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Excerpts from: Man's Search for Meaning
by Viktor Frankl
A. Freedom of Choice in Suffering

The experiences of camp life show that man does have a choice of action.
There were enough examples, often of a heroic nature, which proved that
apathy could be overcome, irritability suppressed. Man can preserve a vestige
of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in such terrible conditions
of psychic and physical stress.

We who lived in concentration camps can remember the men who walked
through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. They
may have been few in number, but they offer sufficient proofthat 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. .

Even though conditions such as lack of sleep, insufficient food and various
mental stresses may suggest that the inmates were bound to react in certain
ways, in the final analysis it becomes clear that the sort of person the prisoner
became was the result of an inner decision, and not the result of camp
influences alone. Fundamentally, therefore, any man can, even under such
circumstances, decide what shall become of him—mentally and spiritually. He
may retain his human dignity even in a concentration camp. Dostoevski said
onee, “There is only one thing that I dread: not to be worthy of my sufferings.”
These words frequently came to my mind after I became acqualinted with those
martyrs whose behavior in camp, whose suffering and death, bore witness to
the fact that the last inner freedom cannot be lost. It can be said that they were
worthy of their sufferings; the way they bore their suffering was a genuine inner
achievement. It is this spiritual freedom-—which cannot be taken away—that
makes life meaningful and purposeful.

Ifthere is a meaning in life at all, then there must be a meaning in suffering.
Sufferingis an ineradicable part of life, even as fate and death. Without suffering
and death human life cannot be complete.

The way in which a man accepts his fate and all the suffering it entails, the
way in which he takes up his cross, gives him ample opportunity—even under
the most difficult circumstances—to add a deeper meaning to his life.’ It may
remain brave, dignified and unselfish. Or in the bitter fight for self-preservation
he may forget his human dignity and become no more than an animal. Here lies
the chance for a man either to make use of or to forgo the opportunities of
attaining the moral values that a difficult situation may afford him. And this
decides whether he is worthy of his sufferings or not.

Do not think that these considerations are unworldly and too far removed
from real life. It is true that only a few people are capable of reaching such high
moral standards. Of the prisoners only a few kept their full inner liberty and
obtained those values which their suffering afforded, but even one such
example is sufficient proof that man's inner strength may raise him above his
outward fate. Such men are not only in concentration camps. Everywhere man

is confronted with fate, with the chance of achieving something through his own
suifering.
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B. The Power of Love

A thought transfixed me: for the first time in my life I saw the truth as it is set
into song by so many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by so many thinkers.
The truth—that love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire.
Then | grasped the meaning of the greatest secret that human poetry and human
thought and belief have to impart: The salvation of man is through love and in
iove. 1 understood how a man who has nothingleft in this world still may know
bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his beloved. In a
position of utter desolation, when man cannot express himseif in positive
action, when his only achievement may consist in enduring his sufferings in the
right way—an honorable way—in such a position man can, through loving
contemplation of the image he carries of his beloved, achieve fulfillment.

Love goes very far beyond the physical person of the beloved. It finds its

deepest meaning in his spiritual being, his inner self. Whether or not he is
actually present, whether or not he is still alive at all, ceases somehow to be of
importance.

1 did not know whether my wife was alive, and I had no means of finding out
{(during all my prison life there was no outgoing or incoming mail); but at that
moment it ceased to matter. There was no need for me to know; nothing ecould
touch the strength of my love, my thoughts, and the image of my beloved.

C. The Loss of Human Values

Everything that was not connected with the immediate task of keeping
oneself and one’s closest friends alive lost its value. Everything was sacrificed
to this end. A man’s character became involved to the point that he was caught
in a mental turmoil which threatened all the values he held and threw them into
doubt. Under the influence of a world which no longer recognized the value of
human life and human dignity, which had robbed man of his willand had made
him an object to be exterminated (having planned, however, to make full use of
him first—to the last ounce of his physical resources)—under this influence the
personal ego finally suffered a loss of values. If the man in the concentration
camp did not struggle against thisina last effort to save his self-respect, helost
the feeling of being an individual, a being with a mind, with inner freedom and
personal value. He thought of himself then as only a part of an enormous mass
of people; his existence descended to the level of animal life. . . .

It is very difficult for an outsider to grasp how very little value was placed
on human life in camp. The camp inmate was hardened, but possibly became
more conscious of this complete disregard of human existence when a convoy
of sick men was arranged. The emaciated bodies of the sick were thrown on two-
wheeled carts which were drawn by prisoners for many miles, often through
snowstorms, to the next camp. If one of the sick men had died before the cart
left, he was thrown on anyway-—the list had to be correct! The list was the only
thing that mattered. A man counted only because he had a prison numbey. One
literally became a number: dead or alive—that was unimportant; the life of a
“number” was completely irrelevant. What stood behind that number and that
life mattered even less: the fate, the history, the name of the man. . . .

The prisoners saw themselves completely dependent on the moods of the

guards—playthings of fate—and this made them even less human than the
circumsiances warranted.
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D. The Importance of the Future in Suffering

Any attempt at fighting the camp’s psychopathological influence on the
prisoner . . . had to aim at giving him inner strength by pointing out to him a
future goal to which he could look forward. Instinctively some of the priscners
attempted to find one on their own. It is a peculiarity of man that he can only
live by looking to the future—sub specie deternitatis. And this is his salvation
in the most difficult moments of his existence, although he sometimes has to
force his mind to the task. . . .

The prisoner who had lost faith in the future—his future—was doomed.
With the loss of beliefin the future, he also lost his spiritual hold; he let himself
decline and 'became subject to mental and physical decay. Usually this
happened quite suddenly, in the form of a crisis, the symptoms of which were
familiar to the experienced camp inmate. We all feared this moment—not for
ourselves, which would have been pointless, but for our friends. Usually it
began with the prisoner refusing one morning to get dressed and wash or to go
out on the parade grounds. No entreaties, no blows, no threats had any effect.
He just lay there, hardly moving, If this crisis was brought about by an illness,
he refused to be taken to the sick-bay or to do anything to help himself, He

simply gave up. There he remained, lying in his own excreta, and nothing
bothered him any more. . . .

Aswe said before, any attempt to restore a man's inner strength in the camp
had first to succeed in showing him some future goal. Nietzsche's words, “He
who has a why to live for can bear with almost and how,” could be the guiding
motto for all psychotherapeutic and psychohygienic efforts regarding prison-
ers. Whenever there was an opportunity for it, one had to give them a why—an
aim—for their lives, in order to strengthen them to bear the terrible how of their
existence. Woe to him who saw no more sense in his life, no aim, no purpose,
and therefore no peint in carrying on. He was soon lost. . . .

What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward
life. We had to learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach the despairing
men, that it did not really matter what we expected {rom life, but rather what
life expected from us. We needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and
instead to think of ourselves as those who were being questioned by life—daily
and hourly, Our answer must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right
action and in right conduct. Life ultimately means taking the responsibility to

find the right answer to its problems and to fulfill the tasks which it constantly
sets for each individual. '
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