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My mind does this repeatedly: it moves forward into the future–and then, almost against my will, turns 
back toward literature. 
 
I am back in the Soviet Union. 
 
I am young, reading with my friends, encountering literature that was never merely literature. It was 
oxygen. It was a way to remain a person inside a system meticulously designed to produce obedience 
rather than thought. Solzhenitsyn was one of those writers. I read him avidly – not because he was 
comforting (he was not), but because he was real in a world structured around managed unreality. 
 
One book still surfaces immediately: The Cancer Ward. It is not set in a labor camp but in a cancer 
hospital. Yet in the Soviet experience, the distance between hospital and prison was never fully 
reassuring. The same state shadow fell across all institutions. One could be treated and still be watched, 
cured and still be exiled – officially or otherwise. 
 
So even when the Gulag is absent as a location, it is present as a condition. It exists in speech patterns, 
in silences, in the quiet internalization of fear that organizes daily life. 
 
Within that moral and psychological space appears one of the most arresting ideas I know: the idea of 
walking books. 
 
The Gulag system was not primitive; it was rational and carefully engineered. For intellectual prisoners, 
the authorities understood something essential: what these people would miss most was not physical 
comfort or even freedom in the abstract, but books. Books were their air. 
 
The prisoners responded with a countermeasure that was as elegant as it was desperate. Deprived of 
written texts, each man became a book of his choosing – one he knew perfectly by memory – and 
“read” it aloud to others: word by word, page by page, chapter by chapter. 
 
That image has never left me: a man in winter, in “lagernaya roba - a prizoner’s warm coat”, carrying 
War and Peace not in his hands, but in his head. 
 
There were walking versions of Tolstoy, of Mandelstam, of Akhmatova. Together they formed a 
distributed human library, resistant – if only temporarily – to confiscation. This was not metaphor. It was 
a survival technology. When paper itself became dangerous, memory became a medium of 
preservation. Poetry, philosophy, entire novels survived because human beings deliberately turned 
themselves into archives. 
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Decades later, watching AI proliferate around us, I feel a sudden conceptual alignment between these 
two worlds; almost automatically, I am back to the future. 
 
The rapid emergence of highly specialized AI systems – Open Reasoning Models – marks a decisive 
expansion of where artificial intelligence will gain durable presence. What draws me is not the familiar 
image of a single, all-encompassing “monster AI,” but something far more modular: a landscape of 
narrowly focused, powerful target-intelligent robots, each exceptional in a clearly defined domain, and 
unremarkable everywhere else. 
 
This structure feels intuitively right. It aligns with how intelligence itself has always functioned–
distributed, uneven, complementary. And I do not experience it as a threat. I experience it as an 
enhancement: an extension of human capability. Not a replacement, but an instrument – like glasses for 
perception, a microscope for judgment, a telescope for imagination. 
 
Those walking books were, in essence, what we now call target-intelligent robots, TIRs. 
 
A walking book was not broadly intelligent. It was perfectly precise. Narrow, deep, internally complete. 
It could be queried. It could be invoked. And when combined with other walking books, it formed a 
collective intelligence – no single person holding the whole, yet the whole living across many minds. 
 
This is why the analogy matters. Target-intelligent systems operate on the same principle: narrow 
excellence rather than universal competence. When assembled, they form a repository of human 
knowledge – segmented, structured, and recomposable across disciplines. In principle, indestructible. 
 
That word carries weight for me. 
 
I grew up in a culture where knowledge was fragile. It could be erased by an editor, a committee, or fear 
itself. In such an environment, becoming a library was not a pastime but an act of resistance. 
 
So when I hear that AI is dangerous because it will replace us, I find the framing incomplete. 
 
Yes, AI is powerful. Yes, it can be abused. That is true of every powerful instrument. 
 
But the deeper story – the one that matters to me – is preservation. For the first time, we are building a 
scalable infrastructure for retaining and amplifying human knowledge. A future in which a young person, 
anywhere, can access high-level reasoning – modularly, instantly, without asking permission from 
gatekeepers. 
 
A future in which the book is no longer something that can be pulped, banned, or quietly removed from 
circulation. 
 
A future in which the walking book becomes digital, the digital book becomes interactive, and the 
interactive book becomes collaborative – not an idol, but a partner. 
 
That is why I am mesmerized. 
 
Not because AI will make humans obsolete, but because it can do something my Soviet experience 
taught me to value with particular intensity: it can keep the lights on. 
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Not electric lights. Cultural lights. Intellectual lights. The lights inside the mind that say: I remember. I 
understand. I can compare. I can doubt. I can think. 
 
I also know–because Solzhenitsyn documented it and I absorbed it–that systems can be designed to 
make thinking expensive. 
 
So I am drawn to any technology that makes thinking cheaper, wider, faster, and more accessible. 
In the Gulag, the state attempted to starve the mind by depriving it of books. The prisoners answered by 
embodying books–by becoming a distributed, living archive. 
 
In the AI era, we are doing something analogous on a different plane. We are building a cognitive 
infrastructure in which expertise is decomposed into modules and recomposed around the human being 
who asks the question. 
 
That last point is essential: around the human being. 
 
In the Soviet story, the human carried the book. 
 
In the AI story, the book can help carry the human – through complexity, through medicine, engineering, 
education, translation, and through the small, everyday gulags of modern life: bureaucracy, overload, 
confusion. 
 
That is enhancement. 
 
It is also, quietly, a moral response to a century of cultural destruction. 
 
If a regime can burn paper, let knowledge live in minds. 
If a regime can break minds, let knowledge live in machines. 
And if machines can be controlled or censored, let knowledge live in both – distributed, redundant, 
plural. 
 
That is how something approaches indestructibility. 
 
I do not romanticize the suffering behind the walking books. I do not want that world back even one 
millimeter. 
 
But I do want to preserve the lesson. 
 
Culture survives not because it is beautiful, but because someone, somewhere, refuses to let it die. 
 
For the first time, we have tools that can scale that refusal. 
 
That is why, when I look at ORMs and TIRs, I do not feel fear. 
 
I feel something closer to relief. 
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Appendix 
Walking Books: Historical Notes on Memory as Cultural Preservation 

1. Memory as Survival Technology 
In the Stalinist Soviet Union, possession of “incorrect” texts could lead to arrest. Memorization 
functioned not as metaphor but as a practical technology of preservation when written material 
became dangerous. 

2. Poetic Transmission 
Anna Akhmatova recited poems to trusted friends, who memorized them; written drafts were 
destroyed immediately. This created a collective, distributed archive maintained entirely 
through memory. 

3. Osip Mandelstam 
Much of Mandelstam’s poetic corpus survived because it was memorized – principally by his 
wife, Nadezhda Mandelstam – during years when writing or storing his work would have been 
fatal. His posthumous reputation rests directly on this act of preservation. 

4. Solzhenitsyn’s Practice 
During imprisonment, Solzhenitsyn memorized extensive texts using rhythmic and mnemonic 
systems, including physical counting aids. Portions of The Gulag Archipelago existed in memory 
before they could safely exist on paper. 

5. Conceptual Link to AI 
Walking books exemplify narrow, high-fidelity specialization – human cognitive modules 
optimized for preservation and recall. This structure closely parallels modern modular AI 
architectures, reinforcing the essay’s analogy between mnemonic survival and contemporary 
target-intelligent systems. 

 


