







Praise for
PRISONERS OF OUR THOUGHTS

“Here is a landmark book that, among other things, underscores how the search for meaning is intimately related to and positively influences health improvement at all levels. Reading Prisoners of Our Thoughts is an insightful prescription for promoting health and wellness!”

— Kenneth R. Pelletier, PhD, MD, Clinical Professor of Medicine & Professor of Public Health, University of Arizona and UCSF Schools of Medicine, and author of Best Alternative Medicine: What Works? What Does Not?

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts is an important book about creating a meaningful life — a life that matters and makes a difference. Those of us involved in the individual quest for meaning will find valuable information and inspiration in it. Meaning — choosing it, living it, sustaining it — is a significant personal, as well as societal, issue of the twenty-first century.”

— Marita J. Wesely, trends expert and Trends Group Manager, Hallmark Cards, Inc.

“In the permanent white water of our lives everywhere and especially at work, the meaning of what we do and of who we are is continually in danger of negation. The creation of meaning cannot be a once-and-for-all, set-it-and-forget-it affair, but rather needs to become our most basic ongoing achievement. This book is virtually unique in providing us with both a philosophy and a set of methods for keeping the meaning of our lives and our work vibrantly alive, relevant, and nourishing.”

— Peter B. Vaill, PhD, Antioch University, and author of Managing as a Performing Art

“Dr. Pattakos has created an important book on the self. His humanity shines throughout this very practical guide of our consciousness.”

— Alki David, actor, film and television producer, Chairman, FilmOn. com PLC and 111 Pictures Ltd., London, England

“In Prisoners of Our Thoughts, Dr. Pattakos does a great job proving that success does not always mean satisfaction, why it is important to have both in your life, and how to achieve both.”

— Isadore Rosenfeld, MD, Rossi Distinguished Professor of Clinical Medicine, Weill Cornell Medical College, and medical consultant for Fox News

“Magical. … If you read this book patiently and honestly, it may begin to change your attitude and thought process. Deeply and impressively subversive in more ways than one, this book invites us directly, in the search for meaning of our work and life.”

— Ping Fu, founder and CEO of Geomagic, Inc.

“The transcendent spirit of Viktor Frankl vindicated human resilience. Alex Pattakos nimbly brings essential, new life to that spirit. Reading this book is a choice — a choice to add deeper meaning to your life.”

— Jeffrey K. Zeig, PhD, Director, The Milton H. Erickson Foundation

“Not averse to giving ‘recipes,’ Pattakos makes them transparent and convincing enough, and he amply supports them by personal observations and experiences, by testimonies and quotations, by anecdotes and proven wisdom, adding more than a sprinkle of wit and common sense. And he does it all in an immensely readable style.”

— Dr. Franz J. Vesely, Viktor Frankl Institute, Vienna, Austria

“Logotherapy was tested in Nazi concentration camps, so it speaks uniquely of meaning in extremes of unavoidable suffering. But Frankl also encouraged the discovery of meaning in our everyday workplaces, and Pattakos offers both a why and a how.”

— Haddon Klingberg, Jr., PhD, author of When Life Calls Out to Us: The Love and Lifework of Viktor and Elly Frankl

“If you want to bring life to your personal and/or organizational values — read Prisoners of Our Thoughts. It is particularly helpful if you are committed to living an authentic (values-driven) life. This is a book you will want all your associates and family members to read again and again.”

— Ann Rhoades, President, People Ink, and former Executive Vice President, People, JetBlue Airways

“At once a manifesto on the importance of navigating our individual paths with eyes wide open and a road map to a purpose driven life, Pattakos’ channeling of Viktor Frankl’s writings illuminates ‘meaning’ as the ultimate value in our work. Dr. Pattakos shows us how gradual shifts in our elemental patterns of thought toward obstacles we may encounter — at work, at home, and in our relationships — can change our lives and consequently the world.”

— Jay Shanker, entertainment industry attorney, business advisor, and law school instructor, and coauthor of Entertainment Law and Business

“An incisive, lively book that brings the key tenets of Logotherapy to bear on today’s stressful workplace in a very meaningful way. Dr. Pattakos drives home that it is through our power of choice and our choice of attitude that we can transform any workplace or life challenge into a meaningful experience.”

— Carol Willett, Chief Learning Officer, U.S. Government Accountability Office

“It is very rare to encounter a book that is simultaneously profound and approachable, one that addresses the essential crux of the human dilemma in a manner that is inviting and even heartfelt. Prisoners of Our Thoughts is just such a book. I highly recommend it.”

—Jeffrey Mishlove, PhD, Dean of Transformational Psychology, University of Philosophical Research, and author of The Roots of Consciousness

“Alex Pattakos’ brilliant book rocks with power and passion. I have already read it three times and have only begun to absorb the wisdom in these pages. Encore!”

— Laurie Nadel, PhD, Executive Producer/Host, “The Dr. Laurie Show”/Genesis Communications Network, and author of The Sixth Sense

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts demonstrates that understanding meaning-making is a key tenant to authentic leadership in any profession. Learning to nurture the ability to extend beyond oneself builds deeper relationships personally and professionally. This book is required reading for anyone seeking to create meaning in their lives.”

— Joseph G. Raasch, Deputy Chief Operations Officer, Saint Paul Public Schools, Minnesota

“A must-read for all those who want to lead successful lives. … The book has universal appeal and would help people working in any part of the world, and at any type of job. Dr. Pattakos’ concepts resonate well with me — a Sikh by religion. I believe that world peace would be greatly helped by having more and more people happy with their lives, as Prisoners of Our Thoughts could help them be.”

— Karuna Singh, Program Manager, Office of Public Affairs, U.S. Consulate General, Kolkata, India

“Dr. Pattakos gives us the tools we need to look at our life differently … to break away from the thoughts that limit our potential and to start to live the life we want to live. Building on the work of Dr. Viktor Frankl, he has written an easy-to-read and pragmatic book that inspires us to make positive change in our lives.”

— Les Hine, President and CEO, Mxi Technologies, Ottawa, Canada

“A reflective, how-to book for finding meaning in the mundane of everyday life. Prisoner of Our Thoughts reminds us that the search for true meaning illuminates our lives with true freedom. The book inspires us to appreciate life and guides the reader’s growth and progress with a new balanced scorecard for making life meaningful. Read the book and begin the path toward meaning.”

— William V. Flores, PhD, President, University of Houston–Downtown

“Dr. Pattakos explains that we are creatures of habit, who unwittingly lock ourselves into our own mental cages. Prisoners of Our Thoughts brings meaning to turbulent times, providing hope for those who are searching for the key to a meaningful life.”

— Kelly Jad’on, Founder, www.BasilandSpice.com (syndicated author and book reviews on a healthy life)

“Makes the search for meaning and direction in one’s professional and personal life easier to navigate. This guide has been adopted by our entire team, resulting in greater collaboration and breakthrough thinking at every level. An added bonus has been the realization that anyone can benefit from a greater sense of meaning in all facets of their business and everyday life by following the principles of Prisoners of Our Thoughts.”

— Kevin Finnegan, Executive Vice President, Global Sales and Operations, New York & Company

“Living and working in such changing times takes courage. This book helps us connect with ourselves and meaning in order to be happier, develop resilience in life and work, and co-create a better future. In a time when there is so much unpredictability, Prisoners of Our Thoughts is a must-read to serve as a prescription for personal and business leadership.”

— Lisa Schilling, RN, MPH, Vice President, Healthcare Performance Improvement, Kaiser Permanente

“Those who seek meaning in their work and life will find much of value in this practical application of the wisdom of Dr. Frankl, so deeply experienced and artfully presented.”

— Dee Hock, Founder and CEO Emeritus, VISA, and author of One from Many: VISA and the Rise of the Chaordic Organization

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts is a must-read. Not only is it written in very direct, clear language to assert the case for each of us to follow the meaning in our lives, but it hits an intuitive nerve as Dr. Pattakos explains Viktor Frankl’s sources for authentic meaning in one’s life. This has been a major influence in creating a more rewarding life for me and countless others.”

— Michael E. Skaggs, Executive Director, Nevada Commission on Economic Development

“Masterpiece. Challenging. Insightful. Motivational. Inspirational. Magnificent. Prisoners of Our Thoughts branches all of these into one central theme: staying true to you, the real you. This book is a must-read for all educators, parents, and students. It provides such a clear view of the importance of character and how love ties it all together. A must-read.”

—Dr. Mark Isley, Principal, Shelby County Alternative School, Alabama

“I was the person described in every chapter in this wonderfully insightful and reflective book. I intend to read it again and again, especially during those times when my life seems to control me in ways that are troubling to my human spirit.”

— Karen Bloom, Chicago, Illinois

“Alex Pattakos does a wonderful job of translating Frankl’s work into actions for living. He delivers an especially powerful message for individuals striving to grow both professionally and personally. I can think of no other book that better prepares leaders for facing tough challenges. This is a must-read for leaders!”

— Dr. Mitch Owen, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, North Carolina State University

“Don’t let life just happen to you! Let Dr. Pattakos show you how to apply Viktor Frankl’s core principles to make your work — and life — more meaningful. Anyone from mail deliverer to CEO can embark on a path of self-discovery that will lead to better results and relationships with others.”

— Jean E. Spence, Executive Vice President, Global Technology and Quality, Kraft Foods

“Prisoners of Our Thoughts is an enormously inspiring eye and heart opener, enlarging the scope of our life and work in a wonderful way. It’s a book full of wisdom, a road sign to the meaning and riches of life.”

— Dr. Heinrich Anker, cofounder, Management Centre Zug (Switzerland), and President, Swiss Society of Logotherapy and Existential Analysis

“Although I am not connected to a workplace setting, reading Prisoners of Our Thoughts in a home-based environment had a significant impact and personal meaning to me. The constant need for self-motivation renewal and the courage to walk your own path came into sharp focus as I contemplated Alex Pattakos’ vivid imagery, … a powerful reminder to me to not be satisfied with the status quo and to proactively strive for personal excellence, whatever your circumstance.”

— Angela Buschmann, Sydney, Australia

“In Prisoners of Our Thoughts, Alex Pattakos draws upon the entire body of Viktor Frankl’s work and outlines seven core principles which can be applied to work situations or everyday life. Use Prisoners of Our Thoughts as a textbook, order it for all your employees, or buy a copy for yourself.”

— Erik Bergrud, Vice President, American Society for Public Administration

“In bringing Viktor Frankl into the workplace, Pattakos has produced a thoughtful and powerful guide that offers insight and wisdom.”

— Alan M. Webber, founding editor, Fast Company

“It has been a long wait — a very long wait! But Frankl’s principles and methods have at last been set free to be used and enjoyed and practiced in the work situation.”

— Dr. Patti Havenga Coetzer, founder, Viktor Frankl Foundation of South Africa

“A practical and profound must-read for anyone interested in serious self-actualization. Pattakos has brilliantly assimilated and clearly, simply, and usefully explained Frankl’s concepts for life fulfillment in seven straightforward, easy-to-use, life-changing principles. In Prisoners of Our Thoughts, Pattakos holds the light for anyone wanting to see.”

— Richard M. Contino, Esq., author of Trust Your Gut!

“If you want to take on life and work with new, refreshed meaning, this is the book to free you from your perceived limitations and open the way for living life and experiencing work in a different way.”

— Debbe Kennedy, founder, Global Dialogue Center, and author of Putting Our Differences to Work

“I fully recommend reading this great work and applying its wisdom. Please don’t wait to open your ‘lockbox’ of talents and tasks that life has set aside for you. Seek what is yours on behalf of all mankind.”

— Robert R. Thompson, Lieutenant Colonel, U.S. Army

“Dr. Pattakos provides a common sense model to resolve the existential anxiety created by the gap between our thoughts and reality and to tremendously enrich our lives. Read Prisoners of Our Thoughts and be prepared to look in the mirror and see the person responsible for your dissatisfaction and unhappiness!”

— Vann E. Schaffner, MD, Spokane, Washington

“Pattakos has taken Frankl’s positive outlook of mankind’s potential and, in appealing to the inner ‘wisdom of the heart,’ encourages business management philosophy to look long and hard at the benefits of these teachings.”

— Gregory B. Clark, diplomate, Viktor Frankl Institute of Logotherapy, and Fellow, American Academy of Experts in Traumatic Stress

“Every thinking person can benefit from the work of Alex Pattakos. As we wind our way through life’s challenges, understanding life’s choices and outcomes is foremost. This work adds a great deal of value to this most important of life’s searches.”

— Robert Agranoff, PhD, Professor Emeritus, School of Public and Environmental Affairs, Indiana University Bloomington

“If, like most of us, you hunger for a greater sense of meaning, purpose, and freedom in your life, Prisoners of Our Thoughts will provide you with the stories, concepts, and opportunities that will help you break free from old patterns of thought and action.”

— Judi Neal, PhD, Director, John H. Tyson Center for Faith and Spirituality in the Workplace, University of Arkansas

“CEOs, as well as the average worker, can be both informed and inspired by Pattakos’ book.”

— Paul T. P. Wong, PhD, President, International Network on Personal Meaning, Tyndale University College, Toronto, Canada, and coeditor of The Human Quest for Meaning: A Handbook of Psychological Research and Clinical Applications

“Today’s workplace and home environment are less personal than ever due to the use of information technology, making the need for meaning in everyday life more relevant and more important than ever before. Alex Pattakos has done a masterful job of presenting Viktor Frankl’s philosophy and applying it in today’s world. An essential read regardless of age, career, or station in life.”

— Chris Krahling, President and CEO, New Mexico Mutual

“Do yourself a favor and read Prisoners of Our Thoughts. Then share it with and teach it to your employees. I use the teachings of this book in my daily life, and it has made me more productive in good times and has allowed me to break through the negativity in more challenging times.”

— Mark Bernhard, PhD, Director, Continuing and Professional Education, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
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Why do some people seem to have an easier time dealing with
 complex and challenging situations than others? Why do some people seem
 more capable of dealing with change than others?

Applying the therapeutic system of world-renowned psychiatrist and philosopher Viktor E. Frankl, learn how to bring personal meaning and fulfillment to your everyday life and work and to achieve your highest potential!

Core Principles

[image: image] Exercise the freedom to choose your attitude. In all situations, no matter how desperate they may appear or actually be, you always have the ultimate freedom to choose your attitude.

[image: image] Realize your will to meaning. Commit authentically to meaningful values and goals that only you can actualize and fulfill.

[image: image] Detect the meaning of life’s moments. Only you can answer for your own life by detecting the meaning at any given moment and assuming responsibility for weaving your unique tapestry of existence.

[image: image] Don’t work against yourself. Avoid becoming so fixated on an intent or outcome that you actually work against the desired result.

[image: image] Look at yourself from a distance. Only human beings possess the capacity to look at themselves from a distance, with a sense of perspective, including the uniquely human trait known as your sense of humor.

[image: image] Shift your focus of attention. Deflect your attention from the problem situation to something else and build your coping mechanisms for dealing with stress and change.

[image: image] Extend beyond yourself. Manifest the human spirit at work by directing your attention and relating to something more than yourself.


Foreword

Stephen R. Covey

Shortly before Viktor Frankl’s passing in September 1997, I had heard of his declining health, illness, and hospitalization. I was very anxious to talk with him so that I could express my profound gratitude for his life’s work — for his impact on millions of people, including my own life and life’s work. I understood that he had lost his sight and that his wife was reading to him several hours each day in the hospital. I will never forget the feeling of hearing his voice and visiting with him. He was so kind and gracious as he listened to my expressions of appreciation, esteem, and love. I felt as if I were speaking to a great and noble spirit. After patiently listening, he said, “Stephen, you talk to me as if I am ready to check out. I still have two important projects I need to complete.” How true to form! How true to character! How true to the principles of Logotherapy!

Frankl’s desire and determination to continue to contribute reminded me of his collaborative work with Dr. Hans Selye of Montreal, Canada — famous for his research and writings on stress. Selye taught that it is only when we have meaningful work and projects that our immune system is strengthened and the degenerative aging forces are slowed down. He called this kind of stress “eustress” rather than distress, which comes from a life without meaning and integrity. I’m sure these two souls influenced each other, reinforcing both the physical and psychological benefits of Logotherapy, of man’s search for meaning.

When Alex Pattakos graciously invited me to write a foreword to Prisoners of Our Thoughts and told me that the Frankl family had suggested this to him, I was both honored and excited to participate — particularly since they felt my work with organizations in management and leadership beautifully paralleled Viktor Frankl’s “principles at work,” the heart of this splendid book. My sense of the significance of this book deepened further when Pattakos wrote me, “A year before he died, I was sitting with Dr. Frankl in his study and he grabbed my arm and said, ‘Alex, yours is the book that needs to be written!’ ”

I will never forget how deeply moved and inspired I was in the sixties when I studied Man’s Search for Meaning and also The Doctor and the Soul. These two books, along with Frankl’s other writings and lectures, reaffirmed my “soul’s code” regarding our power of choice, our unique endowment of self-awareness, and our essence, our will for meaning. While on a writing sabbatical in Hawaii and in a very reflective state of mind, I was wandering through the stacks of a university library and picked up a book. I read the following three lines, which literally staggered me and again reaffirmed Frankl’s essential teachings:

Between stimulus and response, there is a space.
In that space lies our freedom and our power to choose our response.
In our response lies our growth and our happiness.

I did not note the name of the author, so I’ve never been able to give proper attribution. On a later trip to Hawaii I even went back to find the source and found the library building itself was no longer present.

The space between what happens to us and our response, our freedom to choose that response and the impact it can have upon our lives, beautifully illustrate that we can become a product of our decisions, not our conditions. They illustrate the three values that Frankl continually taught: the creative value, the experiential value, and the attitudinal value. We have the power to choose our response to our circumstances. We have the power to shape our circumstances; indeed, we have the responsibility, and if we ignore this space, this freedom, this responsibility, the essence of our life and our legacy could be frustrated.

One time I was leaving a military base where I had been teaching principle-centered leadership over a period of time. As I was saying good-bye to the commander of that base, a colonel, I asked him, “Why would you undertake such a significant change effort to bring principle-centered living and leadership to your command when you know full well you will be swimming upstream against powerful cultural forces? You are in your thirtieth year and you are retiring at the end of this year. You have had a successful military career and you could simply maintain the successful pattern you’ve had and go into your retirement with all of the honors and the plaudits that come with your dedicated years of service.” His answer was unforgettable. It seared itself into my soul. He said, “Recently, my father passed away. Knowing that he was dying, he called my mother and myself to his bedside. He motioned to me to come close to him so that he could whisper something in my ear. My mother stood by, watching in tears. My father said, ‘Son, promise me you won’t do life like I did. Son, I didn’t do right by you or by your mother, and I never really made a difference. Son, promise me you won’t do life like I did.’”

This military commander said, “Stephen, that is why I am undertaking this change effort. That is why I want to bring our whole command to an entirely new level of performance and contribution. I want to make a difference, and for the first time I sincerely hope that my successors do better than I have. Up to this point, I had hoped that I would be the high-water mark, but no longer. I want to get these principles so institutionalized and so built into our culture that they will be sustainable and go on and on. I know it will be a struggle. I may even ask for an extension so that I can continue to see this work through, but I want to honor the greatest legacy that my father ever gave me, and that is the desire to make a difference.”

From this commander we learn that courage is not the absence of fear but the awareness there is something more important. We spend at least a third of our life either preparing for work or doing work, usually inside organizations. Even our retirement should be filled with meaningful projects, inside organizations or families or societies. Work and love essentially comprise the essence of mortality.

The great humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow came to similar thoughts near the end of his life, which essentially affirmed Frankl’s “will to meaning” theme. He felt that his own need hierarchy theory was too needs-determined and that self-actualization was not the highest need. In the end, he concluded that self-transcendence was the human soul’s highest need, which reflected more the spirit of Frankl. Maslow’s wife, Bertha, and his research associate put together his final thinking along these lines in the book The Farther Reaches of Human Nature.

My own work with organizations and with people in the world of work focuses a great deal on developing personal and organizational mission statements. I have found that when you get enough people interacting freely and synergistically, and when these people are informed about the realities of their industry or profession and their own culture, they begin to tap into a kind of collective conscience and awareness of the need to add value, to really leave a legacy, and they set up value guidelines to fulfill that legacy. Ends and means are inseparable; in fact, the ends preexist in the means. No worthy end can ever really be accomplished with unworthy means.

I have found in my teaching that the single most exhilarating, thrilling, and motivating idea that people have ever really seriously contemplated is the idea of the power of choice — the idea that the best way to predict their future is to create it. It is basically the idea of personal freedom, of learning to ask Viktor Frankl’s question: What is life asking of me? What is this situation asking of me? It’s more freedom to rather than freedom from. It’s definitely an inside-out rather than an outside-in approach.

I have found that when people get caught up in this awareness, this kind of mindfulness, and if they genuinely ask such questions and consult their conscience, almost always the purposes and values they come up with are transcendent — that is, they deal with meaning that is larger than their own life, one that truly adds value and contributes to other people’s lives — the kinds of things that Viktor Frankl did in the death camps of Nazi Germany. They break cycles; they establish new cycles, new positive energies. They become what I like to call “transition figures” — people who break with past cultural mindless patterns of behavior and attitude.

The range of what we see and do
Is limited by what we fail to notice.
And because we fail to notice
That we fail to notice,
There is little we can do
To change
Until we notice
How failing to notice
Shapes our thoughts and deeds.

R. D. Laing

With this kind of thinking and with the seven magnificent principles Dr. Pattakos describes in this important book, a kind of primary greatness is developed where character and contribution, conscience and love, choice and meaning, all have their play and synergy with each other. This is contrasted with secondary greatness, described in the last chapter of this book — being those who are successful in society’s eyes but personally unfulfilled.

Finally, let me suggest two ideas on how to get the very most from this book. First, share or teach the core principles, one by one, to those you live with and work around who might be interested. Second, live them. To learn something but not to do is really not to learn. To know something but not to do is really not to know. Otherwise, if we just intellectualize these core principles and verbalize them but do not share and practice them, we would be like a person who is blind from birth explaining to another person what it means to see, based on an academic study of light, its properties, the eye and its anatomy. As you read this book, I challenge you to experience the freedom to choose your own attitude, to exercise your will to meaning, to detect the meaning of life’s moments, to not work against yourself, to look at yourself from a distance, and to shift your focus of attention and extend beyond yourself. I suggest you consider learning this material sequentially, by reading the first principle, teaching it and applying it, then reading the next one, and so forth. You may want to simply read the entire book all at once to give yourself the overview, and then go back and learn the principles sequentially through your own experiencing. You will become a change catalyst. You will become a transition figure. You will stop bad cycles and start good ones. Life will take on a meaning as you’ve never known it before. I know this is so from my own experiences and from working with countless organizations and individuals in the world of work.

As my grandfather taught me, and as Viktor Frankl taught me, life is a mission, not a career.


This book is dedicated to
Viktor E. Frankl, MD, PhD (1905–1997),
whose life and legacy will forever bring light to darkness,
and 
to my partner in the search for meaning and spouse,
Elaine, whose love and support will forever
bring warmth to the meaning of life.


Preface to the Second Edition

Soon after the initial release of Prisoners of Our Thoughts, a massive earthquake under the Indian Ocean triggered one of the deadliest natural disasters in recorded history, known around the world as the Asian Tsunami. This tsunami killed 230,000 people and left 500,000 people homeless. Indonesia’s Aceh province was closest to the epicenter of the quake and was hardest hit by the monster waves.

By chance, Prisoners of Our Thoughts found its way into the hands of representatives from the Jakarta-based professional services firm Dunamis Organization Services. The company developed a Volunteers’ Readiness Program to prepare individuals for what they would encounter while working in Aceh. The goal was to teach the volunteers not only how to respond quickly and effectively to the vast devastation and suffering they would encounter in the field but also how to deal with their own psychological reactions. This program, which included my book as a training resource, was also employed by other organizations, including local government bodies and nongovernmental organizations such as UNESCO and UNICEF. All seven principles described in Prisoners of Our Thoughts were viewed as essential knowledge, skills, and attitudes required by the volunteer aid workers participating in the program.

This application of the principles in Prisoners of Our Thoughts alone made the book’s publication worthwhile — and yes, meaningful — to me in ways I cannot adequately express. This was not an illustration of the principles in action I had envisioned when I conceptualized and wrote the book. Far from it! But since the book’s publication, I have learned that its application potential is unlimited, extending far beyond the realm of work and the workplace.

Not Just for Disasters

However, the book has applications much closer to the homes and lives of most of us. Have you ever worked in a job you didn’t like? Or have you felt the job was OK but you didn’t feel fulfilled by the work you were doing? More broadly, have you ever wondered if there was more to life than what you were experiencing? Have you felt that bad things just happened to you, that your life was out of your control, and there was nothing you could do about it? If you answered yes to any of these questions, or even asked yourself such questions before, you are not alone. Moreover, it is natural to ask such fundamental questions about the way we live and work.

This book deals with the human quest for meaning and therefore was written with you in mind. It is grounded in the philosophy and approach of the world-renowned psychiatrist Viktor Frankl, author of Man’s Search for Meaning, which was named one of the ten most influential books in America by the Library of Congress. Frankl, a survivor of Nazi concentration camps during World War II, is the founder of Logotherapy, a meaning-centered, humanistic approach to psychotherapy. His ideas about the search for meaning, illustrated by his own experiences and those of his clients, have influenced millions of people around the world. In this book you will find a conceptual foundation as well as practical guidance for examining your own questions about meaning in both your work and your personal life.

The particular goal of this book, though, is to bring meaning to work — that is, to do for the domain of work what Frankl did for psychotherapy. Because I define work very broadly, the message in this book applies to a broad audience: to volunteers as well as paid workers; to people working in all sectors and industries; to retirees; to individuals beginning a job search or career; and to those in transition. And because the book demonstrates how Frankl’s principles work in a general context, the principles can be applied to life outside the workplace too. Examples, stories, exercises, questions, challenges, and other practical tools help guide you in applying Frankl’s ideas about life and living to find your own path to meaning at work and in your personal life.

Frankl and Me

Frankl’s influence on my work and personal life goes back almost forty years. I spent many of these years studying his groundbreaking work in existential analysis, Logotherapy, and the search for meaning, and I have applied his principles in many different work environments and situations. As a mental health professional, my reliance on the power of Frankl’s ideas has evolved and expanded over time as I have tested elements of his philosophy and approach in a wide variety of organizational settings. I have also worked with many individuals who were experiencing existential dilemmas at work or in their personal lives. During this time I naturally also reflected on my own life journey and frequently relied on and benefited from Frankl’s wisdom.

It is important to underscore that Viktor Frankl practiced what he preached, living and working with meaning throughout his life. This is not always easy to do, as I know from personal experience. There is a saying in the academic world that we don’t know what we don’t know until we try to teach it. The same thing can be said about writing a book. And yet in many respects, writing a book is the easy part. The really hard part, I must confess, comes when we try to do what we write about. I can only try to follow Frankl’s lead.

It was in a meeting with Frankl at his home in Vienna in 1996 when I first proposed the idea of writing a book that would apply his core principles and approach explicitly to work and the workplace — to the world of business. Frankl was more than encouraging — in his typical passionate style, he leaned across his desk, grabbed my arm, and said “Alex, yours is the book that needs to be written.” I felt that Frankl’s words burned into the core of my being, and I was determined from that moment to make this book idea a reality.

I realize now more than ever the good fortune and benefit I have had of metaphorically standing on the shoulders of Viktor Frankl, one of the greatest thinkers of modern times. Through his own story of finding a reason to live in the horrendous circumstances of Nazi concentration camps, Dr. Frankl has left a legacy that can help everyone, no matter what their situation, find deeper, richer meaning in their lives. It is my intention and hope that Prisoners of Our Thoughts not only builds upon Frankl’s legacy of meaning in life and work but also supports and advances his legacy so it is never forgotten.
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The author with Dr. Frankl in his study, Vienna, Austria, August 1996

Welcome to the Second Edition

New and updated stories, new applications and exercises, and a new chapter 12, The Meaning Difference®, offer rich testimony to support the broad — even global — appeal of the search for meaning in society today. This book delivers a life-affirming, inspirational message that is especially needed in our fast-changing, increasingly complex, and uncertain world. My experience in helping to deliver this meaning-centered message has underscored the vital importance of this need, and at the same time, it has been a source of personal growth. As an author, I am honored and humbled to have such an opportunity to practice what I preach. At the same time, I recognize that this kind of opportunity can also be quite a challenge — it is always easier to advise others to do what I say, not what I do!

After you read this book, I challenge you not to put it away, out of your sight and mind. Please don’t do that, because the core principles I’ve distilled from Frankl’s voluminous work deserve more of your attention than a simple read-through will provide. I would like you to live this book by practicing the exercises, reviewing the concepts and cases, and adopting the principles in your daily work and life. Only in this way will the book be more than just another volume in your library. Only in this way can the book help you to find true meaning in your work and life. And only in this way will the message Frankl branded on my soul — “Alex, yours is the book that needs to be written!” — have the kind of meaning he intended.

Alex Pattakos, PhD

Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA

March 2010


1
Life Doesn’t Just Happen to Us

Ultimately, man should not ask what the meaning of his life is, but rather must recognize that it is he who is asked. In a word, each man is questioned by life; and he can only answer to life by answering for his own life; to life he can only respond by being responsible.1

Every day Vita delivers my mail — cheerfully. It’s her trademark attitude. One day, in lousy weather, I heard her whistling as she went about making her deliveries. Instinctively I shouted out to her, “Thank you for doing such a great job.” She stopped dead in her tracks with surprise. “Thank you,” she said. “Wow, I’m not accustomed to hearing such words. I really appreciate it.”

I wanted to know more. “How do you stay so positive and upbeat about delivering mail every day?” I asked her.

“I don’t just deliver mail,” she said. “I see myself helping to connect people to other people. I help build the community. Besides, people depend on me and I don’t want to let them down.” Her response was enthusiastic and proud.

Vita’s attitude about her work reflected the words inscribed on the General Post Office building in New York City: “Neither snow nor rain nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds.” The Greek historian Herodotus wrote these words in the fifth century BC. The ancient delivery of messages from one person to another is at the very heart of our Information Age, yet these days it’s the phrase “going postal” that we’re more likely to recognize.

Fair or unfair, “going postal” has become the symbol of all the negativity a job has to offer: boredom, repetitiveness, exposure to the elements, dangerous dogs, irritated customers, and a kind of automated behavior that ultimately inspires an explosion of pent-up rage — a killing spree, retaliation against all the suffered injustice of the job.

What threatens contemporary man is the alleged meaninglessness of his life, or, as I call it, the existential vacuum within him. And when does this vacuum open up, when does this so often latent vacuum become manifest? In the state of boredom.2

No matter what our opinions might be about the stature of any career or profession, it is the person doing the job that gives the job meaning. Vita is proof that those ancient words of Herodotus are alive and well in the twenty-first century.

But Vita’s attitude goes beyond the “swift completion of her appointed rounds” (to paraphrase Herodotus). She experiences her work as serving a higher purpose. Her attitude about her job and its drudgery goes far beyond an exercise in positive thinking. Vita sees her mail delivery responsibility as a personal, life-saving mission, one that could be fulfilled only by her. She knows she is depended on, perhaps even by people who feel disdain for her work, and it means something. She brings meaning to her job, and in turn, her work becomes meaningful.

I am convinced that, in the final analysis, there is no situation that does not contain within it the seed of a meaning.3

Why is it that some people, like Vita my mail carrier, experience their work — even mundane work — with passion and commitment? Why do some people have an easier time dealing with complex and challenging situations at work and in life? Why do some people deal more easily with change? Why do some people find meaning and fulfillment in their work and everyday life, while others do not? There are no simple answers to these complex questions; but there are meaningful answers. That is the goal of this book: to illuminate the search for meaning as a path to meaning, both in our work and in our lives outside work.

This Book Is About True Freedom

We are by nature creatures of habit. Searching for a life that is both predictable and within our comfort zone, we rely on routine and, for the most part, learned thinking patterns. In effect, we create pathways in our minds in much the same way that a path is beaten through a grass field from repeated use. And because these patterns are automatic, we may believe these habitual ways of thinking and behaving to be beyond our control. Life, it seems, just happens to us. Not only do we rationalize our responses to life but we also fall prey to forces that limit our potential as human beings. By viewing ourselves as relatively powerless and driven by our instincts, the possibility that we create, or at least cocreate, our own reality becomes difficult to grasp. Instead, we lock ourselves inside our own mental prisons. We lose sight of our own natural potential and that of others.

Each of us has his own inner concentration camp … we must deal with, with forgiveness and patience — as full human beings; as we are and what we will become.4

The ways in which we hold ourselves “prisoners of our thoughts” are well documented in the work of many writers and thinkers who explore the landscape of our psychospiritual lives. Physician Deepak Chopra, in the audiotape of his book Unconditional Life, says “We erect and build a prison, and the tragedy is that we cannot even see the walls of this prison.”5

Yet we can reshape our patterns of thinking. Through our own search for meaning, we can unfreeze ourselves from our limited perspective, find the key, and unlock the door of our metaphorical prison cell.

Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist who suffered through imprisonment in Nazi concentration camps during World War II, found meaning in spite of — and because of — the suffering all around him. His life’s work resulted in the therapeutic approach called Logotherapy, which paved the way for us to know meaning as a foundation of our existence. Frankl is quick to say, however, that such traumatic suffering is not a prerequisite for finding meaning in our lives. He means that whenever we suffer — no matter what the severity of our suffering is — we have the ability to find meaning in the situation. Choosing to do so is the path to a meaningful life.

This book explores seven core principles that I have derived from Frankl’s voluminous body of work:

1. We are free to choose our attitude toward everything that happens to us.

2. We can realize our will to meaning by making a conscious, authentic commitment to meaningful values and goals.

3. We can find meaning in all of life’s moments.

4. We can learn to see how we work against ourselves and can learn to avoid thwarting our intentions.

5. We can look at ourselves from a distance to gain insight and perspective as well as to laugh at ourselves.

6. We can shift our focus of attention when we are coping with difficult situations.

7. We can reach out beyond ourselves and make a differ ence in the world

These seven principles, which I believe form the foundation of Frankl’s thinking and approach, are available to us anytime, all the time. They can lead us to meaning, to freedom, and to deep connection to our own lives and to the lives of others in our local and global communities.

Viewing life as inherently meaningful and with unlimited potential requires a shift in consciousness. It also requires responsible action on our part for, as Frankl points out, the potential for meaning that exists in each moment of life can only be searched for and detected by each of us individually. This responsibility, he says, is “to be actualized by each of us at any time, even in the most miserable situations and literally up to the last breath of ourselves.”6

Frankl walked this path completely. By living a life with meaning right to his last breath, he showed us how his philosophy and therapeutic approach were grounded in practice. His personal experiences throughout his long life, both as a survivor of the Nazi death camps and as a revered and respected thought leader, illuminate the unlimited potential of a human being. His life gives us rich and ample evidence that the keys to freedom from life’s prison cells — real and imagined — are within, and within reach.

Whether we choose this path of liberation is a decision that only we as individuals can make and for which only we can be held responsible. When we search out and discover the authentic meaning of our existence and our experiences, we discover that life doesn’t happen to us. We happen to life; and we make it meaningful.

Humanizing Work

A meaningful life includes meaningful work. Let’s face it, most people spend at least half of their waking lives “at work” or working in some way. Yet where do most people look to find meaning in their life? The usual answer is in their personal life — in their relationships or their religious or spiritual practice. But what about their job? Can people find true meaning at work?

The transformation of work in the twenty-first century is, in many respects, a call for humanity — a new consciousness that suggests more than simply trying to strike a balance between our work and personal lives. It is a call to honor our individuality and fully engage our human spirit at work — wherever that may be. While this idea of empowering workers in body, mind, and spirit is not new, actually putting it to work is new. In some ways, technological advances have redesigned work to better accommodate human factors. What we need now is a way to elevate the human spirit at work and to integrate in a positive, meaningful way this spiritual dimension of work with our everyday life.

One of the goals of this book is to bring meaning to work and, quite frankly, to do for the domain of work what Frankl as a psychiatrist was able to do for psychotherapy. His unique approach is internationally recognized as a system of humanistic psychotherapy, and Frankl himself has been referred to by some people as the founder of humanistic medicine and psychiatry as well as of existential analysis. Logotherapy, in short, seeks to make us aware of our freedom of response to all aspects of our destiny. This humanistic view of psychotherapy helps clients to find concrete meaning in their lives. As a therapeutic system, it strengthens trust in the unconditional meaningfulness of life and the dignity of the person. By applying this philosophy to work and the workplace, we can more deeply humanize our working lives and bring deeper meaning to work itself. In turn, by bringing deeper meaning to our working lives, we can more deeply humanize and enrich the meaning of our personal — that is, nonworking — lives.

From the perspective of Logotherapy, we can find unconditional meaning in our work situations and experience the unconditional value of our colleagues as unique human beings as we do with our family members and close friends. This is not an easy task, but when we celebrate our differences as cheerfully as we celebrate our similarities, the result is a powerful synergy at work and in the workplace. Best-selling author Stephen R. Covey, who has also been influenced by Frankl’s teachings, has observed that “difference is the beginning of synergy.”7 When business leaders and managers on all levels bring this awareness to work, they are the catalysts for profound changes in the workplace — changes that enhance everyone’s ability to search for and find meaning, on the job, at home, and within our entire human experience.

Unconditional meaning, however, is paralleled by the unconditional value of each and every person. It is that which warrants the indelible quality of the dignity of man. Just as life remains potentially meaningful under any conditions, even those which are most miserable, so too does the value of each and every person stay with him or her.8

Detecting Your Path

Of course, being fully human and living an authentic life at home, at play, and at work are formidable challenges. They involve a willingness to embark down a path of self-discovery, drawing heavily upon what Frankl refers to as our “will to meaning” — that is, our inherent capacity to continually search for meaning under all circumstances. This human quest for meaning in every moment creates a path of discernment that runs through all aspects of our lives. This quest, this path is of course a process, not a product, for during our lifetime there is no final destination where everything comes to rest. This book offers guideposts along the way.

In chapter 2, Viktor Frankl’s Lifework and Legacy, we look briefly into the life and work of Dr. Frankl. As a mentor and author, he had a profound impact on my way of thinking and dramatically influenced my work and personal life. As the founder of Logotherapy, he brought powerful insights and compassion to the therapeutic world, leaving a legacy of wisdom that only increases over time.

The many pathways to meaning are explored in chapter 3, Labyrinths of Meaning, which also refers to the seven core principles of Frankl’s work introduced earlier. Each of these life-meaning principles is then more deeply explored in individual chapters: Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude (chapter 4), Realize Your Will to Meaning (chapter 5), Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments (chapter 6), Don’t Work Against Yourself (chapter 7), Look at Yourself from a Distance (chapter 8), Shift Your Focus of Attention (chapter 9), and Extend Beyond Yourself (chapter 10).

One may say that instincts are transmitted through the genes, and values are transmitted through traditions, but that meanings, being unique, are a matter of personal discovery.9

Chapter 4, Exercise the Freedom to Choose Your Attitude, examines the logotherapeutic concept of freedom of will. This concept is best described by Frankl’s famous quote in Man’s Search for Meaning, “Everything can be taken from a man but … the last of the human freedoms — to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s way.”10 The key ingredient here is the responsibility for choosing our attitude, which lies solely and soundly with the self.

Chapter 5, Realize Your Will to Meaning, explores Frankl’s concept of our will to meaning and how we bring our values to life at work. Logotherapy, according to Frankl, “considers man as a being whose main concern consists of fulfilling a meaning and in actualizing values, rather than in the mere gratification and satisfaction of drives and instincts.”11 Giving meaning to work, in this context, means more than simply completing a task to receive a tangible reward, such as money, influence, status, or prestige. By committing to values and goals that might appear intangible but are nonetheless real and meaningful, we honor our deepest needs, just as we seek to do in our personal lives.

The fundamental presumption is that only as individuals can we answer for our own lives, detecting in them each moment’s meaning and weaving our own unique tapestry of existence. Chapter 6, Detect the Meaning of Life’s Moments, goes farther — into the realm of ultimate meaning, or super-meaning. Frankl’s holistic views on the importance of our intuitive capacity for love and conscience offer great insight into how meaning reveals itself in everyday life and at work. Frankl has written: “Love is the ultimate and the highest goal to which man can aspire. … The salvation of man is through love and in love.”12 Yet our ability to weave love into our lives, especially into our work lives, is not only sadly limited but also suspect in today’s measurable and impersonal world of work.

Sometimes our most fervent desires and intentions are thwarted by our obsession with outcomes. In chapter 7, Don’t Work Against Yourself, the technique known as paradoxical intention is examined and applied to work and everyday life situations. Frankl calls this form of self-sabotage hyperintention. The tendency to micromanage the work of others, for example, may create hyperintensive stress, performance anxiety, or even covert or overt actions of sabotage that can end up creating the opposite of the result sought by a manager. (A similar result also has been observed in cases where well-meaning parents, under the guise of parental guidance, try to micromanage their teenagers, who are predisposed to being contrarian!) Sometimes focusing too closely on a problem can keep us from seeing the solution. Likewise, becoming fixated on a particular outcome often gets in the way of our best intentions.

Chapter 8, Look at Yourself from a Distance, focuses on the notion of self-detachment and how, among other things, it can help us to lighten up and not sweat the small stuff. Frankl observed, “Only man owns the capacity to detach himself from himself. To look at himself out of some perspective or distance.”13 This capacity includes that uniquely human trait known as a sense of humor. Frankl noted that “no animal is capable of laughing, least of all laughing at itself or about itself.”14 A dose of self-detachment frees us to be more receptive to the universe of opportunities in our lives.

When Viktor Frankl was a prisoner in the Nazi concentration camps, in order to cope with stress, suffering, and conflict, he learned to deflect his attention away from the painful situation to other, more appealing circumstances. In chapter 9, Shift Your Focus of Attention, we explore this skill and how it can be effectively used in the workplace and outside work.

Self-transcendence is explored in chapter 10, Extend Beyond Yourself. This principle goes far beyond shifting the focus of attention from one thing to another. It takes us into the spiritual realm of ultimate meaning, where we see how our lives connect seamlessly to the lives of others. We see how being of service, no matter what the scale, is where our deepest meaning is realized. And we learn how to effectively manifest the human spirit in our personal and work lives by relating and being directed to something greater than ourselves.

In chapter 11, Living and Working with Meaning, I weave my own views into Frankl’s lessons so that they can be integrated into daily work and life, bringing personal and ultimate meaning to all the moments of our lives. In this connection, I use one of Frankl’s methods of meaning analysis as a frame of reference for examining the extent to which our lives, including our work lives, are focused on meaning.

Finally, chapter 12, The Meaning Difference®, summarizes both qualitative and quantitative research demonstrating the critical role of meaning in improving the quality of people’s lives, increasing happiness, and promoting health and wellness. The links between a personal sense of meaning and happiness, resilience, engagement, and health are examined, and the determining influence of the human quest for meaning on these quality-of-life factors is underscored for its existential value. Here we also get a glimpse at what trends related to the search for meaning loom on the horizon and what they portend for the future of the human race.

So, let’s first take a look at Dr. Frankl’s lifework, explore more fully the foundations of his meaning-centered approach, and see how we can apply his groundbreaking philosophy to work, workplace issues, and our personal lives.



Meaning Moment

Recall a situation in which you felt especially negative about your job or career. Perhaps you just didn’t like the work you were doing, or maybe you disliked your supervisor, boss, or co-workers (this may even be your situation today). Alternatively, recall a situation in your personal life, such as a relationship or family matter, about which you felt especially negative. Did you view yourself as a victim of circumstances that were outside your control, or did you feel responsible in some way for creating the situation and therefore feel ultimately responsible for dealing with it? What, if anything, did you do about it? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? What could you have done differently?
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Meaning Question: What can you do to make your life or your current work/job more meaningful?

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

Ask yourself honestly, Am I a prisoner of my thoughts? Do I hold other people, including co-workers, family members, or friends, prisoners of my thoughts?




2
Viktor Frankl’s Lifework and Legacy

I do not forget any good deed done to me, and I carry no grudge for a bad one.15

It seems that I have known Viktor Frankl most of my life. It was in the late 1960s when I first became acquainted with his work and read his now-classic book Man’s Search for Meaning. While on active duty with the U.S. Army, I received formal training at Brooke Army Hospital (now called Brooke Army Medical Center) at Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio, Texas, as a social work/psychology specialist. In addition to the opportunity to work side by side with some of the best mental health professionals in the field, this unique learning experience fueled my passion for studying various schools of thought and practice in psychiatry and psychology. Frankl’s work in particular had great resonance for me at that time, and it eventually became an integral part of both my personal and professional life.

Over the years, in fact, I have had many opportunities to apply Frankl’s teachings in my own life and work. In effect, I have been able to field test the validity and reliability of his key principles and techniques, often in comparison with competing schools of thought and in situations that tested the limits of my personal resilience. It didn’t take me long to realize the efficacy of his philosophy and approach, and I became a de facto practitioner of Logotherapy long before the idea for this book surfaced in my mind.

Many decisive times in my life, including situations that involved my work or employment, could easily be described as turbulent and challenging. Such formidable, life-defining moments (although they often lasted much longer than a moment!) required a great deal of soul-searching for answers. I remember how truly out of balance — and yes, even lost — I felt at those critical times in my life. Parenthetically, I learned not many years ago from Thomas Moore, psychotherapist and author of the best-selling book Care of the Soul, that our most soulful times are when we are out of balance rather than when we are in balance! In any event, it was especially during these meaning-centered moments that I found myself putting Frankl’s philosophy and approach into practice.

Let me now share a work-related example that tested my personal resilience and how I applied some of Frankl’s core principles to deal with the situation in a responsible manner. This life-defining situation involved my full-time, albeit summer, employment with a large engineering and construction firm in New Jersey. I had recently graduated from college and was contemplating going to law school after my military service. With the help and urging of my father, I took a job with the contract administration department at this company with the expectation that it would provide some useful legal experience and assist in my decision to pursue a career in law. My father, who was an engineer by profession, envisioned that some day I would work for him and his company as an attorney specializing in contract law.

This type of career path, I should note, was a far cry from what I had envisioned for myself — I did not see myself as a corporate attorney. The only interest that I had in law at the time was how it could be used as an instrument for social policy and societal change. Such a perspective, especially during the Vietnam War era, did not bode well for my relationship with my father and my employer. In short, I felt trapped and believed I needed to resolve the situation quickly if I was going to survive the summer. Freedom in my sights, I began to plan my escape. My father had always been an authoritative figure in my life, but I was keenly aware of course that my particular situation, no matter how unbearable and confining it seemed to be at the time, could never be compared to imprisonment in the Nazi death camps! Again, I want to stress that in no way do I mean to make light of this comparison.

I have Frankl to thank for helping me assess my situation and then choose my response to it. First, I decided up front that I would maintain a positive attitude toward the situation, especially since I had faith in my ability to orchestrate an eventual escape from my perceived predicament. Second, in no uncertain terms, the situation presented me with an opportunity to clarify and confirm my values about the kind of work that I wanted to do and not do. To use Dr. Frankl’s words, I was determined to realize my will to meaning and only do work that was aligned with my core values.

Third, during the short time that I was employed by this company, I was able consciously to practice the Logotherapy principles of de-reflection (shifting my focus of attention onto things that mattered to me) and self-detachment (maintaining a sense of humor). Fourth, my experience at the company and in my particular job assignment helped me to identify and weave together the various strands of meaning that seemed most important to me — both in terms of the kind of work that I wanted to do and the kind of life that I wanted to live. Even though it meant standing up to and engaging in many heated arguments with my father so that I could declare the path that I wanted to pursue, I learned from this situation that it was worth the risk and effort!

In the end, my passion to realize my will to meaning resulted in straining the relationship with my father, quitting my job, and changing my academic program objectives. In hindsight, however, the way that I chose to handle this particular situation — clearly a life-defining moment for a still relatively immature twenty-something — also increased my personal resilience for handling similar challenges in the future.

As you have gathered, Frankl’s thinking has profoundly influenced my life and work paths over the years. I’ve also had the great privilege of meeting Dr. Frankl personally and seeking his counsel. This book, in fact, is a product of his guiding influence and personal encouragement.

A Life with Meaning

Viktor Frankl’s calling came early. Long before the Holocaust took its horrific toll and became the ground from which sprang his most influential book, Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl’s own search for meaning was already underway. At the tender age of sixteen, he gave his first public lecture, “On the Meaning of Life.” Two years later, for his high school graduation essay, he wrote “On the Psychology of Philosophical Thought.” It was almost as though on some level he was preparing for the tragedy that lay in his future and the role he would play in giving hope to all of humankind after the hopelessness and despair of the Holocaust. At a young age, Frankl had become convinced that the human spirit is what makes us unique and that reducing life and human nature to “nothing but,” along the lines of many existentialist philosophers and psychiatrists of his time, denied or discounted any such spirit.

However, it was not until he went through the hell of despair over the apparent meaninglessness of life — and struggled with the pessimism associated with such a reductionist and ultimately nihilistic view of life — that he was able to develop his therapeutic system of Logotherapy. At a conference in San Diego in 1980, Frankl said that he had wrestled with this view that undercut faith in life’s meaning, like Jacob with the angel did, until he could “say yes to life in spite of everything.” Interestingly, an earlier version of Man’s Search for Meaning had this very quotation as its title.

Frankl was born in Vienna, Austria, on March 26, 1905. It was the day Beethoven died, and in his autobiography, he is quick to note this coincidence and reveal his sense of humor by sharing a comment made by one of his schoolmates: “One mishap comes seldom alone.”16 His father, who had been forced to drop out of medical school for financial reasons, was a public servant who instilled in the young Viktor a Spartan rationality along with a firm sense of social justice. For thirty-five years, Viktor’s father had worked for the department of child protection and youth welfare. His mother, with whom he was very close, helped him develop his emotional side — the feelings and human connectedness that would inform his work as deeply as did his rationality.

He was the second of three children and at an early age was afflicted with perfectionism. “I do not even speak to myself for days,” he said, referring to his anger at himself for not always being perfect. His astonishing and precocious interests led him to write to Sigmund Freud, with whom he had a correspondence throughout his high school years. It was a correspondence lost to Gestapo destruction years later, when Frankl was deported to the concentration camps.

In 1924, at Freud’s request, Frankl published his first article in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis. He was nineteen years old and had already developed two of his fundamental ideas: First, that we ourselves must answer the question that life asks us about the meaning of our lives, and that we ourselves are responsible for our existence. Second, that ultimate meaning is beyond our comprehension and must remain so — we must have faith in it as we pursue it. These ideas were the basis for his observations during the years of his Nazi imprisonment. They survived the darkest tests imaginable and, in fact, grew in strength for Frankl even as they were most challenged.

In 1924 he also started medical studies, and his growing professional recognition included a developing relationship with the renowned psychiatrist Alfred Adler. It was Adler who invited him to publish another article, this time in the International Journal of Individual Psychology. Frankl still was only twenty years old.

A year later, during public lectures in Germany, Frankl used the word Logotherapy for the first time. Frankl was not drawn to the dehumanizing and reductionist nature of psychotherapy. His work acknowledged human weakness but it went further, to acknowledge the underlying meaning behind weakness and the potential we all have to learn from and transform our weaknesses. “I am convinced,” he said, “that, in the final analysis, there is no situation that does not contain within it the seed of a meaning.”17 This belief of an idealistic young man became the foundation of Logotherapy, which continues today to inform and inspire our human struggle to search for and find meaning in our lives.

But, as in most scientific disciplines, Frankl’s was not a simple, unchallenged path. By the time he received his medical degree in 1930, he was banished from the Adler circle because he chose to support an alternative point of view. He had already gained an international reputation for his work in youth counseling, however, and from 1930 to 1938 was on the staff of the psychiatric University Clinic in Vienna. When in 1938 the Germans invaded Austria, he had an established private practice in neurology and psychiatry.

During the early part of the war, Frankl and his family were afforded a measure of protection because of his position as chief of the neurological department at Rothschild Hospital, the only Jewish hospital in Vienna. He risked his life and saved the lives of others by sabotaging, through the use of false diagnoses, the Nazi procedures requiring the euthanasia of mentally ill patients. It was during this time that he started writing his first book, The Doctor and the Soul, later to be confiscated by the Nazis.

In September 1942, Frankl and his family were arrested and deported to the Theresienstadt concentration camp near Prague. This was the beginning of three dark years of imprisonment during which Frankl lost his wife, Tilly, his parents, and his brother to the horrors of the Nazi prison camps. He was incarcerated at Auschwitz-Birkenau, Dachau, and finally, at Türkheim, where he nearly died from typhoid fever and kept himself going by reconstructing his manuscript on bits of paper stolen from the camp office. In his autobiography, Frankl recollected, “I am convinced that I owe my survival, among other things, to my resolve to reconstruct that lost manuscript.”18

In his book Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl writes about his experiences in the concentration camps. He writes graphically and unflinchingly about the treatment, torture, and murder of the prisoners. He also writes about the beauty of the human spirit — how it could transcend the horror and find meaning under the most unimaginable circumstances. Frankl’s experiences and observations reinforced the principles of meaning he had developed in his youth. At the end of the war, as a survivor and as a psychiatrist, he knew that his theories of Logotherapy had greater authenticity and ever deeper meaning. He wrote about the ongoing nightmares resulting from his experiences, but he also knew those experiences laid the groundwork for his belief in self-transcendence and the will to meaning:

I can see beyond the misery of the situation to the potential for discovering a meaning behind it, and thus to turn an apparently meaningless suffering into a genuine human achievement. I am convinced that, in the final analysis, there is no situation that does not contain within it the seed of a meaning.19

After the war, Frankl returned to Vienna and became director of the Vienna Neurological Policlinic, a position he held for twenty-five years. He also started a long and distinguished academic career that took him to the University of Vienna, Harvard University, and many other universities throughout the world. He received twenty-nine honorary doctorates during his life and wrote thirty-two books, which have been translated into twenty-seven languages. Man’s Search for Meaning is considered by the Library of Congress to be one of the ten most influential books in America.

In 1992 the Viktor Frankl Institute was established in Vienna. Today the institute continues to serve as the center of a worldwide network of research and training institutes and societies dedicated to advancing his philosophy and therapeutic system of Logotherapy and existential analysis. Frankl died peacefully on September 2, 1997, at the age of ninety-two. He remained creative, productive, and passionate to the end of his life. His very presence touched and helped others. Indeed, psychologist Jeffrey Zeig, who was privileged to know Frankl and his family, anchored his sentiments about the influence of Frankl in words taken from Albert Camus’s The First Man: “There are people who vindicate the world, who help others just by their presence.” Without a doubt, Viktor Frankl was a man whose presence vindicated the world.

A Legacy of Meaning

The influence of Frankl’s exceptional life and work has been profound. His writing alone has had an impact on people from all walks of life — educators, students, religious leaders (including Pope Paul VI), politicians, philosophers, psychologists, psychiatrists, and millions of others in search of meaning in their lives. Yet he was a humble man, modest, and not interested in promoting himself in the fashion of the times.

He was also inspirational to those whose lives were anchored in struggle. For example, one young man from Texas, Jerry Long, seventeen years old, was the victim of a paralyzing diving accident. He was left a quadriplegic and was able to type only by using a pencil-size rod that he held in his mouth. But he remained committed to becoming a psychologist because he liked people and wanted to help them. He wrote to Frankl as a college freshman after reading Man’s Search for Meaning, remarking that his difficulties seemed to be far less than those suffered by Frankl and his comrades. Jerry found new insights every time he read Frankl’s book. He said, “I have suffered but I know that, without the suffering, the growth I have achieved would not have been possible.”

When he eventually met Dr. Frankl in person, he told him, “The accident broke my back, but it did not break me.”20 Despite his severe handicap, Jerry was able to fulfill his goal of becoming a psychologist, earning his doctorate in clinical psychology in 1990. Dr. Jerry L. Long Jr., who died in 2004, was an extraordinary, inspirational figure and, as Dr. Frankl rightly observed, was a living testimony to “the defiant power of the Spirit.” Besides his contributions as a practicing clinician in Logotherapy and a teacher (he held several adjunct professorships in the Dallas/Fort Worth, Texas, area), Jerry excelled as a public speaker and motivational role model. Moreover, in 1998 he contributed a piece to a journal commemorating the recently deceased Viktor Frankl, in which he included the following passage:

Once, after speaking to a large audience, I was asked if I ever felt sad because I could no longer walk. I replied, “Professor Frankl can hardly see, I cannot walk at all, and many of you can hardly cope with life. What is crucial to remember is this—we don’t need just our eyes, just our legs, or just our minds. All we need are the wings of our souls and together we can fly.”21

In Frankl’s words, “You do not have to suffer to learn. But, if you don’t learn from suffering, over which you have no control, then your life becomes truly meaningless. … The way in which a man accepts his fate - those things beyond his control - can add a deeper meaning to his life. He controls how he responds.”22

In the death camps of Nazi Germany, Frankl saw men who walked through the huts comforting others, giving away their last piece of bread. “They may have been few in number,” he wrote, “but they offer sufficient proof that everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of human freedoms - to choose one’s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.”23

This statement is perhaps one of the most often quoted passages from Frankl’s work. U.S. Senator John McCain attributed his own survival as a prisoner of war in Vietnam for five and a half years in large part to the learning he acquired from Frankl’s experience and teachings. In fact, Senator McCain began the preface to his memoir, Faith of My Fathers (1999), with the same Frankl quotation.

In the field of work and meaning, references to Frankl’s work are numerous. Best-selling author Stephen R. Covey, who wrote The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, was particularly influenced by Frankl’s vision. In their book First Things First: To Live, to Love, to Learn, to Leave a Legacy, Covey and his associates refer to Frankl’s concentration camp experiences and cite the following passage from Man’s Search for Meaning: “The single most important factor, he realized, was a sense of future vision - the impelling conviction of those who were to survive that they had a mission to perform, some important work left to do.”24

Viktor Frankl leaves a profound legacy. Through his life and his work, he reminds us that we all have important work to do, that whatever we do is important, and that meaning can be found everywhere, all the time.



Meaning Moment

Recall a situation in your personal life or work in which you felt trapped or confined (this may even be your situation today). Perhaps you just didn’t have the freedom or authority to deal with the situation in the way that ideally you would have liked. What, if anything, did you do about it? What, in other words, was your escape plan? As you think about the situation now, what did you learn from it? In hindsight, what could you have done differently?

[image: image]

Meaning Question: What is your vision of the kind of work that you really want to do or kind of life that you really would like to live?

FOR FURTHER REFLECTION

Consider the hardships you have experienced in your personal and work life. How might Frankl’s experience in the concentration camps help you deal with such hardships in the past, present, or future?
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