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Discussion Questions with Passages (Pages 41 - 79, 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)

7. Frankl emphasizes the importance of maintaining inner freedom and dignity even in the most
extreme circumstances. How do the examples of prisoners who helped and comforted others
illustrate this concept?
○ Passage: "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
the human freedoms - to choose one's attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one's
own way." (p. 86)

8. The text challenges the notion that human behavior is solely determined by external
circumstances. How does Frankl's concept of the "last of the human freedoms" - the freedom
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to choose one's attitude - counter this deterministic view?
○ Passage: "But what about human liberty? Is there no spiritual freedom in regard to behavior and

reaction to any given surroundings? Is that theory true which would have us believe that man is
no more than a product of many conditional and environmental factors - be they of a biological,
psychological or sociological nature? Is man but an accidental product of these? Most important,
do the prisoners' reactions to the singular world of the concentration camp prove that man cannot
escape the influences of his surroundings? Does man have no choice of action in the face of such
circumstances?" (p. 86)

9. Frankl argues that suffering can have meaning and that individuals can find purpose even in
the face of unavoidable hardship. How does this perspective challenge traditional notions of
happiness and the pursuit of pleasure?
○ Passage: "The way in which a man accepts his fate and all the suffering it entails, the way in

which he takes up his cross, gives him ample opportunity - even under the most difficult
circumstances - to add a deeper meaning to his life. It may remain brave, dignified and unselfish.
Or in the bitter fight for self-preservation he may forget his human dignity and become no more
than an animal. Here lies the chance for a man either to make use of or to forgo the opportunities
of attaining the moral values that a difficult situation may afford him. And this decides whether he
is worthy of his sufferings or not." (p. 88)

10. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the psychological challenges faced by liberated
prisoners, including bitterness and disillusionment. How do these challenges highlight the
complexities of reintegration into "normal" life after experiencing such profound trauma?
○ Passage: "Apart from the moral deformity resulting from the sudden release of mental pressure,

there were two other fundamental experiences which threatened to damage the character of the
liberated prisoner: bitterness and disillusionment when he returned to his former life." (p. 113)


