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Scholars, mostly theorists, have noted that in the 

pursuit of knowledge there is nothing as practical as a 
good theory.3,4 Theory takes one from the pragmatic 
world of apparent haphazard events (e.g., falling 
apples) to a sound conceptual argument (e.g., the 
law of gravity). Similarly, Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy 
serves as a theoretical orientation that organizes the 
apparent haphazard events of life into a meaningful 
whole.  

Frankl argues that life has unconditional 
Meaning.2 However, when humans are confronted 
by, amongst others, profoundly traumatic crises, the meaning of life is often 
questioned.8 Traumatic crises such as the 9-11 terrorist attack in the USA, 
the 2004 tsunami that struck the islands of Indonesia and other parts of Asia, 
as well as the 2011 tsunami and earthquake that hit Japan, have confronted 
humanity with death tolls and suffering unheard of for many a generation. In 
the aftermath of the aforementioned crises, proponents of logotherapy draw 
on the work of Frankl to organize the events into a meaningful whole; they 
are confronted by the question: Is life really unconditionally meaningful?  

Subsequent to the tsunami and earthquake that hit Japan in 2011, South 
African students, who were enrolled for both the Advanced and Diplomate 
Courses in logotherapy, engaged in an on-line e-mail discussion that 
centered on two thematic-based questions: (a) Is life really unconditionally 
meaningful? and (b) What does the concept, Meaning, refer to?  

The mentioned on-line discussion resulted in an intellectually stimulating 
exercise, as numerous theoretical and philosophical ideas were shared 
amongst the students. However, further discussions with logotherapy 
students have left this author with more questions than answers. Fellow 
students echoed this author’s experiences of struggling to conceptualize the 
concept, Meaning. It appears that the quest to understand Meaning is a 
prominent focus of discourse amongst logotherapy students in South Africa. 

The purpose of this paper is to share the author’s reflections on Frankl’s 
concept, Meaning. In the subsequent section, a theoretical discussion of the 
concept, Meaning, is provided. Thereafter, Meaning is discussed as a 
metaphor (namely “meaning as a paradox”). Lastly, a discussion followed by 
a synthesized conclusion is presented. 
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Meaning: A Theoretical Discussion 
The Tragic Triad of suffering, guilt, and death is an omnipresent reality of 

human life.2 However, despite the ubiquity of the Tragic Triad, Frankl is 
adamant that life remains unconditionally meaningful. More specifically, 
Frankl explains that humans possess a noetic freedom that compels them to 
assume responsibility for both their lives and the choices that they make 
whilst searching for Meaning.1 Meaning is a unique discovery that has to be 
made in a highly personalized way. 

According to Shantall,9 Meaning is entrenched in the unique demands 
that are made upon humans by the particular life situations in which they find 
themselves. Subsequently, life can be regarded as a continuous chain of 
questions. These questions are transmitted from a value dimension and their 
answers require that humans answer in a highly responsible manner. Being 
responsible in the face of life’s questions, humans ought to discern what is 
required in every life situation.9  

Meaning is seldom a clear-cut choice between “right” and “wrong,” but 
rather a choice of “what is called for.” 8 Because Meaning emanates from a 
value dimension, each experience calls on humans to embrace and realize a 
particular life value. Subsequently Meaning can be defined as doing the one 
thing and/or realizing the unique value that is called for in every life situation. 
However, Meaning cannot be pinned down by a conceptual definition, but 
ought to be experienced in a phenomenological manner.8  

As a phenomenological experience, Meaning can be regarded as both a 
spiritual quest and a watershed experience.9 As a spiritual quest Meaning 
can be realized, among other things, through religious affiliation, completing 
an important task, or behaving towards another human being in a loving 
manner. As a watershed experience, Meaning has the power to flood an 
entire lifetime’s suffering with existential significance in an instant. 
Essentially, Meaning implies that humans transcend their psychophysical 
existence and live for something other than themselves.8 The 
aforementioned is paradoxical: humans can discover themselves by losing 
themselves in a meaningful pursuit. 

 
Meaning as Paradox 

The concept, Meaning, is so complex that it can only be represented via 
paradox. According to Rappaport the concept, paradox, refers to two 
apparently contradictory ideas that are both true at the same time. In other 
words, a Paradox points to an apparent “contradiction in law.” 6 An example 
from logotherapeutic theory would be that those who have been endowed 
with freedom are existentially accountable to act with responsibility – an 
apparent contradiction in law.  

Paradoxes are indicative of a dialectic relationship – humans are pulled in 
different directions and have to pay attention to apparently differing poles of 
thought at the same time. Subsequently a dynamic tension evolves that 
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requires humans to give attention to one truth in such a way that attention is 
immediately given to its counterpoint: for example, darkness and light. 

 
Meaning as Light in the World 

The image of the sun, or light, is often used to envisage a new beginning 
or righteousness. Amongst others, Plato used the image of the sun as a 
metaphor for intellectual illumination or God.7 The Bible states: “When Jesus 
spoke again to the people, he said, ‘I am the light of the world...’” (John 8:12) 
This message is echoed by, amongst others, Buddhist writings: “…everything 
is composed of Buddha’s Light.” 5, p.114 Therefore, it appears that ‘light’ is 
often used as a metaphor that points towards something meaningful.  

In contrast, darkness, or the absence of light, often reflects evil: “It comes 
without meaning, it departs in darkness, and in darkness its name is 
shrouded” (Ecclesiastes, 6:4). Yet, even in the darkest human night, one still 
finds light: “The moon will shine like the sun, and the sunlight will be seven 
times brighter, like the light of seven full days, when the Lord binds up the 
bruises of his people and heals the wounds he inflicted.” (Isaiah, 30:26) 
Frankl makes several references to “light” in his seminal work, Man’s search 
for meaning.2  

 
Frankl References to Light 

The poet, P. B. Shelley,10 penned the following words: “Our sweetest 
songs are those that tell us of our saddest thoughts.” Frankl states: 
“Auschwitz – the very name stood for everything that was horrible.” 2, p.9 
Amidst the Auschwitzian horrors, Frankl distils some of the most captivating 
references to Meaning using light and the sun as metaphor:  

• During an early morning march to a worksite Frankl was enlightened 
and fully grasped the Meaning that love is the highest goal to which 
human can aspire. In this moment of clarity he recalled the loving 
memory of his wife: “...her look was more luminous than the sun which 
was beginning to rise.” 2, p.37  
• On a journey from Auschwitz to a Bavarian camp, Frankl and fellow 

prisoners beheld the mountains of Salzburg “...with their summits 
glowing in the sunset, through the burned windows of the prison 
carriage, he would never have believed that those were the faces of 
men who had given up all hope of life and liberty.” 2, p.39-40  
• In a moment steeped in potential nihilistic darkness, Frankl experienced 

the following: “In a last violent protest against the hopelessness of 
imminent death, I sensed my spirit piercing through the enveloping 
gloom. I felt it transcend the hopeless, meaningless world, and from 
somewhere I heard a victorious “Yes” in answer to my question of the 
existence of ultimate purpose. At that moment a light was lit in a distant 
farmhouse, which stood on the horizon as if painted there, in the midst 
of miserable grey dawning morning in Bavaria. ‘Et lux in tenebris lucet – 
and the light shineth in the darkness.” 2, p.40-41  
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Paradoxically, when Frankl experienced some of his saddest thoughts, he 
came to realize some of his “sweetest songs.” Frankl’s “sweet songs,” or 
moments when Meaning flooded the horrors with existential significance, are 
so complex that it could only be described via a paradoxical metaphor. 

 
Meaning as a Paradoxical Construct 

To discover Meaning, humans ought to breathe paradoxes like they 
breathe air. The Tragic Triad encompasses the cruel realities of human 
existence.2 Life questions and challenges humans in the midst of the Tragic 
Triad.9 This challenge is paradoxical in nature: through psychophysical 
suffering, humans are confronted with opportunity to discover noetic 
Meaning.  

Frankl is adamant that humans are not meant to suffer per se; they are 
meant to discover Meaning.1  Because Meaning exists objectively in the 
world, humans are challenged to extend beyond their subjective perceptions 
and attempt to engage in a creative deed, experience the uniqueness of the 
moment, and/or adopt an attitude that raises above psychophysical suffering 
and adopt the qualities of being optimally human. A logotherapeutic 
perspective therefore calls on humans to be defiant and courageous in the 
face of hardship, to realize that every suffering contains potential meaning, 
and that – when a suffering cannot be changed – to endure it with dignity and 
turn it into a human achievement. 

Humans who transcend subjective experiences of psychophysical 
suffering and discover Meaning breathe paradoxes like they breathe air. In 
other words, they define, from a noetic perspective, everyday human life, 
with its inevitable Tragic Triad challenges. They identify the dialectic 
involved: human experiences of suffering create a dynamic tension where 
suffering points the way to the Meaning that ought to be discovered; they 
understand the apparent contradiction.  

 
Discussion 

Life is a journey that is characterized by a melting pot of subjective human 
experiences. Positive experiences are often described in terms of the sun 
shining. In contrast, negative experiences are often depicted as darkness. 
From a psychological perspective, humans often perceive positive emotions 
as meaningful whilst negative emotions are regarded as meaningless.  

Frankl challenges the psychology profession at large with his 
logotherapeutic theory. Furthermore, he challenges students of logotherapy 
to entertain paradoxical thinking: they have to give attention to a 
psychophysical truth (i.e., suffering can entail negative consequences) in 
such a way that attention is given to its counterpoint logotherapeutic truth 
(Meaning). Hence, a challenge that logotherapy students face involves a 
paradigm shift – from psychological to logotherapeutic thinking, from tension 
reduction to facilitating a fruitful tension between individuals and life, from a 
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focus on pathogenic symptoms to logohints, and from reductionist to dialectic 
thinking.  

Frankl transcends reductionist thinking when he proposes a paradoxical 
stance towards life that embraces hardship and suffering as paradigms of 
Meaning. Therefore, Frankl moves beyond the psychological limitations that 
regard happiness as a symbol that ought to be exclusively pursued. His 
orientation is: both positive and negative life events are filled with the seeds 
of potential Meaning, both the sun and darkness have the quality of light, 
there is Meaning to be discovered even in life’s crises.  

Meaning is deeper than logic.2 Therefore, any attempt to capture and 
freeze this concept is futile. Rather an abstract image, such as light, serves 
as a metaphor to represent its paradoxical nature. Meaning embraces the 
perspective that humans embrace life, themselves, and each living being in 
the world. Similarly, Meaning refers to life questioning humans to realize 
timeless values, conduct a meaningful task, or suffer with dignity and 
respect. When humans discover Meaning they realize that they are in 
dialogue – that they are immersed in a dance – with life. This invigorates 
them with hope, faith, and inspiration. The light glistens down on them 
regardless of whether the sun is shining or not; they move from the periphery 
of the dance floor to fully embrace the dance with life. Meaning, like dawning 
light, triumphantly emerges out of the darkness of suffering.  

 
Conclusion 

In logotherapy, Meaning transcends the human experiences of positive 
and negative; it superimposes a knowledge that there is Meaning and light in 
this world. Logotherapy recognizes human suffering as something that has 
the power to call humans out of existential apathy and aid them to reach for 
the apex of human integrity. Logotherapy students are challenged to adopt 
paradoxical thinking to entertain a dialectical perspective that acknowledges 
psychological truth (suffering as negative) and logotherapeutic truth 
(suffering as a meaning opportunity).  

Frankl’s logotherapeutic theory enables humans to organize the 
apparently haphazard daily sufferings into a larger and meaning oriented 
theory. Yet, the phenomenological experience that underscores such a 
theory is deeper than logic. This phenomenological experience allows one to 
predict, clarify, and delight in the paradoxical truism that life has Meaning in 
spite of suffering. 
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