential language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second ‘Great Leap Forward’ came about with the arrival of writing following the Great 

Drying. As land turned to dust, people migrated to wetter places of the rich alluvial plains 

of the Fertile Crescent between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers (Mesopotamia, Saharasia). 

Refugees crammed into towns and cities. With the appearance of the first city states,    

commerce quickly expanded. The ensuing need for better record keeping brought the    

Sumerians to invent the first form of cuneiform writing by drawing abstract signs with 

sharp sticks into wet clay tablets. Writing and reading skills were necessary for trade, as 

well as for administration to preserve practical information. 

 

One could almost say that with speech, our neocortex (left brain) was born and with     

writing, it came into full power. As Leonard Shlain explains, “Writing like reading proceeds 

in a linear fashion that relies on analysis and therefore depends solely upon the left brain’s 

unique ability to abstract information. All forms of writing increase the left brain’s       

dominance over the right. Alphabet, being the most abstract form of writing, enhances left

-brain values the most.” In short, the written word accelerated the increasing                 

predominance of our neocortex over the more primitive limbic and reptilian brain.  

“For reasons that are still not totally clear, the human brain started to grow very  

rapidly about 100,000 years ago. Some evolutionary biologists and linguists have 

advanced the theory that there is a direct connection between our ability to      

develop symbolic thought and use language and the growth of the prefrontal     

cortex, the frontal part of the brain that processes language and abstract 

thought.”  

~ John Abbott and Terry Ryan 



 

The neocortex of early humans wouldn't have been as 

strongly developed as in modern humans. As a result, 

our ancestors would have led lives governed more by 

instincts and feelings dictated by the primitive brain, 

and less by conscious, rational thoughts as is the 

case with modern human beings. This explains how 

early humans, deeply attuned to the natural world 

with their senses and profoundly present, could    

perceive the world around them. They listened to 

plants to distinguish between the healing and       

poisonous ones or conversed with them to stir their         

medicinal properties. When human beings began to 

operate primarily with their rational mind, they lost 

those faculties. As Steve Taylor explains, “The best 

way to understand this is to think in terms of energy. 

We all have a certain amount of psychic energy… Our 

unfallen ancestors probably didn’t use up very much 

energy through mental activity or through            

concentrative effort, and as a result there was a lot 

available to them to devote to information processing 

– and, in particular, to perceiving the phenomenal 

world around them.” 

 

The development of the neocortex brought a shift in         

consciousness. As Demetra George highlights in her 

book, Mysteries of the Dark Moon, “When the right 

brain (primitive brain) is predominant, then humans, 

animals, plants, and the physical world upon which 

they all live, the skies, the land and the seas, the    

underworld, and the spiritual world of deities are all 

seen as interdependent aspects of one living being. 

The universe is alive, operating with intelligence,   

pattern, and purpose.” It is only when human beings 

began to function with their rational mind that the 

way they perceived reality changed. As the left brain’s 

model to understand the world is based on the     

principle of division, categorizing, and splitting into 

opposites became the new way of functioning.       

Dualism was born from our left brain’s capacity for 

analysis and discrimination between subject and    

object, between self and others. We defined ourselves    

Right Hemisphere 

Left Hemisphere 
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as separate from the other and as separate from the world around us. This perception of   

separation between ourselves and the rest of the creation is what led to a strong and 

sharp sense of ego, of individuality; to the Cartesian “I am ”that cuts us off from the world 

and is the source of our psychological suffering, of our insanity. 

 

Referring to the left hemisphere, Iain McGilchrist corroborates, “It is the hemisphere of 

‘either/or’ : clarity yields sharp boundaries. And so it makes divisions that may not exist 

according to the right hemisphere.” Not without coincidence that this shift in                

consciousness concurred with the time when our ancestors became WALL BUILDERS! 

 

 



WALLS OF WORDS 

 

Writing is one of the most important human inventions, marking the transition from      

prehistory when Homo sapiens was a hunter-gatherer to history and the beginning of the 

Great Civilizations. 

 

As writing involves fine motor skills controlled by the left brain, the rewiring of the brain 

needed to read and write brought with it a shift in the way reality is conceived. With the left 

brain energies and language centers activated, Homo sapiens became a categorical          

interpreter, using language to split the world into categories, reducing all complexities of 

life to naive simplistic categories. To name is indeed to categorize! The more literate a     

society, the more the words, the more the categories, the more the walls of separation, and 

therefore the more refined the capacity to segregate, to sort out everyone and everything.  

 

In the 15th century with the introduction of the printing press, the written word became 

omnipresent. This new access to texts saw a drastic rise in adult literacy throughout       

Europe. The first book printed by Gutenberg's printing press was the Bible. Printed 30 years 

later in 1484 by the Reverends Kramer and Sprenger was the Malleus Maleficarum. For 

three centuries this sadistic book that instigated witch hunting throughout Europe lay on 

the bench of every judge. This epidemic of mass hatred did not arise spontaneously. It was 

made possible thanks to the invention of the printing press.  

 

With a mind filled with words, literate people live in a compelling virtual reality of thoughts; 

a disembodied world of opinions, and theories. Believing that our mental constructs are the 

ultimate truth, we impose them on each other; those who abide by the same constructs are 

like-minded while others are not worth our attention or worth our hatred. 

 

As in the 15th Century, we are today experiencing a similar monumental shift as with      

Internet our world is slowly reaching 100% literacy. With this new form of technology    

making the digital word omnipresent, a new category of people, reminiscent of the witch 

hunt of the 15th century has incidentally appeared: the toxic people. The Internet is       

saturated with articles written about how to recognize toxic people and get rid of them.  

 

In peaceful, egalitarian societies, as Geoffrey Gorer suggests, there were no such divisions, 

“They all make very little distinction between the ideal characters of men and women... 

They do not have heroes or martyrs to emulate or cowards or traitors to despise…” In his 

book, Bastar Dispatches: a Passage through the Wild, Narendra recounts, “Within a few 

months of reaching Abhujmad, it was evident that the area and its people call for a         

different sensibility. Their dialect had no more than 300 to 500 words and they counted 

only up to five.”  

 



THE TRIUNE BRAIN AND THE TWO HEMISPHERES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Embedded deep within the brain of every animal and human being is the reptilian brain. It 

is encoded with the instinctual plans that ensure the survival of the species. It is           

responsible for the basic functions that keep us alive. 

 

The limbic brain is the primary site of complex emotional and social behaviors. As it     

exists in all higher animals, it is also called the mammalian brain. In the recent years 

there has been an ever increasing amount of evidence suggesting that the right         

hemisphere is in general more intimately connected with the limbic system and other   

subcortical structures. In other words, the right  hemisphere is more in touch with the 

primitive instinctual forces of the more ancient, subcortical regions of the limbic system. 

Stemming from earlier stages of evolution, the right hemisphere is also older, more    

primitive. In utero, the human fetus’ right lobe matures well before the left side begins to 

develop. 

 

Wrapped around the limbic system is the newest part of the brain known as the            

neocortex. This wrinkly outer shell is the youngest, most newly evolved part of the brain 

that gives us the capacity to think, rationalize, interpret, evaluate. In short, it is the seat 

of all conscious intellectual functions that require language. This newer part of the brain 

is more often associated with the left hemisphere where 90% of language skills reside. 

The neocortex is neurologically the most far removed from the body and doesn’t          

experience anything directly. It is basically a mere processor of already existing            

information that exists in its database in the form of memories, ideations, labeling,    

judgments, and     conceptual abstractions of all sorts. It is also concerned primarily with 

the outside world and helps us accomplish goals, manage time, make willful choices, put 

boundaries, structure action plans… In short, it helps us function in increasingly complex 

societies. 



THE BRAIN’S TWO FUNCTIONS 

 

 

While some have objected to the oversimplification of the brain’s hemispheric specializa-

tion, certain facts remain beyond dispute. Though both hemispheres seem to be involved 

in one way or another in almost everything we do, each hemisphere is having its own way 

of experiencing the world. Moreover, in neurological terms, the left hemisphere versus 

the right hemisphere could be understood as the neocortex versus the more ancient   

subcortical regions of the limbic system. That explains why today, rather than talking of 

two hemispheres, neuroscientists prefer to talk of two ways of knowing, of two 

“functions”: one is the function of the conceptualizing, abstracting, discursive mind, which 

is primarily associated with the left hemisphere; the other is the function of the holistic, 

non-conceptual awareness of the body, which is more closely associated with the right 

hemisphere and subcortical neurological system (limbic system, cerebellum, brain stem, 

spinal cord). These two functions have been associated with the masculine and the     

feminine; with the Light and the Darkness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RIGHT BRAIN/ Subcortical struc-

tures/ primitive brain/ mammalian 

and reptilian brain/ limbic system/         

emotional brain/non discriminat-

ing mind/ cerebellum 

LEFT BRAIN/ Neocortex/ new brain/ 

brain of the intellect/ rational 

mind/ ego-conscious mind/        

discriminating mind/ cerebrum 

Body (instinct)/ sensing Mind (thoughts)/ thinking 

Yin in polarity Yang in polarity 

Lower chakras (root chakra) Upper chakras (brow and crown  

chakra) 

Subconscious; the Inner Africa; the 

Dark Continent; the unknown; the 

unconscious; the dark-feminine 

enigma; the generative void 

Conscious mind; comfortable    

dealing with the known; conscious 

thought processes 

Indigenous world view Modern world view 

Fulfill the Continuum of the       

Species 

Broken Continuum 



Two different approaches. Two different ways of being 

 

 

 

 

Wild; spontaneous, natural  Controlled; disciplined; tamed;             

domesticated 

Works with intent Works with formulas, plans 

Perceives time as cyclical Perceives time as linear 

Way of knowing: the felt sense/ 

body, the direct, unmediated, non-

conceptual experience 

Way of knowing: the mind, the seat 

of discursive thoughts, judgments, 

labels, interpretations 

In the present In the past or future 

Broad, all-at-once attention Focused attention 

Intuitive; imaginative; mystical; non-

logical, emotional 

Rational, logical, analytical,                   

unimaginative, sequential 

Holistic; sees things whole and in 

their context; holistic view;           

paradoxes 

Dualistic; abstracts things out of 

context; distinguishes between 

parts 

Pattern seeker; unite seemingly unre-

lated bits of information into an  in-

tegrated  pattern; form new patterns 

Pattern user; follow established 

patterns 

Open to possibilities; to the           

unknown 

Need of predictability; of knowing 

with certainty 

Affinity for the living Affinity for the non-living 

Real; Authentic Ideal 

Unique Categorical 

EQ; Emotionally intelligent ; empathic 

brain; creative thinking 

IQ; Intellectual abilities; logical 

thinking 

Principle of cohesion, integration Principle of division 

Oneness; Engaged Boundaries; Alienated 

  

 

 



WESTERNIZATION OR LEFT HEMISPHERE DOMINATION 

 

When we speak of Westernization, we actually speak of a world that is increasingly        

becoming left-hemisphere dominated! 

 

The shift toward left dominance didn’t occur everywhere at the same time. Among the 

first to experience the Great Change were the Sumerians, the Egyptians, the Aryans, the 

Greeks, the Romans… By 300BC, the spread of left brain values had covered the greater 

part of the Eurasian landmass. As Steve Taylor posits in his book The Fall , “Until 1600 CE, 

roughly half the earth’s surface was still occupied by “unfallen” peoples - that is “peoples” 

who didn’t originate from Saharasia and hadn’t been negatively influenced by contact with 

peoples from the region.” 

 

A pronounced shift toward left dominance then occurred, most dramatically with the      

invention of the printing press and later with the Industrial Revolution. Dramatic boosts to 

the left brain values did take place in Western Europe with the Humanism of the            

Renaissance (15th and 16th Centuries) and the Age of Reason (17th Century), currents 

that upheld human reason. With colonization and Christian missionaries who came along 

with the colonizers to open schools and bring the light of civilization to the ‘primitive’, 

left brain values did penetrate deep into the dark continents. Today, except for a few      

inaccessible and inhospitable pockets left untouched by civilization, the entire world is    

being ruled predominantly by the left hemisphere’s world view.  

 

  

 

 

We were all Indigenous to a place not so 

long ago… 

“What happened to us, to the Native Peoples on 

this hemisphere, happened to your tribes, all       

peoples. You’re descendants of tribes and it        

happened to your tribes, it just happened to your 

tribes before you got here. And then when you got 

here, you did to us what they had done to you. All 

of that was done to change your tribal perception 

of reality; to change and alter the spiritual       

perception of reality and turn it into a  religious 

perception of reality…”  

~John Trudell  

This Indigenous People world map 

gives an idea where right brain val-

ues MIGHT still be predominating! 

 



 

Chapter 4 

The trauma of the Great Separation and the 

shift in the way we define and understand the 

space around us. 

 

Years back, I was meeting Narendra Singh over a cup of 

coffee at Triveni House in Delhi to hear his fascinating 

stories from the remote jungles of Abhujmar in Bastar 

where he had spent a few years in the eighties. “The   

Marias didn’t know anything about our modern world,  

except for the airplanes that passed in the sky above 

their forest, ”I remember him telling me. 

 

One of Narendra’s most fascinating stories was about the           

Abhujmar home, one that he narrated in his dispatches 

and later on, in his book Bastar Dispatches: A Passage 

Through The Wilds, “A Madia's hut is about 10' x 10'. Its 

walls are made of interwoven bamboo strips. The door 

frame is without the door. The hut is enclosed by a 3' 

high bamboo fence.  

 

 

 

 

At sunset the 'family'      

retires to the hut: man, 

woman, two-three children, 

dogs, cats, goats, poultry…  

Some space is left for the 

fire in the middle to keep 

warm, and to keep wild   

animals away. Looking at 

the crowd   inside their hut, 

a thought would often 

cross my mind: Why don't 

they make larger huts? Why 

do they make t iny       

structures and crowd in 

along with animals and oth-

ers when the whole forest 

is there and abundant in    

resources?” 
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After a moment of suspense, Narendra continued, 

“One day, I went to meet Juru. He was astonished to 

hear my question. He told me, 'But our lone (home) is 

the wild. The hut is not the lone. It is only a shelter 

against the elements. Just as animals shelter in tiny 

caves and burrows during the day, we shelter in tiny 

huts at night. During the day we cook, eat, bathe, 

sleep, work, roam, sing, dance and play in the       

outside. We make love in the outside. That is our 

home. Shelters are not where we  belong.” 

 

Prior to 4000 B.C.E, we had lived in the forest and in 

villages that had been embedded in the natural world. 

With the Great Drying and the outbreak of violence 

and widespread warfare that followed invasions and 

raids by Indo-European tribes, walled fortifications   

appeared around the newly emerging city-states. 

 

Sumer is one of world’s earliest known civilization 

and one of the first to build defensive walls around its 

many urban settlements. The very first great wall was 

raised up by the Sumerian King Shulgi of Ur (r. 2029-

1982 BCE) in c. 2038. It is a massive rampart    

stretching over 155 miles in the desert between the 

Tigris and Euphrates rivers to keep enemies, nomadic 

tribesmen, from making incursions into their territory. 

“For the Mesopotamians, building was a sacred    

duty. On the first day of a new construction      

project, the king blessed a brick mold, then packed 

it with mud. Songs and the beating of kettledrums 

filled the air. Many of the greatest Mesopotamian 

kings—including Shulgi—were depicted in their    

official propaganda carrying baskets of bricks on 

their heads.”  

~ David Frye 
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From Sumer to Egypt, Greece, Rome, Harappa, China… all ancient civilizations have been 

prolific builders of walls. As Frye postulates in his book  Walls: A History of Civilization in 

Blood and Brick, walls would have played midwife to civilization. There appear to be a     

universal correlation between civilization and walls as few civilized peoples ever lived   

outside them. One could conclude that walls, like no other invention in human history, 

have played a very important role in shaping civilizations by offering inhabitants the      

security they required to flourish. 

 

The primary purpose of walls has been to protect people from the dangers posed by     

hostile neighbors, often referred to as barbarians. Historically, considered barbarians were 

the Huns, the Mongols and other pastoral tribes from the Eurasian steppes. They were         

nomadic herders who roamed about ceaselessly and had no homes other than their tents. 

Once in a while, hungry, coveting the wealth and security they found in fertile valleys, they 

descended from their mountains on horseback and swept across the land, raiding and 

plundering defenseless villages. Barbarians came to be viewed with fear by the terrorized       

civilians of the first city-states. 

 

To protect civilians from raids, erecting fortifications was the only answer kings and      

emperors could find. Walls came to be considered the key to peace. Shulgi, builder of the 

first known border wall, was convinced that his fortifications would at last allow his people 

to sleep easily at night without fear of ambush! As Constance Classen points out in his 

book The Deepest Sense , “To be without the walls was to be vulnerable, exposed to the 

danger and disorder of the outside world.” 

“As walls were built around cities, and wealth hoarded, urban centres often found 

themselves at war and under siege, surrounded by hungry tribes from the          

countryside who wished to tear down their walls and claim what was hidden. In this 

world, a man was valued by what he had, women included. The raiders were keen not 

just to possess the wealth of those who lived behind the walls, but also their    

women.”  

~ Devdutt Pattanaik 



 

Within the walls of civilization was to be achieved a 

new Golden Age. Cooped up securely in their          

enclosed cities, people would then be able to engage 

in higher pursuits such as discussing philosophy; 

writing plays; developing mathematics, science,      

architecture, medicine; as well as getting children         

educated. It is within those first walls that the         

Sumerians invented the cuneiform writing system, the 

school, the plow, the wheel, the brick, the arch, the 

potter’ s wheel and made advances in astronomy and 

much more. 

 

The problem is that eventually, and always, every wall 

got breached. Walls don’t work. As Jack Anderson 

writes in one of  his articles, “Walls are binary. They 

protect us from them (or them from us). But by      

setting up a barrier, a wall instigates a contest        

between attacker and defender. This means that     

advances in walls bring with them corollary advances 

in  weapons. There is an eternal arms race between 

attack and   defense. Better walls demand better 

weapons demand  better walls — ad infinitum.” 

 

To understand this, one has to realize that the wall is 

nothing but a‘ NO’ in bold capital letters. And as it 

has been shown by social scientists, psychologists, 

on listening to a ‘NO’, we become defensive,          

insecure and oppositional. A ‘NO’ leaves us feeling 

reactive. As evidenced by Dr Dan and Dr Tina in The 

Yes Brain Child , on hearing a harsh ‘No’ , “the     

nervous system   initiates its reactive fight-flight-

freeze-or-faint response: fight means lashing out, 

flight means escaping, freeze means temporarily     

immobilizing yourself, and faint means collapsing 

and feeling utterly helpless.” The same happens on 

facing a wall, our self-defense mechanism kicks into 

gear. In short, the wall breeds hostility and fear which 

in turn demands bigger walls — ad infinitum. The 

thicker the wall, the bigger the tension and the risk of 

seeing an escalation of violence and fear on both 

sides.  

NO 
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THE CITY, A MASCULINE INVENTION 

 

Within the boundaries of fortifications, cities grew large and dense. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This social order was hierarchical with the accumulation of economic surplus in the hands 

of a distinctive social group, the priesthood, a predominantly masculine organization. This 

closed group controlled  enormous wealth and incomes beyond its own consumption 

needs. With the surplus created, the priesthood was able to command human labour in 

huge amounts and redirect this labour force from the tillage of the land to the diversified 

and specialized activities such as the construction of walls.  

 

With the city state was born a patriarchal order of wall builders with power in the hands of 

the kings and priests. As Devdutt Pattanaik evidences, “If rural cultures valued fertility,   

urban cultures valued obedience, for it indicated control and discipline. While fertility was 

rooted in women, obedience was enforced through men. With urbanization came more 

rules and the idea of evil, one who doesn’t submit to the rules. We find women at the     

receiving end of the rules, suggesting the city was a masculine invention.” 

“With walls around us, we were no longer immersed in Nature as an 

everyday experience. Consciousness within these cities became       

focused then-as it still is now-more upon a social order created 

amongst humans than upon the organic order that exists in Na-

ture.” ~ Anodea Judith 
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Walls don’t work and yet there is an inclination to 

trust them more than one should. That walls can   

protect from enemies is as illusory as the assumption 

that more lights at night will    reduce rapes, assaults, 

robberies, and murders (a 50 percent drop in crime 

has been observed in places that turn off lights after 

midnight!). Unfortunately, this dependence on walls 

for security has led to dangerous liabilities. Just as   

today we are ready to spend more on light at night in 

the name of security, ever since the beginning of     

civilization, we have been spending increasingly more 

on walls to ensure their permanence. Year after year, 

walls needed to be repaired, reinforced, if not         

rebuilt. In short, the business of building walls has 

been a never  ending one! And that has meant no end 

to the pain and suffering of the people who toiled to 

erect those walls. David Frye describes how to built 

the Great Wall of China, millions of Chinese were    

displaced and forced to work like slaves in dangerous 

and inhospitable regions. “The recipe for the wall had 

only two ingredients, and the first was manpower. 

The Chinese would never forget how much labor went 

into their walls. The workers’ recollection of their  

conscription and    relocation, their separation from 

their families, and the cruelty of their supervisors 

stretches across the nation’s collective memory like a 

scar.” 

 

Was this the kind of Golden Age civilizations hoped to 

usher? Golden Age for the elite classes surely!        

Otherwise, across all empires, the masses might have 

often wondered whether they wouldn’t have been  

better off with the barbarians! For many at least, the 

barbarians were a distant and rather abstract source 

of misery. The question was whether walls were worth 

the trouble? Whether the threat of invasion was    

greater than the  horrors imposed by mad despotic      

leaders? Whether the building of walls didn’t cost 

more lives than the wars they were supposed to     

prevent? 
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WERE BARBARIANS REALLY BARBARIC? 

 

Treacherous, rootless, rough, unpredictable, scarcely human, the scourge of all 

lands… such were the usual stereotypes about the barbarians. But according to  

Sarah Kaplan in her article Ancient Romans depicted Huns as barbarians. Their 

bones tell a different  story, “While the Roman and Hunnic elites were at war,  

regular people living on the margins of these two empires were able to coexist, 

even cooperate. Bones buried in the same cemetery carried signatures of        

dramatically different lifestyles — some bore evidence that their owners were 

farmers, others had traits of nomads. Some bones suggested that the individual 

was born into a roaming tribe but later settled down; others indicated the       

opposite lifestyle change. It wasn’t necessarily just a story of conflict, but more a 

story of cross-border exchanges, cross-border adaptability.” 

We are the descendants of generations of failed 

wall builders. But no matter how pointless walls 

have proven to be in terms of defense and     

expensive in terms of human resources, we 

haven’t yet learned our lessons and walls     

continue to be built. Four thousand years   after 

Shulgi’s wall, we still believe in grand border 

walls as central tools of strategic security. Now 

we use, as the US National Security Strategy   

reveals in 2017, our  technological advantages 

to build bigger and more   impregnable walls to 

keep away the Mexican migrants, “We will      

secure our borders through the construction of 

a border wall, the use of multilayered defenses 

and advanced technology, the employment of 

additional personnel, and other measures.” 
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As we have seen, ever since the beginning of civilization, we have had to protect ourselves 

from hostile neighbors. If ancient cities had walls to stop incursions of barbarians, homes 

had walled courtyards to deter robbers and other scoundrels no less unpredictable than 

the raiders from the Steppes. The courtyard was an open unroofed area positioned in the 

center or at the entrance of a home and enclosed by walls or rooms. The walls were thick  



 

and load bearing, made of stones/mud/burnt bricks, 

and had no exterior windows. The courtyard house 

was secured and private and in its seclusion, the    

concept of family as a distinct unit, separate from the 

group, was born. In a world growing increasingly    

patriarchal, women were  largely confined to their 

homes. In the privacy of the courtyard, women 

worked and relaxed away from public gaze. As 

Devdutt Pattnaik confirms, “They (women) were      

restricted to inner courtyards, and forced to go under 

the veil. Higher the social status, greater the isolation. 

Greater the isolation, the more valuable and desirable 

a woman became.” 

 

One has to remember that in ancient times, as the 

above conversation with Narendra reveals, all our  

daily functions were executed in the open. It is only 

following the outbreak of violence around 3-4000 BC 

that the need to enclose ourselves appeared. When 

we lived in nature, we retired to our homes only for 

the night. Open fires were kept burning in a central 

place within the hut, with a small hole in the ceiling 

overhead to allow the smoke to escape. 

 

With the need to wall ourselves for protection, those 

small openings were enlarged and eventually led to 

the development of the centralized open courtyard in 

which most activities could now be performed. 

Chores that had previously been undertaken outdoors 

could now be accomplished indoors, behind closed 

doors. One could almost say that the shift from     

prehistory to history; in other words, the shift from a 

right to left hemisphere dominated world, is also a 

shift from human beings, an outdoor species to      

becoming an indoor species, a shift that went against 

our biology as we have remained genetically identical 

to our hunter-gather ancestors with deeply rooted 

ecological instincts. 

Photo credit: Internet 

Thar, Rajasthan 



Another shift interesting to note is regarding the construction materials. One of the oldest 

techniques known and probably also the most popular in the ancient world has been    

wattle and daub. This technique used frames of timber posts interwoven with branches 

and twigs to make the wattle. The whole structure was then plastered with a thick layer of 

mud called daub for waterproofing. In ancient Egypt, they used reeds instead of wood. The 

development of the adobe or sun-dried brick came into existence with higher civilization 

levels. One of the earliest settlement built with sun-dried bricks is Jericho, dating 8000BC. 

Another site is Catal Huyuk in today’s Turkey, dating 6,500 BC. In both places, the adobe 

bricks were hand formed by kneading and patting soft clay into loaves. With the             

development of city-states, the need for a more efficient, rapid construction techniques 

came into existence. That is when the mold appeared. Around 5000 BCE, molds to make 

bricks came into use in Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Indus Valley. These molds were   

wooden, rectangular, open on the top and bottom. With molds, brick makers could now 

produce hundreds of identical bricks in one day. This was to allow builders to save time 

and effort as laying such bricks was simpler and required less mortar. 

 

Around the third millenium BCE, burned bricks, thanks to their increased strength and    

durability, came to be used extensively in the ancient world from the Indus Valley to     

Mesopotamia and Egypt. Mohenjo Daro as well many other urban centers of the Harappan 

in the Indus Valley, were largely built using fired bricks. But probably world’s most         

impressive brick structure could be the Great Wall of China. The Romans, known as       

history’s most prolific and magnificent architects and civil engineers, also embraced fired 

bricks and spread its use to the far-flung lands they conquered. With the collapse of the 

Roman    Empire, the story of brick making was interrupted and reappeared only in the 

12th century and by the 13th century, fired bricks began to be produced in vast quantities 

throughout Europe. 

 

To lay burned bricks, the use of quicklime as mortar appeared. It was made by firing    

limestone at the same time and temperature that the bricks were fired. With lime,         

constructing more impressive and durable structures became possible. The Romans       

invented what is called natural cement, also known as Roman concrete, and achieved by 

mixing volcanic ash with lime and seawater. To this concoction was  incorporated chunks 

of volcanic rocks. This conglomerate-like concrete was then spread into wooden molds 

that were then immersed in sea water. Many architectural structures such as aqueducts, 

amphitheaters, temples with arches, domes and vaults have proven the remarkable        

durability of Roman concrete. More than a thousand years after the Roman Empire     

crumbled to dust, its monuments made of concrete are still standing. Unfortunately the 

exact recipe to make Roman concrete has been lost. After the Empire’s collapse, the use of 

concrete became rare until the technology was redeveloped in the mid-18th century. 



 

What we observe is that with civilization and the      

invention of the burned brick and concrete, our walls 

came to be ever more solid, impenetrable and         

unassailable. Also the story of our doors, windows 

and locks indicate the same trend towards an ever    

increasing need to seal ourselves securely,             

hermetically within the boundaries of our buildings. 

 

Our earliest homes had no windows and their        

doorways were covered with a hide or simple panels 

of woven sticks. The first historical record of doors is 

from Egypt. Paintings of tombs show single or double 

doors made of timber. While the common doors would 

have been in wood, the doors of forts, castles, palaces 

and cathedrals were in iron, bronze or stone. The     

development of windows also coincide with the       

beginning of civilization and enclosed houses. Like 

doors, representations of windows occur in early 

paintings of Egypt. The windows were openings in 

house walls covered with mats. The Romans were the 

first people to make use of glass in their windows but 

it is only in the 17th century that glass became     

common in the windows of ordinary homes in Europe. 

 

History of locks and keys also goes back to the       

beginning of civilization when following widespread 

warfare, along with the need for defense walls to   

protect ourselves from outsiders came the need to 

safeguard our possessions. First models of wooden 

keys and locks originate from Ancient Egypt. They   

offered   little protection against theft or intrusion but 

served more as a symbol of wealth and nobility.      

Romans brought many improvements upon original 

Egyptian designs but still they remained largely       

inefficient and too expensive. After the fall of Roman 

Empire, for over 1500 years, locks and keys               

remained relatively unchanged with locksmiths    

painstakingly creating locks and keys by hand. It is 

only in the 19th century and the great expansions in 

industrial manufacture that countless inventors       

focused their attention on improving locks. And      

today, we have a great array of them from the simple   

“As for ‘wattle and daub’, I could 

wish that it had never been in-

vented. The more it saves in time 

and gains in space, the greater and 

the more    general is the disaster 

that it may cause; for it is made 

to catch fire like torches. It seems 

better, therefore, to spend on 

walls of burned bricks, and be at 

expense, than to save with ‘wattle 

and daub’, and be in danger.”  

~ Marcus Vitruvius Pollio Roman 

architect, author of Ten Books of 

Architecture 
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padlocks to the deadlocks or self-locking deadbolt which are most difficult for burglars to 

breach. 

 

What appears is that with the advance of civilization, human beings have had an increasing 

need to protect themselves. This fear of the other and the need to build strong walls for 

protection has been so deeply   ingrained into our subconscious that it reflects into our 

thousand year old fairy tales. In the story of The Three Little Pigs, children are told how  

essential it is to work hard to build walls that will keep them safe and secure and allow 

them to live happily ever after, “The third little pig worked hard all day and built his house 

with bricks… The two other little pigs felt sorry for having been so lazy. They too built 

their houses with bricks and lived happily ever after.” 

 

Driven by fear, to fulfill our needs of security, we shifted from living in the midst of nature 

where the natural world and all creation was our home, our family, to take refuge in an   

enclosed world with its impregnable concrete walls, double doors, grilled windows, latched 

locks and most sophisticated security systems.  

 

More walls are not the solution to our conflicts. They are a trap. In fact, they are what got 

us into the problem. As Eisenstein says, “Invisible at first is the fact that the fix is a trap. 

Ultimately, even the immediate efficacy of the fix is diminished. The problems it once    

ameliorated grow to overwhelming proportions. If the fix is so attractive, it is because from 

the short term perspective, it really does work.” At first, our walls did guard us from raids. 

Our walls did protect us and therefore would have been a necessity. But today, after 6000 

years of being wall builders, walls have trapped us indoors, cutting us off from the        

possibility of true connections. Our rigid boundaries have imprisoned us, preventing us 

from  living fully. The problem with our walls is that they are both protective, and           

imprisoning. They protect us, and guard us but when they grow too thick, they disconnect 

us from life.  

 

If walls don’t work, then what? In Walls: History of Civilization in Blood and Bricks, David 

Frye asks a few pertinent questions: “And what about (these) fears? Were civilizations - and 

walls - created only by unusually fearful peoples? Or did creating civilization cause people 

to become fearful? Such questions turn out far more important than we have ever           

realized.” According to Frye, “the creators of the world’s first civilization came across as a     

rather timid lot, ever eager to escape into their grand festivals, ever fearful that outsiders 

were about to burst in and ruin it all.” The fear that outsiders would ruin it all; that the   

little happiness we had somehow managed to secure for ourselves could suddenly be     

taken away and plunge us once again into a world of suffering, isn’t it what we still fear 

most? 

 

 



 

In a chaotic world, erecting walls came to be the best 

way for us to exercise control, focus on survival and 

get our personal wants satisfied and thereby appease 

our fears. Walls allowed us to cling to the few things, 

people, ideas that we thought would guarantee our 

well-being. 

 

The fear of impermanence is related to the fear of 

death. With the beginning of civilization, when human 

beings began to  operate primarily from the left brain, 

they became obsessed with death and after life. As we 

have seen, the left brain is the categorical interpreter 

who divides the world, forgetting that categories are 

mere mental constructions that are not “out there” but 

only in the mind. One of those constructions is the  

notion of pairs, of warring opposites such as life and 

death, coming and going, beginning and end… In a 

world that stopped seeing time as cyclical, but as    

linear with the end no longer connected to the        

beginning, death became the final destination.  

 

To the walled-off psyche with a sharpened sense of                

individuality, the end of the self and his existence   

became the ultimate terror. As Charles Eisenstein    

corroborates, “The ultimate fulfillment of civilization’s 

program of control would be to  triumph over death 

itself.” With our walls, it was death that we were going 

to conquer. Concrete walls gave us the illusion of   

permanence, of immortality. Of course, walls have 

never worked and will never work! 

 

Our salvation can’t come from walls but looking at our 

fears. As Thich Nhat Hanh says, “If you are locked into 

the idea of a separate self, you have great fear. But if 

you look deeply and are capable of seeing “you”      

everywhere, you lose that fear.” With the wall came the 

idea of a separate self and with it fear and  suffering. 

Once we understand this deeply, we recognize the 

other person’s fears, and we stop seeing evilness.  

“It has never seemed to occur to 

people that what they are walling 

out might be more beneficial than 

harmful to them in the long run 

but human beings are notoriously 

short-s i ghted and la rge ly        

fear-motivated and so it is almost 

a certainty that walls will      

continue to be built, separating 

nation from  nation and neighbor 

from  neighbor, on into the future 

without end.”  

~ David Frye  
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There is no evilness in this world but only unskillfulness at handling our fears. Our walls 

have been our own unskilled way at handling our fear of suffering; as unskilled as the 

raids of the barbarians who flew from hunger and desertification. 

 

Our salvation can’t come from walls but from putting down our rigid boundaries and     

restore communication through deep and compassionate listening, and loving speech. In 

other words, it means learning to build healthy boundaries; learning to say “No” and yet 

be compassionate or learning to say “Yes” and yet not give in and be permissive. Of 

course, this  process of  taking down our walls isn’t something to be done casually. As  

Johann Hari aptly comments in Lost Connections, “To people who feel safe only behind 

walls, dismantling their walls won’t feel like a jail break; it will feel like an invasion.” 

 

With the wall, wrong perceptions about the other got generated. As Thich Nhat Hanh tells 

us, “Much of our suffering comes from wrong perceptions. When you make the effort to 

listen and hear the other side of the story, your understanding increases and your hurt   

diminishes.” Once communication is restored, peace and reconciliation are possible. 

 

“Building a wall is cutting a space and thereby bringing about a negative karma.” These 

words couldn’t have been more right! Every wall that was built brought a replay of the 

trauma of the Great Separation. With every wall that was erected, we were made to again 

and again experience the pain of separation, the worst kind of suffering that could have 

ever befallen us at anytime on Earth… 



THE GREAT WALL OF SILENCE 

 

For ever cold and silent, this thick impenetrable wall symbolizes the worst form of         

disconnection in which the other ceases to exist. As Bonnie Zieman shows in her book 

Shunned: A Survival Guide, “Disconnection from family and friends is one of the worst 

things that could happen to a human. It evokes the primal feeling of not belonging and of 

feeling unsafe and insecure in the world. Research shows how ostracism, the experience of 

being shunned, can be registered as an imminent threat to survival and hijack the nervous 

system, leaving the victim in a chronic state of alarm and anxiety. “ 

 

Giving the silent treatment, though seemingly a passive act as the ones giving it are        

actually “doing nothing”, is indeed a form of abuse that has been described by many as a 

social death and an insidious form of psychological torture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You might think that bullying is worse than ostracism, but recent        

research suggests that being frozen out is actually more painful…         

Ostracism can reshape the human brain, and in extreme cases, even make a 

person want to go on a killing spree… When you get the silent treatment, a      

common form of ostracism, you feel as if you don’t even exist. There is no 

playing field on which to influence the relationship or situation -  you may 

not even know the nature of the offense. The imposition of silence is a 

power play that expresses the ultimate contempt for the target… The 

message is loud and clear: “You do not matter.”” 

~ Lynn Stuart Parramore 



THE WALLED-OFF PSYCHE AND THE ENEMY IMAGE 

 

Symbolically, the wall represents the ability to discriminate, to split into polar opposite    

categories. The wall establishes a clear dividing line between groups, confirming thereby a 

clear sense of “otherness” which allows easy sorting out and categorization. The wall gives 

an identity and defines us as separate from the rest. In short, the wall symbolizes our ego-

boundaries. The walls we had erected for defensive purpose on the borders of our city-

states, much for the same purpose, were erected within our own individual psyches, a     

psychological parallel to the physical wall. To paraphrase Shlaine quoted earlier, one could 

say the wall cleaved our integrated sense of wholeness into a duality that resulted in       

humans creating a distinction between me-on-this-side-of-the wall and others-on-the-other-

side-of-the wall. 

 

Separated by walls, we became pitched against each other. Disconnected, out of touch, 

hardly or never speaking to each other, it became easy to manufacture an enemy image of 

the other: someone unseen but for sure cruel, toxic, insane and to be feared. Relegated  

behind the wall, the other became faceless and easy target of our hatred. Generation after 

generation, excuses were found to hate, demonize and destroy the evil other. In his 

thought-provoking book Faces of the Enemy. The Psychology of Enmity, Sam Keen describes 

the enemy, “Nothing ever suggests this man ever laughs, is torn by doubts, or shaken by 

tears. He feels no tenderness or pain. Clearly he is unlike us. We need have no sympathy, 

no guilt, when we destroy him… He is the other. The outsider. The alien. He is not human. 

If we can only kill him, we will be rid of all within and without ourselves that is evil.” As our 

fear of the other grew, the boundaries of our egos also became stronger and more defined. 

Walled off from other people, we lost the ability to feel with them. As Steve Taylor says, 

“Because we are ‘walled-off’ within our egos, what might be termed our ‘circle of empathy’ 

is very narrow. If we feel any degree of empathy at all, it’s only to the people who are    

closest to us, who are most similar to us and share our identity." Not able to sense the   

suffering of others, we become capable of appalling cruelty and inhumanity, thereby       

perpetuating the cycle of violence that demands the defensive wall.  

 

The notion of boundary, the emphasis on having to maintain a solid sense of boundary, is 

relatively new; a 21st Century concept. Probably contemporary to the notion of toxic     

people! Could it be that the enemy has simply been a by-product of the wall? Could it be 

that with the wall came the toxic other, both inseparable? Once again, let’s listen to Sam 

Keen who explains how the enemy image is created, “The process begins with a splitting 

(=wall) of the “good” self, with which we consciously identify and which is celebrated by 

myth and media, from the “bad” self which remains unconscious so long as it may be      

projected onto an enemy… The enemy system involves a process of two or more enemies 

dumping their (unconscious) psychological wastes in each others’ back yards.” In short, all 

we despise in ourselves we attribute it to those we have banished on the other side of the 

wall.  



Part 2 

The Walls of  

Reconnection  
 Learning by Doing, Vanvadi 
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Chapter 5 

Unleashing the right side  

of the brain 

 

The Left brain, linear in movement, created our 

rectilinear sky-scrappers, depressing concrete    

cubicles, repulsive tower blocks, impersonal  

shopping malls, disinfected hospitals, crowded 

universities, insulated offices, dehumanizing    

factories, inhumane jails, and shriveled homes. As 

we were pushed deeper and deeper into the      

indoors of our buildings, walled off from nature, 

from each other, as well as from our primal self, 

we became less and less good at fulfilling our  

psychological needs of love, connection, and     

belonging. As a result, we are now facing an         

insidious epidemic of alienation, loneliness and 

depression. As Jean says, “We are living lives for 

which our evolution did not equip us, and we are 

also handicapped, in our attempts to cope, by      

faculties crippled by personal deprivation.” We are 

silently dying. 

Our delusion of utter          

separateness resulting from 

generations after generations 

of wall builders erecting ever 

m o r e  c o n c r e t e  a n d               

impregnable structures is at 

the origin of our suffering. We 

h a v e  f o r g o t t e n  o u r             

connectedness with the whole, 

our intrinsic oneness. As    

Eckhart Tolle says in The New 

Earth, “This forgetfulness is 

the original sin, suffering,    

delusion.” 

 

If our walls did help 6000 

years back as a strategy for 

survival, today, this strategy is 

outdated and in fact, leading 

to our extinction. 

Thannal workshop 



 

After erecting borders, marking boundaries, fencing 

private properties, we have become so divided that 

we are now operating as independent units,           

forgetting all about interdependence, mutuality. We 

forgot that what happens to one person in our      

communities affects us all, in one way or another.    

Entire culture is suffering from a narcissistic          

personality  disorder. We are trapped in a relationship 

to life that is fundamentally self-centered.  

 

In the last 6000 years, division, domination,          

competition have been the keywords. Humanity has to 

now invent new strategies for survival. We now need 

new keywords, directly opposite to “domination”. 

Michel Odent, obstetrician and philosopher, proposes 

‘symbiosis’. As he surmises, “Until now the prevalent 

way of thinking has led us to focus on competition, 

but we must now realize the importance of mutual   

assistance, not only among individuals within a      

species, but also between different species. The new 

paradigm is ‘symbiosis’.” 

 

The word “symbiosis” is associated with the processes 

of the right brain. If the left brain is based on the 

principle of division, the right brain is based on the 

principle of union. While the left brain is the force of 

individuation, the right brain is the force of             

coherence. The left brain is the NO brain that triggers 

stress responses, defensive actions and boundary   

setting while the right brain is the YES brain. The Yes 

brain also sets boundaries but its boundaries are not 

rigid and impermeable, they are porous and they 

breath. When activated, the circuits of the YES brain 

lead to receptivity, communication, social               

engagement. 

 

If the concrete wall is a metaphor for the NO brain 

with its rigid boundaries, the mud wall is a metaphor 

for the YES brain. Permeable, the mud wall is all about 

interaction and connection, unlike the concrete wall 

which is solely about protection.  



As natural builder Atulya Kerry Bingham tells us, “The wall is a barrier to keep enemies at 

bay. There is an outside and an inside, and never the twain shall meet. They are built nice 

and strong, stuffed with insulation to keep the cold out, coated in chemicals to keep bugs 

and mould out. It’s all about keeping stuff out.” Mud walls and plasters breath. They allow 

movement, flow, communication between inner and outer worlds and bring balance and 

harmony; in other words, thermal comfort. Same is the role of our skin. Same is the role of 

our right brain: regulation. 

 

The right brain as we have seen is in general more intimately connected to the ancient 

subcortical system that includes the limbic system—the amygdala and hippocampus—as 

well as the cerebellum, which are centers connected to emotions and feelings. The        

cerebellum which stands for “little brain” is located in the back of the brain. The            

cerebellum is typically recognized for its important role in motor control but an increasing 

number of empirical studies have shown its involvement in the regulation of emotions. As 

Azra Bertrand informs us, “Research over the past two decades has established that the 

cerebellum plays an important role in everything related to loving relationship. It is      

fundamentally involved in accessing emotions and experiencing empathy—the foundation 

of healthy relationships.” 

 

Our right brain connected to the limbic system can thus be said to be the “emotional self.” 

It is the emotionally intelligent brain, the empathic brain that values interconnectedness 

and oneness. Its activation makes us feel more favorably disposed towards others and 

compassionate as it gives us the  ability to put ourselves in others’ shoes and see through 

their eyes. It gives us the ability to identify with others, share their feelings, and           

empathize with them. In short, it is the relational, unifying brain. It helps us with the    

challenges of coordinating and collaborating to survive and thrive in groups. 

 

Connected to the ancient darkness of our subcortical structures, the right hemisphere is 

also more in touch with the ‘primitive’ forces, primordial energies called instincts,         

intuitions, or life force, residing in the core of our primal brain (reptilian brain) that holds 

billions of years old intelligence of earth. It is the part of us that lives according to ancient 

sets of laws and can never be domesticated. In her fascinating book Trauma Healing at 

the Clay Field , art therapist Cornelia Elbrecht  defines instinct as this ordering principle 

located in the brain stem, that is unerringly only interested in healing and repair. It is the 

survival instinct, the primordial creative  intelligence, that  created us and will therefore 

always aim to heal and live. It is therefore there, in the ancient darkness of our brain’s 

subcortical structures that resides the vast healing potential of our bodies. Interested in 

growth and healing, this core of our primitive brain is also referred to as our “inner     

shaman” 

 

 



 

Spiritual practices, meditation, prayers, invocations, 

mantras, devotional music and dance, trance       

drumming, hypnotism, shamanic breathing, past life 

regression, somatic therapies, arts… are some of the 

many ways to access our primal brain. 

 

One of the paths less explored to assist to the         

reactivation of the right brain processes is the sense 

touch. Of all the senses, touch is our most primal 

sense. Touch has the capacity of stirring us at a deep 

primal feeling level, giving us direct access to the    

limbic areas of the brain that are involved when we            

experience empathy or compassion towards others.  

 

In a world fragmented by the Trauma of the Great   

Separation, there is a crying need to unleash the    

power of the right hemisphere and recover our        

capacity to love. If the walls of  separation were the 

creation of the left brain, the walls of reconnection 

will be the creation of the right brain. The walls of   

reconnection, unlike the walls of separation, will be 

built by getting in touch with our primal self, with 

each other and with the earth.  



 

Chapter 6 

Building with mud to reconnect to our  

primal self 

 

“A gulf has opened up between human beings and 

the natural world because of living in cities… As 

modern human beings living in a glitter of screens 

and surfaces, we are cut off from the primitive self, 

from the hunters-and-gatherers of the   immemorial 

years.” Rob Foxcroft 

 

Building is a primal activity taking us back to the   

beginning of time when we were hunter-gatherers. 

While winters were spent in caves, early humans 

would have required the skills to build temporary 

structures or dens as they roamed the  savannah and 

the forest during summers. Those earliest shelters 

would have probably been woven from branches, a 

precursor to the wattle and daub technique. 

Building in a most primal way, 

with bare hands and feet, a 

process that gives the builder 

direct physical contact with 

the earth, the most primordial 

substance, reconnects us to 

our inner hunter-gatherer. As 

Ianto says, “A kind of tribal 

and primal—and healing—

work begins to happen.” 

“Building with earth while       

contemplating how to be   

lighter on the planet imparts 

a feeling of direct connection 

with the primal forces that 

feed our lives.”  

~ Mudgirls Natural Building 

Collective. 

Thannal workshop 



 

When the left-brain energies became increasingly   

activated in the human mind, we not only became 

disconnected from  nature and from each other but 

we also became fragmented within. In her fascinating 

book Womb Awakening: Initiatory Wisdom from the 

Creatrix of All Life, Azra Bertand talks about an     

ancient time when a sacred bridge of communication 

existed between our cerebrum and cerebellum and 

together they created a world of beauty, wonder, and 

joy here on Earth, in tune with the web of life and the 

Creator. Then at some point, this bridge was broken 

and the cerebrum took over. A wall was raised      

creating a  delusion of separation between the      

cerebrum/left brain/mind and the cerebellum/right 

brain/body. The greatest peril to the survival of our 

species is this polarization by the cerebral cortex, the 

intellect, resulting in a complete disconnection from 

our deep inner primal, instinctual nature.              

Disconnected from the cerebellum, from the life 

force, we are weak and vulnerable, fragmented and 

separated.  

 

A parable of Osho beautifully narrates the taking 

over by the cerebrum and the consequences it has 

had. One day a fox asked a centipede, “Hey, can you 

tell me how you manage to walk effortlessly with one 

hundred legs? How do you know which foot has to 

follow which?” The centipede who had never       

bothered about such questions stopped for a         

moment and tried to figure it out. As he started 

thinking, he lost his ability to walk. 

 

He tripped and fell. “For the first time he became   

divided: the mind as observer, and himself as the   

observed. For the first time the centipede became 

two. For the first time division arose. He was looking 

at his own self, thinking. He had become subject and 

object, he had become two…” The subject refers to 

the cerebrum, the left brain, the ego mind, the “I” 

thinking about the object, the body. 
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Impressed by our cerebrum, our brain of the intellect  who always seems to know best, we 

made it the master. The problem is that this foxy rational mind of ours, just like in the  

parable, always comes in with a problem, with an inquiry. And so it has been scrutinizing, 

questioning our every sphere of life from giving birth to parenting, eating, sleeping, cook-

ing, learning, taking care of our bodies, resolving conflicts, living in community, being 

happy, healing, dying, maintaining healthy  boundaries… As it happened to the centipede, 

once we tried to understand and put our mind to these otherwise instinctual activities, it 

became impossible for us to function    naturally anymore. Everything became a problem. 

 

Neurologically, the left brain is the most far removed from the body. It is more or less   

disembodied. It is the realm of concepts, assumptions, judgments, conclusions. The right 

brain, by contrast, is deeply grounded in the body and can be said to be not just our 

“emotional self” but also our “physical self. ”It is the realm of sensations, “felt-senses,”   

somatic memories. They arrive in our awareness without the interpretation of the left 

brain, in a direct, fresh, immediate, and naked way. As Reginald Ray highlights, “The body 

receives and registers experience before we think about it, before we process it. The body 

thus knows experience in a pure and unmediated way. It sees things as they are, as if in a 

mirror, independent of the causal networks of past, present, and future.” 

 

Disconnected from our bodies, we forgot it had its own wisdom. Our body isn’t a         

machine. It has its own intelligence. As Azra Bertrand says, “Our body actually thinks 

through a process scientists call embodied cognition.” The problem is that not in touch 

with the wisdom of our bodies, our highly developed neocortex, convinced that it can  

better nature, took over deciding what is best for us in the meanwhile repressing our    

instinctive self. These following lines of Jean Liedloff in The Continuum Concept perfectly 

encapsulate what it all means, “It is not, for example, the province of the reasoning faculty 

to decide how a baby ought to be treated. We have had exquisitely precise instincts,      

expert in every detail of child care, since long before we became anything resembling   

Homo sapiens. But we have conspired to baffle this longstanding knowledge so utterly 

that we now employ researchers full time to puzzle out how we should behave towards 

children, one another and ourselves.” 

 

Having forgotten how to live, we are now in the obligation of consulting experts-who   

every few years acknowledge to their own blunders-to tell us what to eat, when to sleep, 

how to bring up our children, how to be happy… And like the centipede, we are now    

crying crocodile tears, “We will never be able to JUST BE again.” 

 

Furthermore, identified with our rational mind, forgetting that human beings are first of 

all mammals, primates, we started viewing the biological, the body, the instinctual as  

lowly, inferior, animalistic and therefore the need to keep instincts and feelings in control; 

the need to overcome human nature with discipline; the need to master and tame the  



 

natural in us with culture and civilization. About this 

process of repressing the natural in us, Charles       

Eisenstein writes, “Believing this to be a good thing, 

we think of this separation as an ascent in which we 

have risen above our animal origins.” 

 

This self-domestication, this taming of our instincts 

resulting from an increased ability of our neocortex to 

repress our natural responses; to inhibit instinctual 

subcortical impulses, has given us the ability to       

adjust, to conform, to be social and “politically       

correct” but not without a price: it has made us prone 

to trauma. 

 

To understand this, Peter Levine, founder of the      

Somatic Experiencing approach, asks us to observe     

animals in the wild when confronted with danger. In 

the face of overwhelming events, tremendous energy 

is generated by the body. This energy of arousal    

triggers the fight or flight mechanism. If unable to 

choose between fight or flight, too paralyzed to move, 

humans, just like animals, freeze in terror. Once the 

danger passes, animals discharge that energy by 

shaking and trembling for a while. Early human       

beings, like animals, also responded to danger by  

discharging the energy of arousal soon after the 

event. Hunter gatherers had shamans who recognized 

the reality of traumatic stress and supported people in 

releasing the energy of arousal through healing    

practices. 

 

Fear, trembling, nightmares and other reactions    

controlled by the reptilian brain were accepted as   

normal and not ridiculed. In the Continuum Concept, 

Jean Liedloff narrates how a Yequana man undergoing 

excruciating pain as she was excising the beginnings 

of gangrene in his toe, wept without any sign of      

restraint on his wife’s lap. “The eventual presence of 

about half the village at the scene did not appear to 

affect any effort towards either self-control or      

dramatization.” 

“The human body is infinitely 

intelligent; it was created 

through the original blueprint of 

life, and it stills holds all the 

secrets of this knowledge. It is 

the cradle of our soul, and   a 

direct translator and transceiver 

of all worlds. In every moment 

our body is communicating 

something to us, and these are 

messages from God.”  

~ Azra Bertrand 

“We are at the core human  

animals. Instinct plays a much  

bigger role in our lives than our 

sophisticated minds are      

comfortable to admit.”  

~ Cornelia Elbrecht 

Photo credit: Internet 



Ever since the beginning of civilization; ever since our conceptualizing, judging mind took 

over, we have learned to repress our natural emotional responses and be in control. The 

problem is that with no outlet to discharge the flight or fight energy of arousal, the system 

is thrown out of balance and we fail to return to base level once the event is over. That is 

when trauma occurs. 

 

We are all—men and women— children of 6000 years of patriarchy and abuse. According 

to Peter Levine, trauma therapist, most humans suffer to some degrees of trauma. 

“Trauma is the most avoided, ignored, denied, misunderstood, and untreated cause of   

human suffering. ”That explains how in modern societies, virtually everyone suffers to 

some extent from mild to severe disconnection from the body and a reduced capacity to 

be present in the here and now as a way of protection from sensations and emotions that 

could be overwhelming. As Bonnie Badenoch corroborates in her book The Heart of     

Trauma, “While we could call this desensitization, it is likely the product of us shifting 

away from our right hemisphere neural circuitry that is attuned to the present moment and 

to relationships as well as sensitive to suffering, toward the left (disembodied self) that can 

stay more distant and analytical.” This shift toward left dominance is an adaptative      

strategy when the right hemisphere harbors significant trauma or has been overwhelmed 

by suffering. The result of this desensitization is that used to living in a disconnected way, 

in the separation of body and mind, we have lost touch with our primal self, with our 

body’s instinctual voice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Trauma is a physiological event. It is felt and held in the body and therefore its resolution 

will demand body involvement. Our bodies, as we have seen are governed by the          

constantly active lower and more primitive parts of the brain (limbic and reptilian brain) 

that keep us alive. That means trauma resolution cannot happen solely by trying to         

understand a problem and talk about it. It will need a recalibrating of the ANS 

(autonomous nervous system that originates in the brain stem). To recalibrate the ANS, we 

therefore need access to the reptilian brain. That can be done through breath, movement 

and touch.  

 

At the mud building site, these three modes of access to the reptilian brain: breath,    

movement and touch are involved, making natural building a perfect activity to support 

our healing process.  

“Trauma forms a spectrum. At one extreme are dangerously violent psychopaths… At 

the other extreme are people who appear mentally, emotionally and physically normal, 

but who are unable to achieve their full potential due to mild but chronic fears of not  

being good enough, or of what other people think of them.”  

~Malcolm Hollick & Christine Connelly 



 

“Kneading is not a return to 

blissful unconsciousness, but an 

active way to awaken and listen 

for the wisdom of our bodies, 

the knowing we too often    

ignore.” 

~ Marjory Zoet Bankson 

Here, of my interest is the sense of touch and how 

working with clay/mud can be therapeutic. Cornelia, 

in her book Trauma Healing at the Clay Field          

describes how clay work, based entirely on the sense 

of touch has the ability to reconnect us with the      

instinctual core of our identity, our primal self. Of all 

the senses, touch is our most primal sense. It gives us 

direct access into the primal subcortical areas of our 

brain and “turns on” the instinctual part of the brain.  

 

As Peter Levine says, “In learning to identify and    

contact bodily sensations we begin to fathom our    

instinctual reptilian roots.” In other words, when we 

work with our hands, manipulating, and shaping the 

clay, we are tapping into our healing instinctual       

resources. 

 

A mud building site is in a way a large Clay Field. Mud 

or cob is a mixture of soil, made up of clay and sand, 

with straw. Mixing is the most time and energy       

intensive process in cob building. Traditionally,     

mixing was done by people or animals, mostly cows 

or bulls. A saucer-shaped pit was dug in the ground 

and the cob mix was then stomped vigorously with 

the feet to    dissolve all the lumps. In many tribal   

villages of India, we can still see men and women as 

well as children engaged in this work. At natural 

building workshops, cob mixing is one of the       

highlights that nobody fails to enjoy. Linking arms, all 

participants dance while treading the clay. It is hard 

physical labor but working with music keeps the     

energy up.  

 

Once ready, it is time to move the cob mix to the wall. 

There are several ways to do that, but here I will limit 

myself to the ‘cob loaves’ method that is practiced at 

workshop as well as on sites. First, chunks of cob are 

rolled into crude loaves just like bread. They don’t 

need to be perfectly shaped. They just should hold    

together when tossed from person to person.    

 

“The hands are representative 

of the body in the symbolic 

world of the Clay Field. They 

are capable of finding solutions 

by connecting with the most 

ancient parts of the brain,   

bypassing cognitive concepts in 

an often astounding and crea-

tive way.”     

~ Cornelia Elbrecht 
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This “cob toss” is a fun way to move a pile of cob balls from the ground to the wall. Once 

lobbed deftly over the wall with a pleasing ‘plop’, the mud balls need to be merged to the 

previous layer. That is done by pressing down each ball of cob into place while perforat-

ing it with finger-sized holes. With the thumb, the   layers are pinched together. 

 

As we work with our hands and feet, without the interposition of a tool, handling,       

shaping, rolling, and tossing mud balls; stomping cob mixtures; pinching cob layers     

together, the pores of our skin open up and circulation increases. Our skin is innervated 

with receptors that pass the information it registers from the outside world along neural 

pathways to the limbic system, informing about the safety of our world. The hairless parts 

of our bodies, rich in A fibers inform us about the quality of the touch (warm/cool, light/

firm pressure) while the hairy parts rich in C fibers tell us about the emotional significance 

of a contact. In short, when we get muddy head to toe, as it happens on a natural building 

site, we get touched not just physically but also emotionally. As we pay attention to the 

parts of the body that are being touched by the particles of clay and sand, we notice what 

is happening right now in the body, not just the physical sensations but also feelings. 

 

For too long, our discursive thinking minds have been taking us away from the body and 

it is possible that at the onset of this practice of engaging with mud work, we may feel 

numb. In The Soulwork of Clay , Marjory narrates how she was given a small piece of clay 

to hold and something magical happened, “It felt like my fingers were waking up from a 

long sleep.” Nevertheless, the more we practice, the more we develop the ability to feel. In 

our touch-phobic world that doesn’t prioritize this kind of knowing through the senses, 

there is a need to reeducate and train the body to feel physical sensations. 

 

 

“When you are touched, you wake up to the part of your body that is being 
touched.”  

~ Bessel Van Der Kolk 



BENEFITS OF SENSORY AWARENESS 

 

Mud is a good medium to get back to the body; to bring back our attention to sensations. 

Building a mud house, as it involves intense physical work with deepening of the breath as 

well as activation of the skin receptors, offers ample opportunities to develop greater   

sensory awareness. While building, we can have regular time capsules during which we 

shift our attention from working efficiently to working  mindfully. Hand-sculpting our 

home can be done like a walking meditation, with mindful awareness. The goal is to be 

present, to notice the contact of the hands and feet with the earth; the physical sensations 

going on in the different parts of the body…  

 

Why is sensory awareness so important?  

 

To navigate through life safely. As the reptilian brain ensures our survival, it is therefore 

of great importance to understand its language. Each region of our triune brain has its 

own “language.” Our neo-cortex or thinking mind speaks with words. Our limbic brain uses 

the language of feelings while our reptilian brain speaks the language of sensations. 

Though extremely important, most of us in today’s world, used to living in a disconnected 

way, turn out to be completely alien to the language of sensations. To be able to feel and 

interpret physical sensations or body-based signals allows us to respond to situations 

more appropriately, without escalating out of control. 

 

To live more fully.  Connected to our body, in touch with our sensations, we are more 

present in the  moment.  

 

To get acquainted with the felt-sense. The notion of “felt sense” was developed by       

Eugene Gendlin, the founder of a therapeutic practice called Focusing. The felt sense is not 

exactly a physical sensation. It is a vague and often indescribable bodily/somatic           

sensation, a complex bodily feeling, an unclear “something” felt inside the body, in the 

chest, in the pit of the stomach, in the throat. Unlike physical sensations that are           

responses to specific physical stimuli, the felt sense is connected to situations, activities, 

people, experiences. Getting in touch with the felt sense allows a deeper knowing of      

ourselves. 

 

To break patterns. In his Dharma talk during the online retreat Touching Reality at Plum 

Village, Dharma teacher, Br Phap Linh, disciple of Thich Nhat Hanh, explains how being 

aware of sensations can help overwhelm our predictive coding system. To save energy and 

simplify our lives, our brain constantly guesses what is going to come next. In short, it 

predicts the next moment based on past experiences. The problem is that this prediction 

is a huge simplification of what is actually going on in the now. If instead, we choose to 

voluntarily pay attention to the body, we become aware of a world of  sensations that is   



dynamic, ever changing moment to moment. When we sustain our sensory awareness, we 

actually overwhelm the prediction system and these things that our thinking mind        

previously predicted away can now reach our consciousness. This explains how, when in 

touch with bodily sensations, as David Rome puts it in his book Your Body Knows the     

Answer, “spontaneous flashes of intuitive insight that generate novel perceptions and    

understandings, leading to fresh solutions to life’s challenges” arise. Evans Ianto  attests 

of the same when he writes in his book The Hand-Sculpted House, “The work (natural 

building) tends to generate the healing power of love, as even chronic illness responds to 

healing, and needed changes in career and life attitudes begin to be made.” Here, I would 

like to point that intuitive insights emerge, not from our rational mind but from our     

primitive brain. In other words, by overwhelming the predictive coding system, we indeed 

get access to our healing instinctual resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

To avert reactions/ to increase our capacity for self-regulation. When there is a trigger 

and the alarm bell that signals danger gets activated, we experience a shift in sensations 

that produces physical discomfort. The inability to tolerate unpleasant sensations for more 

than a millisecond causes us to react. The reaction is basically a strategy to cut off from 

the body and stop feeling so much. In a split second, we exit from our unpleasant sensory 

experience into left brain thinking that operates in isolation from the body and is therefore 

much less viscerally painful. Trying to work it out, attaching all kinds of judgments allow 

us to no longer feel or to feel less our pain. 

With a practice of observing our sensations, there is a greater possibility that when the 

next time a trigger comes, we have the reflex to pause and observe those distressing    

sensations, and possibly have a friendly inquiry. We address our unpleasant sensations, 

that part of ourselves that is experiencing distress, as we would compassionately address 

a friend in distress. This friendly inquiry creates a gap, a  distance between the ‘I” and the 

sensations, making them more bearable, more manageable. 

When we are able to bear an unpleasant sensation for a little longer, we not only avert a 

reaction but we get an opportunity to learn to move smoothly from one feeling state to the 

other. Whatever feels bad doesn’t last forever. As Levine says, “It is the movement from 

fixity to flow that frees us from the grip of trauma as we become more resilient and self-

aware.” 

 

To put online the empathic brain. As we become aware of bodily sensations, the right 

hemisphere neural circuitry gets activated while the categorical interpreter gets subdued.  

 

“Follow your hands! Your hands know the way; in your head you will just stay in 
the known; in order to explore the unknown and find new ground, you need to 
trust your hands and follow the impulses in them.”  

~Cornelia Elbrecht 



BUILDING WITH MUD IS ART THERAPY 

 

Years ago, I was travelling in the villages around Bodhgaya in Bihar, a beautiful region   

carpeted in paddy fields and to break the monotony, groves of date palms. I was visiting 

the solar electrification projects of Barefoot College/ Karuna Sechen. Solar systems had 

been installed in the mud houses of landless people. On each thatch roof could be seen a 

solar panel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Looking at my expression of wonder, a woman, the owner of the house, smiled and said, 

“Mud houses are beautiful!” She then invited me inside. As I stepped into the semi      

darkness of her hut, I couldn’t resist a “Wow!” Everything was made from the golden     

yellow earth; the chulha, the grain store, the kitchen platform and even the shelves. 

“Beautiful!  

Moving around the villages, I got   

captured by the beauty of the mud 

houses. I couldn’t resist passing my 

fingers over the golden colour walls… 

so smooth… so perfect… so         

beautiful… so sensuous… exquisite 

life-size handicrafts!!  

Mud houses are living works of art. 

For Biju Bhaskar of Thannal, natural 

building is a form of poetry. As he 

says,  

“The way the hands blend the mud 

has much to do with poetry, music, 

painting.”  
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According to Melissa K. Nelson in Original Instruction. Indigenous Teachings for a       

Sustainable Future, one of the ways to disrupt our left brain conditioning is by engaging 

our hands with natural materials such as wood, plants, stone, pigments, leather, cotton, 

as well as mud. As she says, “There is something about the rhythm of using our whole 

bodies and other parts of our minds that opens up a more fluid way of knowing and      

being. All artists know that when you are “in the groove” or “in the flow” – using your 

hands, bodies, and minds in creative ways – that the trappings of Cartesian logic fall 

away. We are not thinking of the past or concerned with the future. We are present in the 

moment as an integral part of creation.” 

 

To hand-sculpt a home does that very much. The focus on repetitive actions as well as the 

development of skills that can always be improved upon allows us to enter a "flow" state. 

The benefits are many:  relaxation; relief from stress; a sense of accomplishment; reduced 

anxiety; enhanced confidence… Like with any other crafts, working with our hands helps 

distance ourselves from negative emotions and "ruminating thoughts" and we are      

therefore less likely to act on them. 

 

Through our hands, the creative process engages the unconscious. The way the hands 

blend the mud is an expression of the artist’s inner-self. Like with all art forms, there is a 

projection into the creation of unconscious content. One of the roles of art therapy is to 

help bring into greater conscious awareness this unconscious content.  

 

Natural building offers a great variety of materials, some with a more fluid and           

spontaneous yin quality such as wattle and daub, cob… and some which are boundary 

mediums such as lime that set very quickly. Also the shape of our home relates to         

archetypal patterns as we will see in the last chapter of this book.  

 

 

Our preferences for a medium or a 

shape tells something about         

ourselves. 
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Chapter 7 

Building with mud to reconnect to the earth 

 

“Today, we need to overcome a much wider and 

deeper   apartheid, an eco-apartheid based on the  

illusion of separateness, of humans from nature, in 

our minds and lives… Separation is at the root of   

disharmony with nature and violence against it.”  

Vandana Shiva, Making Peace with the Earth. 

 

Cement has given us the freedom to build hundreds 

of story towers vertically, as if to touch the sky.      

Reflecting how we live in our minds, lost in our 

thoughts, modern human beings build skyscrapers. 

Here it is interesting to note 

that with the beginning of     

civilization, of patriarchy, as 

we started building defensive 

walls around the newly      

e m e r g i n g  c i t y - s t a t e s ,          

separat ion myths  a lso          

appeared. As Anodea Judith 

posits, “The first elements to 

be separated were the Earth 

and the Sky, archetypally, the 

earth Mother and the sky     

Father.” Our skyscrapers are a        

man i f e s t a t i o n  o f  t h i s           

separation. 

Thannal workshop 



 

Blocked by defensive walls, our gaze gradually turned 

upwards, away from the earth, towards the sky, the 

higher realms, abode of angels and other winged    

beings. Living in a realm called heaven, apart from the 

earth, the new otherwordly gods, completely          

disconnected from nature, fostered a new hostile    

attitude towards the natural world. In the Bible,      

Yahweh urged human kind to “fill the earth, and    

subdue it: and have dominion over the fish in the sea, 

the birds of the air, and every living thing that moves 

on earth.”  

 

As walls of mud, bricks and stones were built against 

oceans of grasslands and deserts where nothing grew, 

the world was divided into civilization and wasteland. 

Not anymore able to recognize the earth as the great 

planetary Spirit-Being, desolate regions were called 

wasteland, pointing to the fact that all that didn’t 

serve human interest was to be considered waste. 

This concept of earth as an object having value only if 

usable paved the way for human beings to dominate 

the earth, exploit her resources, as well as manipulate 

and “improve” her with science and technology. 

 

Humanity's first universal religion has been in     

recognition and celebration of the Great Mother who 

embodied the life-and-death-giving powers of earth. 

Earth was her living body. From her dark womb, all 

life emerged. To her dark tomb, all life returned. 

 

That is the reason that early humans buried their dead 

in the tomb-womb of the earth curled in fetal position, 

waiting to be reborn. According to Monica Sjoo, “In 

the later megalithic “porthole tombs,” holes were    

laboriously chiseled out of the portal slabs at the 

grave entrance, to simulate the birth-canal opening.” 

“The Great Mother Goddess 

who gives birth to all creation 

out of the holy darkness of her 

womb became a metaphor for 

Nature herself, the cosmic giver 

and taker of life, ever able to 

renew herself within the   

eternal cycle of life, death, and 

rebirth.”  

~Marija Gimbutas 
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The Great Mother Goddess was the all-giving Mother Nature. She was the divine mother 

who sustains all plants and animal life, the resourceful mother of all who supplies the 

every need of her children. Without her fecundity and generosity, we died. That is the  

reason we call earth our mother as the relationship   between the earth and us is akin to 

the relationship of a mother with her child. The Great Mother Goddess was also the       

all-powerful one who could kill if her rules were broken. 

 

In her book, Mysteries of The Dark Moon , Demetra George states , “The cosmology that 

developed during the reign of the Goddess arose from the kind of thought processes that 

originate primarily out of the right brain.” Those thought processes were non dualistic. 

Mankind, the spiritual world and nature had a reciprocal relationship. If they treated the 

earth and its creation well, in harmony with the laws of nature, the rules set by the gods 

and other spiritual beings, they received the life-giving force of the plants and trees, of 

the Forest and of the whole Universe. People had an empathic connection to nature. 

 

When cultures that had been guided by a prevalence of right-brain values came to be 

dominated by those of the left brain, the worship of the Mother Goddess slowly faded 

from prominence in  favour of warrior sky gods. And all that had been associated with the 

Goddess, the earth, the moon, the cave, the night, the darkness, the forest, the serpent, 

sexuality, touch came to be vilified and forbidden. Earth came to be called dirt. Today, 

the Mother Goddess, long forgotten, at least in the Western world, has been erased from 

the collective awareness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The end of the Mother Goddess has created a deep mother-wound at the planetary level. 

Eco-feminist Dr. Vandana Shiva shows how the concerns of women are those of the earth, 

both being victims of a male-dominated, patriarchal society. By personifying Earth, we 

give thereby a broader perspective on ecological issues. Reconnecting with Mother Earth 

is about reconnecting with the feminine consciousness, with the wisdom of the womb. As 

Padma and Anaiya Prakasha outline in their book, Womb Wisdom. Awakening the Creative 

and Forgotten Power of the Feminine, “The increase of intellectualization allied with a lack 

of actual womb experience means that women have been finding their center of gravity in 

their heads, rather than in their wombs and hearts. This arises partly as a reaction to the 

male-dominated ideas and concepts that form the  foundation of most religions and     

societies today. The loss of Womb Wisdom has created a huge imbalance on planet Earth 

that impacts all of us.” 

“The seed and life force, as well as the spirit of life, the forest, and the earth - 

and the womb of the Earth and the womb of women where life is nourished are 

not separate. All comprise the sacred feminine.”  

~ Sandra Ingerman 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Victims of patriarchy, suffering from the mother-

wound, many of our mothers could never be a pure 

fountain of embodied kindness and presence and as a 

result, we could never receive the deeply embodied, 

and unconditional love of a mother, so    necessary for 

a human being to thrive. Human beings are contact  

animals. Like for other mammals, cutaneous          

stimulation is important at all stages of development. 

The   infant primate needs to be in continuous physical   

contact with its mother. In humans too, the loving and 

nurturing touch through skin-on-skin contact is very 

important for the child to thrive later on. As Ashley 

Montagu explains in her book, Touching. The human 

significance of the skin, “ What the child requires if it is 

to prosper, it was found, is to be handled, and carried, 

and caressed, and cuddled, and cooed to, even if it  

isn’t breastfed.” Sensory experiences at the skin level 

are most important. Infants of hunter-gatherers have 

been described as having very high levels of skin-to-

skin contact in infancy, the great majority with the 

mother. No clothing separates the infant’s skin from 

his  mother’s. 

 

The same principle applies to our relationship with 

Mother Earth. We need to be in touch, in close physical 

contact with our Mother Earth otherwise we become 

sick. In modern societies, the deprivation is indeed 

happening at both levels. We lack on physical contact 

with the mother as well as with Mother Earth. We are 

both ‘mother and mother-nature deficient’. 

 

“Many thousands of years ago, people knew 
about the power of the body, and they knew 
about the jewel it contained, the womb. We 
have lost this connection, and it is time to      
remember it again. The womb is our seat of 
knowing.”  

“In the maternity wards of 

civilization, the new born   

infant, with his skin crying 

out for the ancient touch of 

smooth, warmth-radiating,  

living flesh, is wrapped in dry, 

lifeless cloth.“ 

~ Jean Liedloff. 
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When we build with earth, the most primordial substance, our connection with the earth, 

the Great Mother, is immediately reestablished. A reconnection with the mother archetype 

is happening. When our body is touched by the earth, the physical sensation that arises 

evokes a mother’s touch. The touch of mud can indeed awaken the body’s memory of our 

earliest contact with the mother. As Carole Crews in The Art of Natural Building says, "In 

touching clay, the finest particles derived from the stones of the Earth, we are connecting 

to her in a loving way, caressing our Mother as we caress our children.” This touch with 

the earth, whether in the form of a cob wall or an earthen plaster feeds our every pore of 

the skin with love. Touch appears to be one of the primary sources of imput to activate 

the oxytocin system, the calm and connection system. Pleasant touch triggers the release 

of the love hormone, bringing on a feeling of well-being. When it flows in our blood, we 

feel calm, connected, and loved. We thrive. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Root Chakra associated with the earth element is the ‘grounding’ Chakra that links us 

to Mother Earth. The mother is the most immediate root, the supplier of our needs. The 

survival-oriented Root Chakra of our ancestral beginnings corresponds to the more       

ancient subcortical regions of the brain, including the Cerebellum. According to Azra  

Bertrand, the cerebellum would be the seat of primordial feminine consciousness, of our 

soul Shakti. The cerebellum would be the womb portal of our brain. Furthermore, she   

describes the root chakra as the feminine crown chakra. “It is an extremely magical and 

sensitive, physical and energetic center that connects us to life on this planet in an      

embodied and grounded way. It helps us anchor the cosmic energy all the way down into 

the root of our being. Through our root, our feminine crown, we feel part of the All.” 

 

In today’s world, few are the people who are naturally rooted. To root ourselves is to    

return deep into our feminine selves, into the body. It is through our bodies, and         

primarily through our feet that we root ourselves. To make cob, we stomp our bare feet 

deep into the darkness of earth. Just like tribals, we dance in circle to tread the mixes. In 

fully aware contact with the reliable, solid and trustworthy quality of earth, our feet plug 

us into the energy grids of Mother Earth. Our feet with some 1,300 nerve endings per 

square inch are the vital link between us and Her. In Earthing, Clinton Ober and his      

colleagues explain how the energy residing on the surface of the Earth is primarily      

electrical.  

The very substance of clay can help us reconnect with our bodies, and with the body 

of earth, the Great Mother of ancient myth. Touch and physical sensation can evoke 

the primal matrix of creation, offering us another chance to be at home here, now."  

~ Marjory Zoet Bankson 



 

When we walk barefoot, we draw electrical energy in 

the form of free electrons from the electromagnetic 

layer that covers the earth. Electrons are powerful  

antioxidants, and as they flow into the body, they 

help equalize the body’s frequencies with those of 

the Earth. This equalizing helps regulate body      

functions, fight against diseases as well as improve 

mood disorders. 

 

In this contact with Mother Earth, as our body is 

touched by her comforting, stabilizing and             

revitalizing energy, we feel safe and protected. The 

more connected we feel to the earth, the more we are 

grounded, at home in our bodies. When we sink into 

the soft muddy mass, it is our need to be held, to be 

unconditionally contained and safely surrounded that 

gets satiated. This experience of being engulfed by 

the clay is recalling within us the safety and security 

of the womb. In that regard, working with mud can 

be a positive mothering experience. Reginald Ray 

substantiates this with the learning from his           

indigenous teachers: “If you have unresolved wounds 

with your mother, have received inadequate        

mothering or parenting, you must spend a lot of time 

in the earth space, the original womb, a more       

profound and reliable maternal space. You will find 

the healing you seek there. Over time, you will feel 

less isolated, less disconnected and more and more 

connected with an alive, aware, sacred presence      

beneath you. You will feel more grounded and deeply 

rooted.” 

 

According to him, this is not at all a mere intellectual 

belief or conceptual understanding but something 

you feel in your body; a corporeal, visceral intuition 

of the body. “When we feel anchored in the earth in 

this primal way, then somehow the comings and     

goings of our ever-changing psychological states 

don’t quite seem so weighty, momentous or final.” 

 

 

“Cultures that hold more of 

the masculine imbalance     

denigrate feet—considering 

them dirty or insulting. Tribal 

cultures, who are more    

connected to the feminine, 

tend to engage in rhythmic 

dance where they stamp their 

feet to connect with earth.”  

~ Azra Bertrand 

“The mother’s womb is the 

earth in its microcosmic    

dimension; the earth is the 

womb of all that is.” 

~ Reginald Ray 

“Earth, the great planetary 

Spirit-Being, germinates life 

within Her dark womb.” 

~ Monica Sjo  



In the Neolithic, clay, an important ingredient indispensable to build our mud homes, was 

said to have “a woman’ s soul,” and was sacred to women and the Goddess. When we build 

our mud homes, something deep within our collective consciousness is touched. We are 

taken back to the era of the Great Mother when women's role in the creation of life was   

regarded as sacred. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Women would have been the first potters and also the first builders. According to Monica 

Sjoo, “The Neolithic revolution, occurring circa 10,000 B.C. was the creation of women.” It 

was women who would have first dug the earth to grow food, make pots and build their 

homes. In the first settled villages, women would have constructed the first houses in   

beehive shape, a ring of stones or  sun-dried clay bricks or any other available natural    

material topped with a thatched dome-like roof. These round houses with few or no       

internal divisions have remained a traditional shape in many pre-industrial matriarchal    

societies such as tribal Africa. India also has several examples of round mud houses.     

Ancient, pre-Roman Europe also had round houses such as the wattle and daub Celtic 

house, the nuraghi houses of Southern Italy. The round house was closely associated with 

the Great Mother archetype and symbolized the earth belly, the womb of the Great Mother, 

the wholeness from which we all began. 

 

And it was women who had a special relation to the earth, as daughters   
related to the body of the Great Mother. Where groups of women and 
their children settled, culture took root, growing slowly into Neolithic   
villages.  

~ Monica Sjoo 



BUILDING IN SYMBIOSIS WITH MOTHER EARTH  

 

 

 

 

 

Governed by the processes of the right hemisphere and deeply rooted in their bodies,  

human beings lived in close reciprocal relationship with nature.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The wall hive found in the Himalayan regions is a 

beautiful example of partnership between wildlife 

and human beings in which both mutually benefit 

each other. People offer to the bees a               

well-protected, warm and cozy place to stay and in 

exchange they get honey. 

Since immemorial times, the people of Kumaon 

(Uttarakhand) have been harvesting honey in 

the walls of their stone houses. Traditional 

houses have in-built cavities in their walls     

specially designed to accommodate the         

beehives of Apis cerena, the indigenous bee of 

the Himalayas. All homes have minimum          

5-6 wall hives. In olden days, everybody was a 

beekeeper. Honey was the only sweetener. 

When people were short of vegetables, they 

would eat a roti with honey! They also made 

halwa with honey! 

 

The size of the cavities is time-tested to provide 

the exact temperature the bees require. To     

increase the size of the cavity would make it  

difficult for them to maintain that temperature. 

It is understandable!! The bigger the space, the 

more the energy required to heat it!!”  

“The more aware we become of our body, the more we feel how it is always 

connecting in with the energy of the earth and participating in her reality.”  

~ Reginald Ray 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Today, times have changed and people   

prefer cement houses. With people       

abandoning their  traditional homes and 

shifting to modern brick-and-mortar      

constructions, the traditional wall hive  

technique is slowly dying out. The walls of 

a cement house are far too narrow to      

accommodate a wall hive. And even if wall 

cavities were possible in a brick wall, bees 

wouldn’t like it. Brick walls don’t insulate 

against the vagaries of the weather.        

Cement houses absorb the heat in summer 

and turn very cold in winter. 

 

Bees prefer it in the wall hives than in the 

jungle where they have to face predators 

such as the bear, the badger and forest 

fires. That is the reason bees are not       

deserting the abandoned houses of people 

who have migrated to the far off towns. 

As wall hives are disappearing, the universal             

beekeeping box developed in the West for the European 

honey bee (Apis mellifera) has been introduced. Like the 

wall hive was complementary to the stone house, the 

bee box is complementary to the brick-and-mortar 

house. Boxes are very difficult to manage due to the 

weather, too cold in winter, too hot in summer… As a 

result, honey production is on the decrease.               

Incidentally, as people have shifted to modern cement 

homes, their taste buds have also changed for the 

worse as they have started preferring white refined  

crystal sugar to raw nutritious honey!!  

Today, some NGOs are experimenting by plastering 

the bee box with mud and a thatch roof to protect it 

from the heat. Like mud houses, this bee mud house 

also has the same advantage of being not too cold in 

winter and not too hot in summer! 



 

Chapter 8 

Building with mud to reconnect to the 

community 

 

“When a family or another group of people does 

something together, touch, smell, and other senses 

play a natural part in their interactions. As a result of 

modern cultural trends toward greater independence 

and fewer daily communal activities, such sensory 

impressions decrease. This altered    pattern reduces 

the activity of the calm and connection system and 

ultimately poses a danger to our health.” Uvnas 

Moberg, Kerstin.  

 

Around the world, sharing labour has always been an          

opportunity for the village community to come      

together, feast and celebrate with songs and dance. 

People have usually worked together as equals and 

friends, cooperating in all spheres of life to support 

each other. When the work was too heavy, the entire 

community joined in to help.  

People shared labor during 

harvest and other agricultural 

activities but also to build 

their homes. This  sharing of 

labour is still practiced in 

many traditional communities. 

 

 

“For most of history most of 

us humans have created our 

own homes. The whole family 

helped when the work was 

too heavy or too slow; the 

entire community assisted 

when the work required it... 

Only recently have we traded 

with those outside of our 

friends and family in order to 

have homes.”  

~ Ianto Evans  



 

A few years ago, I was in Mandla district, the       

heartland of Gond Adivasis (tribals), in Madhya       

Pradesh, Central India. It was peak summer. Being a 

rainfed  region, summer is a lean  season and         

everywhere fields lay barren. But tribal people  didn't 

sit idle as summer is the time to build or maintain 

mud houses. As I travelled the pictoresque country-

side dotted of homesteads hiding behind fences of 

woven lantana, a thorny weed proliferating             

everywhere in Central India, I got to witness the      

various stages of mud house building. At places, 

structures that had once been homes were melting 

into the ground while elsewhere, the first layer of cob 

had been laid. In one hamlet, husband and wife were 

busy stomping the mud in saucer shaped                

depressions. Not far from them stood a wooden pole 

on which rested the skull of a goat. When I inquired 

about the skull, they told me it was to protect their 

future home from the nazar or evil eye. In yet another 

village, women kneaded the mud balls while men 

raised the walls. Outside small children had also 

joined in, filling gamelas with soil with the help of 

spades taller than them.  

 

The end of communal activities that happened first in 

the developed and now in the developing world can 

be explained by the growing divisiveness in society 

following the universalization of schooling. As 

Ladakhi women put it very rightly in the documentary 

film Schooling the World, “the ones who go away to 

school just stand around with their hands in the   

pockets. They don’t know how to take the animals up 

to graze, they don’t know how to care for the crops, 

they  don’t know how to do anything. Also with 

schooling, old values of compassion and cooperation 

are declining. Traditional ways of helping one         

another, kindness, cooperation are slowly dying out. 

The whole idea of learning has turned around to 

mean “How can I make a lot of money?”  
Gond villages of Mandla district, MP 



In every society, the newly educated classes have had the desire to distinguish themselves 

from the peasantry. With this growing aversion to contact with farmers and artisans, a rift 

appeared between the inferior  hands-on traditional way of life of the peasants who do 

manual work and the superior hands-off way of life of the educated elite who dedicate 

themselves to intellectual pursuits. 

 

Division of classes also meant division of labor: on one end the hands-off upper educated 

classes who became the professionals and on the other end, the hands-on uneducated 

classes who became the labour. Divided, money replaced cooperation and barter. For    

services such as house construction, people would now have to pay with hard-earned 

cash. Moreover, with the introduction of industrially processed materials such as cement, 

steel, asbestos sheet, corrugated iron, etc that required skilled labour, building a house 

was now going to be the job of the builders, architects and civil engineers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This shift from hands-on to hands-off that resulted in the disintegration of communities 

first occurred in urban centers. Contributing to this shift and the growing aversion to 

touch or “tactophobia” have been the deadly outbreaks of plague and other epidemics that 

have ravaged cities throughout history. As Constance Classen explains about the Black 

Death in the Middle Ages, “City walls offered no protection against this evil visitation.    

Indeed, it was particularly those who lived within the city walls who were the hardest hit…” 

The fear of contagion and contamination brought about by the terrifying experience of  

epidemics made people fearful of close contact and contributed to the growing wariness 

to touch and  ultimately, to the ousting of this sense. Closer to us has been the Spanish 

flu that killed around 50 million people between 1918 and 1919 and today the COVID-19 

pandemic. Following pandemics, the nature of society does change. Measures such as   

social distancing can lead to aggressive segregations with a great deal of stigmatization. 

Disparities, inequalities, prejudice, racism get exacerbated and often lead to violence,             

harassment, hatred. 

 

 

“For centuries, people worked by turn. Now that there is paid labor during the 

harvest, the person paying the money wants to pay as little as possible,  while  

the  person receiving  wants  to have as much as possible. Relationships change. 

The  money becomes a wedge between people, pushing them further and further 

apart.” 

~ Helena Norberg-Hodge, Ancient Futures 



 

To recover our sense of connection with each other, it 

is important to pay attention to the sense of touch. 

Touch, being closely associated with physical contact, 

strengthens social bonds and cooperation. Touch also 

brings the warmth and security of togetherness and 

community. To be out of touch is to be distant and 

cold. It is to operate as individual units. Out of tactile 

bounds, we are reserved and restrained. We guard 

our boundaries tightly. We are stripped of our ability 

to feel empathy and to experience compassion.   

 

To recover our sense of connection with each other, it 

is also important to pay attention to our need for    

tactual, hands-on experiences. As we have seen, our 

hands are connected through the spinal cord to the 

limbic system or emotionally intelligent brain, also 

referred to as the empathic brain, the relational brain. 

In short, the heart. As Elena Barnabé writes, 

“Everything that is made by hand, so is said, is made 

with the heart because it really is like this: hands and 

heart are connected.”  To work with our hands is    

indeed to work with our heart! In one of his talks,  

Satish Kumar calls our hands, instruments of alche-

my. With our hands, we transform a base material in-

to something extraordinary. Our hands give expres-

sion to our creativity, our ingenuity, our imagination, 

our heart. This means that when our hands come          

together to build beautiful hand-sculpted homes, it is 

also our hearts that come together to build thriving 

communities that support caring for ourselves, oth-

ers, and our Mother Earth. 

 

“Mud transforms work and makes it 

pleasure… Building is participation in   

creation, it is communion, it is shared 

labour and a shared gift, both.”  

~ Ianto Evans,  

Ambassamudram workshop 



Hands-off literate cultures with left brain prevalence build walls of separation. Those walls 

make use of heavily processed materials made from non-renewable resources, ready-made 

components that are churned out from dehumanizing factories in which workers are seen 

as cogs in the industrial machine and earth as a resource. Hands-off cultures support     

hierarchies of domination with top-down economic control. In domination systems, one 

half of humankind is there to be served and the other half to serve. As Riane Eisler points 

out, there are only two perceived choices: you dominate or you’re dominated. Those made 

to serve are disempowered as their labor becomes property of a state, a corporation, a       

business ruled from the top by a small elite of men (sometimes women) that care little 

about human needs and the earth.  

 

Hands-on cultures of the past built walls of connection and in future will build walls of    

reconnection. Those walls are built with the material from beneath our feet; with the very 

earth on which we walk. It is inexpensive and available in plenty. We then sculpt this       

material with our hands. We become creators, transformers, not mere cogs in the           

industrial machine. To create something out of nothing gives an immense sense of         

accomplishment and is deeply empowering. 

 

Natural building, as it practically can’t be done alone, and is most gratifying and easier 

when having a team, fosters cooperation and community. Being the least technical (no    

degree needed) as well as friendly and safe, involving no power tools or dangerous            

machinery, cob is also the most forgiving of all building materials and therefore most    

democratic. On a natural building site, everyone, including small children and the elderly 

can contribute meaningfully. Also mud blurs social differences. When wallowing in mud, 

cloth brands, make-ups and perfumes are nullified. Social status and etiquette stop      

mattering. Soaked in mud, we recover our original and blissful oneness with the entire   

creation!  

 

When we build with mud, we become participants of an economy of partnership. Riane    

Eisler in her book The Real Wealth of Nations: Creating a Caring Economics talks of      

partnerism. The partnership system is according to her about putting in place rules,       

policies, structures as well as practices that “support both our basic survival needs and our 

needs for community, creativity, meaning, and caring—in other words, the realization of 

our highest human potentials.” It is about caring for ourselves, others, and our Mother 

Earth.  

 

Practically, it means returning to the small, localized enterprises such as the cottage       

industry that encourages personal as well as collective creativity to get basic needs met. 

Natural building is to be considered a cottage industry. The hand-sculpted home is a craft 

and the builder, an artisan. Building a home satisfies the basic need of shelter as well as 

the need of community and creativity.  



 

A very good example is how Thannal Hand-Sculpted 

Home has been reviving the barter system. As its 

founder explains, “We don’t charge money but work 

on a barter system, where people give us farm     

products or food in return.” In exchange for their 

services to build a mud home, Thannal welcomes  

anything a person would want to offer, from books, 

tools, salary to their artisans… Also Thannal holds 

workshops for small marginalized farmers. Their 

goal is to see Natural Building getting integrated 

with Natural Farming, encouraging thereby farmers 

who grow without chemicals to build without         

cement. It is also about building for needs and not 

greed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That is exactly what Gandhiji prescribed with his   

concept of Gram Swaraj. To change the world,       

together, we need to get back to spin the yarn on the 

charka, build homes with our hands, weave clothes 

on the loom, mold pots on the wheel and thereby 

make each village self-reliant with all necessities of 

life - food, clothing, housing, education and so on.  

 

Moreover to empower local communities is to         

facilitate more human contacts. And that is exactly 

what we want in a world that is increasingly         

happening online, and out of touch!  

 

“The handicraft commonly practiced in the small 

villages ensures and consecrates the sharing of 

knowledge between the generations; the manual  

activity strengthens the social relations,            

engendering principles of solidarity. From the 

mainstay of the family and from neighborhood 

cooperation to the sense of belonging to the    

community as a whole, craft practices are woven 

into the constitution of life itself.”  

~ Sonia Carbonell Alvares 

Photo credit: Thannal 



THE MUD HOUSE AS A SYMBOL OF UNITY IN THE COMMUNITY 

 

 

 

The African round mud house, the dumba is the  original dariro or circle. The Dumba, 

the foundational structure, was invented by women. The dariro or dumba defines the 

principal African structure for communication. As Dr Tafataona Mahoso writes in an  

article for The Patriot Reporter, African foundational theory of communication, all     

African societies celebrate the dariro (circle) as a practice and as a metaphor for their 

relational philosophy. The dariro is both a physical reality and an ideological construct. 

 

Quoted from the African foundational theory of  communication by Dr Tafataona     

Mahoso: 

 

• Joining the dariro is a silent expression of willingness to sing or dance along; or 

willingness to speak the language spoken in the dariro; or willingness to learn and 

understand that language. 

• For African children, the circle means that there are always several mothers, several 

fathers per child in the circle. 

• At the level of the community or neighborhood, the circle teaches that the harm   

inflicted on your neighbor’s child in that dariro is quite capable of being inflicted on 

your own child sitting in that same circle; the harm inflicted on your neighbor’s 

mother sitting in that dariro of mothers will sooner than later hit your mother, aunt 

or sister occupying the same space in that circle. 

• The dariro leaves a space in the centre which symbolizes the people’s collective 

stake.   

In the Original Instructions: Indigenous 

Teachings for a Sustainable Future, Bogaletch 

Gebre gives an example from Ethiopia where 

the traditional roundhouse with a thatched 

roof was built to serve as a Women’s Self-

Help Centre. “When we raised the central post 

of this house, there was big celebration. On 

the day of the post-raising (called Utubo), we 

invited three hundred Elders from around the   

mountain to come and help us raise the 

Utubo, as the tradition dictates. In front of 

the roundhouse, with Hambericho Mountain 

overlooking the ceremony in the distance, we 

spoke to the Elders about the importance of 

the mountain to the community’s life and    

imagination.” 

Photo credit: Internet 

https://www.thepatriot.co.zw/author/the-patriot-reporter/


“I could understand how great the concrete truth was in any plane of life, the truth that in          

separation is bondage, in union is liberation… Poverty lay in separation and wealth in union.”  

Rabindranath Tagore 
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Chapter 9 

The Mud Birthing Centre 

 

When I read the Continuum Concept by Jean Liedlof 

who describes the Yequana, a hunter-gatherer group 

very similar to societies that had predominated      

before the onset of civilization, it dawned on me that 

one of the reasons that could explain that our hunter

-gatherer ancestors had lived perfectly well on this 

planet for millions of years was simply the way they 

gave birth to their children, nursed them and raised 

them. Their parenting practices fulfilled so          

completely a child’s emotional needs that he lived to 

be a well-balanced human being, with a high level of 

autonomy and at the same time a deeply felt sense 

of belonging, security, and connectedness. When   

primal needs have been thoroughly met, the child 

flourishes into an adult who functions well, meets 

the demands of daily life, has a greater capacity for  

empathy and thereby participates gracefully in his             

community. Such adults make the world a beautiful 

place… a Golden Age. 

 

 

 

 

 

In pre-agricultural, pre-literate       

societies, when women followed 

their ‘mammalian’ instinct, birth 

happened through the ‘fetus 

ejection reflex’, an involuntary 

process under the control of ar-

chaic brain structures. Without 

assistance, women gave birth 

by themselves in the bush. They 

would isolate themselves.  

 

Michel Odent gives the accounts 

of several anthropologists such 

as Marjorie Shostak who de-

scribes how the !Kung San 

women, African hunters-

gatherers of the Kalahari       

Desert, still give birth:  
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“A woman feels the initial stages of labour and 

makes no comment, leaves the village quietly when 

birth seems imminent, walks a few hundred yards, 

finds an area in the shade, clears it, arranges a soft 

bed of leaves, and gives birth while squatting or    

lying on her side – on her own.”  

 

In most such cases of solitary and unaided births, 

there is a mother figure standing a few meters away 

from the birthing place. She is silent, keeping a low 

profile, almost invisible but aware of what is       

happening and discreetly protecting the place. 

 

No assistance meant a free, and undisturbed        

interaction    between the mother and her newborn. 

The umbilical chord was left attached until it        

finished pulsating all of its nutritious blood and 

stem-cells and dropped away naturally within a few 

days. This undisturbed interaction is very important 

as it is in the hour following birth, that the      

strongest possible cocktail of love hormones,     

mainly oxytocin, is released. This hormone plays a 

crucial role in the mother-newborn interaction by 

creating a bond between the two. Oxytocin is one of 

the main hormones that contributes to cancel the 

trauma of separation experienced by the newborn 

as he leaves the intra-uterine state of perfect       

harmony and union with the mother. It helps restore 

the security that got temporarily lost during the 

birthing process.  

 

Ever since the beginning of civilization and           

patriarchy, childbirth stopped being instinctual but 

socialized. With the socialization of birth, the place 

of delivery shifted from the bush to the home, the 

place where women spent their day-to-day life, and 

later on to the hospital. 

 

As we have seen, with the beginning of the Great              

Civilizations, there occurred a transition from      

matriarchal-partnership to patriarchal-dominator 

cultures.  
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This transition coincided with the shift from right to left hemisphere dominance that     

happened in the  human brain around that time. With the increasing importance of the left 

hemisphere functions and the superiority of the intellect, all that had to do with natural   

instincts, with the ‘animalistic’ nature of the body came to be repressed. That is how the 

management of childbirth has been going on hand in hand with the patriarchal war against 

the instinctual, the biological. Anyone deemed to call himself civilized was to control his 

body, the root of all evil, by the way of the mind considered superior. That is of interest to 

us here as it explains how with patriarchy, childbirth came to be socialized and how its 

management  implied increased control over instinctual maternal behaviours.  

 

Since women have more pronounced biological processes and are ‘closer’ to their bodies, 

controlling women became imperative. Menstruation, breastfeeding and pregnancy that 

represented the ‘corruption’ of the body literally disgusted the men who associated      

themselves with the ‘purity’ of the mind. Warner’s comment says it all, “n the faeces and 

urine of childbirth, the closeness of women to all that is vile, lowly, corruptible and        

material was epitomised.” And babies were nothing but lower animals in human forms! 

 

Also explaining the socialization of childbirth was the need to develop the human potential 

for aggression. To survive in a desiccated world with burgeoning populations that         

outstripped degraded local resources required the buildup of that potential. As described 

in previous chapters, civilization is born from the trauma of scarcity following the Great 

Drying.  

 

Among those hormones paramount for a natural birth is, as we have seen, oxytocin, also 

called love or cuddle hormone. Oxytocin is a neurotransmitter that acts on the limbic     

system, the brain’s emotional centre, promoting feelings of contentment, reducing anxiety 

and stress. The oxytocin system is associated with all facets of love, connecting, bonding, 

compassion, friendliness, peace, calm… As Kerstin Uvnas Moberg says, “Under its          

influence, we see the world and our fellow humans in a positive light.” Like oxytocin is   

essential in the development of our capacity to love, vasopressin is essential in developing 

our capacity for defensive actions, making the individual aggressive and fearless. Vaso-

pressin is released in emergency situations, particularly when under stress and is an im-

portant   ingredient in the fight or flight mechanism.  

 

To develop our human potential for aggression therefore meant to suppress the oxytocin 

system and get the brain to produce vasopressin. In other words, it meant to put the      

human baby under stress. Now, one must know that babies are born earlier than other 

mammals and finish their gestation outside the womb, in the mother’s arms which can be 

said to be an external womb. As newborns only have 25% of the adult brain-size             

developed, it is important for their proper development to keep them calm by fulfilling all 

their needs and expectations as per the continuum of our species. Therefore the best way  



 

to create stress for the newborn was to separate him 

from his mother immediately after birth. That was   

going to be the job of the midwife and later on, the 

obstetrician. It thus became paramount to persuade 

women that they didn’t have the power to give birth 

by themselves and therefore  assistance  of a birth   

attendant or midwife during delivery was to be           

required. With birth attendants, invasive  perinatal   

beliefs and rituals were introduced to disturb the     

interaction between mother and child.  

 

As Michel Odent mentions in his book ‘Childbirth and 

the Evolution of Homo Sapiens’, “Perinatal beliefs and 

rituals are apparently so diverse that it is easy to miss 

their common points: all of them disturb the           

interaction between mother and newborn baby and 

postpone the initiation of breastfeeding.” One of the 

most important roles of the midwife in all civilizations 

has been to cut the umbilical cord, usually               

immediately after birth, so that the baby is no longer 

attached to the placenta. This procedure to separate 

mother and baby is one of the oldest involved in birth.  

 

Another practice that was introduced to separate 

mother and child was the practice of swaddling       

babies, wrapping babies head to toe in a tight cotton 

sheet and thereby decrease the skin-to-skin time with 

mother so important for the release of oxytocin, the 

love hormone. This custom probably has its origin in 

Saharasia where babies were strapped to a board on 

mother’s back. Their head was also tied to stop it 

from wobbling around. Constant severe pain turned 

children into violent and aggressive adults with the 

ideal qualities for leadership in the battle to survive in 

a harsh world. Later on swaddling was justified with 

beliefs that the baby has to be tied up or it would tear 

its ears off, scratch its eyes out, or even worse, touch 

its genitals. The practice of swaddling, still  practiced 

in many parts of the world, turns out convenient as 

swaddled infants cry less and sleep more. The baby 

tightly wrapped can then be left alone for hours while 

the mother attends to her work. 

 

“In other words, the main    

reason for the human handicap 

during such a physiological    

process (birth) is the inhibitory 

effect of an active, powerful   

neocortex."  

~ Michel Odent 

“The secret to real change for 

humanity is changing how we 

come into this world.” 

Jeane Rhodes 
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Women who dared practice midwifery were ridiculed as hopelessly dirty, ignorant and ran 

the risk of    getting accused of witchcraft and sentenced to death.  

 

Further masculinization of childbirth happened with it being transferred from the home to 

the hospital and obstetricians marking their technical superiority with the appearance of 

forceps and in the twentieth century with the introduction of the electronic foetal        

monitoring, the routine ultrasound scanning…  

 

Ironically, the more we have tried to manage birth, the more giving birth became difficult 

and painful. One has to know that any interference from a birth attendant, however well-

intentioned, interrupts the fetus ejection reflex. Anything that stimulates the neocortex 

such as eye-to-eye contact, comments (language is one of the most powerful stimulants to 

the neocortex), bright lights… interrupt the involuntary process of birth, making modern 

hospital births increasingly problematic.  

 

With birth turning out more and more agonizing, the primary focus of obstetricians        

became to deliver women from pain. Ether was one of the first anesthetics used. To      

minimize the incidence of failed labors due to ineffective or stalled contractions, forceps 

were devised. While doctors paid increasing attention to the pain of mothers, birth actually     

became more traumatizing for infants. For sure, the hospital birth with its series of    

dreadful practices such as forceps or vacuum extraction, holding babies upside down by 

the heels, vitamin injections, blood samples, vaccinations, cold scales are not designed for 

newborns. The worst is for those infants ending up in the NICU with tubes pushed down 

their throats and needles poked into their delicate skins. And all this in "the best of care”!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In today’s world, with the medicalization of childbirth, epidural anesthesia, synthetic      

oxytocin drips, simplified caesarean technique, the mother-child separation is now      

reaching dangerous limits. The industrialization of childbirth with pharmacological or    

operative assistance is depriving babies from the immediate and indispensable contact 

with their mothers at birth.  

 

 

 

“The two people who need each other at this time, more than they ever will at any 

other in their lives, are separated from one another, prevented from continuing the 

development of that symbiotic relationship which is so critically important for       

further development of both.”  ~ Ashley Montagu  



 

As we can see, in our modern societies, the needs of 

newborn babies - needs that we hold in common with 

other mammals - are rarely satisfied. When the needs 

of the baby for the skin of the mother, her smell, her 

breast are not met, the birth trauma of separation is 

amplified. Separation even momentary  creates in the 

newborn child a terrible feeling of abandonment.       

Separation from the mother is experienced as a total 

loss of safety. This trauma is a huge conditioning for 

us all. When we are cut off from the feeling of love so 

early in life, we are like kittens taken away from their 

mother at birth, hankering for love and affection.  

Separated too early from our mothers    creates within 

us a deep sense of insecurity, and loneliness that 

draws us to seek love outside of our own self, in a 

conditional way.  

 

If we want a beautiful world, we will have to do our 

best so that as many women as possible can give 

birth thanks to the release of their own ‘love          

hormones’. As Michel Odent says, “What is specifically 

human must be eliminated, while the mammalian 

needs must be met.” In other words, for birth to     

happen naturally through the fetus ejection reflex, 

one has to inhibit the neocortical activity as it         

otherwise interferes with the natural physiological 

processes. For that to happen, the birthing space 

greatly matters. As our surroundings affect us       

profoundly, where we give birth is largely going to   

determine how we give birth and will therefore have 

some implications on the future of human kind. The 

birthing place should be in  continuation with the 

womb; a secure womb-like nest. Our earliest           

ancestors chose the cave. The cave represented the 

security of the womb as it is literally a cavity deep in 

the  Mother Earth.  

 

As Azra Bertrand elaborates in Womb Awakening:    

Initiatory Wisdom from the Creatrix of All Life, “To the 

early human psyche, the cave represented an external 

manifestation of the womb that held and protected 

them during gestation. Children were birthed under  
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incandescent moonlight, often at the mouths of the same protective caves, to the sound of  

pentatonic flutes and other worldy harmonies, as the women danced wildly to guide spirit 

into matter.” Not surprising that in several languages, the word for womb and cave is the 

same. In Sanskrit, Garbha means womb or cave. In Old English as well, the word for womb 

and cave is the same: wamba/ wambe.  

 

Reminiscent of the cave is the round house, a metaphor for the womb. According to Dr    

Tafataona Mahoso in African foundational theory of communication, the ‘dumba’ or round 

house is the hut/house in which a child is born and kept until the umbilical cord falls off; it 

is the house/hut belonging to the mid-wife where children were delivered in ancient times. 

In short, the ‘dumba’ is the maternity ward.  

 

Like the ‘dumba’, the birth centre should have a circular plan exhibiting the roundness of 

the pregnant belly, of the nurturing breast. The walls, arches, alcoves, niches, and built-in 

sculpted furniture should be sensuously shaped with pleasant curves. The rounded shapes 

of cob make a space inviting. As Amarnath Duleep says, “When the fresh, wet cob mix is 

laid by hand,   nature inspired forms begin to take shape. Curves and contours that do not 

tend to the clinical symmetry, straightness and uniformity of the modern world bring 

about a unique, simple and elegant aesthetic of their own.” With the advantage that it can 

be sculpted, cob could be one of the most appropriate construction materials to build a 

birth centre.  

 

Straight, flat walls, right angles, square corners, sharp edges or projections should       

preferably be avoided as they are stressful. The linear attention that is required in human-

built environments is taxing. Natural forms play a restorative function for our nervous   

systems wrecked by urban settings as the human body responds instinctively to those 

forms and therefore requires less energy and effort.  

 

While man-made geometry based on the straight line and right angles is full of tension and 

stress and therefore an unconscious but powerful stimulant to the neocortex, the         

sensuously hand-crafted mud walls with their free flowing organic curves help inhibit    

cortical activity and bring the mother into a deep state of relaxation needed for a fetus 

ejection reflex.  

 

Natural geometry to which we respond instinctively supports the production of oxytocin, 

the hormone that activates the calm and connection system, bringing on a feeling of     

well-being. The core of our being instinctively responds with awe to the natural geometry 

of the universe made of circles, spirals, curves, knotty contours, and womb-like forms. We 

automatically respond to these forms because as Henryk Skolimowski describes in his 

book, Dancing Shiva in the Ecological Age, “Natural geometry has shaped our early growth. 

Natural geometry has formed our bodies which are but an expression of this geometry…  



 

Being nursed and conditioned, shaped and              

determined by natural geometry, we respond to it in 

an  intuitive and spontaneous manner… We were born 

and nourished by natural geometry and to this        

geometry we long to return.” Furthermore, the walls 

should preferably be plastered with soothing earth 

colours that are pleasant to the eye. The birthing pool 

could have an Araish finish, one of the most refined 

and exquisite, water-resistant lime plasters. The    

natural plasters that we touch with our hands and   

naked skin should be a full sensory delight. As we 

have seen, pleasant touch is healing and contributes 

to the release of oxytocin as well as  lower the levels 

of stress-hormones. The aura of these natural         

materials create a relaxed and sacred birthing         

environment,  allowing the mother to calm down and 

let go. 

 

Another benefit of building with mud is that cob walls       

contribute to a natural regulation of indoor           

temperatures. As we all know, cob Insulates from 

temperature change: According to Ianto Evans, “The 

rule of thumb is that heat flows through cob at an 

inch per hour, so a two-foot thick wall takes about 

twenty-four hours to transmit the effect of heat or 

cold all the way through. In reliably sunny conditions, 

a foot-thick wall can keep a building coolest in day-

time, warmest at night. “ 

 

Providing thermal comfort is of great importance in a 

natural birth centre as environmental factors such as 

ambient  temperatures do influence the release of   

oxytocin. One of the foremost conditions for a mother 

to give birth is that she shouldn’t be feeling cold. 

When she is feeling cold, the release of adrenaline 

risks inhibiting the fetus ejection reflex. To give birth, 

a woman needs to be in a warm enough place.  

 

Security, privacy are other basic needs of a labouring 

woman. Having to pay attention to surroundings      

implies situations  associated with stimulation of the  
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neocortex. And that means the birthing space should preferably be small, embracing and 

snug, answering to the expecting mother’s need of security, comfort, and protection.    

Windows should be low height, framing beautiful views of greenery. Like the cave, the 

birthing space should be dimly-lit as darkness facilitates the release of melatonin. One of 

the properties of melatonin is to reduce neocortical activity. Light, on the other hand, is 

another powerful stimulant of the neocortex. Even today, tribal women in many parts of 

India give birth in the darkness of a mud house and the newborn isn’t exposed to light for 

a minimum of 10 days after birth. That would  explain why tribal people usually have     

exceptional eyesight. 

 

As half of world’s population lives in urban area, the round mud house remains a distant 

dream. But then the concrete walls of a hospital, or a clinic can always be plastered with 

earth finishes, thereby destroying the monotony and deadness of Cartesian mechanized 

geometries by rounding the square corner, curving the straight line, softening the sharp 

edges and restore the diversity and uniqueness of each form with its irregular, curved and 

knotty contours. 

 

 

“Ecstatic birthing creates avatars of new earth. Subtle magnetic 

fields emanating from the mother infuse into the birthing child,      

creating a blueprint of bliss in the child at a fundamental bioenergetic 

and cellular level. An ecstatic birth infuses the child’s cellular processes 

with high octaves of pure Love, permanently affecting the expression 

of its genome and infusing its DNA with an expanded resonance.”  

~ Azra Bertrand 

 



THE C-SECTION AND HUMAN EVOLUTION 

 

According to studies, the number of C-section worldwide has doubled in 15 years from 

12% in 2000 to 21% in 2015, some countries having a rate higher than 50%. India is also 

seeing a surge in the rate of caesarian deliveries, especially amongst the privileged class 

(35.9%). Most are no-risk pregnancies. The reason many women opt for caesarian is the 

fear of pain, and the desire for comfort. A report suggests that if this trend continues,   

India could soon have the largest number of  C-section births in the world. 

 

According to Michel Odent, obstetrician and philosopher, C-sections are today completely 

safe and it would indeed be absolutely rational to advise all pregnant women to give birth 

by Caesarian. Yet wisdom is refraining midwifes and an increasing number of obstetricians 

and gynecologists to make this move. The concern with Caesarean is that it will allow the 

brain size to continue to evolve. The implication of a larger head circumference is likely to 

be an increased development of our already powerful neocortex and further weakening of 

the functions that are under the control of the more primitive limbic brain  structures. The 

result is a super-brainy and rational Homo sapiens with a reduced capacity for love,     

compassion and empathy; in short a human being intelligent, capable of solving more and 

more complicated problems but lacking in ‘emotional intelligence’… An inner voice is    

asking, What about the cocktail of love hormones? Can humanity survive without love? 

 

With this awareness, Homo Sapiens’ evolution is literally falling from God’s hands into our 

own hands! In other words, we now have the capacity to partner with God and actively 

manage our own evolution. Do we want to be more intelligent, efficient, rational,         

competitive or do we want to be more compassionate, sensitive, creative, spontaneous? 

Do we want peace, harmony or violence and conflicts? Do we want to continue with the   

neocortex as our master or do we want to once listen to the wisdom of our more primitive 

mammalian and reptilian brain? God is giving us the choice. The decision is ours.  
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BIRTH TRAUMA OF SEPARATION AND BUDDHISM  

 

Lord Buddha suffered the ultimate birth trauma—the loss of his mother as she died at his 

birth. In his book The Alphabet Versus the Goddess, Leonard Shlain speculates that the 

loss of his mother at birth, the greatest single loss any infant can sustain , would be the 

reason that compelled Buddha to leave his  kingdom on a quest to understand the cause 

of human suffering. The loss of his mother, a wound so deep that it may never heal, may 

also in part account for Buddha’s conclusion that birth is the ultimate source of suffering.  

 

In our lives, birth is the trauma of the Great Separation. How this transition from an        

intra-uterine state of perfect harmony and union with the mother into an extra-uterine 

state of separation happens is of vital importance. It determines who we become and how 

we will view the world around us. At any age, a part of us always looks at the world 

through the eyes of the new born child he once was.  

 

Equating birth with the trauma of the Great Separation can help us understand the          

relevance of Lord   Buddha’s message: ‘life is dukkha (suffering)’. Suffering is our reality in 

the Age of Separation; in a world dominated by the left hemisphere and the hypertrophy of 

reason. I believe it is important for us to realize that as when not in touch with our own 

suffering, we can’t understand the suffering of the other. And when we can’t understand 

the suffering of the other, we can’t be compassionate. We keep our anger. As Thich Nhat 

Hanh says, we develop wrong perceptions. Those wrong perceptions protect us from     

suffering. 

 

Being all "born into trauma", in a world of suffering, a world that is losing its capacity for 

love, Lord Buddha, the man who was the soul of compassion, shows us the way to heal 

from the trauma of the Great Separation. His teachings include the right brain values of 

nonviolence, equality, compassion, universal love, showing us that the way out of         

suffering will happen by reactivating the right hemisphere, the empathic brain.  

 

 

 



 

Chapter 10 

The Mud School 

 

A natural building workshop usually starts with an               

introduction to the different types of soils that are 

used in construction. For most participants who   

happen to be literate urban folks, the way to         

recognize these different types of soils is              

observation. It implies memorizing the colour as well 

as the emplacement of a heap and the name          

associated to it. That is a way of knowing without  

ever getting the hands dirty. One just needs a good 

pair of eyes! 

 

There is another way of recognizing the different 

types of mud. It is through the sense of touch. As 

our fingers are not accustomed to sense subtle     

differences, for an unexperienced person, it might be 

like attempting to read Braille. Closing the eyes 

might help focus on sensations. This way of knowing  

requires hands-on training, experience and therefore 

time.  

 

 

 

 

In his book ‘The Master and his          

Emissary’ Iain McGilchri defines 

this way of knowing as           

cognoscere (French Connaitre) 

which is the knowing that comes 

from engaging with the world, 

getting in touch. It is the right 

hemisphere’s way of knowing 

through the senses, through   

observation and participation. 

That is the way children have  

always learned, in-context, by 

doing and experiencing.  
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In villages of India, never isolated from adult          

activities, children have always learned naturally, 

through observation and play while accompanying 

grandparents, parents and elder siblings to the fields, 

to the jungle, or to the river. Helping with daily tasks 

of hunting, food gathering, wood cutting, thatching, 

attending cattle and so on, children acquire all      

necessary knowledge about biodiversity, medicinal 

plants, animal husbandry, agriculture, water         

conservation, house construction, fishing, pottery, 

weaving, and painting. The learning happens through 

doing and not through reading. 

 

For example, Kadakh Singh, a 10 years old child of 

the Banrawat or Banraji (King of the Forest) Adivasi 

group in Uttarakhand, one of India’s most primitive 

tribes, spends most of his day roaming about the  

jungle. Free to wander, climb trees, hunt birds, bath 

in streams, catch crabs and fish, he is a biodiversity 

expert who can recognize most trees and plants, 

seen from afar, even when bare of leaves and flowers. 

Apart from being biodiversity experts, children also 

have concrete knowledge about vernacular             

architecture. The stones are brought from the river 

and are stalked one above the other to make the 

walls. The plastering is done using the local white 

mud mixed with husk. Window frames and doors are 

made in Sal wood. The beams that support the roof 

are of Sal, Shisam or Toon. The pitched roof is laid 

using the local slate stone called pataal. 

 

The child learns by observing, imitating, copying his 

elders and then practice. That is how master      

craftsmen have been transmitting their skills to 

younger generations since immemorial times. The 

teaching was done more by action than by              

instruction.  

 

 

 

 

“As old as the first craftsmen, 

the artisan pedagogy has its  

origins in the Neolithic. The 

process of teaching and learning 

the craft takes place mainly in 

the workshop. Even though it 

brings together teachers and 

apprentices, the craft workshop 

does not constitute a school, it 

is a workplace where there is no 

separation between working and 

learning, or working and   

teaching, work is mixed with 

artistic practice.”  

~ Sonia Carbonell Alvares 

Champawat, Uttarakahnd 



The other way of learning highlighted by Iain McGilchri is sapere (French Savoir). It is the 

knowledge that comes from putting pieces of information together into facts and allows us 

to amass information. This way of knowing is rational, logic, mechanistic, fragmented,    

decontextualized. This way of approaching the world is associated with the left            

hemisphere and has had an undeniable use in science. Our education system has been fa-

cilitating this approach.  

 

The following table made by KB Jinan of Existential Knowledge Foundation gives us further 

insights into these two ways of knowing: sapere or the left brain, the modern way of    

knowing and cognoscere or the right brain, the indigenous way of knowing. 

 

 

 

                   SAPERE / Left Brain     COGNOSCERE/ Right Brain 



 

 

 

 

 

Just like giving birth, learning is basically a biological 

process, and not a conscious activity. Children are 

designed, by nature, to learn naturally through play. 

Playing is a basic, biological drive by which children 

learn about the real word, how to get along with 

peers, practice social skills and values, overcome 

fears, solve problems, discover their own interests 

and talents and acquire the physical and intellectual 

skills to express them and contribute meaningfully to 

the society in which they are growing. Children are, 

as Peter Grey posits, biologically predisposed to take 

charge of their own education.  

 

With the ascent of civilization, as it happened in the 

case of childbirth, learning came to be managed by 

our neocortex, in short by our intellect. To socialize 

learning, the teacher was introduced. Here we can 

make a striking parallel between the midwife and the 

teacher. As it came to be believed that  women can’t 

give birth alone, it also came to be understood that 

children can’t learn on their own. As the midwife was     

introduced to assist the labouring woman, the    

teacher was introduced to educate children. Interest-

ingly, the origin of the word obstetrics is 

‘obstetrix’ (midwife in Latin) which literally means 

‘the woman staying in front of ‘. It implies that when 

a woman is giving birth somebody must stand in 

front of her to guide her. Similarly, the teacher stands 

in front of his pupils to instruct them. It is referred to 

as ‘frontal instruction’. 

 

The first schools appeared 4000 years back in        

Saharasia, Sumer, southern Mesopotamia, to teach 

the  cuneiform writing system. With the Great Drying, 

as land turned to dust, people migrated to the wetter 

places of the rich alluvial plains in the Fertile       

Crescent between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. 

Refugees crammed into towns and cities. With the   

appearance of the first city states, commerce quickly 

expanded. The ensuing need for better record     

keeping brought the Sumerians to invent the first  
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form of cuneiform writing by drawing abstract signs with sharp sticks into wet clay tablets. 

Writing and reading skills were necessary for trade, as well as for administration to       

preserve practical information. Contracts and records were inscribed on clay tablets and 

sealed in clay envelopes. Writing had religious purposes as well and was also closely      

associated with priesthood and scribes.  

 

The cuneiform script being the most abstract form of writing was difficult to learn. It took 

many years to master it. First, young scribes learned the basic wedges that comprised the 

cuneiform script. Following this initial stage, the instructor scribe would dictate words of 

increasing complexity while students recorded them separately on their tablets.  

 

Only privileged children of the royal families and sons of the rich professionals such as 

scribes, physicians, and temple administrators were trained in reading and writing. Those 

few selected children were sent off by their parents to the “edubba’ or ‘tablet houses’, 

called so as their walls were built by using the old   writing clay tablets. The ‘tablet house’, 

today’s classroom, was a separate space isolated from the world of adults and cut off from 

daily life. Teaching methods included frontal instruction, dictation, copying exercises. The 

instructional arrangement implied a single instructor facing and working with multiple 

learners, rather than one-to-one. This instructional arrangement did not arise by chance. It 

had an efficacy to develop the learner’s skills and abilities in symbolic communication and 

reasoning. As we see and as Keith Hoskin rightly says, “The history of education is the    

history of writing.” Wherever writing systems were developed, the school with the        

classroom as a decontextualized space equipped with the clay, wax tablet or notebook 

and the stylus or pen appeared as a necessity to teach those skills. 

 

The history of education and learning to read and write is one could say, the history of an 

arduous rewiring of the brain from the right hemisphere to the left. Writing like reading 

are linear activities and increase the left brain’s dominance over the right.  

 

In his book, The textbook and the lecture, Norm Friesen tells us “accounts from the fields 

of neuroscience and evolution show that working with text is not at all something natural 

to our neurology, but rather it must be arduously “bolted on” to our natural cognitive     

abilities.” He proceeds by quoting cognitive psychologists and neuroscientist Maryanne 

Wolf who speculates that it took our species roughly 2,000 years to make the            

breakthroughs necessary to learn to read with an  alphabet.  

 

Same is with counting. Like nouns, numbers are an abstraction of reality. As reading,    

writing and counting are not genetically encoded, mastering these abstract skills didn’t 

happen spontaneously like talking. It required years of systematic instruction and school 

exercises to inscribe these new neuronal pathways and gradually adapt the brain to such  



 

abstract activities. As language skills aren’t innate, its 

instruction could only happen under the authority of 

a teacher who was going ‘to beat the instinctual’ out 

of children by compelling them to sit quietly and 

completely still for hours on end, reduced to listen to 

things that didn’t interest them and in the meanwhile 

depriving them of the conditions necessary for them 

to exercise their own natural instincts to educate 

themselves.  

 

Beating the instinctual out also implied drilling      

children into obeying. It called for discipline and   

control with the right to punish, threaten, hit, shame 

and ostracize. Moreover, like women, children      

represented the biological, the instinctual, the 

‘corrupt’ body that needed to be subjugated. Small 

children were identified with their excrement. A little 

child was called ‘merdeux’ in French, from the Latin 

‘merda’ meaning excrement. The instinctual nature 

of children came to be seen by patriarchy as          

unreasonable and therefore the need to discipline 

and physically abuse children as a way of teaching 

them to control their evil and sinful nature. 

 

Not until too long ago, most children could be 

termed battered children. The belief was that children 

were evil and needed to have their will broken-down. 

For example, the early Christian church had a special 

‘Punishment Day’.  On that day, all children were   

given the whip. Those who cried excessively were 

punished more severely. Children were terrorized by    

being shut in cupboards or taken to see executions 

and rotting corpses. 

 

Today, we no longer use the cane as schoolmasters 

once did, but instead we rely on a system of           

incessant testing, grading, and ranking of children, 

comparing them with their peers to force them into 

doing what they do not want to do.  
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In the fear of punishment, forced to abide by the truth of the teacher, of the written word, 

of the expert, children learn to curb their instinct, their intuition. They learn to suppress 

their body’s intelligence and instead, take their cues from what they see and hear rather 

than from what they experience with their senses. They learn to become deaf to the voice 

of their inner knowing, of their inner curriculum.  

 

 

Touch, the neglected sense of our education system. 

As Roger Sperry puts it,“There appear to be two modes of thinking, verbal and nonverbal, 

represented rather separately in Left and Right Hemispheres respectively and our            

education system, as well as science in general, tends to neglect the nonverbal form of   

intellect. What it comes down to is that modern society discriminates against the Right 

Hemisphere.” 

 

Touch, being the way of knowing of the right brain. Like all that is primal, touch has been 

relegated to the lowest, basest position. It is considered to be the crudest, least refined 

and most uncivilized mode of perception.  

 

Constance Classen, in his book The Deepest Sense: A Cultural History of Touch refers to a 

very interesting classification that was done by natural historian Lorenz Oken who created 

a sensory scale of “races” with at the top, the civilized European “eye-man” who focused on 

the visual world and at the bottom, the primitive African “skin-man” who used touch as his 

primary sensory modality.  The “skin man” such as indigenous people who relied more on 

the sense of touch were described as unevolved “reptiles in a swamp” to use Launay’s 

phrase (possibly referring that the fact that touch is connected to the reptilian brain). 

 

The civilized “eye-man? One might wonder how this correlation between eye and             

civilization was ever made though it’s undeniable that civilization has all been about light 

and sight. From very early on, civilization has been about bringing light into darkness. 

While primal people worshiped dark goddesses in the gloom of the forest, civilizations  

venerated light in the form of sun gods, and gods with thunderbolts. In Christianity, Christ 

is the “light eternal”. Light came to be seen as a symbol of life and birth, joy and happiness 

but also knowledge. To see is to know. Darkness came to represent death, suffering,      

ignorance, superstition, the devil’s realm.  



 

Civilization’s first and foremost goal was to banish 

darkness. Its instrument has been education.          

According to the dictionary, to civilize, is “to cause to 

develop out of a primitive state…” Related words are 

to educate, to teach, to instruct, to tame, to human-

ize, to inform, to elevate, to inculcate, to discipline, to 

socialize… in short, to ‘beat the instinctual’ out of 

children and domesticate human nature. In other 

words, to civilize is to   facilitate a shift from a right-

hemisphere (the darkness of our subcortical        

structures) oriented world rooted in experience, to a 

left-hemisphere (light of knowledge) oriented world         

dominated by judgments and beliefs, knowledge     

acquired through logic and reasoning. This shift     

happened as we have seen with the text. Writing is 

the technology developed to civilize . As Eisenstein 

says, “Nearly every step of civilization has been      

mediated through writing, making writing one of the 

most important human inventions of all time.”  

 

As it employs primarily our visual faculty, the text   

inevitably brought the development of a culture of    

seeing, and the prioritization of the visual experience. 

The eye came to be equated with the thinking mind 

that sees with clarity in the bright daylight. It became 

the tool of the intellect, making   vision the most     

important avenue to acquire knowledge about the 

world. The rise in the cultural importance of sight    

coincided as we would expect with a decline in the 

cultural importance of touch.  

 

Mentioned in The Deepest Sense: A Cultural History of 

Touch by Constance Classen is Lasalle’s popular 

guide to good      manners dated 1774 which includ-

ed the following advice: “Children like to touch 

clothes and other things that please them with their 

hands. This urge must be corrected, and they must be 

taught to touch all they see only with their eyes.” In 

school and at home, children were asked to not 

touch. Rude children ran around and grabbed         

everything. Well-mannered children controlled their 

bodies and sat still for long hours. They learned to  

“Haptic perception, the process 

of recognizing objects through 

touch, connect us to a primary 

way of communicating, much 

o l d e r  t h a n  v i s u a l            

communication.” 

Cornelia Elbrecht  

“A hands-off approach to life, 

hence, would come to signify 

not only an appropriately    

disciplined body, but also a  

civilized and mature self.“  

Constance Classen 
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take their cues from what they saw rather than from touching and handling objects which 

is basically the  natural way children learn. With the development of digital technologies 

and the      increased use of computers, mobiles, tablets, ipads, children are growing up in 

a glitter of screens, giving a new spur to the culture of sight. Studies are showing that in 

an average children are spending half their free time engaged in screen-based play.       

Following the covid 19 pandemic, education might increasingly happen online and that 

would mean children spending a greater part of their day in front of screens.  

 

Here, let me once more make a parallel between birth and education. Just like the             

C-section, online education appears to be an absolutely safe move to answer to the        

dilemmas of our modern world. Yet a voice within is telling us that something is not quite 

right. Just like the concern with the C-section is that it will allow further development of 

our already powerful neocortex, increased use of screens might have a similar effect. As 

Paul Bogard tells us in The End of the Night, “The problem is that everywhere in the world - 

in our computer screens and tablet screens, and in our indoor and outdoor lighting - we 

are using more and more blue light.” According to him, there would be a link between blue 

light and the decreased production of melatonin, the darkness hormone whose main     

property is to reduce neocortical activity. Light, by suppressing melatonin activates the left 

brain functions. Until recently, this was empirical knowledge but today, the effects of light 

on neocortical activity have been demonstrated.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The hospital and the school have created the fragmented, disassociated, traumatized and 

disruptive species that we have become. Bonnie Badenoch in her book The Heart of      

Trauma: Healing the Embodied Brain in the Context of Relationships mentions about a    

research done in the US that revealed how 75 percent of college students today are        

significantly less empathic than college students were thirty years ago. Here let me remind 

you that Ladakhi women in the documentary film Schooling the World said exactly the 

same thing, “With schooling, old values of compassion and cooperation are declining.   

Traditional ways of helping one another, kindness, cooperation are slowly dying out.” 

 

This one-sided education based on sight, the ‘distance’ sense, at the exclusion of touch, 

the ‘proximity’ sense, apart from taxing the eyes of our children, has created a huge       

imbalance on planet Earth. Modern education, premised strongly on developing the IQ and 

producing super-brainy Homo sapiens, has made our head rather than our heart our center  

“The figurative meanings of words such as ‘illumination ’, ‘enlightenment’, and ‘brightness’ 

and of idioms such as ‘in the light of’ or ‘to throw light on’ attest of a deep-rooted         

understanding of the effects of light on cognitive functions.” ~Michel Odent 



 

of gravity. Few are those like Dalai Lama to remind 

us of the importance of the heart, “When educating 

the minds of our youth, we must not forget to        

educate their hearts. Education needs not only to   

develop our intelligence but also to support the 

basic human values of warmheartedness and      

compassion.” Here, I am reminded of a clay session 

at our preschool in  Pune. A small 4-5 years old child 

was smoothening a lump of clay over and over again 

by adding water to it. When I asked her what she was 

doing, she told me she was making a beautiful girl. 

To the eye, it looked nothing but a shapeless blob of 

clay. But to the fingers, that lump of clay softened 

with water - the addition of water tends to enhance 

the skin sense - would have certainly felt like the 

fresh tender sensuous skin of a lovely girl. The look 

of radiance on the face of the child showed how     

sculpting that lump of clay to make it the most   

beautiful had filled the pores of her skin with love. 

As Ashley Montagu says, “Where touching begins, 

there love and humanity begins.”  

 

Education of the heart will require restoring the 

sense of touch and the hands-on in our schools. 

Hands-on cultures of the past had this ingenuity of 

turning everything into a beautiful piece of art. Every 

space (walls, floors…), every   utilitarian object (pots, 

brooms, baskets…) was given a touch of fine art by 

embellishing it with paintings, carvings, and        

etchings. The way to awaken the heart is through the 

hands, the sense of touch.  

 

When we work with our hands, we become creators. 

This    desire to create emerges from the heart. As 

Osho says, “To be creative means to be in love with 

life. You can be creative   only if you love life enough 

that you want to enhance its beauty…” Working with 

our hands becomes a way to express our soul’s 

longing for life and love. The piece of art we create 

is an embodied manifestation of all that love and is 

thus intrinsically beautiful.  Unschool preschool, Pune 



Whatever the heart creates can only be beautiful! The sight of something lovely or the 

touch of something pleasant brings a surge of oxytocin, the hormone of calm, love and 

healing. That is how beauty can be said to be a form of love. To work with our hands is to 

infuse our super-efficient desensitized world with love, open the hearts and unleash the 

power of the right brain. We are all born to love and that is the reasons we are all born to 

be artisans who make things not just by necessity but for the sheer joy of it. While school 

wired our brain for intelligence and efficiency because that was what we needed, a      

hands-on artisan pedagogy rewires our brain for beauty and love. And love is what we 

need right now. 

 

Hands-on trainings, from farming to tailoring, spinning, weaving, tapestry, embroidery, 

knitting, basketry, sculpting, carpentry, metal work, and natural building, have strong   

tactile components. The hands get in touch with different natural materials from fibers, 

wool, silk, cotton to clay, mud, wood, metal, bamboo. With children, it is best to avoid 

power tools or heavy machinery. It is not just a question of safety but of avoiding the     

interposition of a tool and rather facilitate a direct, immediate contact with the material. 

 

The most to engage the sense of touch is probably cob building and sculpting. Amarnath 

Duleep eloquently describes this process of sculpting with cob, “Cob, in essence, is mud, 

and sculpting with mud is vastly different from building with it. When one sculpts with the 

material, the nature of their engagement with it changes drastically. Sculptors are bound 

to an intimacy with their medium, to be wedded to it in a way. A familiarity that results 

from hours of dialogue through direct physical contact is forged between the two.” This 

intimacy with the material is what we would want children to experience. 

 

The outcome of one’s work is not seen but felt by running one’s hands over it. The       

sensory capacities of the skin are remarkable, especially the tips of the fingers, the part of 

the body that is characterized by the greatest sensitivity. Every square inch of skin on our 

fingertips has about 16,000 touch sensors that communicate with our brain. In a          

metaphoric sense, the hands see by touching. The handmade with its coarseness          

contributes to the revitalization of sensory experiences. Classen argues that the promotion 

of a culture of comfort, by pampering and protecting the sense of touch might have      

contributed to a certain deadening of tactile sensation. As he says, “This neutralizing of 

touch may have worked to promote visual culture.” It won’t therefore come as a surprise 

that our schools have limited the hands-on activities to painting. Having to do more with 

colours and sight, painting least engages the sense of touch.  

 

 

 

 

https://upliftconnect.com/oxytocin-changes-everything/


 

In traditional societies, the time of initiation into a 

craft was when the child was allowed to touch the 

material. Until then, he was to observe the master 

craftsman. Nevertheless, in the absence of elders, 

eager to learn, children would often begin to touch 

things. It is with the sense of touch that the child 

gets started with a craft. To learn a craft is indeed to 

learn a series of tactile contacts; a repertoire of   

gestures that reshape the world into new forms. The 

learning happens through repetition of body and 

hand movements. This relentless repetition of a 

same set of gestures is the driving force behind the 

teaching and learning of handicraft.. This repetition 

of tactile contacts roots the learner into a           

community, a tradition of artisans. As such craft 

making is a universal activity. But the constitutive 

properties of the raw materials with which each craft 

is made, being specific to a place, invite a body     

response that is unique and manifests into distinct 

forms, patterns, styles and practices that become 

tradition.  

 

In many alternative progressive schools, it is now   

becoming fashionable to invite local artisans and   

expose children to   traditional crafts. That is no 

doubt a very good idea provided it is more than the 

once in a while exposure to as many crafts as      

possible. Not only, the once in a while exposure 

doesn’t allow the repetition that is so necessary for a 

child to master a craft but it also fails to anchor the 

child into a spiritual tradition with a transcendental 

world view. The world view is, as expressed by     

classical dancer Mandakini Trivedi in a talk on       

education at Anaadi Foundation, the truth that will 

guide the child in the journey of life. The world view 

answers all the questions we all ask in the journey of 

life: Who am I? What is the meaning and the purpose 

of life? What is our relationship to nature, to the  

cosmos? What should be our attitude to pleasure and 

pain; to success and failure? 
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According to Mandakini, to reach the common man, the transcendental world view has 

been expressed in all societies through cultural forms such as storytelling, dance, music,   

architecture… These cultural forms contain the codes of conducts for people to live in    

harmony with each other as well as the eternal values and the unchangeable cosmic laws. 

When the child is initiated into one of these art forms, he is unknowingly imbibing the 

transcendental world view inherited from generations of wise ancestors. In other words, he 

is being imparted a spiritual education which is, as Mandakani refers to it, the mother of 

all education.  

 

Learning an art form as per the tradition is holistic education. In the first stage, the child 

learns skills and techniques. He learns by doing, watching, imitating, experiencing.       

Everything happens in the doing. As Mandakini emphasizes, “One has to go through the 

grind.” It requires surrender to the master, obedience, discipline and patience.  

 

In the second stage, the child gets to understand the symbolic meaning of what he has 

been doing. In the third stage, he gains awareness and experiences those meanings within 

himself. Though every art form starts with the physical doing that involves the body, it   

ultimately culminates with the opening of the heart as the child aspires for beauty. Every 

art form is ultimately about beauty, more than about skills. The art form in the context of a 

world view is not just a skill, a profession, a physical workout but a Sadhana, a prayer, a 

Pooja, a search for the Divine that transforms the child into a higher version of himself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mud school is therefore not merely a beautifully designed eco-friendly and sustainable 

mud building. It is more ideally a space where children get involved in working with mud 

and other natural materials. Hand-sculpting a mud wall is an art form and mud houses are 

exquisite life-size handicrafts. And so, just like in the Tibetan story of Milarepa in which 

Milarepa was instructed by his Guru Marpa to build a house until fit for occupancy and 

then tear it down and build another, every student at the Mud School becomes a Milarepa, 

building beautiful structures and then tearing them down, in the process also learning 

about detachment, impermanence. Hand-sculpting a mud house becomes a holistic     

hands-on textbook in which the child gets naturally introduced to all subjects of life. 

 

“To find highest beauty is to find God; to reveal, to embody, to create as we say, 

highest beauty is to bring out of our souls the living image and power of God.”  

~ Sri Aurobindo 



TWO EDUCATION SYSTEMS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two ways of being: 

Two outcomes, two products: 

In the workshop, from masters 

trained in transcendental art 

forms  (with a world view) 

Two essences: 

In the school, from 

teachers trained in 

universities 



TRAUMA-PROOFING CHILDREN WITH MUD 

 

In traditional indigenous societies, babies were held in extremely close physical skin to 

skin symbiotic contact with their mothers until ready to crawl. The newborn was nursed on 

demand for several years, given a lot of positive touch, never let to fuss or cry but instead 

indulged with cuddles and fondles. As they grew, children enjoyed considerable freedom 

and independence. Parents usually did not interfere with their children's lives. Adults never 

barked orders regarding what to do, how much to eat, when to sleep… Children were 

trusted that they could take care of themselves, that they had enough common sense to 

decide for themselves about what was safe or unsafe. Instincts were trusted! Freedom and 

trust implied that parents never needed to say ‘No’. And therefore the question of a child 

disobeying didn’t arise. With such understanding, the need to spank, beat, punish, scold, 

or behave aggressively, physically or verbally, didn’t occur. In fact, showing anger to a 

child was seen as socially unacceptable.  

 

Today, many of our modern parenting practices are far from our evolutionary roots,       

almost in direct opposition to our Stone Age ancestors. The more we are getting            

developed, the more we seem to be losing sight of the natural way to raise children and 

how to meet their needs.  

 

With the incidence of developmental trauma on the increase, a growing number of children 

are being  diagnosed with ADHD and exhibiting symptoms of restlessness, impulsivity,   

hyperactivity, short attention span, excessive distractibility, hypersensitivity, anxiety, high 

degree of nervous irritability! While some studies show that ADHD characteristics could 

have been desirable in   prehistoric times when human beings lived in the midst of  nature, 

today, often considered to be a mental illness, children and adults exhibiting such      

symptoms tend to be stigmatized. With this in mind, I think it is important to consider 

ADHD, not as a mental illness but as an alarm bell (just like global warming) that tells us 

human beings are being stretched beyond limits! As Jean Liedloff says in The Continuum 

Concept, “We are living lives for which our evolution didn’t equip us…” 

 

One must know that early trauma disturbs the child’s future ability to withstand ordinary 

stress and    frustration. In our urban environments equipped with modern technologies, 

electronic gadgets, cell phones, computers which require heightened linear focus, it is no 

doubt that children with an already compromised nervous system will have difficulty     

coping with the stress that linear attention demands and risk becoming dysfunctional.   

Linear thought processes such as reading, writing, calculating, studying are stressful and 

increase the mental fatigue that ultimately leads to aggressive behavior. 

 

 



In our increasingly stressful world in which children’s immature nervous systems are at a 

greater risk of being overwhelmed, the yin qualities of an earthy material such as cob or 

clay could help them become more resilient. For such children with a high degree of    

nervous irritability, mud building merits special  attention. 

 

• Mud building provides physical exercise/ movement. Just like any other nature-based therapies, 

gardening, hiking, forest bathing, horse riding or pet care, is a physical activity offering ample 

opportunities for release of   excess energy.  

 

• Working with mud helps build sensory skills as mud generates coarse sensations that are easier 

to focus on than subtle ones. Learning sensory awareness supports children in getting to know 

their bodies as well as recognize body-based signals that help them identify their needs.     

Sensing, naming, and identifying what is going on inside is the first step towards trauma-

proofing children. 

 

• Working with their hands, handling, manipulating, and shaping mud is a powerful and intense 

primal sensory experience that engages children in the Now. Playing in the mud is an ‘in the 

moment’ activity which totally absorbs. It is a kind of moving meditation in mindfulness. Like 

any other hands-on activity, mud building involves the repetition of certain hands and body 

movements. It is this rhythmic effortless repetition that has the capacity of turning mud      

building (or any craft activity for that matter) into a meditative activity. As Cornelia explains, 

talking about drawing, “Not only does the rhythmic repetition of simple scribbles get clients out 

of their head and stop them from controlling their actions, repetition also gives safety and    

provides a structure.” 

 

• Digging their hands in the clay fulfills children much deprived need of touching. Moreover, the 

feel of mud also has a definite therapeutic quality that helps children to calm down. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Working with mud as it can be poked, pinched, twisted, prodded, rolled, molded and much 

more, helps children articulate their emotions without ever getting hurt. In fact, mud has a 

soothing power that can heal wounds, physical as well as emotional. Moreover, mud has a for-

giving quality as it can easily be reshaped, reworked and mistakes can readily be fixed. This  

forgiving nature of mud makes it a perfect medium for creativity, helping children develop self-

expression and self-esteem. 

" Grandma, how do you deal with pain?"  

" With your hands, dear. When you do it with your mind, the pain hardens even 

more."  

“With your hands, grandma?"  

" Yes, yes. Our hands are the antennas of our soul. When you move them by       

sewing, cooking, painting,touching the earth or sinking them into the earth, they 

send signals of caring to the deepest part of you and your soul calms down. This 

way she doesn't have to send pain anymore to show it.”  

 ~ Elena Barnabé 



• Another very important aspect of mud building is that it has the capacity of enhancing social 

skills by enabling social connections. In fact, it can be done both as a solitary or as a collective 

activity. It's up to the individual to decide. This possibility of choice, when to be fully engaged 

with others or when to draw away, is particularly valuable for those children or individuals    

suffering from various forms of social anxiety.  

 

• Mud building, being an outdoor activity, fosters closeness to nature. 



SCREENS AND NEOCORTICAL ACTIVITY 

 

Hyperfunction of the left hemisphere due to overexposure to screens and blue light could 

explain: 

  

• How exposure to screens tends to make the mind restless and agitated. Often parents 

complain how after spending long hours watching TV or playing video games, children 

become irritable.  

 

• How the expected decrease in right-hemisphere activation puts children who are    

overexposed to   computers at a higher risk of disengaging affectively from the world, 

preferring to stay indoors and interact online on social media rather than having real 

and genuine flesh-and-blood interactions. There is also the risk of lacking in nonverbal 

communication skills and ultimately the inability to pick up the body language of other 

people. 

 

• How identified with the mind and its increasing ability to think abstractly, children learn 

to live in a compelling virtual reality of thoughts, opinions, theories, constructs,      

models, and concepts that are completely disconnected from the lived reality, from the 

real, immediate world of the senses. The more time we spend online with our 

smartphones , on our computers, the less we use our sense of touch. 

 

• How disconnected from their body, children end up blind to their feelings and needs. 

Not able to   listen to what they feel, they miss vital signs that could otherwise help 

them meet their needs. Unfortunately, school does not teach to think in terms of 

needs. In fact, school judges harshly the  expression of needs, making it very difficult 

for children to express them. They learn to be in denial. Ashamed of their needs,     

children don’t learn to develop healthy strategies to fulfil them. The result is that when 

long-unfulfilled needs press from within, they risk getting expressed in ways that are        

unacceptable and therefore create alienation. Needs are a ‘common denominator’ 

among human beings. As Liv Larsson, NVC trainer says, “Through them we can         

recognize ourselves in each other, which nurtures natural compassion. We all have the 

same basic needs, so we can recognize each other’s driving force…” Unfortunately,   

unable to recognize our own needs, we are unable to relate to other’s needs, to        

understand their emotions and we are losing our capacity for empathy, compassion, 

and love. 

 

 “We are accustomed to thinking about what is wrong with other people when our needs 

aren’t being fulfilled… Judgments, criticisms, diagnoses, and interpretations of others are 

all alienated expressions of our needs.”  ~Marshal Rosenberg 

 



 

Chapter11 

The Spiral Mud House 

 

The shapes of our homes are archetypal. Archetypes 

are the translation into symbols of physiological im-

pulses originating from the core of our primitive 

brain. The shapes of our homes are thus an external 

representation of humanity’s inner curriculum -    

collective instinctual responses to life and death - at 

a particular point of time in our evolution. It is    

therefore not a coincidence that our most primitive 

ancestors built round houses, and with the beginning 

of the Great Civilizations, humankind shifted to 

building rectangular houses. In short, the shapes of 

our homes tell us a lot about the evolution of our 

collective consciousness.  

 

The round mud house. 

While the cave was for early humans a winter shelter, 

summer was spent roaming the savannah or the   

forest and required skills to make temporary     

structures. Traces have been found of circular    

 

 

 

 

dwellings made with a ring of 

stones and a tent-like roof. Once 

agriculture began, the tent 

evolved into the single-room 

round mud (or any other      

available natural material) house 

with a thatched dome-like roof. 

Some of the most primitive 

round houses were built in    

beehive shape, constructed with 

sun-dried clay bricks. 

The original mud house is      

circular with few or no internal 

divisions and represents the 

original all-oneness. According 

to Anodea Judith, the circle is 

the “undifferentiated whole, 

sometimes correlated to Urobo-

ros, the primordial serpent that 

bites its own tail. As such it  
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represents what philosophers and psychologists have 

called a pre-personal, undifferentiated consciousness, 

that sleepy realm of awareness that has not yet   

awakened to the possibilities of an individuated self, 

not even to the concept of difference at all.          

Symbolically, the circle is the symbol of ultimate 

wholeness, the original perfection, the place we 

begin.” 

Therefore, the circle is a yin shape, closely associated 

with the Great Mother archetype. It symbolizes the 

earth belly of the mother; the womb. 

The circular mud house embodies the right brain 

(limbic/ cerebellum) processes and is, not             

surprisingly, found in matriarchal societies that     

valued community more than individuality. 

 

The rectangular house 

With the beginning of civilization, as we see a shift 

from the nature embedded village to the walled      

urban settlement, we also see a transformation    

happening in the shape of homes, from the           

prehistoric single-room round mud house with a 

hearth at the center to the historic rectangular house 

with a courtyard. With the beginning of the walled 

city-states, around 5000 BCE, molds to make bricks 

came into use in Mesopotamia. These molds were 

wooden, rectangular, open on the top and bottom. 

With molds, brick makers could now produce       

hundreds of identical bricks in one day. This was to 

allow builders to save time and effort as laying such 

bricks was simpler and required less mortar.  

 

With the burned brick and its sharp edges, the       

rectangular plan became more convenient. Also, with-

in the enclosed space of a walled city, it became   

necessary to tightly pack houses together. In that re-

gard too, the rectangular house turned out more 

practical. 

 

 



 With the rectangular house, the line was introduced. The line is man-made, and therefore a 

conscious act. According to Cornelia Elbrecht, linear and angular shapes have a male or  

yang connotation and are associated with the ability to act with an intention. The line is the 

result of a conscious impulse. 

 

While within the circle, there was no awareness of separateness. As we learned to draw a 

line, a conscious act to mark boundaries, came a sense of separation between self and the 

environment. It is said that with the beginning of the Great Civilization and the invention of 

writing that relies on the linear processes of the left hemisphere, humankind fell from the 

Tao (the circle) and developed a new kind of individuality as people started living by their 

own will rather than by the will of nature. With the line, self-consciousness, self-awareness 

was made possible.  

 

The spiral mud house. 

The spiral represents the integration of the feminine and the masculine; the circle and the 

line; the right and the left hemisphere; the body/hands and the mind/intellect; the material 

and the spiritual; the root chakra  and the crown chakra. 

The spiral symbolizes the reconnection to the all-oneness of the circle with the energy of 

mindfulness brought by the line.  

The spiral brings all aspects of the self together: the instinct of an animal and the           

intelligence of a human being. As Peter Levine writes, “The fullness of our humanity lies in 

the ability to integrate the functions of our triune brain.” 

With each journey around the circle of life, we grow in awareness, ready for a REBIRTH. Not 

a coincidence our Stone Age ancestors carved spiral patterns onto the womb-belly of    

goddess figurines, honoring the creative spiral vortex of the womb. When the energies of 

polarity come together, the spiral dance of life is set in motion … 

The spiral might soon become the shape of our New Age mud homes! 
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