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Foreword by Dr Edith Eger

MY FIRST VISCERAL UNDERSTANDING OF THE truth of my freedom – and my responsibility to seize it – came when I was 17 years old and lay with a broken back in the marshy field of a Nazi death camp, surrounded by the dead and dying. Over the last year I’d been imprisoned at Auschwitz, forced to ride on top of trains carrying German ammunition to protect them from British bombs, pressed into service as a slave labourer in factories across Germany, and made to march from Mauthausen to Gunskirchen on a Death March that only one hundred out of two thousand prisoners survived.

We’d reached a hell more dispiriting and debilitating than the one we’d left behind, and I was truly at death’s door. Yet, lying on the ground, numb with pain, unable to walk, barely able to move, I could still feel my will to survive. If I were to live, I had to eat. I focused my attention on the ground beneath me. Out of the trampled mud grew grass. I could eat grass. I could choose this blade of grass over that one. Even in hell, I had a choice.

More than twenty years later, a middle-aged mother and university student living in El Paso, Texas, I encountered Viktor Frankl’s Man’s Search for Meaning. It was the first time I’d read another survivor’s account of the Holocaust. At first, I was afraid to read the book, terrified that it would trap me in the darkness of the past. But Frankl’s words and perspective helped me realise that while I was no longer a prisoner, I still wasn’t free. I had been liberated from the death camps, but I was burying and running from the past. Frankl taught me that freedom lay in embracing my choice and capacity to make meaning from what I’d endured.

In one of my favourite passages from Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl marches to his work site in the icy dark. The cold is harsh, the guards are brutal, the prisoners stumble. Amid physical pain and dehumanising injustice Frankl flashes on his wife’s face. He sees her eyes, and his heart blooms with love. He understands ‘how a man who has nothing left in this world may still know bliss’. We can’t choose to vanish the dark, but we can choose to kindle the light.

Frankl writes: ‘Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms – to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.’ Each moment is a choice. No matter how frustrating or boring or constraining or painful or oppressive our experience, we can always choose how we respond. We can choose which blade of grass to eat. This is the essence of hope.

Hope can be misunderstood, perceived as a whitewashing of reality, as wishful thinking or obstinate positivity. Yet hope doesn’t involve any kind of pretence or masking. Hope is about being free to choose how we engage with our circumstances. Choosing what we hold in our minds, choosing to be curious, choosing to take responsibility for everything in our lives. When I choose hope, I choose what gets my attention every day. I remember that loss and trauma don’t require me to stop living fully.

As I became a psychologist and dedicated myself to my own healing and to helping my patients heal from combat trauma, sexual assault, addiction, illness, challenging relationships, and everyday hunger and ennui, Viktor Frankl became a cherished mentor and beloved friend. He helped me discover a purpose in my suffering. Our painful experiences aren’t a liability – they’re a gift. They give us perspective and meaning, an opportunity to find our unique purpose and our strength.

One of the last times I saw Viktor Frankl was at the Third World Congress on Logotherapy, in Regensburg in 1983. The last night of the conference, we danced. As we moved across the dancefloor, I thought how remarkable it was that each of us had made it to that moment. And how triumphant. We couldn’t alter what we’d been through. We couldn’t bring back the dead or erase the many sorrows, losses, or devastations we’d survived. But we could meet each other right where we were, in the sacred present, and dance. We could choose to embrace our lives as a gift. We could choose to be free.

Dr Edith Eger

January 2024

Dr Edith Eger is a Hungarian-born psychologist, Holocaust survivor, and international bestselling author of The Choice and The Gift. Born in Hungary, Edith was a teenager when she and her family were sent to Auschwitz in the Second World War. Despite overwhelming odds, Edith survived the Holocaust and moved with her husband to the United States. Having worked in a factory whilst raising her young family, she went on to graduate with a PhD from the University of Texas and became an eminent psychologist.




Foreword by Dr Tobias Esch

PEOPLE HAVE BEEN FASCINATED BY VIKTOR E. Frankl for decades, me included. In the United States, where I worked as a scientist for several years, his works were ‘must-reads’. The Library of Congress (the de facto national library of the USA) lists his book Man’s Search for Meaning as one of the ten most influential books in history. Scientists and academics, commentators and artists, politicians and celebrities, as well as ordinary people, regularly mention his works as being some of the most important books that we should all read in our lives. I believe the same may be true of this book in the future.

Viktor E. Frankl was one of the outstanding figures of the twentieth century. Born in Vienna in 1905, he first obtained a doctorate in medicine and later neurology (becoming a professor at Vienna University, with guest professorships at Harvard, among others) and made a lasting and multifaceted impression on almost the entire twentieth century, far beyond the realm of medicine. In doing so, in his personal actions and creativity, he conquered the darker sides, as well as the less dark aspects of his century, as well as expounding what was to become his life’s work: the search for meaning, for what makes us truly human. The question of how freedom of spirit and of action can prevail even under extreme conditions. How free will and genuine dignity, including the responsibility that is bound up with them – even how a confrontation with suffering and with one’s own mortality – can be transcended to attain inner growth and meaning.

Frankl describes us human beings as successful ‘conquerors of transience’. And as early as 1946, assigns to us a ‘planetary responsibility’. He was way ahead of his time, and today would most certainly be a popular talk-show guest, social media star or influencer.

Viktor E. Frankl grew up as part of the Jewish community in Austria and later lost almost his entire family in the Holocaust. When, as a result of the liberation, he finally returned to Vienna – after he had endured four different Nazi concentration camps (including Theresienstadt and Auschwitz) – there was no longer anyone left to welcome him. All the people he loved had been gassed or tortured to death, including his wife, his parents and his brother.

Why go on living? As Frankl himself described, he decided at that point that he would not kill himself for the time being. At the very least, he wanted to ‘reconstruct’ his first book, Ärztliche Seelsorge (The Doctor and the Soul), which he had written before the Second World War, and which was then published in 1946. In other words, he wanted to re-evaluate the experiences he had lived through. This is how his highly influential work … trotzdem Ja zum Leben sagen (Man’s Search for Meaning) subsequently came into being. This is different from the way the story is usually told – namely, that he did not ask himself the big question about humankind’s search for meaning until during his periods of incarceration in the concentration camps, and therefore that the most important work of his life was ‘wrenched’ out of him by the horror he experienced. In fact, Frankl later confirmed that he had conceived all his ideas beforehand and had already written down much of the material. In this way, in his own words, he had made himself into a ‘proof of concept’ – he was living proof: he saw his own suffering, and his growth as a result of this suffering, as confirmation of the hypotheses that he had developed before the Holocaust.

Frankl’s work – timeless, constantly inspiring

The texts in this book are unique and fascinating. They span a period of 40 years and provide a good overview of Frankl’s oeuvre. They also give a direct insight into his original thinking, his character and the way he was able to transform his own experiences into meaning. It is striking how early and how completely his hypotheses were formulated in all their clarity, which has allowed them to stay more or less stable over the decades, right up to today. His ideas have been developed but have not been fundamentally called into question.

At the same time, when reading this book, we discover, perhaps with some astonishment, just how far ahead of his time Frankl was; or, if we change our perspective, how we human beings hardly seem to have evolved or changed since then. In other words: today, Frankl’s work seems more relevant and more important than ever.

This book contains four texts, including a 1955 article from the medical journal Wiener Medizinische Wochenschrift (‘Collective Neuroses’); a 1979 transcribed interview with Frankl from the Canadian TV programme Man Alive (‘Man Alive … Viktor Frankl’); a lecture from the Franco-Austrian university meeting of 1946 (‘Existential Analysis and the Problems of Our Times’); and a lecture that Frankl gave at Dornbirn, Austria, in 1984 (‘Conquering Transience’). Although much has been written, reported and spoken about Frankl, the above mentioned texts contain surprising new material, as well as exciting references to cutting-edge research questions and transdisciplinary trends in science.

Hence, it appears that Frankl is still at the forefront of his field, and his views are to this day often breathtaking.

Viewing Frankl’s work from today’s perspective

I would like to highlight three aspects that particularly engaged and inspired me while reading these four pieces. They illustrate the topical nature of Frankl’s work, as well as its relationship to contemporary science.

Firstly, how do we deal with our own mortality? In the knowledge that death means the end – in other words, under the threat of nothingness, in the inevitable and final emptiness that awaits and surrounds us – how can we still find meaning?

In this context, Frankl evokes Aristotle’s concept of eudaemonia: the fact that human beings achieve their life’s work through their own innate way of leading their lives or indeed by simply existing – this in itself creates meaning. In other words, as we get older, we may experience an increasing sense of ‘reward’, in the form of feelings of gratitude and fulfilment. Based on my own research as a neuroscientist, I would like to add that, as we go through life, our brain’s own internal reward system increasingly rewards us with feelings of contentment and joy.

To illustrate his point, Frankl also used the image of a hayloft or barn into which, as the annual farming cycle draws to a close – at the time of the harvest festival and thanksgiving, but ultimately over the course of our whole life – we store the fruits of our labour. Outside, we perhaps see only the harvested fields and the forlorn stubble from the cut crops, but on the inside, abundance reigns. Here Frankl brings in the idea of the successful ‘conquest of transience’. Thus, people become the producers of their own past. Life comes towards us from the front and passes through us – in a sense, we are constantly ploughing along its path – so that true meaning lies not before us, but around us and behind us: what we have created – our legacy – is our enduring manifestation, the true realisation of ourselves, which no one can ever take away from us. In this sense, we are winners through the very act of living, which is how we continuously create meaning and significance.

This view also reminds me of the contemporary philosopher Wilhelm Schmid, who counteracted a fear of death (more precisely, a fear of meaninglessness and emptiness) by concluding that individually we can derive meaning and significance from the very fact that we are alive – that we embody a unique possibility chosen from the endless possibilities of life.

At this point, in our own model, the neurobiology of happiness, we have described what we call ‘Type C happiness’. A deep sense of joy and contentment, a feeling of arriving or having arrived, of no longer wanting things or having to do things, which occurs when people look at their lives with gratitude and a sense of connectedness – connected with themselves as well as with future generations. When you can detect a legacy or an ‘inner knowledge’ and you feel responsible for preserving them, when your focus is no longer on becoming but on having and handing on, that is when inner peace reigns and emptiness or nothingness no longer seem to bother us (well, hardly).

Secondly, what, precisely, gives us meaning and purpose? Here, Frankl gives us three answers that have been impressively confirmed by current research on happiness, as well as in our own laboratory. A person finds meaning when they have work or a task to carry out; when they love or are loved; or when, through suffering, they are tested by life and experience growth as a result of the crisis. With this explanation, Frankl rejects the idea that true meaning and deep happiness can only be experienced through suffering. Under no circumstances should one seek out suffering in order to find meaning. But the very fact that a person can turn ‘a tragedy into a triumph’ makes us profoundly human.

Here, Frankl employs his idea of ‘self-transcendence’: by taking responsibility – not only for ourselves, but also for our impact on the planet – and by becoming stronger through our difficulties and growing as human beings, we are able to feel the ‘we’ more powerfully than the ‘I’ or ego – and can experience a deep sense of connectedness, as well as feeling truly responsible, across not only physical but also generational boundaries. However, the premise is that the self would be transcended and would not stand in the way as an inflated ‘ego’. In our own research with people who have experienced severe life-changing events, we find striking parallels with Frankl’s more observational assumptions. For example, subjects who now use a wheelchair and who are suddenly no longer able to follow the path in life they had originally planned sometimes experience ‘post-traumatic growth’, i.e. they become more mature and may even feel happiness, freedom, gratitude and a deep contentment.

Thirdly, people are suffering from a ‘sickness of our times’. As early as 70 years ago, Frankl had diagnosed a ‘sickness of our times’ or ‘manager’s disease’. This is similar to what we would now call ‘burnout’ (in the past, we would have also described it as a ‘nervous breakdown’). He points to the zeitgeist as an essential source of this sickness (including what we would today call stress or simply overwork), as well as an inner feeling of not fitting in – a lack of internal coherence, resonance and meaning. Therefore, there are both external and internal factors interacting negatively here.

Our own research tallies with this idea. In it, we add the dimension of significance as a central entity into the relevant definition of health – to add a subjective, semiotic category. In our case, we divide these dimensions into two subcategories, one based on external factors (culture and homeland), the other on internal factors (meaning and spirituality). However, the central feature is a feeling of connectedness that is related either to a higher, transcendent state of being, or of living anchored within everyday life. In other words, we find our home within ourselves and/or in our physical environment (and also, within that, a feeling of connectedness with something ‘higher’ – the ‘ultimate truth’, as Frankl puts it). If that is not the case, if this important health resource is not present, then burnout or even ‘boreout’ (a state of pathological boredom) – certainly a neurosis, according to Frankl – develops. This happens especially when a crisis occurs, when fateful life events hit us hard.

Be inspired!

Viktor Frankl teaches us always to remain broad and open, not narrow and pinched. And we should remain open even in hopeless situations, even when we have been subjected to appalling injustice. Or when we fail as a collective, such as in the Third Reich, or in the face of the current environmental crisis. He rigorously rejects collective guilt, instead stressing individual and collective responsibility. And he underlines the possibility of altruism and transcending
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