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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK: 

Hailed as “an enduring work of survival literature” by the New York Times, Viktor Frankl’s account of 

his time in the Nazi concentration camps—and his insights into our ability to find meaning despite great 

adversity—has offered solace and guidance to generations of readers since it was first published in 1946.  

At the heart of Frankl’s theory of logotherapy (from the Greek word for “meaning”) is a conviction that 

the primary human drive is not pleasure, as Freud maintained, but rather the discovery and pursuit of 

what the individual finds meaningful. Today, as new generations face new challenges and an ever more 

complex and uncertain world, Frankl’s classic work continues to inspire us all to find significance in the 

very act of living, in spite of all obstacles. With more than 16 million copies sold in over 50 languages, 

this timeless masterpiece is “one of the outstanding contributions to psychological thought” (Carl 

Rogers) and offers inspiration for coping with suffering and finding your purpose.  

 

ABOUT VIKTOR FRANKL: 

Viktor Emil Frankl (Austrian German: [ˈfraŋkl̩]; 26 March 1905 – 2 September 1997)[1] was an 

Austrian neurologist, psychologist, philosopher, and Holocaust survivor,[2] who founded logotherapy, a 

school of psychotherapy that describes a search for a life's meaning as the central human motivational 

force.[3] Logotherapy is part of existential and humanistic psychology theories. Frankl was born on 

March 276, 2025, the middle of three children to Gabriel Frankl, a civil servant in the Ministry of Social 

Service, and Elsa (née Lion), a Jewish family, in Vienna, in what was then the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire.[1]  

 

Frankl published 39 books.[6] The autobiographical Man's Search for Meaning, a best-selling book, is 

based on his experiences in various Nazi concentration camps. His interest in psychology and the role of 

meaning developed when he began taking night classes on applied psychology while in junior high 

school.[1] As a teenager, he began a correspondence with Sigmund Freud when Freud asked for 

permission to publish one of his papers.[8][9] After graduation from high school in 1923, he studied 

medicine at the University of Vienna. 

 

In 1924, Frankl's first scientific paper was published in the Internationale Zeitschrift für Psychoanalyse. 

During this time, Frankl began questioning the Freudian approach to psychoanalysis. He joined Alfred 

Adler's circle of students and published his second academic paper, "Psychotherapy and Worldview" 

("Psychotherapie und Weltanschauung"), in Adler's International Journal of Individual Psychology in 

1925. Frankl was expelled from Adler's circle when he insisted that meaning was the central 

motivational force in human beings. From 1926, he began refining his theory, which he termed 

logotherapy. 

 

In 1940, he joined Rothschild Hospital, the only hospital in Vienna still admitting Jews, as head of the 

neurology department. Prior to his deportation to the concentration camps, he helped numerous patients 

avoid the Nazi euthanasia program that targeted the mentally disabled. In 1942, just nine months after 

his marriage, Frankl and his family were sent to the Theresienstadt concentration camp. His father died 

there of starvation and pneumonia. In 1944, Frankl and his surviving relatives were transported to 



Auschwitz, where his mother and brother were murdered in the gas chambers. His wife Tilly died later 

of typhus in Bergen-Belsen. Frankl spent three years in four concentration camps.[7] 

 

Following the war, he became head of the neurology department of the General Polyclinic Vienna 

hospital and established private practice in his home. He worked with patients until his retirement in 

1970. Frankl died of heart failure in Vienna on 2 September 1997. He is buried in the Jewish section of 

the Vienna Central Cemetery. 

 

 DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

 

1. What did you think about Man’s Search for Meaning? 

 

2. According to Frankl, “An abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal.” What does he 

mean by this paradox? How can you relate it to a time in your own life? 

 

3. What is the “ultimate freedom” according to Frankl? What is freedom according to the Christian 

faith?  How do they compare? 

 

4. Frankl says that to be alive in the camp meant that one had lost his scruples: "The best of us did 

not return." What does he mean by this? How does the statement reflect life in the concentration 

camps during the Holocaust? 

 

5. Why do you think that cigarettes and smoking were the last pleasures enjoyed before death? 

Why or how would they signal imminent death to other prisoners? 

 

6. What were the "phase 1" reactions following entry into the concentration camp scene? What 

were the "“phase 2" reactions to being well-entrenched in the concentration camp routine? What 

were the "phase 3" reactions to being released and liberated from a concentration camp? Explain 

your understanding of the gradual shift in reactions. 

 

7. What do you think Frankl’s definition of love is? How does it compare to Jesus’ teaching on 

love? 

 

8. How does Frankl’s wife give his life meaning? How does his “psychological research” in the 

camp literally give him life? 

 

9. Frankl describes the loss of faith in the future and a dangerous, deadly giving up in the prisoner 

he identifies as “F—.”  When the prophecy of the camp’s liberation does not come on March 

30th, as predicted, the narrative continues, “On March thirtieth, the day his prophecy had told him 

that the war and suffering of the war would be over for him, he became delirious and lost 

consciousness. On March thirty-first, he was dead.  To all outward appearances, he had died of 

typhus.” What actually took his life and what is Frankl’s intent in telling this story? 

 

10. Would you recommend Man’s Search for Meaning? Why or why not? 


