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Abstract

Late modernity is characterized by rapid social change, technological advancement,
globalization, and the erosion of traditional structures of authority, which together contribute
to profound experiences of existential anxiety. This anxiety, defined as a fundamental
confrontation with freedom, mortality, and meaninglessness, has been extensively theorized in
existential philosophy and modern sociology. This paper explores how late modern societies
exacerbate existential anxiety and how individuals navigate the search for meaning amid
uncertainty and contingency. Drawing on the works of Seren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche,
Jean-Paul Sartre, Martin Heidegger, and contemporary sociologists like Zygmunt Bauman, it
examines the philosophical and social dimensions of existential crisis. The paper also explores
coping mechanisms including authenticity, narrative construction, ethical commitment, and
spiritual engagement. By analyzing existential anxiety within late modernity, the paper
elucidates the challenges and strategies through which meaning is pursued in contemporary
life.

Keywords: Existentialism, Anxiety, Modernity, Meaning

1. Introduction

The experience of existential anxiety—an acute awareness of human finitude, freedom, and the
possibility of meaninglessness—has become a defining feature of life in late modernity. The
term “late modernity,” often associated with sociologists such as Anthony Giddens and
Zygmunt Bauman, refers to contemporary society characterized by fluid social structures, rapid
technological change, and the decline of traditional certainties such as religion, stable family
structures, and community norms. In such a context, individuals face heightened existential
uncertainty, a phenomenon that has profound implications for mental health, social cohesion,
and philosophical reflection.

Existential philosophy, which traces its roots to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, provides
a rich framework for understanding anxiety and the human quest for meaning. Seren
Kierkegaard first articulated the notion of anxiety as a psychological and spiritual condition
tied to freedom and the burden of choice. Friedrich Nietzsche explored the consequences of
the “death of God” and the resulting vacuum of moral and existential meaning. Martin
Heidegger conceptualized anxiety (Angst) as a revealing experience that discloses the
nothingness underlying everyday existence. Jean-Paul Sartre further elaborated the radical
freedom of the individual, emphasizing that human beings are “condemned to be free” and
responsible for creating their own meaning.

This paper investigates existential anxiety in the context of late modernity, exploring both its
philosophical foundations and sociological manifestations. It examines how contemporary
social structures amplify existential crises, how individuals confront the challenge of meaning-
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making, and what strategies may alleviate or transform existential anxiety into authentic
engagement with life.

2. Existential Anxiety: Philosophical Foundations

2.1. Kierkegaard and the Psychological Dimension of Anxiety

Seren Kierkegaard (1813—1855) pioneered the philosophical analysis of anxiety (Angest),
framing it as a fundamental aspect of human existence rather than a mere pathological
condition. Kierkegaard distinguished between fear, which is directed at a specific object, and
anxiety, which arises from the awareness of possibility, freedom, and the unknown
(Kierkegaard, 1844/1980). In The Concept of Anxiety, he argues that anxiety emerges when the
individual confronts the freedom to choose, revealing both the potential for greatness and the
possibility of despatir.

In Kierkegaardian terms, existential anxiety is intimately tied to the search for meaning,
particularly the religious or spiritual dimension. The leap of faith, according to Kierkegaard,
represents an ethical and existential response to anxiety: embracing commitment in the face of
uncertainty.

2.2. Nietzsche and the Death of God

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844—1900) explored the existential consequences of the “death of God”
in The Gay Science (1882). Nietzsche argued that the collapse of traditional metaphysical and
religious foundations leads to a vacuum of moral and existential meaning. This condition
precipitates what he called nihilism, the recognition that life lacks inherent purpose or value.
Nietzsche’s response to existential anxiety emphasizes self-overcoming and the creation of
meaning through the cultivation of personal values and the “will to power.” The figure of the
Ubermensch symbolizes an individual who confronts meaninglessness and actively shapes life
according to self-determined principles.

2.3. Heidegger and the Ontology of Angst

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) reconceptualized anxiety (Angst) as an ontological
phenomenon. In Being and Time (1927), he distinguishes anxiety from fear: fear is directed at
particular entities, while anxiety reveals the nothingness and groundlessness of existence.
Heidegger emphasizes that anxiety discloses human existence as finite and temporal,
highlighting the individual’s responsibility for authentic being.

Anxiety, in Heideggerian terms, is a revelatory condition, providing insight into the human
condition and offering the possibility for authentic engagement with life rather than escapism
into everyday distractions.

2.4. Sartre and Radical Freedom

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) expanded the existential analysis of anxiety through his concept
of radical freedom. In Being and Nothingness (1943), Sartre argues that human beings are
“condemned to be free,” burdened with the responsibility of defining themselves through
choices. Existential anxiety arises from the recognition of the absence of predetermined
values, forcing individuals to confront the consequences of their actions. Sartre underscores
that the search for meaning is an individual project: in a universe without inherent purpose,
humans must construct values, relationships, and projects that lend significance to life.
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3. Late Modernity and the Social Amplification of Anxiety
3.1. The Characteristics of Late Modernity
Sociologists describe late modernity as a phase marked by:
1. Rapid technological change: Innovations in digital communication and automation
disrupt traditional social roles.
2. Globalization: Exposure to multiple value systems creates pluralism and moral
ambiguity.
3. Institutional instability: Declining trust in religious, political, and familial institutions
generates uncertainty.
4. Individualization: Social norms become less prescriptive, requiring individuals to
construct their own life projects (Giddens, 1991).
These conditions amplify existential anxiety by increasing freedom and reducing structural
guidance. While traditional societies offered clear social scripts, contemporary life demands
continuous negotiation of personal and ethical choices.
3.2. Bauman and Liquid Modernity
Zygmunt Bauman (2000) introduces the concept of liquid modernity, emphasizing the fluid,
unstable, and transient nature of contemporary social structures. In liquid modernity,
relationships, careers, and identities are flexible and temporary, fostering insecurity and
anxiety. Bauman argues that existential anxiety manifests in a pervasive sense of
precariousness, compelling individuals to seek meaning in ephemeral or consumerist forms,
which often fail to provide durable fulfillment.
3.3. The Role of Consumer Culture and Media
Late modernity’s consumer culture and mass media further complicate the search for meaning.
Advertisements, social media, and entertainment often offer instant gratification and
simulacra of fulfillment, providing temporary relief from existential anxiety without
addressing its underlying causes (Bauman, 2007). The constant comparison and competition
exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and alienation.

4. Coping with Existential Anxiety

4.1. Authenticity and Personal Engagement

Existential philosophers argue that confronting anxiety authentically can transform it into an
opportunity for growth. Heidegger and Sartre emphasize that authentic existence requires
acknowledging freedom, mortality, and contingency, then acting intentionally to shape life
according to self-determined values. Authenticity entails embracing responsibility rather than
fleeing into conventionality, distraction, or conformity.

4.2. Narrative Construction and Meaning-Making

Contemporary research in psychology and social theory highlights the role of narrative
identity in managing existential anxiety. Individuals construct coherent life stories that
integrate past experiences, present challenges, and future aspirations (McAdams, 1993).
Through narrative, people can impose structure and meaning on otherwise contingent events,
mitigating existential distress.
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4.3. Ethical Commitment and Interpersonal Relations

Kierkegaard and Sartre both underscore the ethical dimension of existential coping.
Commitment to projects, relationships, or causes can provide purposeful engagement.
Moreover, interpersonal connections serve as stabilizing anchors, fostering recognition and
accountability that reinforce meaning in a socially contingent world.

4.4, Spiritual and Philosophical Practices

While late modernity often coincides with declining institutional religion, individuals may still
seek spiritual or philosophical frameworks to navigate existential anxiety. Mindfulness,
meditation, Stoicism, and other reflective practices help individuals confront mortality,
impermanence, and uncertainty with equanimity, promoting resilience and a sense of
coherence.

5. The Paradox of Freedom and Anxiety

Existential anxiety in late modernity reflects a paradox of freedom. Increased autonomy
enables self-determination and creativity but simultaneously imposes the burden of
responsibility. Without external anchors, individuals must construct values, priorities, and
identities in an uncertain and transient world. This paradox produces both opportunity and
distress, making existential anxiety a central experience of modern life.

Sociological analysis suggests that late modern societies often fail to provide the cultural and
institutional scaffolding necessary to manage this freedom. As a result, individuals may
experience chronic anxiety, alienation, and susceptibility to nihilism or escapist behaviors.

6. Existential Anxiety, Mental Health, and Society

6.1. Psychological Implications

Existential anxiety is not purely philosophical; it has profound psychological dimensions.
Modern research links experiences of meaninglessness to depression, anxiety disorders, and
feelings of hopelessness (Yalom, 1980). Therapeutic approaches such as existential
psychotherapy explicitly address these concerns by helping individuals confront death,
freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness in constructive ways.

6.2. Social Interventions

Addressing existential anxiety requires not only individual coping strategies but also social
and cultural interventions. Educational systems, community programs, and workplace
cultures that promote reflection, narrative construction, and meaningful engagement can
alleviate the social amplification of existential anxiety. Policies that foster stability and support
social bonds contribute indirectly to the creation of meaning and resilience.

7. The Search for Meaning in Late Modernity

7.1. Active Meaning-Making

Existential philosophy and sociology converge on the insight that meaning must be actively
constructed. In late modernity, individuals navigate a pluralistic, unstable world, seeking
coherence through projects, relationships, creativity, and reflective practices. The search for
meaning is ongoing, iterative, and responsive to evolving circumstances.



European Journal of Philosophical Research. 2025. 12(1)
E-ISSN: 2413-7286
Volume-12/Issue-1/2025

7.2. Creativity, Work, and Engagement

Engagement in creative endeavors, purposeful work, and social activism represents pathways
for channeling existential anxiety into constructive projects. Nietzsche’s notion of self-
overcoming and Sartre’s emphasis on radical freedom highlight the potential for existential
flourishing even in a world lacking predetermined meaning.

7.3. Community, Solidarity, and Shared Meaning

While late modernity prioritizes individual freedom, communal bonds remain essential. Shared
narratives, cultural traditions, and collective projects provide anchors of meaning that stabilize
individual existence. Social movements, civic participation, and cultural engagement offer
frameworks through which existential anxiety can be channeled into collective purpose.

8. Conclusion

Existential anxiety is an inescapable feature of human life, intensified in late modernity by fluid
social structures, technological transformation, and the erosion of traditional sources of
meaning. Philosophical insights from Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Sartre illuminate
the psychological, ethical, and ontological dimensions of anxiety, while sociological
perspectives from Giddens and Bauman contextualize these experiences in contemporary
social realities.

The search for meaning in late modernity is both challenging and generative. Confronting
anxiety authentically enables personal growth, ethical engagement, and creative self-
expression. Strategies such as narrative construction, interpersonal commitment, spiritual or
philosophical reflection, and participation in communal projects offer pathways to mitigate
despair and cultivate meaning.

Ultimately, the experience of existential anxiety underscores a fundamental truth: meaning is
not given but constructed, contingent yet attainable, fragile yet resilient. In the context of late
modernity, embracing this challenge may transform existential anxiety from a source of distress
into an engine of self-understanding, creativity, and authentic engagement with the world.
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