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1. INTRODUCING VIKTOR 
FRANKL





VIKTOR FRANKL (1905-1997)

Psychiatrist and founder of Logotherapy

Born in Vienna to a Jewish middle class family

Precocious, communicating with Freud and then 
Adler, before forging his own path

Clinical psychiatrist up until WW2, specialising 
in depression and suicide

Arrested alongside with wife and parents in 
September 1942, and transported to Auschwitz

















‘I had wanted simply to convey to the reader by 
way of a concrete example that life holds a 
potential meaning under any conditions, even the 
most miserable ones.’

‘there seem to be clear solutions to all problems, 
which belies the complexity of actual life. It seems 
that if the patient cannot find his goal, Frankl 
supplies him with one. This would seem to take 
over the patients’ responsibility and ... diminish the 
patient as a person.’ 
– Rollo May, Existential Psychology











The aims of the Enlightenment became ‘stuck in the mud’ of Auschwitz (Theodor Adorno) 





‘Today in France and in Europe, there is a generation 
who thinks that anyone who places his hope in the 
human condition is mad, but that anyone who despairs 
of events is a coward. 

… This generation does not believe the achievement 
of universal happiness and satisfaction is possible, but 
it does believe in diminishing human sorrow. 

It is because the world, in its essence, unhappy, that we 
need to create some joy. 

Because the world is unjust we need to work towards 
justice. And because the world is absurd, we must 
provide it with all its meaning.’

- Camus, “The Human Crisis”, 1946











PHASES OF 
MENTAL 

REACTION

1. Shock, suicide

2. Relative Apathy

3. Disillusionment









LOVE

‘Hardly a word was spoken; the icy wind did 
not encourage talk. Hiding his mouth behind his 
upturned collar, the man marching next to me 
whispered suddenly: “If our wives could see us 
now! I do hope they are better off in their 
camps and don’t know what is happening to us.” 

… A thought transfixed me: for the first time in 
my life I saw the truth as it is set into song by so 
many poets, proclaimed as the final wisdom by 
so many thinkers. The truth—that love is the 
ultimate and the highest goal to which man can 
aspire. Then I grasped the meaning of the 
greatest secret that human poetry and human 
thought and belief have to impart: The salvation 
of man is through love and in love.’







3.  MEANING



FATE

Frankl discourages blame

Suffering is relative, like a gas

Camp life encourages fatalism

A key moment comes when Frankl decides 
to ‘take fate into my own hands for once’ 

… Deciding not to abandon a countryman 
who is sick when offered the opportunity 
to escape







‘Man can preserve a vestige of spiritual 
freedom, of independence of mind, even in 
such terrible conditions of psychic and physical 
stress. 

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.’











4. ETHOS





FUTURE 
FOCUSED

‘It is a peculiarity of man that he can only live by 
looking to the future – sub specie aeternitatis.’

Frankl imagines himself giving a packed-out 
lecture, and later, when sick with typhus, keeps 
himself awake by reconstructing his lost ms…

It also involves a Copernican shift in perspective

‘we had to teach the despairing men, that it did not 
really matter what we expected from life, but rather 
what life expected from us. We needed to stop 
asking about the meaning of life, and instead to 
think of ourselves as those who were being 
questioned by life’

Finding meanings to life













ETHOS

An ethics of responsibility, against an existential vacuum 
of nihilism

“Live as if you were living already for the second time 
and as if you had acted the first time as wrongly as you 
are about to act now!” 

‘Freedom is but the negative aspect of the whole 
phenomenon whose positive aspect is responsibleness.’

‘What is demanded of man is not, as some existential 
philosophers teach, to endure the meaninglessness of life, 
but rather to bear his incapacity to grasp its 
unconditional meaningfulness in rational terms’



5. FOUCAULT’S ASKESIS





CARE OF THE 
SELF

From around 1982, Foucault turns from 
sexuality to a vital philosophical concern 
overlooked since the onset of Christianity

Not just to know oneself, but to care for one self

“Self Writing” and “Technologies of the Self”

Three Stoic technologies of the self –
correspondence, self-examination, askesis

The art of living involves training: ‘abstinences, 
memorizations, self-examinations, meditations, 
silence, and listening to others’ – pre-
meditating, examining one’s day





ASKESIS

Self-training is concerned with ‘the 
transformation of truth into ethos’

In “Self Writing”, he focuses on memory aids 
(hupomnemata) and correspondence

Writing and re-reading (not endlessly) are 
necessary to develop understanding

‘askēsis means not renunciation but the 
progressive consideration of self, or mastery 
over oneself, obtained not through the 
renunciation of reality but through the acquisition 
and assimilation of truth. It has as its final aim 
not preparation for another reality but access to 
the reality of this world.’









6. FROM LOGOS 
TO ETHOS









STOIC

Self-Examination

Compassion

Living with Nature

Transience

Disposition

Fate

Ethos







‘the endeavour to 
understand is the first 
and only basis of 
virtue’ – Spinoza

(A simplified translation of 
Ethics Part IV, Proposition 
26, Demonstration)



FOR DISCUSSION ON MONDAY

1. What kind of text is Man’s Search for Meaning?

2. Why do human beings need meaning?

3. Reflecting on the course, what is the lasting contribution of the 
Stoics to your own art of living?

Discussion: 1pm-3pm. You can use the same Zoom link from last 
week. It’s also up on Moodle. The room will open at 12.45



THANK YOU

This has been a wonderful class for me – thank you for sharing in 
the journey

We’ve covered not just the Stoics, but the thinkers and writers who 
have been most important to me across my life

For many of you – this is the last session of a four year programme 
of study, covering Kant, Hegel, Arendt, Nussbaum and more

I will not be teaching philosophy again like this for a while, but I 
hope for some we will keep in touch 

– dantaylor.blog, jdt@riseup.net


