 
 
Epilogue
[image: OEBPS/images/image0059.jpg]The next day, we leave the sailboat and move back into our guesthouse. It's comfortable and relieving to be back on dry land and have enough space to organize our belongings. But returning from the expedition also turns out to be an unexpected and revealing experience about the nature of modern life.
As I open my email inbox, I'm overwhelmed by a flood of messages, all requiring decisions to be made or problems to be solved. Two-factor authentication logins, spam and newsletters to unsubscribe from without knowing if we are really unsubscribing or encouraging the spammer to send us more messages. Checking in for the domestic flight to Buenos Aires. Approving essential cookies in accordance to the GDPRs. Checking in for the return flight to Europe. Making a bank transfer to an expedition member to settle accounts. Finding a way to copy several gigabytes of photos and videos from my Android phone to my Mac, requiring occult procedures such as wifi debugging mode and special apps to install. The next day, when I arrive in Buenos Aires, my taxi driver asks me to write to him on WhatsApp when I land, then again a little later, so that we can arrange to meet up, all from my tablet, which needs the airport's Wi-Fi with a code sent by SMS to a phone whose prepaid card had to be topped up with an Android app in Spanish that works very poorly, a payment that has to be validated with a payment verification code sent to the phone, all while I am traveling with three backpacks and a ski bag. Resetting a forgotten password to log in to an online apartment booking platform so I can reply to messages and questions from the owner – which flight, what time, ... – and note down the building entry code and apartment number. The hours pass, the sun sets. The feeling of missing out on life and fighting futile windmills. My journal that evening was blunt: I wanted fewer screens, less noise, more of what mattered.
Living in a group of human size protected from over-information
As I finish this book a year after returning from the expedition, the interrogation about how much of our daily lives we spend performing tasks whose usefulness we doubt, or following rules whose meaning we do not understand remains as relevant as it was the day I returned from Antarctica.

Here's a concrete example, familiar to any academic researcher. To fund my lab's salaries and running costs, I write grant proposals. For these to succeed against competition, I need to be at my creative and persuasive best for one to two weeks per proposal. The proposals are then evaluated over 6-12 months, and 70-90% are rejected, not because the ideas are weak but because there are more good ideas than available resources. At institutions like mine, which provide limited salary support and charge rent for lab space, the math is relentless: sustaining a team large enough to do meaningful work requires a volume of proposals that competes directly with the time to do the science itself. Add mentoring, teaching, and institutional service, and the time left for the work that actually advances our understanding of disease is a fraction of what it could be. Diseases get cured slower because of this.
This is the system, and I’ve learned to work within it.
But I notice the gap between why I became a scientist – to discover effective ways to treat disease and, to get there, to seek answers to key questions that currently have no answers and to solve problems no one has solved – and what I would need to spend my days doing – persuading reviewers and committees, muscling through the frictions of the research funding system.
That gap is not specific to academic institutions: my brief experience in a large company taught me that large organizations are especially prone to this: days spent in meetings or writing reports no one will read, multi-stake-holder processes that grind initiatives to a stop, years of R&D advances thrown away as strategic directions change. 
Much of the demotivating and frustrating nature of the modern human condition could find its source in the inherent costs of operating in large organizations. From the twelve-soldier operational detachments of the Green Berets, to the twelve jurors whose verdict can send a person to prison, to the fourteen-strong sailing crews of the Global Challenge race around the world, teams that need high performance under pressure are remarkably consistent in size: roughly a dozen people, a size that allows assembling a critical mass of complementary expertise while keeping group overheads – communication and management – minimal. Evolutionary psychology arrived at a similar figure: our sympathy group of about twelve to fifteen people is the maximum number with whom we can maintain genuine emotional closeness, and whose capabilities, personalities, and relationships to one another we can hold simultaneously in mind. Yet, tens to hundreds of thousands of individuals are employed by the corporations that dominate the modern global economy. Most of us live in cities, many of which count millions of inhabitants. The world’s geopolitics and the rules of our daily lives are determined at the level of nation-states which count millions to hundreds of millions of citizens. Such organizations are orders of magnitude too large for the human brain to grasp holistically and thus too large for anyone to effectively address their shortcomings: one simply cannot personally collect and satisfy the detailed perspectives and preferences of everyone in organizations involving millions of individuals. 
What the theory doesn’t say is how things could be different. Here, going on this expedition and returning to the modern world can serve as an accidental experiment to help answer this question. Before leaving, I have felt the frustrating and demotivating aspects of operating in organizations too large for what the brain evolved for. Then I experienced a pause from this for five weeks. What happens when you remove the conditions that produce frustration and demotivation, to instead live with a group of the ideal size for your brain?
First of all, instead of having to perform tasks whose utility we fail to perceive, all the tasks I performed during the five weeks of this expedition were either in my direct interest or in the direct interest of the group I was part of. The benefits of my efforts and those of my teammates on our expedition were instantly visible. Someone asks me for a hand? Of course I'm going to help: we're literally in the same boat! It's motivating and it binds us together as a group.
Then, for five weeks, we were cut off from world news, from the daily avalanche of negative trends over which we seem to have so little control. This impression of having no control over these negative trends demotivates us from acting for a better future. In contrast, here in Antarctica, the success of the expedition was tangibly in our hands.
For five weeks, we were protected from the incessant stream of the world's biggest achievements, performances and successes of the moment, alongside which our own efforts inevitably seem futile. Some of us dedicate countless hours to physical training for results that pale in comparison to omnipresent beauty models and Hollywood actors with professional resources. Others dedicate years to learning to sing or to playing a music instrument, but music made by a handful of producers gets all the streamings. Yet others struggle with parenting issues when influencer-parents seem to always have all the answers. So many skills and successes that mean nothing to us because they concern strangers. It anesthetizes the very real sense that our skills are useful and our efforts necessary. Instead, here in Antarctica, everyone on our team contributed useful skills unmatched within our group of 12 people: navigation, mountaineering, skiing, history, languages, medicine, cooking, humor, music, and many more. These contributions and skills had a positive and tangible impact on everyone in the group. We felt useful, appreciated. Our efforts had meaning.
For five weeks, we had a respite from communicating through screens. This mode of communication alienates us from others because nonverbal cues, the preferred channel for emotions and feelings, are lost. Here, we communicated only by voice, in the physical presence of others. It brought us together, bound us to one another.
For five weeks, we were protected from attention-grabbing technologies – notifications, videos, addictive apps – that separate us from our will, our emotions, and others. Here, our will was free. Free to talk, joke, and listen to others. Free to watch the sea for hours. Free to spontaneously listen and enjoy a 10-minute piece of music together in the evening, in silence, before going to bed. Our emotions found the space they deserve in our consciousness. The attention we paid to others did not compete with technology optimized to steal it from us. We were in harmony with ourselves and others.
Five weeks of living with purpose and sovereignty over our thoughts, within a close-knit group of well-intentioned people. So when I set foot back on the South American continent, I felt the clarity and the calm from five weeks of undivided attention to the work in front of me, to the people around me, and to my own thinking, without interference.
Once you have felt that clarity and that calm, you recognize its absence. After a few days at work, this state of calm and clarity fades as my lab's problems – both scientific and non-scientific – reclaim my attention. My ability to lead and support my team returns – a good thing – but also draws me back into the organizational overheads I’d be free from. The expedition becomes memory. But something persists.
Reclaiming purpose for our time and sovereignty over our thoughts
The theory examined why I felt a disconnect between purpose and the daily tasks and over-information the modern world sends my way. The expedition showed how differently I could feel. Now the question becomes: how will I live now with what I have learned?

Even the best organizations accumulate processes and rules faster than they retire them. Each process and rule was introduced for a reason, but reasons change, unintended effects compound, and the overhead grows until it suffocates the mission it was designed to protect. Trimming processes and rules is necessary but insufficiently incentivized. The expedition showed me what life feels like outside large institutions: aligned with purpose, free of overhead, and connected with others. It was beautiful. 
And it wasn't enough. The science I want to do – to get immune cells to find and kill cancer – requires the infrastructure that only organizations too large for anyone’s brain to fully grasp can provide: funding, equipment, employees, collaborators, clinical access. The answer isn't to leave. It's to stay with open eyes, trim what we can, protect what matters, do our part to make our institution effective, guided by why we chose to be here in the first place. 
The expedition also allowed me to feel how respite from communication through screens and from attention technologies brings calm, empowerment, and connection. Yet, the work I want to do would be impossible without computers, and smartphones can be powerful allies to streamline daily life. The answer isn’t to refrain from using computers and phones, but to make them work for us rather than having them work us.
Thus, within weeks of returning, I made several changes, some of which were instinctive and some took longer to articulate.
To protect my core scientific mission from the bureaucratic ratchet, I instigated protected science time. For around 3 hours per day, the deep-work hours I protect most fiercely, I do the work for which I chose science as a career: thinking of hard and important problems, articulating these problems into mathematical models, designing experiments to calibrate these models, analyzing the data that comes out of these experiments, condensing our findings into research articles that matter to me. I protect this time by refusing meeting requests. Phone notifications and email are off. The rest of the working day involves mentoring, reviewing research results with the team, and the operational work of running a lab, all of which serves the science, but only if the protected hours stay protected. Administrative work gets dedicated but capped time each day, unless there is a mission-critical emergency. 
I also changed my perspective on work rhythm and work time. When I returned from Antarctica, I settled again into the familiar rhythm of working as long as I could every day, often from 9am to 8pm or later. This was productive for the first few weeks. But soon, fatigue accumulated, decreasing what I could do each day, encouraging longer working hours to compensate, in a downward productivity and health spiral. Optimizing my momentary output came at the expense of my long-term impact.
To counter that, I resolved to leave the lab at 6pm every evening. But every evening when 6pm strikes, the urge was strong to continue working and solve just one more problem, and then another one, until it’s past 8pm and I come home way after 9pm, with thoughts spinning, interfering with sleep, thus maintaining the downward spiral. 
I have now learned that leaving problems unsolved today is the solution to solving them tomorrow, because it lets me rest, the necessary condition for resolving them tomorrow. To help me leave at 6pm and use the evening to recharge, my email client disables at 6pm. I then use the evening to restore my capacity for focus, like catching up with my beloved over dinner, or engaging in restoring physical activity – intense enough to break a sweat and get the heart pumping, yet not so intense as to represent a serious challenge at the end of an intense day.
These two changes – protected science time and a work rhythm that optimizes for long-term output – reclaimed purpose within the large institutions in which modern scientific research takes place. I combined these changes with how I use communication and attention technologies, with their distracting notifications, endless scrolls, and other addictive video content.
I left social networks and YouTube, giving fewer people the power to determine how I spend my time and what I think about. News websites are blocked except during one hour over lunch, allowing me to sit in the discomfort of not knowing how to solve a research problem long enough to make progress on it. My phone goes on silent during regular office hours – the time when I need to concentrate – because not every message requires an immediate response, not every request deserves my time, not every interruption is more important than the quality of my thinking and presence. I removed email from my phone, and with it my urge to constantly update myself when I have a minute of spare time, so I can be bored every once in a while, that is, so I can rest mentally. I systematically privilege face-to-face meetings over zooms, for the higher quality of face-to-face presence. My beloved and I set our phones aside during meals or coffee on the balcony, so we can be present with each other. For the same reason, if a friend repeatedly checks his phone as we meet, I tell him I’d like him to put his phone away.
These changes sound small. Yet, together, they make communication and attention technologies work for me instead of them working me, and re-create pockets of the purpose and sovereignty over my thoughts I experienced on this expedition, even within the modern world.
I also realized that I don't have to be helpless when faced with mechanical problems. I watched Bernard and Juan fix things on the sailboat. I can do the same. It's just a matter of trying. This may sound trivial, but it's part of the same principle: autonomy comes from not automatically outsourcing every problem – from mental discomfort and tiredness to a clogged sink – to someone you pay.
Beyond my personal life, the expedition shifted how I want to travel and encounter others. For years, my travels were about consumption: following guidebooks written by people from my culture, interacting with locals almost only in transactional modes – bus drivers, waiters, guides. But traveling in Argentina after the expedition taught me something different. A spontaneous conversation with a window cleaner about mate. Encounters with couples from Colombia and Brazil in Ushuaia. These were not on any itinerary. They happened because I was present and open. In my future travels, I want more real encounters with people shaped by an environment different from mine, not consumption products created for tourists.
One year after returning, most of these changes have held. My life is more beautiful, more calm, more purposeful. But I'm also realistic about what I can sustain and what I cannot. I still work too late sometimes. The pull of video content returns when I'm traveling alone. These are not failures but reminders that the practice is ongoing.
Yet, Antarctica gave me proof that another way exists, and that a better alignment with purpose is possible. That memory is my compass now: when I'm drifting, it reminds me that I have a choice about what to say yes to and what to refuse. It gives me permission to be deliberate about my life in a world where some profit from my distraction, and no one is responsible for protecting my time and my efforts but me.
The invitation here is not to abandon modern life for Antarctica, but to design our daily lives to reclaim purpose for our time, and sovereignty over our thoughts. For me, I want that sovereignty to serve the purpose of getting immune cells to find and kill cancer cells. Everything else is overhead to be managed, not a mission to be served.
Appendix 1: Where maladaptive patterns come from
As I prepared to write about this expedition, I reviewed the developmental psychology literature and discovered something that surprised me: my own challenges with groups are statistically ordinary. Millions of people develop similar responses to similar formative environments. Here is what the research shows.
Many of us experience emotional difficulties – anxiety, low mood, or trouble regulating emotions – shaped by genetic factors and our life experience from childhood, adolescence, and all the way to adulthood. To cope with these difficulties, we can develop thought and behavioral patterns that reduce distress. When these patterns bring us short-term relief, they get reinforced, making them automatic. 
For example, a child grows up with parents who only show warmth and pride when grades are perfect, while meeting their mistakes with criticism or comparison to more successful peers. The child discovers perfectionism: meticulously checking every assignment, practicing far beyond what teachers require, and never admitting confusion. At first, this reliably brings relief, praise, and a sense of safety. 
While many behavioral and thought patterns benefit us – problem-focused coping, seeking social support, ... – problems arise when automatic patterns no longer fit our situation. When patterns were helpful in past circumstances, but now our circumstances have changed and these automatic patterns hinder us: they became maladaptive patterns. 
For example, in teams, as an adult, the perfectionism that brought relief as a child leads to overwork, an aversion to delegating, and a reluctance to share drafts until they are “flawless,” which slows team progress, reduces collaboration, and makes the person brittle in the face of feedback. Other common maladaptive patterns include approval‑seeking, self‑erasure, over‑caretaking, status warfare, clinging, and withdrawal.
For deeper insights into how patterns form and what to do about it, curious readers can consult the following references:
Hengartner (2015) The detrimental impact of maladaptive personality on public mental health. Frontiers in Psychiatry, 6, 87
Thinking, Fast and Slow, Kahneman (2011)
Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Beck (2020)
Appendix 2: How I imagined it, how it was
The experience of this expedition was in line with what I had imagined.
The waters of the Drake Passage were calmer than I expected, something I dare not write too loudly, lest Poseidon get wind of it and decide to punish me next time I venture out to sea. This was less due to my seafaring skills and more to Olivier's competence and the clemency of the pressure systems during the two weeks we spent crossing the Drake Passage. The expedition was free of injuries and of serious incidents, which I attribute primarily to the skill of Ueli and Olivier, as well as that of the sailors and fellow expedition members. 
I will not return to Antarctica on a cruise ship with hundreds of other passengers. Not because such trips are inherently bad – they are a legitimate way to experience Antarctica – but because I understand my preferences. A small group on a sailboat means agency, not consuming a pre-packaged experience but fully participating in the expedition, from helping the cook to doing watches to trimming the sails. Your efforts matters because the group is small enough that everyone’s contribution is valuable and necessary. You experience the rhythm of wind and water instead of the rhythm of a timetable. There is genuine risk. It sounds romantic until you are cold, wet and tired. But afterward, it feels like proof that you were actually there, not just passing through. Not that the sailboat expedition is more virtuous: it simply fits my preference in a way that a cruise ship tour cannot match.
It would be appealing and exciting to one day put together a team for a new expedition with an interesting goal, such as making the first ascent of a summit. But that would take a lot of time, effort and money. It's difficult to assemble a team of people I trust, who are pleasant to be around, who have both the financial means and the skills for the adventure, and who are willing to commit. The last point is the most delicate in my experience: when I organized trips to high mountains or the Arctic in the past, it has been relatively easy to find people who are interested. But when the time comes to commit to the adventure, many change their minds, which is problematic if you have had to make commitments – particularly financial ones – to get the ball rolling. Besides, pushing ahead with all this means giving up other things in life which I want to focus on now like research, entrepreneurship, perhaps having children. So, if the opportunity arose, why not? But as of today, I don't feel a strong desire to do so: my thirst and curiosity for such an adventure have been quenched, at least for now.
I have a slight regret that we weren't able to camp on land. Ueli had initially planned to camp in order for us to push further inland. We prepared for this in terms of equipment and trained for it during our preparation week-end in the Alps. But the French Southern Territories authorities refused us permission to sleep on land shortly before departure due to avian flu concerns. 
The decision puzzled me then and puzzles me now. The epidemiological logic seemed weak: birds, whether flying or swimming, concentrate on the shore, while our camp was planned several kilometers (miles) inland and at an altitude where there are few or no birds. So I suspect the real drivers were institutional: perhaps the bureaucrats’ risk-aversion (a flu outbreak on their watch becomes their problem, but a successful expedition brings them no credit), incomplete communication about their specific concerns, or simply the path of least resistance when uncertain. Decisions made by institutions often reflect the incentive structures of individuals within them, not necessarily the best logical analysis of the actual risk.
Still, we were granted permission to set foot and ski ashore more than a dozen times. It was enough.
 
Appendix 3: Memories I want to keep
During this expedition, I had experiences that I had dreamed of and/or that make me smile when I think back on them. Here is a list of these, in no particular order, so that I can revisit them or perhaps inspire future candidates for the trip.
 
Sail through the Drake Passage
Steer a sailboat in the Drake Passage, even if only for 10 minutes or almost off course
Contemplate the Southern Ocean at night while listening to Pink Floyd
Set foot on the Antarctic continent
Ski on Antarctic snow
Repeat this 11 times during 11 ski tours, absorbing differences in snow textures, weather conditions and landscapes
Navigate the frictions that arise when sharing a 20-meter sailboat with 12 people for 30 days
Spend a few hours watching penguins incubate their eggs and steal stones for their nests
Listen to the wind moaning in the mast and shrouds from my bunk on a stormy night
Nearly get my kayak capsized by a whale
Get winched up the main mast of a sailboat and feel the dizzying height and precarious vantage point
Swim naked with glaciers
Watch the sun set at sea at midnight and then rise again a couple of hours later
See Cape Horn emerge from the mist after a week at sea
Experience a fire onboard
Go out dancing reggaeton in Argentina
Enjoy a scenic, gourmet dinner above Ushuaia Bay after weeks of eating from a boat kitchen
Fly through a circular rainbow over the Beagle Channel
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The other photos are the author’s. 
 
I drafted this book in French, then used translation software and large-language models as editorial partners to brainstorm framing, identify weaknesses in the writing, catch incoherences, and improve clarity. The ideas, experiences and voice are mine; the AI helped me refine how I communicated them. In any edit, making my writing factually and emotionally honest was my first priority.
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My website
On my website https://jean.hausser.org, you will find pictures and videos for which there wasn’t space in this book. There, you can also buy this book – in case you arrived here by pirate ship and feel like making amends to the literary gods ;-)
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