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ABSTRACT: 

Identity crisis is now a great problem and serious issue. It is also a political issue, although here it is 

not used in that sense. In present time, people have many identities and this multiple identities leads 

one to the crisis situation. There is also a misconception that one should have a particular identity. 

Among the many identities, people feel the lack of particular essence. Existentialism has a key 

explanation through which one can get the solution to get rid of this situation.  Existentialism, the 

philosophy of freedom, emphasizes on existence instead of essence. Existence should get priority over 

all of these. In such situation of multiple identities leading to crisis, one should take his existence as 

identity. Sartre, Nietzsche, Heidegger and other existentialists discuss about the freedom and 

essence. They have not given priority on the so-called essences created by society. Beauvoir also 

thinks that woman have no particular feminine essence or identity. If we feel existential crisis in the 

turmoil situation for identity, it makes no sense.  
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In the present world, people are in a great crisis of real identity because of multiple identities. We 

always try to discover our real identity even in the situation of turmoil or crisis. What is our real 

identity? Existentialism is born out of this question. This is the best area of philosophy that deals 

with the question of existence. Existentialists are concerned with the real identity of individual i.e. 

existence. They are best in discovering the real and primordial identity of individual. We face this 

crisis of identity when we are ascribed with multiple identities for the sake of others. An individual 

may have many identities – as a teacher, as a student, as a father, as an officer and so on. But what 

is the real identity? A waiter is waiter to his/her customers but friend to his/her mates. Among 

these, which is the real identity? In response to this question, existentialists introduce the concept of 

‘freedom’ and ‘nothingness’. According to Existentialism, we, human beings, are different from all 

the other kinds of being in the world. We can become whatever we choose to make of ourselves. 
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This matter of shaping ourselves into whatever kind of being we choose to become makes us 

(human being) unique in this world of being. A table is simply a table; a tree is simply a tree; and a 

car is simply a car. But human beings have the ability to shape themselves according to their own 

will. Existentialism releases us from the constraints of a human nature that is predetermined. It is 

one kind of freedom. Similar thought can be found in Sartre’s philosophy. For him, human beings 

should overcome constraints of habitual ways of thinking. Existentialists describe human beings as 

pure existent that is devoid of any particular essence. Individual is not bound by predetermined 

human nature but is completely free to determine one’s own nature. In that sense, existentialist 

philosophers support the principle of indeterminism as opposed to determinism. They are against 

the deterministic theories of nature of human beings. For him, if individual has an essence, that is 

one’s freedom from particular and predetermined essence. To be an authentic human being is to be 

undetermined.  To be undetermined individual is to be free. Individual is free to choose and become 

what one wills. This freedom to choose distinguishes human being from all other being in the world. 

Kierkegaard described human being not as a species but as an existing individual. According to 

Kierkegaard, human being exists in a state of natural crisis and main task before one is to become 

subjective. He believed in subjective existence of individual. This is why individual must have to 

choose and to act for oneself. Every individual has to choose; one even makes choice when chooses 

not to be through choices; but it is also true that one cannot avoid the consequences of choice. This 

leads to the despair. None can escape and avoid this situation, but only the true Christian (having 

authentic relation with God) can escape despair.  

Nietzsche also believes in the power of human being. He declared “God is dead”. For him, this 

declaration has led to arouse the man into ‘Superman’. For him, superman is one who will not 

surrender oneself to rules. Superman should reject the will of the community or the common good. 

This is the nature of authentic being who should not go with the flow. Nietzsche thinks that in the 

loss of belief in God people have lost the foundation of their truth and value. This is the crisis of the 

modern world. But this situation will enable them to lose their blind dependency on God. Human 

beings have to be self-dependent to become gods in a Godless world. Now the utmost need of the 

present world is to produce a new type of individual i.e. superman who will be hard, strong, 

courageous, intellectually and morally independent etc. In the middle of the nineteenth century, 

both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche like Marx viewed the western world to be entering a time of crisis. 

They offered and prescribed their respective treatment through their philosophies in the form of 

‘what ought to be done’. Here it is relevant to mention that Marx focused on the concept of 

economic alienation. As a worker, one is alienated from oneself, from the product of labor, from 
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money-worshipping society, from the all type of social institutions. Heidegger viewed the alienation 

of the human being in its everyday world.  

Heidegger also thinks that human being is not a definite being with a fixed nature like any other 

object. Individual finds oneself determined or limited in concrete environment, in nation, in 

mankind, in life on earth, in the universe. Actually individual is the realm of ‘Being’. One is always 

beyond oneself. At every moment, individual existence always opens up the future. Therefore, 

man’s being is defined by his existence. Man finds himself finite due to his ‘being there’ (Dasein) i.e. 

being in the temporal world. Time has an important place in Heidegger philosophy. He describes 

‘Being’ in the light of ‘Time’. The name of his celebrated book is Being and Time. Whatever is 

concerned with human existence has to be understood in view of man’s temporality.  

To discuss the authentic existence of being, Sartre discusses the case of the waiter in the cafe. A 

waiter’s movements are too rapid, but he does a little too eagerly and he is anxious for the 

customers’ order. In that case, he has escaped from his freedom as a conscious being in playing a 

social role. He thinks his essence to be this type of prefect mechanism i.e. the perfect waiter. But it is 

bad faith. Being an individual, he has no particular essence. Being a perfect waiter is not his essence. 

It is true that one has consciously chosen to be a waiter. But one needs not to be a waiter “as an 

inkwell is an inkwell”. In present time, individual tries to become a perfect mechanism for which 

he/she will gain social approval for the perfection of the performance of his/her role.  

In this regard, the discussion over the two forms of existence is relevant. Existentialists make a sharp 

distinction between authentic existence and inauthentic existence. Authentic existence is that which 

is in accordance with the will of man and inauthentic existence is imposed by society or any other 

institution or group. Authentic existence is real identity of individual. The authentic man has 

adequate understanding of himself. According Heidegger, authenticity is an ideal for every one of us. 

Everyone has a tendency towards fallenness and every action is colored by inauthenticity. In most of 

the cases, man refuses to identify himself for what he is. Human beings try to be ‘Das Mann’. 

Inauthentic existence ignores existence and lives in fallenness. In inauthentic existence, none of the 

actions is that of individual own. Inauthentic existence is the blind acceptance of public opinions and 

value. It is a great failure to accept it as a choice among a number of alternative modes of existence. 

In authentic existence, understanding cannot work properly as the inauthentic individual is not able 

to distinguish between what he/she understands and what is given from ‘das mann’. Leading a social 

life, following the social mores and customs, even using public parks and transport system are the 

instances of inauthentic existence. These are the kinds of bad faith in Sartre philosophy. We are 

alienated from our authentic existence of free choice. We try to avoid the anxiety of decision by 
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shifting the responsibility of choice on parents, teachers, and leaders and so on. This kind of 

dependence on others leads us to a personal crisis i.e. also a kind of identity crisis. This situation 

cannot help us in war or in revolution where we are compelled to take our own decisions 

immediately. In bad faith, we try to see ourselves as the product of our heredity and environment. 

This is why we are bound to make ourselves what we are called and expected by the society. For 

example, a café waiter lives in bad faith in Sartre philosophy. He thinks most of the people play the 

role that is fixed and expected by society. We are expected by the society to remain within the limit 

of the particular and temporal role. For both Sartre and Heidegger, human being is a consciousness 

with many possibilities. Human consciousness as a pure possibility is originally ‘nothing’ i.e. has no 

particular essence. Actually, man has no constant essence that can limit his freedom.  

There is also another problem of identity related to feminism. Feminism claims that there is no fixed 

identity for female. Femininity is not the real identity of woman.  No biological difference can define 

that female should take the particular identity in society. The society makes identical difference 

between male and female based on biological difference. Society fixes the femininity and then 

restricts them in society. In this situation, woman feels identity crisis. This is also existential crisis. 

According to Simone de Beauvoir, one is not born woman but rather becomes so. This viewpoint 

follows directly from her metaphysical stance on the self that we have no fixed essences. From the 

existential viewpoint, there is no feminine ‘nature’ and referring to the feminine ‘essence’ makes no 

sense. According to Existentialism, existence is prior to essence.  Like Jean-Paul Sartre, she also 

thinks that we are first thrown into the world and then create our being through our actions. While 

we do not have any scope to choose our birth, we should have right to choose our own identities.  

 

In conclusion, it can be said that there should not be any crisis regarding the identity as human being 

has only one real identity i.e. existence. Authentic existence is the proper identity of human beings 

as far as existentialism is concerned and the apparent multiple identities are the essence of 

individual. In another words, these are the possibilities of individual. Who am I actually? This is 

common but prominent question of human being. In discovering the answer of this question, man 

gets many identities generally. I am a teacher, I am a father, and I am an Indian and so on. But what 

is the real identity? Why is there no a uniform identity of all human beings? Even why there is no a 

particular fixed identity for an individual? Existentialists believe in many possibilities of being so it is 

very common that man has many identities. But it does not mean that man is in identity crisis.  

Actually, human being is not like an inkwell (being-in-itself) which has no other essence (possibility). 

If anyone feels identity crisis in the multiple identities, he/she should take existence as the real 
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identity. Human beings must have their own choices. Human beings are free to become what they 

project.  Human beings can never escape from their freedom. Human beings are condemned to be 

free. Therefore, we are free to make our own identities.  
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