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What is the meaning of life? This question has haunted
humankind since the dawn of man. Viktor Frankl, an Austrian
Jewish neurologist, psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor, took the
quest further and pioneered logotherapy (from the Greek word
logos, which denotes “meaning”), a meaning-centred approach
towards psychotherapy. His book Man’s Search for Meaning is
widely cited as one of the most inspirational books of the 20th
century. [t recounts Frankl’s experiences and observations in Nazi
concentration camps that he ultimately draws on in order to
develop logotherapy.

Frankl was the director of the neurological department at
the Rothschild Hospital in Vienna when he was arrested and
deported to a Nazi concentration camp with his family in 1942.
Over the course of three years, Frankl was shuffled between four
concentration camps, including the notorious Auschwitz. He
survived. His parents, wife and brother did not.

In Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl writes about the
feelings of shock and denial upon entering the concentration
camp. After Frankl arrived at Auschwitz with 1,500 other Jews,
he found himself thrust into one of two groups. His group was
ordered to throw everything they carried with them onto the
ground. It was here that Frankl lost the manuscript of his first
book on logotherapy, a loss that made him feel as though his
whole former life had been taken from him. Here, he was no
longer the prominent psychiatrist and neurologist; he was merely
prisoner 119104. Later the same evening, he asked where his
friend, who was in the other group, had been sent. A senior inmate
pointed to clouds of smoke billowing out of a chimney, and said,
“That’s where your friend is, floating up to Heaven.”

Frankl observes that after a few days when their illusions
of reprieve had been shattered, the prisoners developed an
emotional shell of apathy against the brutality of life inside the
camp. Having witnessed so many beatings, so much suffering
and death, they became numb and despondent. Frankl remembers
how he gave up waking up a fellow inmate who was having a
nightmare because ‘“no dream, no matter how horrible, could be
as bad as the reality of the camp”.

Under the degrading influence of the concentration camp,
one had to cling on to something, the faintest trace of humour or
the tiniest glimpse of beauty in nature, in order to retain “the
feeling of being an individual, a being with a mind, with inner
freedom and personal value”. But even with these small mercies,
how could anyone who was made to subsist on a meagre diet of
thin soup and bread while doing hard manual labour 12 hours a

day under the threat of being beaten or death manage to survive
in the pits of despair? In contemplating the answer to this question,
Frankl began to understand that those who had a goal to look
forward to seemed to have a much greater chance of survival than
those who gave themselves up to their truly miserable existence.
In Frankl’s own case, the desire to see his wife again and rewrite
the confiscated manuscript of his book gave him a “why” rich
enough that it pulled him through nearly three years of captivity.

Frankl’s experience of the Nazi death camps reinforced his
view that the search for purpose and meaning was the key to
psychological well-being. He argues that one can discover the
meaning of life through work, through love or through one’s
attitude to unavoidable suffering. The notion that love and work
give meaning to life is not something new, but it is Frankl’s
observation of the positive consequence of the search for
meaning while in the depths of suffering that distinguishes his
work from that of any other psychologist. Frankl believes that
our actions are not so much a consequence of outside influence,
but rather the result of an inner decision. In the midst of all the
torture and atrocities, he saw fellow prisoners choose to unleash
cruelty on their own; but he also saw individuals rising beyond
themselves:

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

Frankl contends that even in the most horrendous conditions,
we still have the freedom to choose how we respond to the
situation and create meaning out of it. For those few campmates
who chose to remain “brave, dignified and unselfish”, Frankl
writes, “it can be said that they were worthy of their sufferings;
the way they bore their suffering was a genuine inner achievement.
It is this spiritual freedom—which cannot be taken away—that
makes life meaningful and purposeful.”

Frankl opines that “man’s search for meaning is the primary
motivation in his life”. This brings us back to the ultimate
question: what is the meaning of life? In his opinion, the meaning
of life is not something vague that can be defined in a general
way. Rather, it is about exploring and taking on the tasks and
responsibilities that are unique to each individual. “It did not
really matter what we expected from life,” he says, “but rather
what life expected from us.”

By seeking and blundering we learn.

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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At the turn of the 20th century, Antarctica, the last
uncharted continent, captured the world’s imagination. In
1911, Robert Falcon Scott, a British explorer, and Roald
Amundsen, his Norwegian counterpart, both launched
expeditions with the ambition to be the first to reach the South
Pole. National pride was at stake, and such a feat would
guarantee immortality. A year of breathless anticipation came
to an end on 7 March 1912 with Amundsen’s announcement
via telegram that he and his team had reached the South Pole
on 14 December 1911. When newspapers around the globe
trumpeted Amundsen’s triumph the next day, Scott was
writing in his diary as a gale howled outside his tent: “We
are in a very bad way, I fear.” One member of his team had
already perished, and the others were all in bad shape.

When Scott embarked on the Terra Nova Expedition, he
was already an Antarctic veteran. The Press, a newspaper in
Christchurch, wrote about the crew before they left for the Pole:

There is no spirit of boasting, but every man spoken to
seems confident that success will be theirs...That spirit comes
from Captain Scott, who is one of the most modest and retiring
of men, but who possesses the rare quality of getting the best
possible work from his subordinates.

In October 1911, Scott and his team set off from base for
the Pole. But early on things went terribly wrong. The motor
sledges and ponies could not cope with the conditions and the
team had to pull heavy sleds by hand. After a gruelling march
of nearly 850 miles, the five-man polar party of Scott, Edward
Wilson, Henry Bowers, Edgar Evans and Lawrence Oates
reached the South Pole on 17 January 1912, only to find a
Norwegian flag planted a month earlier by his rival Amundsen.
With this vision burned into their minds, the five disconsolate
explorers started the tortuous journey back. Thus began the most
harrowing and tragic tale of Antarctic exploration.

Evans, the strongest man in the team, was the first to go—
presumably due to a head injury incurred in an earlier fall. The
party was still hundreds of miles away from the base camp and
rations were running perilously low. They were battered by some
of the worst weather ever recorded in the area. The dog teams
that Scott had pinned high hopes on failed to turn up at the
appointed time.

Oates was next. By mid-March, he was lame
from frostbite. Knowing that he was slowing the team
down, he asked his comrades to leave him in his
sleeping bag, a request that was refused. “I am just
going outside and may be some time.” With these
words, Oates, the man they affectionately called “the

Soldier”, staggered out of the tent into a raging blizzard, never
to be seen again.

Sadly, Oates’s selfless sacrifice did not save his comrades
from a similar fate. A week later, another ferocious blizzard
swept in and trapped the three remaining men in their tent with
precious little food and no fuel with which to melt snow for
water. The temperature was -40°C. On 29 March, as Scott lay
dying between Bowers and Wilson, a mere 11 miles away from
the next supply depot, he scrawled his final words: “We shall
stick it out to the end, but we are getting weaker, of course, and
the end cannot be far. It seems a pity, but I do not think I can
write more.” His last exhortation was: “For God’s sake look
after our people.”

The frozen bodies of Scott and his two comrades were
found eight months later in their tent by a search party from the
base camp. A high cairn of snow was built over their final resting
place, topped with a solitary cross made of skis.

The five men had battled their way through the most
forbidding territory on earth for nearly five months, enduring a
highly abnormal and sustained period of intense cold that they
could hardly have predicted. Despite extreme hardship, they had
not only stuck to their sick companions, but also managed to
lug 35 pounds of geological specimens to the last, making
significant contributions to science and geography. Their names
have since been linked inextricably to the great southern
continent. Scott’s last diary entries, at the point of death and
dissolution, give voice to the heroic endurance, personal
sacrifice, and indomitable spirit of all intrepid explorers who
brave fearsome odds to achieve their goals. Scott wrote:

We are weak, writing is difficult, but for my own sake I do
not regret this journey, which has shown that Englishmen can
endure hardships, help one another, and meet death with as
great a fortitude as ever in the past. We took risks, we knew we
took them; things have come out against us, and therefore we
have no cause for complaint, but bow to the will of Providence,
determined still to do our best to the last...Had we lived, I should
have had a tale to tell of the hardihood, endurance, and courage
of my companions which would have stirred the heart of every
Englishman.

In January 1913, before leaving the Antarctica for good,
the surviving members of the Terra Nova Expedition erected on
Observation Hill a large wooden cross in memory of Scott and
his companions. Overlooking the Expedition’s base camp in
McMurdo Sound, it still carries, to this day, the inscription of
their names and the concluding line from Tennyson’s poem
“Ulysses” — “To strive, to seek, to find, and not to yield.”

A man is not old as long as he is seeking something.

Jean Rostand
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“What do you seek?” Such are the
first words that Jesus speaks in the Gospel of
John. This is the most important question one
can ask oneself, Christian or not. Some strive for a
successful career; some long for a loving relationship; some
wish for all the finer things in life. Buddha puts it succinctly:
“All living beings desire happiness and recoil from suffering.”
Well, let’s have a look at the ABC of happiness with reference
to some idioms.

A: alive and kicking. Happiness is a feeling. And you have
to be alive to feel it. This should hold true unless a spiritual realm
is scientifically proved or you have first-hand experience to
prove otherwise. If you say that someone or something is alive
and kicking, you are emphasising not only that they continue
to survive, but also that they are full of energy: With its share
price hitting an all-time high, this tech giant is clearly very much
alive and kicking in its niche market.

B: bring home the bacon. According to Abraham Maslow,
an American psychologist, humans are motivated to meet their
needs in a hierarchical order: physiological, safety, love, esteem,
and self-actualisation. Basic physiological needs such as food
(hence bacon, aptly), sleep, sex, and excretion have to be fulfilled
before we move up to satisfy the more advanced needs. If you
bring home the bacon, you earn enough to support your family
or you achieve what you need to achieve: Nowadays, more and
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more women are bringing home the bacon while their
husbands stay at home and take care of the children.

C: asrich as Croesus. Croesus was the king of Lydia from
560 to 546 BC, whose legendary wealth left for posterity the
eponymous expression “as rich as Croesus”. Someone who is
as rich as Croesus is extremely wealthy. Can money buy
happiness, though? Maybe, but only to a certain extent. In
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, other than physiological and safety
needs that are the bottom rungs of the ladder, none of the higher
needs are directly associated with money. There are different
sources of happiness. Remember your delight when you go out
for a stroll in the spring breeze or bask in the warmth of the sun
on a winter’s day? One can always enjoy the beauty and
enchantment of nature for free. Also, some people are happy
just being a couch potato, spending a great deal of time watching
television. As sedentary as it might appear, it is a guilty pleasure
on the cheap.

Paradoxically, our most strenuous efforts to attain
happiness more often than not defeat the purpose. “Happiness
must ensue. It cannot be pursued. It is the very pursuit of
happiness that thwarts happiness,” observes Viktor Frankl, an
Austrian psychiatrist. He explains, “Happiness is the side effect
of living out the self-transcendence of existence. Once one has
served a cause or is involved in loving another human being,
happiness occurs by itself.”
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The following winners will be notified individually by email:

Solution of Issue No. 84 Department Department

2 itesion 5 | Ay | SIS g, pu | e
3. worthwhile 9. perspective Cheung Man-mei Labour Department Lui Lai-ching Food and Health Bureau
4. virtue 10. depression Thomas Cheung Labour Department Mak Sui-hin Fire Services Department
5. essential 11. satisfaction Lee Cho-yiu Hong Kong Police Force Tam Kui-yuen Hong Kong Police Force
6. Job 12. wait Yuki Leung Department of Health Judy Wong Housing Department

Issue No. 86 (January 2022) : Big and Small
Issue No. 87 (April 2022) : Black and White

Contributions from colleagues are welcome. Please click here for details.
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If you have any comments or suggestions about this publication, please write to the Editorial Board of Word Power (Official Languages Division, Civil Service Bureau, Room 2310, High Block, Queensway

Government Offices, 66 Queensway, Hong Kong or csbolrs @csb.gov.hk).
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