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JOHN 1:1

Ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος, καὶ ὁ λόγος ἦν πρὸς τὸν θεόν, καὶ θεὸς ἦν ὁ λόγος.

In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the Logos was God.

The Greek New Testament – Fourth Edition Revised,

United Bible Societies, 1998.
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Foreword

I hope you enjoy exploring the life and ideas of Viktor Emil Frankl as much as I do. It is my privilege to share with you his influence and legacy as the founder of the Third Viennese School of Psychotherapy.1 Chapter 1 will give you a brief introduction of the early and middle years of Frankl’s life.2 Knowing his story will help you better understand his psychotherapeutic approach, known as Logotherapy.

May your meaning reveal itself through Viktor’s life.

Neil A. Soggie

NOTES

1.	Viktor E. Frankl, Recollections: An Autobiography (Cambridge, MA: Basic Books, 2000), 64.

2.	Frankl, Recollections, 19–132.


Chapter 1

Viktor Frankl’s Early Years

1905–1942

When people think of Viktor Frankl, they often conjure up emotions of terror, fear, despair, and the dark images of Nazi concentration camps. While people associate these images with Frankl’s most famous book, Man’s Search for Meaning, they do not typify the full life of the man himself. The life of Viktor Frankl is full of stories of humor, joy, and a wonderful sense of security that frames the context of his life. To understand Viktor Frankl, one must begin with the core emotional experience of his life, namely, joy.

As one of his earliest memories lays bare, Viktor was a young child on vacation with his family. On a particular summer morning, Viktor awoke to sensations of a warm breeze and birds chirping in the distance. With his eyes still shut, he emerged into a wakefulness of rapturous safety and security in love. As he opened his eyes, he saw the smiling face of his father over him; and he felt safe and loved.1 These early core experiences and memories remained with Viktor throughout his life, giving him strength to face incredible challenges.

The Viktor Frankl story began in 1905 in Vienna, Austria: an age of prosperity, hope, and dreams. During this time Vienna was the seat of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, a bastion of Germanic political power. It was a large vibrant metropolis surrounded by picturesque mountains and beautiful forests. Vienna teemed with modern technology; yet, it held its atmosphere of culture, tradition, beauty, and charm. The region where the Frankls lived was near a public park and coffee shops where Viktor’s parents were fond of visiting. According to Viktor, Cafe Siller,2 on the edge of a park near their flat, was where his mother first felt the labor pains of his birth. “Little Vicky”3 arrived to the family, two years behind his older brother Walter.

Viktor was proud of his family’s flat at door 25, on the top floor of Czerningasse 6. He always thought it interesting that Dr. Alfred Adler had lived for a time, at number 7, diagonally across the street from the Frankls. Thus, Viktor would reflect, the birth of the Third Viennese School of Psychotherapy – Logotherapy – took place near that of the Second Viennese School, Dr. Adler’s Individual Psychology. The first school, of course, was Sigmund Freud’s Psychoanalysis.4

Viktor Frankl remained close to his parents throughout his life. He always recognized that he drew much of his personal characteristics from both his mother and father, especially when it came to his basic character. He saw his personality as a summation of his positive bonds with his parents. His father, Gabriel, was a stoic but occasionally hot-tempered man, personifying justice and love to his family. In these ways, Viktor believed that he took after his father, and even claimed that a Rorschach inkblot test he took at an Innsbruck psychiatric clinic confirmed this. What he inherited from his mother, he thought, was a deep wellspring of emotion that he could tap into in times of trial.5

Viktor believed in caring for family, and even during his childhood he lived this out – at the height of the First World War. Among the stories that he would tell, he recalled standing in a line at 3 a.m., in winter, to buy potatoes.6

Within school, he was a seeker of knowledge, interested in philosophers and in experimental pursuits. Viktor and his father went for walks through the university district and Gabriel would tell young Viktor stories of his own time in medical school. These walks likely helped to merge the philosopher/medical doctor identity of young Viktor. In his teen years, Viktor sought out wisdom for its own sake, apart from academic achievement.

Fascinated with the philosophical works of Wilhelm Ostwald and the psychological ideas of Theodor Fechner, he recalled making personal notes about the ways they work in the world. Young Viktor would experiment with both science and philosophy, in his search to understand the universe. As he advanced in school, he began taking adult evening classes in applied psychology and would bring the lessons learned back to his school classroom for demonstrations.7

As a teenager Viktor often went down the street to Prater Park, with his brother Walter and his younger sister Stella. The park became his intellectual playground. He often went there alone to think and make notes. When he went there with friends, he engaged them in discussions about philosophy, the new and intriguing field of psychology, and his long-held interest in medicine. He also began a bold time of writing to Sigmund Freud, and it was thrilling when Freud replied thoughtfully to each letter. Sadly, years later the Gestapo confiscated these valuable letters, and he lost these treasures.8

Viktor recalled times when his friends would simply roam through Prater Park, getting lost in their philosophical discussions and staying out most of the night. They were not getting into trouble or causing mischief like teenage boys are prone to do. Instead, they discussed Marx and Lenin, Freud, and Adler.9

One especially proud moment for Viktor came when he wrote an article in the park, about the origin of the mimic movements of affirmation and negation. As a bold teenager, Viktor quickly sent it off to Freud, hoping to please him with the work. The thrilling response from Freud was he sent the article for consideration in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis.10

For Viktor, his teen years were a time full of philosophical struggle. Though the battle was great, he never abandoned the challenges his own mind presented in living life. As he sought to understand his own existence, he eventually realized tensions are an important part of life. From these internal struggles, the embryonic ideas of Logotherapy were beginning to form. He was always enthusiastic about psychiatry, psychology, and psychoanalysis. His fascination with philosophy meant that he was giving lectures on the meaning of life at the age of 15. In these lectures he developed the idea we should not ask for the meaning of life; rather, life is asking us this question, “What is the meaning of this life?” It is we ourselves who must answer the existential question that life poses to us in everyday living. Our response comes in two ways: first, in our mindfulness of our experiences; second, in our choices to be responsible. A major task in life is to discover meaning.

Another basic truth that teenage Viktor discovered was the notion of ultimate meaning. The full meaning of a person’s existence is beyond the grasp of human understanding. There exists suprameaning, but it isn’t something supernatural. It is natural, simply a meaning beyond human grasp. This basic truth stresses that spirituality will be part of the genuine human life.11

Other children played out their fantasies of being soldiers, pirates, or a ship’s captain. Young Viktor dreamed of becoming a doctor. His play up to and in his teen years centered on the identity of being a medical doctor. With the growing popularity of Freud and his theories, young Frankl became increasingly interested in the medical specialty of psychiatry. Finally, at the age of 19, Viktor made two giant leaps toward his eventual greatness. The first was his admittance into medical school. The second, perhaps a little more bold, was his application to join Sigmund Freud’s Vienna Psychoanalytic Society. These early experiences, struggles, and goals set the stage for what was to become Viktor’s most productive period.

As Viktor began to move through medical school at the University of Vienna, he struggled with choosing a specialization, first toying with the idea of going into either obstetrics or dermatology. However, a friend convinced Viktor that he had a different calling. Viktor’s friend quoted from the philosopher Soren Kierkegaard to make his point: “Do not despair at wanting to become your authentic self.”

That statement sparked Viktor to make a vital choice in his life, one that would affect everything that followed. Reflecting back, he marveled, “It is difficult to believe what decisive turns in our lives we sometimes owe to even casual remarks made by another person . . . from that moment on I made up my mind that I would no longer avoid my psychiatric self-actualization.”12

With his training path chosen, he immersed himself in psychoanalysis but was disappointed by its reductionism. He felt that the psychoanalytic view did not satisfy his longing to understand people. He found himself drawn increasingly to Alfred Alder’s Individual Psychology. Through Adler’s group, as well as in his medical school studies, Viktor was able to explore other key research areas like psychosomatic medicine with mentors Drs. Rudolf Allers and Oswald Schwarz. “In 1927. . . . I had come under the spell of two men who impressed me not only as persons, but who also had a lasting influence on me through their ideas.”13

Although a busy student, Viktor did find time to be active within the Adlerian Society. During this time he experienced the same concerns with Adler’s view that he had previously with Freud’s. In time, Viktor’s mentors came to agree that Adler was too reductionistic and expressed their concerns openly at a meeting where Adler was present. Viktor was expelled from the society, despite his conciliatory position.

Allers and Schwarz had taken a decision to publicly withdraw from Alfred Adler’s Society of Individual Psychology during a large meeting at the University of Vienna in 1927. During the meeting Adler was especially sensitive because he knew Freudians were present. When Allers and Schwarz announced their withdrawal over the concerns with Adler’s perspective, Viktor too spoke up. Viktor tried to be appeasing, suggesting there was no reason to leave Adler’s Society. Adler was upset by this treachery, especially in front of the Freudian psychoanalysts. Adler immediately broke all contacts with the three. In later years, Viktor tried to speak to him in a more casual setting, but Adler refused to reply: “He could not get over the fact that I had not supported him unconditionally.”14

Following his expulsion from Adler’s Society, Viktor took a brief break from theoretical pursuits and began focusing on practice. He did this through aiding in opening several student counseling centers and giving talks to groups of students. This transition time allowed him to incubate his own theory of meaning: “As early as 1929 I had developed the concept of three groups of values, or three possible ways to find meaning in life, for example: (1) A deed we do . . . (2) An experience we have . . . (3) An attitude we adopt. . . ..”15 Teaching classes also gave him an opportunity to meet women, which he found to be a pleasant side-benefit. Viktor used the occasion of a lecture to lure a woman that he had met at a dance. He would speak about this fantastic lecturer named Frankl, who gave the most fascinating lectures. He invited the woman to the lecture hall, where he saved a place near the front of the class for her. On settling into her seat, he sprung a surprise on her: “One can imagine the impression it would make on the girl as her date suddenly left his seat and, greeted with audience applause, step up to the lectern.”16

After graduating from medical school in 1930, Viktor went on to specialize in general psychiatry and neurology. On completing his internships, he began a residency at Steinhof Psychiatric Hospital. During this residency period, Viktor was responsible for the treatment of severely depressed individuals, mostly suicidal women. It was here that he found great value in using his sense of humor in therapy. Here he pioneered the technique of paradoxical intention, a technique that he found useful in everyday situations. For example, he was stopped for a traffic violation and repeatedly told the officer how much he deserved the ticket. He went rambling on about how being written a ticket was well deserved. The officer reacted by calming Viktor down and not writing him a ticket.17

In the late
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