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Abstract

Purpose: This study aims to explicate the process of meaning-making and self-understanding
during adolescence through the core concepts of Martin Heidegger’s philosophy and their
application in philosophical counseling.

Methodology: This study employed a descriptive—analytical design grounded in a close reading of
Heidegger’s primary texts, particularly Being and Time, along with authoritative secondary
interpretations. Data were collected through library research and reconstructed conceptually within
a philosophical counseling framework.

Findings: The analysis indicates that meaning-making and self-understanding in adolescence
constitute an existential-temporal process rooted in the structure of care (Sorge). This process
unfolds in three main stages: immersion in das Man and borrowed meanings, the collapse of
everyday meanings through existential anxiety and confrontation with nothingness, and finally the
call of conscience, being-toward-death, and the creation of authentic meaning. Existential anxiety
emerges not as pathology but as a fundamental condition for authenticity and existential self-
understanding in adolescents.

Conclusion: Heideggerian philosophical counseling can facilitate adolescents’ transition from
borrowed identities toward responsible choice of authentic possibilities, thereby supporting a more
meaningful and authentic mode of existence.
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Detailed Abstract

Adolescence constitutes one of the most critical existential thresholds in human development, a period in which biological maturation,
cognitive expansion, and social reorientation converge with the emergence of fundamental ontological questioning. During this stage,
individuals are no longer merely adapting to externally prescribed roles but increasingly confront questions of identity, meaning, and the
authenticity of their existence. In contemporary Iranian society, these existential challenges are intensified by the simultaneous pressures
of traditional family expectations, formal educational systems, peer norms, consumer culture, and the pervasive influence of social media
algorithms that promote standardized, performative identities. Existing Iranian scholarship on adolescent meaning-making has largely
addressed these concerns through psychological, educational, religious, or phenomenological lenses, focusing on sources of meaning,
levels of meaning presence and search, and short-term instructional interventions (Boland & Rahanandeh, 2021; Fereydouni &
Shamshiri, 2026; Hamzehgardeshi et al., 2019; Imanian & Nouri, 2021; Kashfi & et al., 2016). While valuable, these approaches
often treat meaning as a measurable variable or an externally cultivable resource, leaving underexplored the deeper ontological structures
through which adolescents experience meaninglessness, anxiety, and self-alienation. The present study addresses this theoretical gap by
reinterpreting adolescent meaning-making and self-knowledge as existential processes rooted in Martin Heidegger’s ontology of Dasein.
Drawing on philosophical counseling as a practical framework, the study reconceptualizes adolescence as a decisive existential situation
in which the tension between inauthentic absorption in “the They” (das Man) and the possibility of authentic self-understanding becomes
especially acute (Heidegger & Jamadi, 2021). This perspective allows adolescent crises of meaning to be understood not merely as

developmental disturbances, but as structurally significant moments in the unfolding of human existence.

Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive—analytical approach grounded in close textual analysis of Heidegger’s Being and Time
and authoritative secondary interpretations. Rather than empirical measurement, the research reconstructs a conceptual model capable
of illuminating the internal logic of adolescent meaning-making and self-knowledge. This reconstruction is informed by comparative
engagement with philosophical, psychological, and educational theories of self-knowledge and meaning. Classical philosophical
accounts—from Platonic moral self-knowledge and Aristotelian rational actualization to Augustinian inwardness and Cartesian
certainty—are examined to demonstrate the historical evolution of the concept of the self (Aristotle & Davoodi, 2014; Augustine &
Bourke, 1966; Cooper & Hutchinson, 1997). Modern developments, including Kant’s moral selthood and Hegel’s intersubjective
recognition, further highlight the limitations of viewing self-knowledge as cither purely introspective or purely social (Hegel et al.,
2020; Kant & Nazari, 2017). In parallel, humanistic and Islamic psychological traditions emphasize self-awareness as a cornerstone of
education and moral formation, yet often retain a substantialist or normative conception of the self (Sattari & Javani, 2019; Shamshiri
& Fereydouni, 2014). Against this background, Heidegger’s notion of self-understanding as an existential disclosure of one’s possibilities
offers a radical alternative. Here, the self is not an object to be known but a way of being that unfolds through time, care, and choice.
This ontological shift provides the conceptual foundation for rethinking philosophical counseling as a mode of existential accompaniment

rather than psychological correction (Dibavajari, 2016).

From a Heideggerian perspective, meaning-making in adolescence is inseparable from the existential structure of care (Sorge) and the
temporal projection of Dasein toward its future possibilities. Adolescents are characteristically “ahead-of-themselves,” oriented toward
unrealized futures while simultaneously constrained by social norms and inherited expectations. In the initial phase of meaning-making,
adolescents typically inhabit an inauthentic mode of existence in which meaning is borrowed from prevailing social narratives, peer
approval, academic success, or digital recognition. This borrowed meaning provides temporary coherence but remains fragile, dispersive,
and dependent on external validation (Dreyfus, 1991; Heidegger & Jamadi, 2021). The pivotal disruption of this state occurs through
existential anxiety (Angst), which differs fundamentally from fear by lacking a specific object. Anxiety discloses the “nothing” underlying
everyday significance and reveals the contingency of all socially imposed meanings. In adolescence, this anxiety frequently manifests as
identity confusion, feelings of emptiness, or pervasive questioning of life’s purpose. Far from being merely pathological, such anxiety
functions as an existential clearing in which the adolescent is detached from the anonymity of “the They” and confronted with the
responsibility of selthood (Wrathall, 2011). Meaning, in this context, is no longer discovered as an external value but must be created

through the adolescent’s own resolute engagement with finite possibilities.

Self-knowledge, within this framework, is understood as authentic self-understanding rather than introspective self-description. In early
adolescence, self-understanding is largely mediated by social roles and external evaluations, resulting in a fragmented and derivative sense

of self. Heideggerian anxiety destabilizes these borrowed identities and opens the possibility of hearing the call of conscience, which



summons Dasein back from self-forgetfulness to responsibilit

existence (Heidegger & Jamadi, 2021). This cal

the ontological sense of being responsi

dictate specific moral content; instead, it exposes the adolescent’s “be

among possibilities. The anticipation of death as one’s ownmost, non-trans ibility further intensifies this
time finite and choices urgent. Through being-toward-death, adolescents may co
indefinitely or lived by proxy. Authentic self-knowledge thus emerges as an ongoing 1
themselves as projects rather than fixed identities, continuously negotiating past thrownness, pr
(Carman, 2003; Crowell, 2015). This understanding reframes adolescent instability not as deficie

existential openness.

Philosophical counseling grounded in Heidegger’s thought offers practical pathways for facilitating this existential transition. Unlike
therapeutic models aimed at symptom reduction, Heideggerian philosophical counseling treats anxiety, uncertainty, and existential
questioning as meaningful disclosures rather than obstacles to be eliminated. The counselor assumes the role of an existential companion,
cultivating a dialogical space characterized by phenomenological openness and suspension of judgment. Through reflective questioning,
attentive silence, and guided exploration of lived experience, adolescents are encouraged to articulate moments of world-collapse,
confront anxiety, and reflect on mortality as an orienting horizon (Cohen, 2013; Grimes, 2017). Practical exercises—such as reflective
writing on finitude, examination of socially imposed “shoulds,” and reconstruction of personal life narratives—support the adolescent in
distinguishing authentic possibilities from conformist expectations (Mandi¢, 2023). Importantly, this approach emphasizes being-with
(Mitsein) as an authentic relational mode, enabling adolescents to form relationships that support rather than obscure selthood.
Philosophical counseling thus becomes a practice of existential clarification rather than instruction, fostering resilience through meaning

rather than control.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that adolescent meaning-making and self-knowledge are best understood as existential, temporal,
and fragile processes rather than stable psychological achievements. By integrating Heidegger’s ontology with philosophical counseling,
the research reframes adolescent crises of meaning as necessary thresholds for authentic existence. Anxiety and confrontation with
nothingness are shown to be not merely disruptive experiences but essential conditions for the emergence of responsibility, authenticity,
and personally grounded meaning. This perspective challenges educational and psychological models that prioritize adjustment and
normative success, instead advocating for spaces in which adolescents can engage openly with existential uncertainty. Philosophical

counseling, as articulated here, offers a coherent theoretical and practical framework for accompanying adolescents through the

demanding yet transformative task of becoming themselves.
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1 self-concept

2 real self

3 ideal self

4 unconditional positive regard
5 self-understanding

6 Dasein

7 meaning-making

8 positive mental health
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! will to meaning

2 self-concept clarity

3 Philosophical Counseling
4 pastoral care
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! National Philosophical Counseling Association (NPCA)
2 Epictetus-inspired practices

3 Heidegger-influenced existential dialogue

4 Husserlian epoché in practice

5 Sein und Zeit

6 Sein

7 Was ist der Mensch?
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! freedom for choosing and committing oneself
2 lived experience
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