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Dr Viktor Frankl of Vienna (1905 – 1997) is the originator of the 
psychotherapeutic school of logotherapy. Frankl attended the University of 
Vienna, where he earned doctorates in medicine and philosophy. Frankl received 
training in individual psychology from Adler. Some of the basic concepts of 
logotherapy, such meaning, freedom and responsibility bear the imprint of Adler 
and Freud1. He was appointed professor of neurology and psychiatry there in 
1947.  
 
Frankl was imprisoned for various periods from 1942 until 1945 during World War 
II in the concentration camps at Auschwitz and Dachau. It was here his theories 
were put to a severe test and partly through that experience came to the central 
premise of logotherapy that: “ that humans' most fundamental motive is to find 
meaning in life”. 2 His experience in the Nazi camps was recorded in Man’s 
Search for Meaning 3. His personal triumph over unimaginable trauma has been 
the most compelling testimony of the theory.  
 
 
INTRODUCTION TO THE THEORY OF LEGOTHERAPY 
 
Logotherapy, a treatment modality based on the application of humanistic and 
existential psychology, is used in finding meaning and purpose in ones life. The 
word logo – therapy is derived from the word logos, which directly translated from 
Greek means, the will of God that controls the principles of the universe or 
meaning.4 Logotherapy is also known to be “The Third Viennese School of 
Psychotherapy“.  
 
Dr Victor Frankl, developed logotherapy and existential analysis in the late1930’s 
due to his dissatisfaction with psychoanalysis, developed by Adler and Freud’s 
School of Individual psychology. He accepts Sigmund Freud’s concept of 
unconsciousness, but considers the will to meaning as more fundamental than 
the will to pleasure.5 A major difference between logotherapy and psychoanalysis 
that should be noted is that the former focuses on the past, while the latter as 
Frankl states, “ focuses rather on the future, that is to say, on the meanings to be 
fulfilled by the patient ”. He goes further by making the deduction that one can 
describe logotherapy as a meaning centred psychotherapy.    
 
Although many authors give synonymous meaning to the theory of logotherapy 
and existential analysis Frankl makes a distinct distinction between the two. 
Existential analysis concerns itself with an analytical therapeutic process involved 
in addressing the patient’s spiritual and existential needs, whereas logotherapy 

                                                 
1
 Man’s Search for Meaning – An Introduction to logotherapy (Revised), Frankl V, 1984 

2
 Logotherapy, Wong TP, 1998   

3
 Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl V, 1963  

4
 The pursuit of meaning, Fabry J, 1994 

5
 Logotherapy, Wong TP, 1998   
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gives special emphasis on the hidden logos of his existence by means of an 
analytical process. 6 
 
 
THE SEARCH FOR MEANING 
 
According to Frankl, it is not possible to practice logotherapy on anyone, without 
understanding the spiritual dimension of man’s existence there are two levels of 
meaning: 
 
(a) Present Meaning / Meaning of Moment and (b) Ultimate / Super - meaning. 
 
Dr Frankl is of the opinion that one should concentrate more on productive 
meaning (in other words specific present meaning), rather than the ultimate (in 
other words the meaning of life), as these exist in a supra-dimension. Due to the 
fact that logotherapy is a life-philosophy it is essential, when wanting to discover 
who one is, it is vital that one finds meaning of specific present meanings in order 
to establish one’s life.7  
 
Each individual must discover the specific meaning of the moment 8. The 
therapist is a mere facilitator in the entire process and can only guide the client to 
those areas in which meaning can be found.9 
 
 
BASIC TENETS OF LOGOTHERAPY 
 
The doctrine of logotherapeutic therapy is based upon the concepts of; will to 
meaning, meaning to life and freedom of will. Without an in-depth understanding 
of the mentioned concepts it is almost impossible to understand and apply 
logotherapy effectively, if at all.  
 
WILL TO MEANING 
 
The will to meaning is, the basic striving of man to find meaning and purpose to 
his own life. Man’s search for meaning is a primary force in his life and not as 
many authors contend, a secondary rationalisation in the form of values. Will to 
meaning is in most cases based on fact, not faith. Frankl warns that one should 
avoid dealing with values in the form of self –expression. He goes on to say that, 
meaning is not derived from mans emerging existence but should be construed 
as something that confronts existence. The will to meaning is possible because of 
the human capacity to transcend one’s immediate circumstances. “Being human 

                                                 
6
 Man’s Search for Meaning – An Introduction to logotherapy (Revised), Frankl V, 1984 

7
 What the hell am I living for? For the layperson: A Glossary of terms common in Logotherapy,   

   Havenga - Coetzer P (University of Pretoria) 
8
 The pursuit of meaning, Fabry J, 1994 

9
 Logotherapy, Wong TP, 1998   



 5 

is being always directed, and pointing to, something or someone other than 
oneself: to a meaning to fulfil or another human being to encounter, a cause to 
serve or a person to love” 10 
 
 It is contended by Jean Paul Sartre, man invents himself, he designs his own 
“essence”; that is to say, what essentially is, including what he should be, or 
ought to become. However, I think the meaning of existence is not invented by 
us, but rather detected. 
 
Values, however, do not drive a man; they do not push him, but rather pull him. 
This is a difference; by the way, of which I am constantly reminded whenever I go 
through the doors of an American hotel. One of tem has to be pulled while the 
other has to be pushed. Now, if I say man is pulled be values, what is implicitly 
referred to is the fact that there is always freedom involved: the freedom of man 
to make his choice between accepting rejecting an offer, i.e., to fulfil a meaning 
potentiality, or else to forfeit it.11 
 
However, it should be made quite clear that there cannot exist in man any such 
thing as a moral drive, or even a religious drive, in the same manner as we speak 
of man being determined by basic instincts. Man is never driven to moral 
behaviour; in each instance, he decides to behave morally. Man does not do so 
in order to satisfy a moral drive and to have a good conscience. Man does not 
behave morally for the sake of having a good conscience but for the sake of a 
cause, to which he commits himself, or for a person whom he loves, or for the 
sake of his God. 
  
MEANING TO LIFE 
 
Meaning is unique to each person, and each person has to discover meaning of 
each particular situation. The therapists can only challenge and guide the patient 
to potential areas of meaning, namely creative, experimental and attitudinal 
values12. According to Dr Frankl logotherapy, can discover meaning to life in 
three different ways13:  
 
(1) By creating or doing a deed / work 
(2) Experiencing something or encountering someone  
(3) The attitude we take towards unavoidable suffering 
 
Attitudinal values seem to be of paramount importance in situations of 
unavoidable suffering. Dr Frankl illustrates this by comparing life to a game, by  

                                                 
10

 The unheard cry for meaning, Frankl V, 1978  
11

 Man’s Search for Meaning – An Introduction to logotherapy (Revised), Frankl V, 1984 
12

 Logotherapy, Wong TP, 1998   
13

 Man’s Search for Meaning – An Introduction to logotherapy (Revised), Frankl V, 1984 
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