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Dedication

To my family —

who found the strength, from somewhere,

to endure my mental escapism

without expressing a drop of displeasure.

We walked this path together,

though the path was mine.

This, quite possibly, is what reduced

the probability of my hospitalization.





Author’s Note

Author’s Note

This book was originally written in Russian. The English edition is not a translation but an adaptation: the argument, the stories, and the science are the same, but the voice, the syntax, and certain culturally specific passages have been rebuilt for the English-language reader. The Russian original is available under the same title.





Preface

This book is about processes that cannot be seen, cannot be touched, cannot be pinned to a location — yet are real in the most practical sense of the word: they make things happen. They shape how people behave, determine which configurations of life are stable and which fall apart, and they include the observer as part of themselves. These processes don’t fit inside your head — not because you’re not smart enough, but because the instrument you’re using to think about them is itself part of what you’re trying to think about. There is a ceiling, and it is built into the architecture.

It follows that working with these processes requires intermediaries — interfaces. There are two types. One is formulas, models, equations: the language of science. The other is spirits, entities, agents: the language used by the ancients, by shamans, by mystics, and by Castaneda. Both languages describe the same thing. But the second one engages computational resources unavailable to the first — which is why a description in the language of spirits sometimes predicts more accurately than a description in the language of formulas.

Most people live inside one of these languages and mistake it for reality. The scientist is certain that the world is formulas. The believer is certain that the world is spirits. Both are locked inside their map, not knowing it’s a map.

Freedom — and this is what this book is for — arrives when you see that both languages are maps. That a formula is not the world but a description of the world. That a spirit is not an entity but an interface. And that you can switch between them without confusing either one with reality. Freedom is not knowledge. Freedom is the ability to choose your language.

This freedom comes with loneliness, because the person who sees both maps cannot fully belong to either world — not among the scientists, not among the mystics. And it cannot be explained, because explaining it requires the other person to see both maps too. They see one. They don’t want to see the second. Not because they’re stupid — because they don’t need to.



I am a psychiatrist — someone whose profession consists of distinguishing a working mind from a broken one. But a psychiatrist with a caveat that needs stating upfront, or the book will be misread.

I am a psychiatrist by training and by the years I’ve given to it, years I continue to give. I respect my colleagues — every one of them — because this profession demands a kind of courage no test can measure. But I do not accept the version of psychiatry that currently exists. Not because I don’t love it — because I can see it standing still. I have sat through countless case conferences where a team of experienced clinicians would spend hours dissecting a patient’s phenomenology, arrive at a plan with visible relief — and then, weeks or months later, the attending physician would quietly change the treatment because it wasn’t working. Case conferences, I should note, are a particularly elaborate tradition in the psychiatric training I went through — marathon sessions of collective phenomenological analysis that can be intellectually thrilling and clinically useless in roughly equal measure. But the underlying problem is universal: psychiatry, everywhere, still diagnoses by clinical impression and treats by trial and error, cycling through medications like keys on a ring until one of them fits. It is 2026, and we are still doing this.

I am a psychiatrist with a heavy IT lean — data science, neural networks, computational methods. Everything I do now is an attempt to build a bridge between computational technology and psychiatry. Not the psychiatry that exists today, but the one that will come. For that, at least one generation needs to turn over — psychiatrists raised on algorithms and data the way the current generation was raised on phenomenology and clinical intuition. Spending hours dissecting a patient’s inner world, mapping their experience in phenomenological detail — I enjoy this, I do it, I’m trained in it. But I’ll say it plainly, and I expect the same honesty from my colleagues: without computational tools, it is not much more than intellectual masturbation. Beautiful, stimulating, giving the feeling of depth — but not advancing the ball one inch. That’s a separate book, though. In research, this is exactly what I work on — my publications address precisely this problem. The rest of my biography unfolds in the chapters of this book.



So: I read Castaneda, didn’t believe a word of it, started finding confirmations in neuroscience and clinical practice — and was forced, at every new discovery, to run a differential diagnosis on myself: is this an insight, or am I becoming my own patient?

The book is the story of that diagnosis. It begins with breathing and the word ‘spirit,’ passes through neural networks, philosophy of mind, rehab centers, rocket attacks, and night shifts as a security guard with a phone and Castaneda — and ends with an answer to the question the whole journey was for: what distinguishes a mage from a paranoid.

The answer: calibration. The ability to stop, check, and keep going. Or not keep going — if the check says don’t.



A warning — for those it might bother: this book contains profanity. It appears where it’s needed, for emotional precision and because there is no other way to say it. As one of the chapters argues, some languages describe certain things better than all others. In the Russian original, the profanity is more pervasive — Russian mat is not quite the same as English swearing; it’s a separate linguistic register with its own grammar and emotional architecture. I’ve toned it down for this edition, but not eliminated it. ‘Psychotic decompensation’ is a precise term, but ‘you cracked’ conveys something the term does not. If this puts you off — close the book, take your sensibilities elsewhere. I won’t be offended.

I have a weakness for combining things that aren’t supposed to go together. Academic language and profanity. Neural networks and Castaneda. Formulas and spirits. Imagine how much livelier conferences would be if a professor — not to insult anyone, just for emphasis — said: ‘Colleagues, this is, to put it gently, a clusterfuck. This cannot stand.’ It holds attention. It delivers the message faster. Who knows, maybe those interminable case conferences would move along quicker. But there are games you have to play in academia.

Speaking of games. Originally, I planned to write an academic literature review explaining the problem of two interfaces. And honestly, I’d already started. But one of the things I despise about academic life is the endless rounds of peer review, where the reviewer typically attacks the formatting rather than the substance. Alongside this book, I’m working on a paper that is essentially a mathematical field of experiments confirming the theses laid out here. It will come. But the genre of academic writing is a sedative — it puts me to sleep even when I’m writing, let alone reading. So I decided to do something more fun. For the first time in my life, I’m attempting a work that is literary but grounded in autobiography and real scientific data — a book anyone can read. It’s simply faster and more accessible this way.



If you’re holding this book, you are probably one of two kinds of people. Either you’ve encountered something that works even though it shouldn’t — and you want to understand why. Or you’re simply curious what happens when a psychiatrist reads Castaneda and doesn’t lose his mind.

Either way — welcome.

I wrote this book for myself fifteen years ago. For the person who noticed something strange and didn’t know what to do with it: believe it or treat it. If you are that person, this book is for you. If you’re not — read it anyway. Worst case, you’ll say ‘that’s really interesting’ in the tone of voice I’ll tell you about in the final chapter.





Rustling in the Bushes

How I noticed that explanations were working even though I didn’t believe them.

And how, at every discovery, I was forced to check:

is this an insight — or am I becoming my own patient?





Chapter 1. Breath

Opening move. The history of the word ‘spirit’ as the history of the first interface.

A person dies, and the room changes.

Everything about the change is measurable. Body temperature drops at a predictable rate — roughly a degree per hour, adjusted for mass and ambient temperature. Pupils dilate and fix. The jaw goes slack. Blood pools in the lower tissues, leaving the livid patches that forensic pathologists call livor mortis. Rigor sets in after a few hours. All of it can be quantified, graphed, published.

But if you have ever been in the room when it happens — not as a medical examiner cataloging data, but as a person standing next to someone who was talking to you thirty seconds ago — you know that the measurable changes do not describe the event. Something leaves. Not metaphorically. Not poetically. Something that was there ceases to be, and the body that remains is not the person who was breathing half a minute ago. It is an object in the shape of a person. The difference is absolute, and no instrument in the hospital registers it.

I observed this in clinical settings more times than I care to count. I am a psychiatrist — my specialty is the mind, not death — but before residency I worked as an orderly in intensive care, and death has a way of finding you even when you’re not ready. When the first patient died in my presence, I thought nothing deep. I thought: remove the oxygen mask. Update the chart. Training teaches you to think in protocols when the alternative is to feel something you’re not yet equipped to feel.

It came later. On the walk home, in the November darkness. Not as a thought — as a physical sensation: a sudden awareness of air entering and leaving the lungs, cold stinging the nostrils, small clouds of vapor at each exhale.

Breathing. The person had stopped breathing, and the person had stopped being.

This observation is roughly a hundred thousand years old. And it is where everything in this book begins.



I did not begin this book with Castaneda. Nor with cognitive science, philosophy of mind, or the elaborate theoretical architecture that will occupy the following chapters. I began the way every human who has ever thought about this began: watching someone die and noticing that what left could not be named.

This is the oldest observation in the world. Older than writing. Older than agriculture. Probably older than language — because you don’t need words to notice: breathing means alive, not breathing means dead. A wolf notices this. A crow notices this. The observation is not human — it is mammalian, possibly vertebrate. What humans added was language. We gave it a name.

And here is the first remarkable thing: in languages that never touched each other, in civilizations separated by oceans and millennia, we named it the same way.

But before I show you how — a small digression. Because my ability to notice what I’m about to show you has a specific origin, and it’s not in the library of cognitive sciences.

In my first year of medical school, one of my favorite subjects was Latin. Not Latin itself — I tolerated the grammar and despised the declension tables. But the department head had an obsession: Latin had to be taught through etymology. Not rote paradigms — the history of words. Where did the word come from? What did it mean before it became a medical term? How did its meaning shift? This was not standard methodology, and the other faculty thought he was eccentric. He was eccentric. But he planted something in me — a reflex to look at a word and ask: what did you used to be?

And now — something slightly embarrassing. About two months into first year, a rumor went around the faculty: a lecturer had hurled a set of keys at a student’s head in the middle of class. I heard this third-hand and belatedly realized the student was me. I’d been called to the board to decline a word. I couldn’t. The lecturer — a small, fierce woman who, I later learned, had once been an excellent classical philologist before taking up teaching medical Latin — lost patience and threw her keys at me. They missed. But the word she asked me to decline was the word I would spend a decade trying to understand.

Spiritus. Fourth declension, if anyone cares. I’ve since learned it. But the real declension — the one this book works through — I am still declining.



Ruach (רוּחַ). Hebrew. The word appears roughly four hundred times in the Old Testament. It means ‘wind.’ It means ‘breath.’ It means ‘spirit.’ Not three different words that happen to sound alike — one word with one meaning, for the conveyance of which English needs three. In the second verse of Genesis, ruach elohim moves over the face of the waters — and the translators have argued for centuries whether this is the ‘Spirit of God,’ the ‘breath of God,’ or the ‘wind of God.’ The argument exists because in Hebrew there is no argument. It is all three. Simultaneously. Without contradiction.

Pneuma (πνεῦμα). Greek. Air in motion. Wind bending trees. Breath filling lungs. Spirit animating a living being. In the Gospel of John, Jesus tells Nicodemus: ‘The pneuma blows where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.’ The sentence works because in Greek it is simultaneously about wind and about spirit. No metaphor needed. A single word covers the territory that English breaks into pieces.

Ātman. Sanskrit. The word that became the philosophical foundation of Indian metaphysics — the eternal, unchanging Self at the center of Hindu philosophy — began its career as the word for breathing. The etymology is impeccable: from Proto-Indo-European h₁éh₁t-mō — ‘breath,’ a cognate of Old English æþm* (‘breath’), German Atem (‘breathing’). The most abstract concept in Indian philosophy grew from the most concrete bodily observation.

Qì (氣). Chinese. The character consists of the radical for ‘vapor’ and the sign for ‘rice’ — steam rising from cooking grain. In the Lunyu it simply meant ‘breath.’ By the Han dynasty it had become the fundamental substance of all reality — simultaneously material and energetic, physical and vital. You cannot separate the physical from the spiritual in qì, because Chinese thought never performed that separation. The word wouldn’t allow it.

And the Russian word, which the reader of the original edition uses every day without thinking: dukh. From Proto-Slavic duxъ, from Proto-Indo-European dhew- — ‘to breathe, to blow.’ Spirit. Breath. Soul. Air. Gust. All from one root.

Latin spiritus — from spīrāre, ‘to breathe.’ Direct ancestor of English spirit, as well as inspire (to breathe into), expire (to breathe out — and to die; note the coincidence), respiration, and aspiration. Every time you use the word ‘spiritual,’ you are saying ‘breath-ual.’ You just don’t notice.



I want to be precise about what this pattern proves and what it does not. It does not prove that spirits are real. It does not prove that the ancients had access to mystical truth. It supports no New Age thesis about the wisdom of premodern cultures or the spiritual bankruptcy of modernity.

It proves something more interesting. And more unsettling.

These languages never contacted each other. Proto-Indo-European *h₁éh₁t-mō and Chinese qì share no historical point. Hebrew ruach and Sanskrit ātman evolved on different branches of the human tree. The convergence is not cultural diffusion. Not transmission of knowledge from one civilization to another. It is independent invention — on at least four continents, in at least five unconnected linguistic traditions — of the same conceptual identification: breath = wind = spirit.

The question is: why?

And the answer — the one that began to change everything I thought about the human mind — is that these languages were not imprecise. They were more precise than us.



Here I need to put on a different hat for a moment — the academic one, the one that smells of peer-reviewed journals and pinches at the temples. Bear with me. What comes after is worth it.

In cognitive science there is a concept called the Hyperactive Agency Detection Device, or HADD — a term coined by Justin Barrett, building on earlier work by Stewart Guthrie. The idea is simple: the human brain is wired to detect agents. Moreover, it is overwired. We see faces in clouds, intentions in coincidences, purpose in random noise. The evolutionary logic is straightforward — if you see a shadow in the bushes and assume it’s a predator, you lose nothing if you’re wrong and survive if you’re right. If you assume it’s just a shadow and you’re wrong, you’re lunch. Natural selection favors the paranoid. Those who heard rustling and thought ‘someone is there’ left more descendants than those who thought ‘it’s just the wind.’

This is textbook. Any introductory course in cognitive science of religion covers it, usually with a slide of a blurry shape in the bushes and the caption: ‘Leopard or rock?’ The answer, as far as your amygdala is concerned, is always: ‘Leopard.’ Better safe than digested.

But there is a subtlety that most textbooks miss, and it changes everything.

Not all ambiguous stimuli are created equal. A shadow on the ground is a weak trigger for agent detection — you need a specific shape, context, lighting. But breathing? Wind? In cognitive terms, these are ideal triggers. Here’s why.

Breathing has four properties that no other natural phenomenon combines. First, universality: every human observes breathing from birth, no special knowledge required. Second, correlation with the most significant event in any human’s experience: death. Stopped breathing — dead. This is not a statistical correlation that requires a sample and a p-value. It is absolute, observed in every case, without exception. Third, invisibility: the breath itself cannot be seen. You see its effects — the chest rising, the vapor in cold air, the sound — but the thing itself is transparent. Fourth — and this is where it gets interesting — agency. Breathing looks like something that does things. It enters and exits. It can be forceful or gentle. It responds to emotional states. It behaves, in the most literal sense, as if it has volition.

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, in their work on embodied cognition, would call this a primary metaphor — a pre-conceptual identification between sensorimotor experience and an abstract domain, formed automatically through lived experience, long before any philosophical reflection. The correlation between breathing and life does not need to be taught. It inscribes itself.

And when, a hundred thousand years ago — or two hundred, or fifty, the dating doesn’t matter — a human stood over the body of someone who had just died and noticed that breathing had ceased, the cognitive machinery did exactly what it was designed to do. It detected an agent. Invisible, powerful, unlocalized, and causally effective — because a moment ago this body was alive, and now it is not, and the only visible change is that the breathing stopped. Something left.

That agent was the first spirit.

And the word for it was the word for breath.



The standard modern reading of this story goes something like this: the ancients got confused. They saw a correlation between breathing and life, and since they lacked scientific understanding, they made a mistake — they attributed agency to a natural process. They invented spirits. Spirits do not exist. End of story. Progress marches on.

Edward Tylor, the Victorian anthropologist who first mapped this territory in 1871, was more generous but still condescending. He called the people who made this conceptual move ‘ancient savage philosophers’ and, while admiring their reasoning, framed it as a primitive error — the first step in a long march from superstition to science, from dark to light, from confusion to clarity.

I believed this story for a long time. It is a good story. Clean, progressive, flattering to everyone who believes it.

It is also wrong. More precisely, it is exactly half right, and the half where it’s wrong is the interesting half.

The ‘ancient savage philosophers’ were not confused in their observation. They saw something real: an invisible, unlocalized process with visible, causally effective manifestations. Something that exists wherever conditions permit and nowhere in particular. Something you cannot point to, cannot hold, cannot weigh — but whose absence means death. They named this observation with the most precise word available to them. One word. For breathing, wind, and spirit. Because to them — and here is the key — these were not three different things.

Their description of this observation — one word for breath, wind, and spirit — is not imprecise. It is, in fact, more precise than anything we have produced in the two thousand years since. Because they had not yet made Plato’s mistake — the one we inherited. They had not yet split the world into matter and spirit, body and soul. They worked with an intact vocabulary that tracked something real: an invisible, substrate-independent, causally effective process continuous with the observer.

This description — strip away the ancient lexicon and substitute modern terms — is a remarkably good description of what computational science calls an algorithm. Or what Gregory Bateson called ‘the pattern which connects.’ Or what this book will call an immanent pattern.

But I’m getting ahead of myself.



The closest anyone came to what I am trying to articulate in this book was not the mystics. It was a school of philosophers who drank cheap wine and lectured under a painted colonnade in the Athenian agora.

The Stoics took the word pneuma — breath, wind, spirit — and turned it into what may be the most sophisticated theoretical physics of the pre-scientific era. For the Stoics, pneuma was not a metaphor. It was an active, organizing principle of the entire cosmos: a mixture of fire and air pervading all matter and determining its properties through internal tension — tonos. Different degrees of pneumatic tension produced different levels of organization: hexis (cohesion) in stones, physis (nature, growth) in plants, psyche (soul, animation) in animals, and logikos (rational soul) in humans. Not four different substances — one process at four levels of complexity.

The physicist Samuel Sambursky showed in 1959 that Stoic pneuma functioned as a field theory two millennia before field theory existed: a continuous, tensile medium pervading all things, whose internal dynamics determined the properties of every region it occupied.

If you are a philosopher of mind, the term for this is ‘substrate-independent.’ If you are a programmer, you would say ‘algorithmic.’ And if you were a Stoic standing under the painted colonnade with a cup of rough wine, you would say: pneuma.

The word itself — breath — preserves the original intuition. Breath does not belong to any particular body. It is not made of lung tissue or blood. It passes through bodies, animates them, and moves on. The same air in your lungs an hour ago was wind in the trees. The ancient vocabulary was not confused. It was tracking a real feature of reality with the most precise instrument available: a single word that refused to make distinctions the phenomenon itself does not make.



And then Plato broke it.

I’m being slightly unfair. What Plato did was brilliant and in some sense necessary. But for the story this book tells, his intervention was a catastrophe — not because it was wrong, but because it was so convincingly right in certain respects that it became impossible to see where it was devastatingly wrong in others.

Before Plato, psyche was breath. After Plato, psyche was an immortal rational soul — an entity fundamentally different from the body, capable of existing without it, possessing abstract knowledge through recollection (anamnesis). The physical tether was severed. The word kept its old skin but inside was a completely different animal.

In the context of this book, Plato’s move was a loss of precision. The pre-Platonic identification of spirit with breath preserved a key intuition: the animating principle is not a separate substance but a process inseparable from the system it animates. You cannot extract breathing from a body and examine it on a table. It exists only as long as it is happening, only inside the system where it occurs. The moment you remove it — the system dies. This is a remarkably accurate description of what modern computational theory calls a substrate-dependent process — or, more precisely, of a process that is substrate-independent in principle but immanent in practice: always realized in some substrate, never identical to any particular one.

Plato’s innovation was to extract the soul from the body and declare it independent. Immortal. Separable. A thing, not a process. This was the birth of Western dualism — the split between consciousness and matter, soul and body, spirit and world — and it remains the operating system of Western thought twenty-four centuries later, even among people who consider themselves materialists. When a neuroscientist says ‘consciousness is produced by the brain,’ that sentence assumes the Platonic architecture — subject and object, producer and product, that which observes and that which is observed. Plato is built into the grammar.
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