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[COLD OPEN - 0:00]

[AMBIENT SOUND: Upscale wellness facility - soft music, water features, muted
conversations]

MARCUS: So this is my third plunge this week. Two minutes at thirty-nine degrees.
TRAINER: Nice. How's your HRV trending?

MARCUS: Up eight points since | started. Resting heart rate dropped from sixty-two to
fifty-seven.

TRAINER: Recovery?

MARCUS: Way faster. | can do back-to-back hard workouts now. And honestly? | just feel...
sharper. More dialed in.

TRAINER: That's the norepinephrine. You're basically microdosing adrenaline every time you
getin.

MARCUS: It's wild. Like, why doesn't everyone do this?
[PAUSE - footsteps, door opening]
TRAINER: Alright, you're up. Two minutes. Focus on your breath. Don't fight it.

MARCUS: [sharp inhale] Oh god. Okay. Okay. [controlled breathing] This is... this is fine. This is
good. I'm good.



[TIMER BEEPS - two minutes]

MARCUS: [gasping, laughing] Holy shit. Every time. Every single time | think I'm ready and I'm
not.

TRAINER: That's the point. Your nervous system needs the surprise.
MARCUS: Yeah. [pause] Hey, can | ask you something?
TRAINER: Sure.

MARCUS: Do you think this actually changes anything? Like, fundamentally? Or am | just...
optimizing?

[SOUND FADES]

[INTRO - 1:30]
HOST: I'm Alex Chen, and this is Things Overheard at the Coffee Bar.

Last week we talked about vrata—a traditional 41-day purification practice with specific rules,
embedded in community, culminating in a physical ordeal.

This week: what happens when you extract the technique from the tradition?

Marcus—the guy you just heard—goes to a cold plunge studio in Richmond three times a week.
Forty-five dollars per session. Climate-controlled facility. Medical-grade ice baths. Tracking app.
Community of other optimizers.

And it works. His metrics are improving. He feels better. He's not wrong about that.

But is he doing the same thing as someone observing vrata? Is this transformation—or
optimization theater?

Today we're talking about extraction. What gets kept when you modernize traditional practices.
What gets lost. And whether the losses matter.

We'll hear from:

Marcus, the cold plunge enthusiast trying to figure out if he's actually changing

Dr. Jennifer Hartwell, an anthropologist who studies "spiritual but not religious"
practitioners

Rashid, a former biohacker who walked away from optimization culture

And Rebecca Chen—yes, the same Rebecca from episode one—now on day 38 of her
vrata



Spoiler: the losses matter more than you think.

[THEME MUSIC - 2:30]

[ACT ONE: THE BIOHACKING PROMISE - 3:00]

HOST: | met Marcus at his cold plunge studio. It's in a renovated warehouse in Scott's
Addition—Richmond's hip district of breweries and boutique fitness.

The place is beautiful. Sleek. Instagram-worthy. Nothing like the bathtub-at-dawn situation
Rebecca described.

MARCUS: So | found this place six months ago. I'd been reading about Wim Hof, Huberman
Lab, all these protocols for nervous system optimization. And | thought, why not?

HOST: What were you hoping would happen?

MARCUS: Honestly? Better recovery from workouts. I'm training for an Ironman and | was
getting injured a lot. But then | started noticing other stuff. | was sleeping better. Less anxious.
More focused at work. It was like... [pause] you know when you reboot your computer and
everything runs faster?

HOST: And you attribute that to the cold plunges?

MARCUS: | mean, | also cleaned up my diet, started meditating, stopped drinking as much. But
the cold plunges feel like the thing that... unlocked it? Like they created the space for other
changes.

HOST: How long do you stay in?

MARCUS: Two minutes. Sometimes three if I'm feeling good. The research says one to three
minutes is optimal for the neurotransmitter response without excessive cortisol.

HOST: You track everything?

MARCUS: [laughs] Yeah. | have an Oura Ring, a Whoop band, a continuous glucose monitor. |
track HRV, resting heart rate, sleep stages, body temp, stress score. The app here integrates
with all of it.

HOST: That's a lot of data.
MARCUS: It's how you know if it's working, right? Otherwise you're just... hoping.

HOST: But you also said you feel different. Isn't that how you know?



MARCUS: [long pause] Yeah. But feelings are subjective. Data is objective.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 6:00]

[ACT TWO: WHAT'S MISSING - 6:30]

HOST: | wanted to understand what traditional practices offer that modern extraction doesn't. So
| called Dr. Jennifer Hartwell, an anthropologist at William & Mary who studies contemporary
spirituality.

DR. HARTWELL.: So the first thing to understand is that when we extract a practice—whether
it's cold plunges from tummo, meditation from Buddhism, yoga from Hinduism—we're not just
simplifying. We're fundamentally changing the ontology.

HOST: The what?

DR. HARTWELL: The underlying reality structure. Traditional practices exist within
cosmologies—complete systems of meaning about what the universe is, what humans are,
what transformation means. When you remove that... you're left with a technique. And
techniques optimize. They don't transform.

HOST: Can you give an example?

DR. HARTWELL: Sure. Take yoga. In the Yoga Sutras, asana—physical postures—is the third
of eight limbs. It exists to prepare the body for pranayama, which prepares you for pratyahara,
which prepares you for dharana, dhyana, and ultimately samadhi—union with the divine.

HOST: And in America?

DR. HARTWELL: In America, yoga is exercise. Which is fine! Exercise is good! But it's not yoga
in the traditional sense. You're not preparing for meditation. You're not cultivating witness
consciousness. You're getting flexible and strong.

HOST: So the technique works, but for different purposes?

DR. HARTWELL: Exactly. And this matters because the purpose is part of the mechanism. If
you're doing a practice to optimize your body, your nervous system responds one way. If you're
doing it to prepare for encountering the divine, it responds differently.

HOST: How can the nervous system tell the difference?

DR. HARTWELL.: Through context. Your nervous system is constantly reading cues—social
cues, environmental cues, intention cues. Are you doing this alone or in community? For
yourself or for something larger? With reverence or with efficiency?



All of these factors affect whether you're in a state of sympathetic activation—"I'm optimizing my
performance"—or parasympathetic receptivity—"I'm preparing to receive something."

HOST: And those produce different results?

DR. HARTWELL.: Profoundly different. Optimization strengthens the ego. Transformation
dissolves it.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 10:00]

[ACT THREE: THE MULTI-SYSTEM PROBLEM - 10:30]

HOST: Rebecca—our vrata observer from episode one—is now on day 38. Three days from her
pilgrimage.

| asked her: what would be lost if she just did the cold baths without the rest of it?

REBECCA: Everything. [laughs] Like, the cold baths don't exist in isolation. They're part of a
web.

HOST: Explain that.

REBECCA: Okay, so this morning | woke up at 5 AM. No coffee, so I'm naturally groggy. | take
the cold bath, which wakes me up—but without caffeine to buffer it, the wake-up is sharp.
Uncomfortable. | have to sit with being cold and tired.

Then | make breakfast—samai porridge with ghee and dates. It takes forty-five minutes because
I'm cooking the millet from scratch. While it cooks, I'm not checking my phone because that's
not allowed. I'm just... cooking. Watching the pot.

HOST: And if you did the cold plunge but kept your coffee and your phone?

REBECCA: Then the cold plunge is just a stressor I'm adding to my normal routine. I'd spike my
cortisol with the cold, then spike it again with caffeine, then dysregulate it with doomscrolling. I'd
be layering stress on stress instead of creating a coherent system.

HOST: A coherent system.

REBECCA: All the practices work together. The cold bath trains my nervous system. The food
restrictions remove false energy sources so | feel the training. The sleep discipline gives me
time to integrate. The speech modification keeps me mindful. The celibacy conserves energy I'd
otherwise dissipate.

You can't just extract one piece. It's like trying to run car engine code on a toaster. Wrong
operating system.



HOST: But Marcus is getting results.
REBECCA: Sure. He's optimizing his current operating system. I'm trying to install a new one.
[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 13:00]

HOST: | met Rashid at a coffee shop in Oregon Hill. He's 34, works in tech, and spent three
years deep in biohacking culture before walking away.

RASHID: | was that guy. Whoop band, Oura Ring, continuous glucose monitor, cold plunges,
sauna, red light therapy, nootropics, intermittent fasting, quantified self-tracking.

HOST: What made you stop?
RASHID: | couldn't tell if | was getting better or just getting better at measuring myself.
HOST: What's the difference?

RASHID: [laughs] That's the question, right? Like, my HRV went up twelve points over two
years. Is that meaningful? My resting heart rate dropped from sixty-five to fifty-eight. Great. But
did I actually become a different person? Or did | just become a more optimized version of the
same anxious overachiever?

HOST: And you think the answer is...?

RASHID: | think | spent three years iterating on myself instead of transforming. | was debugging
the code instead of rewriting the program.

HOST: So what are you doing now?

RASHID: Nothing, actually. [laughs] Which feels worse, honestly. Like I'm backsliding. But also...
| don't know. I'm trying to figure out what | actually want to change versus what | think | should
optimize.

HOST: That's hard to distinguish?

RASHID: It's almost impossible when you're surrounded by optimization culture. Everyone's
tracking something. Everyone's got a protocol. And it feels virtuous, you know?
Self-improvement. But at some point | realized: I'm not improving toward anything. I'm just
moving metrics.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 15:30]

[ACT FOUR: THE GURU PROBLEM - 16:00]



HOST: One thing that kept coming up in my research: traditional practices have teachers.
Gurus. Elders. People who've done this for decades and can guide you through what's normal
versus what's dangerous.

Biohacking has... Reddit threads.

DR. HARTWELL: This is one of the biggest losses in extraction. Traditional knowledge is
transmitted through relationship. A guru observes you—your body type, your tendencies, your
life stage—and customizes the practice accordingly.

HOST: Like how?

DR. HARTWELL: In Ayurveda, someone with a vata constitution would get different
recommendations than someone with kapha or pitta. The same practice might be healing for
one person and harmful for another.

But in biohacking, everyone does the same protocol. Andrew Huberman says cold plunges are
good, so everyone does cold plunges. No one asks: good for who? Under what conditions? For
how long?

HOST: What are the risks?

DR. HARTWELL: Physical risks—hypothermia, cardiac events, thyroid suppression from
chronic cold exposure. Psychological risks—spiritual bypassing, using practices to avoid dealing
with trauma. Systemic risks—thinking you're transforming when you're actually just reinforcing
the same patterns through different means.

HOST: How do you know which you're doing?

DR. HARTWELL.: [pause] You need someone who's been where you're trying to go. Someone
who can see your blind spots. Someone who'll tell you when you're fooling yourself.

In traditional contexts, that's the guru. In modern contexts... we don't really have that.
HOST: What do we have instead?
DR. HARTWELL.: Influencers. Podcasts. Apps. None of which can actually see you.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 19:00]

[ACT FIVE: THE VERIFICATION QUESTION - 19:30]

HOST: | kept thinking about something Rebecca said in episode one: the pilgrimage on day 42
verifies that transformation occurred. Your body either can or cannot walk 61 kilometers
barefoot.



So | asked Marcus: how does he verify his changes?

MARCUS: That's... [long pause] that's actually a really good question. | mean, the data shows
improvement. My HRV is up, my recovery is faster, my performance is better.

HOST: But that's correlation, not causation, right? How do you know the cold plunges are doing
it?

MARCUS: | guess | don't, definitively. But when | skip them for a week, | feel worse. When | do
them consistently, | feel better.

HOST: "Feel" or "measure"?
MARCUS: Both? [laughs] You're making me realize | don't know.

HOST: What if there was a test? Like Rebecca's pilgrimage. What would be the equivalent
ordeal that would prove whether you'd actually changed?

MARCUS: [long pause] | don't know. Finish the Ironman?

HOST: But you were going to do that anyway, right? That was your goal before you started cold
plunges.

MARCUS: Yeah...

HOST: So maybe the question is: what could you do now that you couldn't do before you started
this? Not "do better." Actually couldn't do.

MARCUS: [very long pause] |... | actually don't know. | don't think anything's impossible that was
impossible before. I'm just... more efficient at the possible things.

HOST: Is that transformation?
MARCUS: [quietly] No. | guess it's not.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 22:30]

[ACT SIX: THE COMMUNITY PIECE - 23:00]

HOST: Dr. Hartwell told me about one more critical loss: community.

DR. HARTWELL.: Traditional practices are embedded in community. Everyone knows you're
observing vrata. They adjust their behavior. They don't offer you prohibited foods. They treat you
with reverence. They hold you accountable.



HOST: And modern biohacking?

DR. HARTWELL.: It's individualistic. You're doing it alone. Or at best, you're doing it in parallel
with other people who are also doing it alone.

HOST: What's wrong with that?

DR. HARTWELL.: It removes the social nervous system component. Polyvagal theory tells us
we co-regulate our nervous systems through social engagement. We literally cannot reach
certain states of nervous system regulation without other people.

So when you're doing a practice alone, you're missing the most powerful regulatory mechanism
we have: safe social connection.

HOST: Can you build that in modern contexts?

DR. HARTWELL: You can try. Some meditation centers, some yoga communities, some retreat
centers create this. But it requires intentionality. It doesn't happen automatically just because
you bought a membership.

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 25:00]
HOST: | went back to Marcus's cold plunge studio and watched the community there.

People arrive, scan their app, change clothes, get in the plunge, get out, change back, leave.
Total time: 15-20 minutes. Very little conversation. Everyone on their own timeline.

Contrast this with Rebecca's description of traditional vrata observers:

REBECCA: In Kerala, when my grandmother did this, the whole village knew. People would
come to the house and sit with her while she cooked. They'd sing bhajans together. They'd go to
the temple as a group. The practice wasn't isolated—it was witnessed.

HOST: Why does witnessing matter?

REBECCA: Because it's how you know it's real. When no one's watching, you can cut corners.
You can lie to yourself. But when your grandmother is sitting in your kitchen watching you cook,
you can't pretend you woke up at 5 AM if you didn't.

HOST: So it's accountability?

REBECCA: It's more than accountability. It's... [searching for words] it's being held by something
larger than yourself. You're not doing this alone. You're part of a lineage. People have done this
before you. People will do it after you. You're being carried.

HOST: And in Richmond?



REBECCA: [laughs] I'm completely alone. My friends think I'm weird. My family is concerned. |
have one friend who's trying to be supportive, but she doesn't really get it. There's no lineage
here. No village. Just me and my grandmother's notes.

HOST: Is that harder?

REBECCA: Immeasurably. There are days | want to quit, and the only thing stopping me is that
| told you I'd finish. [laughs] This podcast is my village.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 28:00]

[ACT SEVEN: CAN EXTRACTION WORK? - 28:30]

HOST: So here's the question | kept circling back to: can modern extraction of traditional
practices ever produce real transformation? Or is it always just optimization?

DR. HARTWELL.: | think it depends on whether you can recreate the essential ingredients. Not
the surface techniques—the deeper conditions.

HOST: Which are?

DR. HARTWELL: Multi-system integration. Extended duration. Guidance from someone who's
done it. Community embedding. Meaningful purpose beyond self-improvement. And verification
through ordeal.

If you can create those conditions in a modern context, yes, | think transformation is possible.
But it's hard. And most people don't.

HOST: Why not?

DR. HARTWELL: Because we live in a culture of convenience. We want the benefits without the
cost. The upgrade without the download time. The transformation without the dissolution.

And traditional practices say: no. You can't have it both ways. Either you submit to the process
completely, or you're doing something else.

[COFFEE SHOP AMBIENCE - 30:30]
HOST: | asked Rashid: after walking away from biohacking, what does he do now?

RASHID: I'm trying to find a teacher. Someone who's actually done deep work, not just read
about it. Someone who can see me and tell me what | need, not what everybody needs.

HOST: Have you found anyone?



RASHID: Not yet. But I'm looking. | think that's the work right now—finding out who my teachers
are.

HOST: What about the practices? Are you doing anything?

RASHID: I'm sitting. Just sitting. Twenty minutes every morning. No app. No tracking. No
optimization. Just sitting and noticing what's there.

HOST: How do you know if it's working?
RASHID: [laughs] | don't. That's the whole point. I'm practicing not knowing.

[MUSIC TRANSITION - 32:00]

[ACT EIGHT: CLOSING - 32:30]

HOST: Rebecca finishes her vrata in three days. On day 42, she flies to Kerala, meets her
group, and starts walking.

| asked her: what do you think you'll learn?

REBECCA: Whether | actually changed, or just convinced myself | did.
HOST: And if you didn't change?

REBECCA: Then | wasted 41 days and several thousand dollars on a fantasy.
HOST: And if you did?

REBECCA: Then | have to figure out how to stay changed. Which might be harder than
changing in the first place.

HOST: Why?

REBECCA: Because there's no structure for it here. In Kerala, people do this every year. It's
part of the rhythm of life. Here? I'll be the weird woman who doesn't eat garlic and takes cold
baths at dawn.

HOST: Will you keep doing it?

REBECCA: | don't know. Maybe I'll find a different practice. Maybe I'll find a teacher. Maybe I'll
figure out what the American version looks like.

HOST: What would that be?



REBECCA: [long pause] | think it would need the same ingredients. Duration. Discipline.
Community. Ordeal. But maybe different forms. Maybe instead of 61 kilometers through a forest,
it's... | don't know. Something that tests you in the specific ways American life needs testing.

HOST: Like what?

REBECCA: Maybe 41 days without your phone. Maybe 41 days cooking every meal yourself.
Maybe 41 days without consuming any content—no social media, no news, no podcasts.
[laughs] No offense.

HOST: None taken.

REBECCA: The point is, the practice has to be hard in the right ways. It has to challenge what
you're actually dependent on, not just what you think you should optimize.

[PAUSE]
HOST: Marcus—the cold plunge guy—texted me two days after our interview.

He said: "l think I've been confusing self-improvement with transformation. I'm gonna take a
break from tracking everything and see what happens.”

| asked him what he'd do instead.
He said: "l don't know yet. That's the point."

[THEME MUSIC - 35:30]

[OUTRO - 36:00]

HOST: Things Overheard at the Coffee Bar is produced by Greenheart Media. Our theme music
is by Lauren Pastrana.

Next week: individual variation. Why artificial sweeteners harm some people but not others. Why
habit formation takes 18 days for some people and 254 days for others. And how to run n-of-1
experiments on yourself when universal protocols fail.

If you're doing a practice—traditional or modern—send us a voice memo about what you're
learning. What's working. What isn't. What questions you have.

Thingsoverheardpod@gmail.com

Special thanks to Marcus Rodriguez, Rashid Al-Hashimi, Rebecca Chen, and Dr. Jennifer
Hartwell.



And thanks to you for listening.
Close your laptop. Put your phone down. See what you overhear.

[END - 37:00]

[PRODUCTION NOTES: Total runtime approximately 37 minutes. Marcus should sound earnest
but slightly defensive. Rashid should sound reflective and a bit wry. Dr. Hartwell should sound
professorial but accessible. Rebecca should sound increasingly exhausted but determined.
Music transitions should be longer in this episode (15-20 seconds) to give listeners space to
process ideas.]

Now let me create the accompanying essay...

EPISODE 2 ESSAY: "WHAT EXTRACTION
LOSES"

When Optimization Replaces Transformation

ABSTRACT

This essay examines the phenomenon of extracting techniques from traditional contemplative
and somatic practices while discarding their embedding contexts—what we term "therapeutic
extraction." Through case studies of cold plunge culture, meditation apps, and contemporary
wellness practices, we analyze what essential components are preserved versus lost in
modernization. We argue that while extracted techniques can produce measurable physiological
benefits (HRV improvement, stress reduction, performance optimization), they fundamentally
differ in kind from traditional practices designed for transformation rather than optimization.

Drawing on anthropology of religion, polyvagal theory, systems biology, and ethnographic
observation of contemporary wellness culture, we identify six critical losses in extraction: (1)
multi-system integration, (2) cosmological meaning-making frameworks, (3) elder guidance and
customization, (4) community embedding and nervous system co-regulation, (5) verification
through ordeal, and (6) dissolution of ego versus strengthening of ego. We conclude by
proposing conditions under which modern adaptations might preserve transformative potential.



INTRODUCTION: THE CONVENIENCE TRAP

In 1893, Swami Vivekananda brought yoga to the West at the Parliament of World Religions in
Chicago.[1] Over the next 130 years, this contemplative practice designed to prepare the body
for meditation evolved into a $37 billion American industry focused primarily on physical fitness
and stress reduction.[2]

This transformation represents the archetypal pattern of what we call "therapeutic
extraction"—removing techniques from their originating traditions while discarding cosmological
frameworks, community structures, and soteriological purposes (aims toward
liberation/salvation).

The phenomenon accelerated dramatically in the 2010s with the rise of "biohacking" culture—a
Silicon Valley-originated movement to optimize human biology through evidence-based
interventions.[3] Cold exposure (extracted from Tibetan tummo), intermittent fasting (extracted
from religious fasting traditions), meditation (extracted from Buddhism/Hinduism), psychedelics
(extracted from Indigenous ceremony)—all reframed as "protocols" for cognitive enhancement,
longevity, and performance.

These extracted practices often work, in the sense of producing measurable physiological
changes. HRV improves. Inflammation decreases. Cognitive performance increases. Users
report feeling "better."

But are they experiencing the same kind of change that traditional practitioners experience? Is
optimization the same as transformation? Does the loss of context matter—or is the active
ingredient the technique itself, with cultural packaging as irrelevant folk belief?

This essay argues the losses are profound and largely unrecognized.

PART ONE: WHAT GETS EXTRACTED (AND WHAT GETS LEFT BEHIND)

1.1 Case Study: From Tummo to Cold Plunge Studios
Traditional practice: Tummo (Tibetan "inner fire" meditation)

Taught only to advanced practitioners after years of foundational training
Embedded in visualization practices (imagining fire at navel chakra)

Part of Six Yogas of Naropa system leading toward enlightenment

Practiced in context of monastic community and teacher relationship

Purpose: demonstrate control over subtle body, progress toward liberation
Verification: ability to dry wet sheets with body heat in freezing temperatures[4]



Extracted version: Modern cold plunge protocols

Accessible to anyone willing to pay $45/session

No visualization, no subtle body framework, no soteriological purpose
Standalone practice divorced from larger system

Individualized (alone in ice bath, headphones optional)

Purpose: optimize HRV, improve recovery, enhance performance
Verification: Oura Ring data, Whoop recovery scores

What's preserved:

Cold exposure itself

Physiological stress response

Breathing techniques (somewhat)

Measurable benefits (HRV, inflammation reduction)

What's lost:

Teacher-student transmission and customization

Multi-year preparatory training

Integration with meditation and visualization

Community witnessing and support

Cosmological meaning (what is being prepared for?)

Ordeal-as-verification (anyone can endure 2 minutes; 8 hours in freezing meditation is a
different threshold)

1.2 The Active Ingredient Fallacy

The extraction logic assumes practices have "active ingredients” (like pharmaceuticals) that can
be isolated from "inactive ingredients" (cultural context, belief systems, ritual elements).

Example: Meditation apps

Headspace, Calm, and similar apps extract the technique (focused attention on breath, body
scan, etc.) while removing:

Lineage transmission (apps are written by UX designers, not realized teachers)
Moral/ethical framework (Buddhist sila—right speech, right action, right livelihood)
Community practice (sangha)

Aim beyond stress reduction (enlightenment, liberation, cessation of suffering)
Teacher relationship and customization to individual obstacles

Research shows meditation apps do reduce anxiety and improve focus for many users.[5] But
practitioners of traditional Buddhist meditation report qualitatively different experiences—not just
reduced anxiety, but fundamental shifts in relationship to self, reality, and suffering.[6]



The question: Is the difference one of degree (apps produce shallow benefits, traditional
practice produces deep benefits of same type) or kind (apps optimize the existing self,
traditional practice deconstructs it)?

We argue: kind, not degree.

PART TWO: THE SIX CRITICAL LOSSES

2.1 Loss of Multi-System Integration
Traditional practices rarely exist in isolation. Vrata combines:

Dietary restrictions (affect gut-brain axis, neurotransmitter production)

Sleep regulation (circadian entrainment, HPA axis regulation)

Cold exposure (vagal tone, sympathetic/parasympathetic balance)

Sexual abstinence (dopamine sensitivity, energy conservation)

Speech modification (mindfulness anchoring, social nervous system engagement)
Ritual observances (meaning-making, identity reinforcement)

These components work synergistically. Removing one may remove the mechanism that makes
others effective.

Example: Cold plunges with coffee consumption
As Rebecca noted in the podcast, doing cold exposure while maintaining caffeine intake:

1. Cold plunge — cortisol and norepinephrine spike

2. Coffee — additional cortisol and dopamine spike

3. Net effect: layered stress on stress, rather than training adaptability to single acute
stressor

The traditional practice removes ALL compensatory mechanisms simultaneously, forcing
genuine adaptation rather than buffered exposure.

Systems biology perspective:

Complex adaptive systems (like human nervous systems) respond to perturbations as wholes,
not as collections of independent parts.[7] Intervening on multiple variables simultaneously can
produce emergent effects impossible to achieve through sequential single-variable
interventions.

This is why vrata specifies changing everything at once for 41 days, rather than sequentially
adding habits.



2.2 Loss of Cosmological Meaning-Making
Traditional practices exist within complete ontological frameworks that answer:

What is reality?

What are humans?

What is suffering and what is liberation?
What is my purpose?

What happens when | die?

These aren't decorative beliefs—they structure experience.
Example: Vipassana meditation
In traditional Theravada Buddhism:

e Purpose: directly perceive the three characteristics (anicca/impermanence,
dukkha/suffering, anatta/non-self)
Goal: nibbana (cessation of craving, end of rebirth cycle)
Framework: Four Noble Truths, Noble Eightfold Path
Ontology: all phenomena are empty of inherent existence

In extracted "mindfulness meditation":

e Purpose: reduce stress, improve focus, enhance wellbeing

e Goal: better performance, mental health improvement

e Framework: neuroscience of attention, psychological benefits

e Ontology: (unexamined—defaults to Western materialism)
The impact:

When the purpose is stress reduction, practitioners stop when stress reduces. When the
purpose is liberation from the cycle of rebirth, practitioners don't stop until realization.

The cosmology determines the endpoint.
2.3 Loss of Elder Guidance and Customization

Traditional systems emphasize direct transmission from teacher to student, with practices
customized based on:

Ayurvedic prakriti (constitution):

e Vata types: require grounding, warming practices; cold exposure may be contraindicated
e Pitta types: benefit from cooling practices but prone to excessive discipline/achievement
e Kapha types: need stimulating, energizing practices; benefit most from cold exposure[8]



Buddhist practice stages:

Beginners: concentration practices (shamatha)

Intermediate: insight practices (vipassana)

Advanced: non-dual awareness practices (mahamudra, dzogchen)
Giving beginners advanced practices = confusion or spiritual bypass

Life stage considerations:

e Children, pregnant women, elderly: different contraindications and modifications
e Different seasons require different practices (winter # summer protocols)

Modern extraction universalizes:

"Do 2 minutes of cold exposure at 39°F" applies to everyone, regardless of constitution, life
stage, season, or individual response patterns. This is pharmaceutical logic (fixed dosing)
applied to contemplative technology (which traditionally requires customization).

The danger: What benefits one person may harm another.

Recent research on artificial sweeteners shows some people are "responders” (gut bacteria
metabolize sweeteners into glucose-dysregulating compounds) while others are
"non-responders" (no effect).[9] The difference is baseline microbiome composition—invisible
without testing.

Without teachers who can "see" individual constitution and response patterns, practitioners
navigate blindly.

2.4 Loss of Community Embedding and Nervous System Co-Regulation
Polyvagal theory (Stephen Porges) identifies three hierarchical circuits:[10]

1. Ventral vagal (social engagement): Safety through connection

2. Sympathetic (mobilization): Safety through fight/flight

3. Dorsal vagal (immobilization): Shutdown when neither connection nor escape is
possible

Key insight: We achieve optimal nervous system regulation through safe social
connection—"co-regulation." We literally cannot access certain states of calm/openness without
other nervous systems signaling safety.

Traditional practice embedding:

e Vrata observers treated with reverence (signals: you are valued, seen, safe)
e Community adjusts behavior (removes temptations, provides support)
e Elders model completion (proof it's survivable and worthwhile)

e Group practice creates synchrony (shared breathing, movement, ritual)



Modern extraction isolation:

e Cold plunge studios: parallel individual practice, minimal interaction
e Meditation apps: completely solitary
e Home practices: no withesses, no support, no modeling

Research finding: Group meditation produces stronger effects than solo practice, even
controlling for duration.[11] The mechanism appears to be nervous system
synchrony—practitioners entrain to each other, achieving states impossible alone.

The loss: Without community, practitioners are limited to sympathetic (self-regulation through
effort) rather than ventral vagal (co-regulation through safe connection) approaches.

2.5 Loss of Verification Through Ordeal
Traditional practices often culminate in physical tests:

61km barefoot pilgrimage (Sabarimala)

8-hour meditation in freezing temperatures (tummo demonstration)
10-day silent retreat (Vipassana)

Vision quest without food/water (various Indigenous traditions)

108 sun salutations (yoga)

Purpose: The ordeal reveals whether transformation occurred or was self-delusion.

Your body either can or cannot walk 61 kilometers barefoot on day 42. Can't fake it. Can't
self-report it. Can't track it on an app. It's a binary pass/fail.

Modern extraction alternatives:

Self-reported "l feel better"

Oura Ring recovery score improvement
Completed "75 Hard" challenge
Meditation app streak counter

The difference: These can be gamed, both deliberately and unconsciously. You can convince
yourself you feel better when you don't. You can improve metrics without changing. You can
complete a challenge through willpower rather than transformation.

The ordeal is immune to self-deception.
2.6 Loss of Ego Dissolution vs. Ego Strengthening
Perhaps the most subtle but profound loss:

Traditional practices aim to dissolve the illusion of separate self:



Buddhist anatta (no-self)

Hindu Advaita (non-duality)

Sufi fana (annihilation in the divine)
Christian kenosis (self-emptying)

Modern extraction strengthens the self:

"l optimized my HRV"

"l completed 75 Hard"

"I'm a biohacker"

"l can endure 3 minutes of cold"

These create identity, achievement, status—all egoic structures.
The paradox:

You can use the same techniques (meditation, fasting, cold exposure) to move in opposite
directions—toward ego dissolution OR toward ego inflation.

The determining factor: purpose and context.

If the purpose is self-improvement, the self is reinforced. If the purpose is self-transcendence,
the self is undermined.

PART THREE: CAN EXTRACTION EVER PRODUCE TRANSFORMATION?

3.1 The Necessary Conditions
Based on our analysis, transformation (versus optimization) seems to require:
1. Multi-system integration

e Change multiple variables simultaneously
e Create coherent alternative "operating system," not additions to existing one

2. Sufficient duration

e Long enough to forget what normal felt like (40+ days minimum)
e Extended enough to complete multiple neuroplastic cycles

3. Customization to individual

e Assessment of constitution, life stage, context
e Adjustment based on response patterns
e Guidance from someone who has navigated the territory



4. Community embedding

e Witnesses who hold you accountable
e Co-regulation through safe social connection
e Modeling by those who've completed the journey

5. Meaningful purpose beyond self

e Preparing for something (pilgrimage, ceremony, service)
e Contributing to something larger (lineage, tradition, community)
e Oriented toward transcendence not optimization

6. Verification through ordeal

e Physical test that can't be faked
e Binary pass/fail (body can or cannot do the thing)
e Public/witnessed (can't be private achievement)

3.2 Examples of Successful Modern Adaptations
Some contemporary contexts preserve transformative potential:
Insight Meditation Society (IMS) retreats:

3-month residential retreats

Teacher guidance (experienced practitioners)

Community (shared silence, withessed practice)

Ordeal (90 days of intensive meditation)

Cosmology (explicit Buddhist framework, though adapted for Western practitioners)
Purpose beyond self (service, teaching, lineage preservation)[12]

Vision quest programs (e.g., School of Lost Borders):

4-day solo wilderness fast

Elder council guidance

Community preparation and reintegration

Physical ordeal (real danger, must survive)

Cosmology (explicit rite-of-passage framework)

Purpose: claiming adult responsibility, finding life direction[13]

Authentic relating / Circling communities:

e Multi-year developmental pathway
e Skilled facilitation
e Community as co-regulator



e Verification through demonstrated capacity (can you hold space for another's
transformation?)

e Purpose: relational healing, nervous system repatterning (not just communication
skills)[14]

What these share:

Duration (months to years, not days to weeks)
Skilled guidance

Community embedding

Serious commitment (time, money, social cost)
Non-optimization framing

3.3 The Personal Practice Dilemma

Most people cannot access 3-month retreats or vision quests. Can individual practice produce
transformation?

Optimistic view (yes, with conditions):
If a practitioner:

Studies traditional frameworks deeply (reads primary texts, understands cosmology)
Finds a qualified teacher (even if remote/occasional)

Commits to extended duration (6+ months minimum)

Creates community accountability (tells people, asks for support)

Designs genuine ordeal (something they genuinely fear/doubt they can do)

Orients toward something larger than self-improvement

I o

Then: transformation may be possible.
Pessimistic view (rare without institutional support):
Historical evidence suggests transformation is rare without:

e Physical retreat from normal life (monastery, ashram, wilderness)

e Complete environmental restructuring (can't half-practice in normal context)
e Intense ordeal that pushes past psychological limits

e Witnessed/guided process (too easy to self-deceive alone)

Individual practice more likely produces incremental benefits (worthwhile!) than transformation
(rare).

PART FOUR: THE OPTIMIZATION VS. TRANSFORMATION DISTINCTION



4.1 Defining Terms
Optimization:

Improving efficiency/function of existing system
Metrics improve (HRV 1, stress |, performance 1)
Self remains intact (strengthened, improved version)
Additive (new capacities added to repertoire)
Reversible (benefits diminish when practice stops)

Transformation:

Fundamental restructuring of system

Metrics may worsen before improving (dissolution period)
Self is reorganized (different person, not better version)
Substitutive (new operating system replaces old)
Irreversible (can't unsee what's been seen)

4.2 Diagnostic Questions
To determine if a practice is optimizing or transforming, ask:
1. Could you stop tomorrow without loss?

e |If yes — optimization (benefits are extrinsic)
e If no — transformation (change is intrinsic)

2. Are you becoming a better version of yourself or a different self?

e Better version — optimization
e Different self — transformation

3. Are your problems solved or dissolved?

e Solved (managed better) — optimization
e Dissolved (no longer experienced as problems) — transformation

4. Do you feel proud of your progress or humbled by what you didn't know?

e Proud — optimization (ego-strengthening)
e Humbled — transformation (ego-loosening)

5. Can you explain what happened rationally?

e Yes (clear cause-effect) — optimization
e No (ineffable, beyond concepts) — transformation



4.3 The Value Question

Is optimization bad and transformation good?

No. Different purposes require different approaches.
Optimization is appropriate for:

Athletic performance
Career advancement
Skill development
Health management
Specific problem-solving

Transformation is appropriate for:

Existential crisis
Meaning-making
Responding to mortality
Healing deep trauma
Spiritual seeking

The problem: Marketing transformation-language for optimization-results.

Wellness culture sells "transform your life in 30 days" when what's offered is optimization. This
creates:

Disappointment (expected transformation, got optimization)

Spiritual bypass (thinking you've transformed when you've just improved metrics)
Cynicism (concluded transformation is fake because optimized version didn't feel
different enough)

PART FIVE: CASE STUDY - THE 75 HARD PROGRAM

75 Hard (created by Andy Frisella) has become enormously popular:[15]

75 consecutive days

Two 45-minute workouts daily (one outdoors)
Follow a diet (any diet, but zero cheating)
Drink 1 gallon of water

Read 10 pages of non-fiction

Take a progress photo

What it extracts:



Duration principle (75 days captures multiple neuroplastic cycles)
Multi-component approach (exercise, diet, hydration, reading)
Discipline/willpower training

Visible transformation (photo verification)

What it loses:

Any cosmological meaning (purely achievement-focused)

Customization (same rules for everyone)

Teacher guidance (self-administered)

Community (optional, not built-in)

Ordeal that risks real failure (most people can force themselves through willpower)
Purpose beyond self (entirely self-improvement)

Results:
Participants report:

e Improved fitness and body composition
e Increased confidence and discipline

e Pride in completing challenge

e Learned they "can do hard things"

These are real benefits! But they're optimization, not transformation.

Evidence: Participants remain recognizably themselves—ijust fitter, more disciplined versions.
The achievement strengthens identity ("I'm someone who completed 75 Hard") rather than
dissolving it.

The question: Could 75 Hard be modified to be transformative?
Possible additions:

Explicit spiritual purpose (preparation for something, not just personal achievement)
Teacher/mentor relationship

Community cohort (shared commitment and witnessing)

Genuine ordeal at end (something risked, not just completed)

Focus on dissolution rather than achievement

But at that point, it would be a different practice entirely.

THINGS WE GOT WRONG

1. Overstating the "biohacking is useless" critique:



We suggested extracted practices are shallow optimization. But for many people dealing with
chronic stress, poor sleep, or metabolic dysfunction, optimization is transformation. Going from
depressed/anxious/sick to functional/energized/healthy isn't trivial—it's life-changing.

We were too dismissive of optimization as a valid end in itself.
2. Romanticizing traditional contexts:

We implied traditional practices within their original contexts automatically produce
transformation. But historically:

Many practitioners go through the motions without transformation

Power dynamics (caste, gender) in traditional contexts can be oppressive

"Authenticity" doesn't guarantee effectiveness

Plenty of traditional practitioners are also just optimizing (seeking blessings, status, etc.)

3. Suggesting individual practice can't work:

We leaned pessimistic on solo practice potential. But many contemplatives have transformed
through solitary practice with minimal guidance—reading texts, experimenting, finding their own
way.

We underestimated human capacity for self-directed transformation.
4. Missing the accessibility critique:
Traditional practices often require privilege:

Time (3-month retreat = lost income)

Money (retreat fees, travel, lost wages)

Social support (family that tolerates absence)
Physical ability (61km barefoot walk excludes many)

Extracted practices, while shallower, are more accessible. This is a genuine trade-off we didn't
adequately address.

5. Implying there's a "right way":

Our analysis suggests traditional > extracted. But spiritual bypassing happens in traditional
contexts too. And genuine transformation can happen through unexpected paths.

We were too prescriptive about what "counts."

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS



1. On your own practice:

e Name a practice you do regularly. Is it optimizing or transforming you? How can you tell?
Would you want to change that?

2. On extraction:

e Think of a practice you've adopted from another culture. What did you keep? What did
you leave behind? Was that choice conscious or unconscious? Would you change
anything knowing what you now know?

3. On community:

e Who witnesses your transformation (or lack thereof)? Who would notice if you were
self-deceiving? Do you have people in your life who can see your blind spots?

4. On ordeal:

e \What's the hardest thing you could imagine doing that would reveal something true
about yourself? What stops you from doing it?

5. On purpose:

e Why are you doing the practices you do? If the answer is "to feel better/perform
better/optimize," what would change if the purpose was "to prepare for something" or "to
serve something larger than yourself"?

6. On verification:

e How do you know if your practice is working? If your only evidence is self-report or
metrics, what would a more honest test look like?
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