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Discussion Questions with Passages (Pages 40 - 77, Focus on Suffering) 

1.​ Frankl describes the second phase of the prisoners' psychological reactions as a state of 
"relative apathy" and emotional numbness. How does this emotional detachment serve as a 
survival mechanism in the face of overwhelming suffering? 

○​ Passage: "Apathy, the blunting of the emotions and the feeling that one could not care any more, 
were the symptoms arising during the second stage of the prisoner's psychological reactions, and 
which eventually made him insensitive to daily and hourly beatings. By means of this insensibility 
the prisoner soon surrounded himself with a very necessary protective shell." (p. 42)​
 

2.​ The prisoners' dreams often revolved around basic needs like food and warmth. How do 
these dreams reflect the dehumanizing effects of the camp experience and the prioritization 
of survival over higher aspirations? 

○​ Passage: "What did the prisoner dream about most frequently? Of bread, cake, cigarettes, and 
nice warm baths. The lack of having these simple desires satisfied led him to seek wish-fulfillment 
in dreams." (p. 48)​
 

3.​ Frankl recounts his own experience of witnessing the death of a fellow prisoner and his 
subsequent lack of emotional response. How does this incident illustrate the profound impact 
of the camp's brutality on human empathy and compassion? 

○​ Passage: "After one of them had just died, I watched without any emotional upset the scene that 
followed, which was repeated over and over again with each death. One by one the prisoners 
approached the still warm body. One grabbed the remains of a messy meal of potatoes; another 
decided that the corpse's wooden shoes were an improvement on his own, and exchanged them." 
(p. 41)​
 

4.​ The text explores the concept of "humor" in the concentration camp. How does humor 
function as a coping mechanism and a means of resistance against the dehumanizing forces 
of the camp? 

○​ Passage: "Humor was another of the soul's weapons in the fight for self-preservation. It is well 
known that humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, can afford an aloofness and 
an ability to rise above any situation, even if only for a few seconds." (p. 63)​
 

5.​ Frankl discusses the prisoners' experiences of beauty in nature and art. How do these 
experiences offer moments of transcendence and meaning amidst the harsh realities of camp 
life? 

○​ Passage: "As the inner life of the prisoner tended to become more intense, he also experienced 
the beauty of art and nature as never before. Under their influence he sometimes even forgot his 
own frightful circumstances." (p. 59)​
 

6.​ The prisoners' sense of time became distorted, with days feeling endless and weeks passing 
quickly. How does this altered perception of time reflect the psychological impact of their 
uncertain and seemingly endless imprisonment? 

○​ Passage: "The camp inmate was hardened, but possibly became more conscious of this 
complete disregard of human existence when a convoy of sick men was arranged. The emaciated 
bodies of the sick were thrown on two-wheeled carts which were drawn by prisoners for many 
miles, often through snowstorms, to the next camp. If one of the sick men had died before the cart 
left, he was thrown on anyway - the list had to be correct!" (p. 73) 

 


