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Abstract: This paper analyzes depression in university students as a natural reaction to a closure of the 

possibilities of encountering their own self. A philosophical analysis is carried out with that in mind, based on 

phenomenology, resorting to the notion of poverty presented by Martin Heidegger in his 1945 seminar and to 

the foundations of existential analysis, as well as Byung-Chul Han's proposal on the society of tiredness. A case 

study of university students using the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-2) is then presented to contextualize the 

problem and the performed analysis. The results propose another perspective of depression from an existential 

point of view coming from the effect of facing the banality of contemporaneity, in which the current university, 

as an in

relationship with that which surrounds him, rejecting the possibility of finding a meaning in life within an 

authentic relationship that is coherent with his original openness. Finally, it is concluded that universities need 

to focus their actions on a process aimed at individuals encountering their own being, as the most appropriate 

way to satisfy the yearning for joy of young vitality.  
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Introduction 

the impact of ou - Hermann Hesse.  

 

he course of this society thrown into immediacy 

(Vázquez & Mouján, 2016), into the masses (Ladevéze et al, 2022) and into technical calculation (Miranda, 

2020). Being inspired involves a double academic sin, a matter that distances itself from the modern scientific 

paradigm, and to be inspired in literature, which is to say in art and the so-called sciences of the spirit that 

Dilthey (1944) once named. However, Hesse's words on joy, in contrast to the manifest sadness and depression 

in university classrooms and faculty lounges, call for an analysis that considers the situation students entering 
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universities face and the mediation they represent regarding their future. In this order, it is necessary to 

understand a structural background that makes students susceptible to depression, which, although it is a health 

problem, is above all a natural search for meaning in young spirits. 

Depression 

Several authors agree on something that seems obvious at first glance: depression is a problem, whether a 

psychological (Baños-Chaparro 2023) or public health problem (Del Cid, 2021). It is well known that 

depression has become a recurrent diagnosis and been on the rise since the 1970s, when it was barely part of the 

inventory of mental illnesses (Obaid & Albagli, 2020), despite being considered one of the most significant and 

World Health Organization (WHO, 2017) 5% of the world's adult population suffers from depression.  

However, part of the problem is the very understanding of what has been considered and called depression, as 

well as the difficulty and alternatives for diagnosing it in different types of populations (Sanz & García-Vera, 

2020).  

The WHO (2017) refers to depression in plural terms, presenting it as depressive disorders characterized by 

sadness, loss of interest or pleasure, feelings of guilt or low self-esteem. It also includes sleep or appetite 

disorders, tiredness and lack of concentration. Along a line that is not radically different, the American 

Psychological Association's DSM-5 Diagnostic Criteria Reference Guide (2014) focuses its points on very 

similar aspects. In short, depression includes, like any disorder, an abnormal process in the expected 

development of an individual's connection with their usual environment. According to the Eleventh revision of 

the International Classification of Diseases (ICD-11) of the World Health Organization (2019), a mental 

disorder is defined as a clinically significant disturbance that can be observed in three aspects: cognition, 

behavioral and emotional regulation. This opens the spectrum in many directions, converging in an alteration, as 

a state of abnormality. 

According to Castellanos-Meza et al. (2020), depression usually begins in adolescence, which is the time in 

which students transition between high school and university, and the environment for the presence of the 

disorder is fertile. This makes these conditions much more relevant during the first years of university 

(Obregón-Morales et al., 2020). University students experience depression, more so than one would like to 

acknowledge.  

In accordance with Hart (2018), depression is more present in university students than in the general population. 

In terms of academic programs, greater emphasis has been placed on the presence of depression in medicine. 

However, it is also true that there are a greater number of studies on this population. In sum, depression is 

considerably present in universities, which requires attention and in-depth consideration (Alpi & Bechara, 

2020). 
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Depression and Phenomenology 

Depression, as is well known, is a study and treatment subject, mainly in psychology, although it has 

background can be traced with similar characteristics from those of the contemporary description to those of 

ancient Greece. The interpretation of the phenomenon has been enriched by multiple perspectives, some of them 

with anthropological, sociological or political elements, expressed, for example, mundanely (Moreira, 2007), in 

which the concept of the world becomes fundamental in its understanding. The term has been recognized for its 

centrality and importance in the phenomenological tradition (Fink, 1957). However, not because they utilize the 

concept, the perspectives correspond to phenomenology in the traditional sense of the construction by Husserl 

(1900) in logical investigations.  

Thus, different approaches to the phenomenon of depression are found in the literature, with important nuances 

related to phenomenology. Evidently, one of the authors who focused specifically on the approach to depression 

was Jaspers (1956), who, in his first edition of General Psychopathology in 1913, referred directly to the link 

between the phenomenological perspective and depression. In this book, Jasper focuses his efforts on 

characterizing the symptoms of depression, some of which are still characteristic in the understanding of the 

phenomenon, such as lack of interest, sadness and hopelessness. However, Jaspers makes a leap towards 

understanding depression as an existential reaction to the absence of meaning in life. This position defines 

depression as a complete loss of hope and assigns three causes: loss of meaning, loneliness and perceived 

worthlessness. In a strict sense, depression occurs as a negative perception of existence. Jaspers also develops 

indications on depression found in his correspondence with Hannah Arendt between 1926-1969 (Köhler & 

Saner, 1985) 

at the end of the 1920s, in the field of the so-called existential phenomenology psychiatry. The studies of 

of its first 

publication, associating the experience of time as being particularly different in a depressed and a healthy 

individual. The relationship focused on the way the passing of time was experienced. The depressed individual 

felt incapable of perceiving the passage of time, assuming a time without present, past or future; a sort of 

stagnation.  

ished also in 1928. In this position, he focuses on showing 

how depression is a relationship with time in which the individual falls into a condition of timelessness, very 

close to that which was proposed by Straus (1960). The depressed individual faces a relationship with time in 

which they feel imprisoned in a specific moment, freezing continuity, making them feel despair and a loss of 

patience and hope. For Gebsattel, time is the interpretative key to depression.  
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Some of the most representative authors on depression with a phenomenological perspective are Binswanger 

(1975) and Medard Boss (1963), who particularly included a considerable influence from Martin Heidegger's 

phenomenology (Kahlmeyer-Mertens, 2022; Morgan, 2022), who will be one of the pillars of this work, in their 

positions. Binswanger and Medard Boss assumed the concept of being-in-the-world borrowed from Heidegger 

to contextualize depression. Binswanger (1975) defines depression as an impairment of the structure of meaning 

of being-in-the-

meaning that overwhelms an individual's being. In order to develop his proposal, this author uses the concept of 

becomes narrower as the individual becomes depressed. 

Along the same line, Medard Boss (1963) takes the concept of the world and the Heideggerian category of 

Dasein to sort the phenomenon of depression, identifying the existential character of depression with several 

factors in his study. The body and the notion of authenticity play a fundamental role in understanding 

depression. The body becomes a central element, to the extent that it displays another dimension to be 

need to identify physiological aspects the affected individual experiences, such as tiredness, agitation, heaviness, 

and others. In turn, authenticity, which is considerably valuable for this work, manifests itself as a cause of 

depression.  

In this sense, the lack of coordination between an individual's deepest feelings and the reality they experience 

has an impact in terms of a considerable impairment in affection. This perspective pursues a discovery of 

In the phenomenological perspective, depression becomes a relation of being-in-the-world, primarily in a sense 

of how human beings relate to the world of life. 

The Present-day University and its Characteristics 

The current conditions of universities have left their past, which they have no intention of knowing, nor 

remembering, and let alone reflecting upon. Notions, such as Paideia, once expressed by the Greeks, as 

expressed by Heidegger himself (2004), are just nostalgia for a time that is already over. The same is true of 

Bildung, archived on the shelves of university libraries, far removed from the current animosity of "academia," 

which is governed by the technical needs and requirements of the productive apparatus. As Heidegger (2015) 

versity, and it is burdened by them. 

However, the task of education for knowledge, as the single and specific thing that belongs to this school, is 

 

Some of the statements Heidegger makes about the German university have an intimate resonance with the 

been reduced to supplying the economic model and, thereby, the productive activities of diverse and qualified 
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workers, whether to perform science for production or to organize the production system more efficiently. 

Perhaps it is necessary, as Carbajales (2022) points out, to go back to the past for the university to still have 

something to say and offer. Such is the logic in which society and universities meet, in which influencers have a 

greater impact, are more widely recognized, and are drivers of more inspiration than those who used to be 

recognized as intellectuals (Cuadra, 2021).  

sense, and it has focused on instruction for economic work (De Sousa Santos, 2009), regardless of the academic 

program. Naturally, it has put more emphasis on some programs in the field of business, administration, 

economics and related fields. The criteria of wealth, success and prosperity are the driving forces of their 

existence. The crisis of education has been caused by this oblivion and distancing from the primary origin of 

education, which referred to a higher and sublime purpose, towards a primacy of immediacy (Rubio & Heredia, 

2023). 

Method 

The study focused on two methodological stages with a qualitative approach. It began with a hermeneutic 

phenomenological analysis of depression in university students, and a second stage that included a survey with 

75 undergraduate students in business administration and related fields, who participated voluntarily in the 

study, applying a form that corresponded to the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-2). The survey was preceded 

by an informed consent form explaining how the information would be used, as well as the intention of the 

study and its management.  

The phenomenological hermeneutic analysis begins from the interpretative contextualization of the 

eanings and underlying 

structures of the human experience (Fuster Guillen, D. E. 2019) of depression. In this sense, the aim is to find 

the fundamental structure of depression, to understand how it manifests itself in university students. With that in 

mind, it should facilitate an interpretation that reflects the characteristics of the phenomenon and the context in 

which it occurs. This interpretation is made taking into consideration the previous interpretations of the context 

and human reality by Heidegger and Byung-Chul Han in their proposals of analysis corresponding to the context 

of the phenomenon, as well as the forms assumed by the university institution and its guidelines.  

The survey facilitates a preliminary contextualization of the presence of depression or some of its characteristics 

in the students who voluntarily agreed to participate in completing the form. The Beck Depression Inventory 

(BDI-2) is a diagnostic tool designed to identify the severity of symptoms of depression in the adult and 

adolescent population (Maldonado-Avendaño, et al. 2021).  
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The BDI-2 is comprised of 21 items that assess dimensions of depression, such as sadness, self-criticism, loss of 

interest, fatigue, difficulty sleeping and appetite. Each section is composed of a series of assertions each person 

must evaluate according to the frequency with which they experience the symptoms. Responses are scored on a 

scale of 0 to 3, depending on the severity of reported symptoms. The total score is obtained by adding each 

cores, which provides an overall score ranging from 0 to 63. Higher scores indicate a greater severity of 

symptoms of depression. (Sánchez-Villena & Cedrón 2019). 

Results 

Wealth and Poverty  

Martin Heidegger, in 1945, after experiencing a series of unfortunate and catastrophic events that affected his 

life, that of his students, professors and millions of people. In addition, his concern was what would happen to 

him and the university with the end of the war, in the midst of a small group of students and professors who 

accompanied him and in the context of the defeat of the National Socialist party and its intentions to rule the 

destiny of the world. The controversial professor gave a seminar on poverty (Armut) when the war ended, 

perhaps as a sign of the thought of recognizing how the banality of the technical system eventually manages to 

bend even the most cautious genius.  

The seminar, as is well known, begins with a sentence by Holderlin, which is always worth remembering: 

(quoted in Heidegger, 2006. p. 93). Heidegger developed his seminar based on this sentence, focusing on the 

fundamental concepts to understand the indication: spirit, need, wealth and poverty. However, poverty has an 

almost immediate connection to joy. It is therefore interesting to identify the structural links between poverty 

and joy according to the perspectives presented by Heidegger.  

The first necessary step to understand poverty in the perspective he presented comes back against the paradigms 

a relationship between man and that which surrounds him. This is not just any relationship, but a sublime 

relationship (Heidegger, 2006). While it is not a primarily material relationship based on the utility and 

necessity of man in relation to the objects that surround him, the German thinker makes a clarification, 

indicating that it is not a subject - object relationship. That which is spiritual, or what concerns the spirit, is 

(Heidegger, 2006, p. 105). 

f and win itself; it can also lose itself and never win itself; or 
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everydayness and must be win or lose itself, in its everyday perspective, in which it is ontologically cast. 

Winning itself implies, on the contrary, that Dasein can appropriate itself in the midst of throwing itself away, in 

ely 

 

The reference to the essence of man's being is obviously important insofar as it is manifested as openness, as 

entire possibility, in terms of the primary way man is being-in-the-world. This orientation will be decisive for 

understanding the nature of the psychological, affective and emotional ailments of the contemporary man.  

Heidegger (2006), after noticing the importance of spirituality, entered into a central notion regarding the 

meaning of poverty, being poor, and wealth and being rich. Poverty, in its common consideration, has been 

related to the absence of goods and things. In the end, a poor person is by definition one who lacks goods and 

wealth, and poverty includes the ownership of things in its definition (Trawny, 1999). Heidegger (2006) 

-having, or a lack of what is necessary. Wealth is a non-

. 107). Poverty, then, is expressed in a 

privative, negative sense. However, the analysis requires another, more in-depth stage. It is clear that the center 

of poverty and wealth revolves around what is necessary and unnecessary. Therefore, as has been said, poverty 

refers to the sphere of that which is unnecessary and poor in its usual understanding is one who lacks that which 

is superfluous (Trawny, 1999).  

Poverty, as expressed above, involves a way of being that does not pertain to what is complete, full and always 

available; in its structural sense, it has to do with what is possible and open - with finding. In wealth, there is an 

excess and abundance of that which is unnecessary and superficial. Everything is generally defined; the being-

there as an unfolding of possibility. Availability is found in wealth. Therefore, the relationship with the world is 

defined, there is no discovery, no appropriation, and there is a certain resistance to its original structure of 

openness. In this sense, poverty corresponds to an existential dimension of discovery based on dwelling in non-

necessity; he who is not filled with abundance still has space for himself. 

In Spanish, the Spanish Royal Academy (2023) defines poor under six meanings, 1. adj. Needy, of not having 

what is necessary to live. 2. adj. Scarce, insufficient. 3. adj. Humble, of little value or entity. 4. adj. Unhappy, 

miserable and sad. 5. adj. Peaceful, quiet and of a good temper and intention. 6. adj. Short of morale and spirit. 

Only the end of the last definition includes an orientation towards the spirit. In this sense, as has been pointed 

out, poverty has an evident connotation towards a lack of objects. However, the definition of poor also speaks of 

unhappiness, misery and sadness, in natural consonance with the absence of belongings.   

In short, poverty has two dimensions of analysis: on one hand is poverty in its usual understanding of the 

material order, which represents a serious economic problem in which people have minimal material difficulties 

to survive. On the other hand is another form of poverty that has to do with the existential sense. It becomes a 

virtue to the extent it remains outside the full occupation of the abundance that generates a complete 
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consummation of man in the possibility of having a more sublime relationship that highlights his ownership and 

appropriation of that which is fundamental (Sanchez Hernandez, 2019). 

Wealth and the Burnout Society 

The burnout society described by Han (2022) is the product of a tendency stemming from performance, which 

necessary and in excess; a society with a wealth of activities, where there is always something to do and always 

a goal to accomplish. Burnout has a characteristic that Marx (1967) had already observed in, for example, the 

1870 letter addressed to Siegfried Meyer and Augustus Vogt, indicating how one of the mechanisms for 

maintaining bourgeois power is to make sure workers see each other as competition, which ends in loneliness. 

 

This fatigue is a reflection of the insatiable search for efficiency under the promise of a prosperous life and 

greater wealth, in order to achieve non-necessity. The burnout society is a society of the promise of value, which 

has been extended in business terms and transferred intravenously to individuals in contemporary societies, fed 

by the University. This burnout has a particular structure. It is not a fatigue of negativity, but of positivity (Han, 

2022), a fatigue that is full. Far from the fundamental fatigue that would somehow lead to the fundamental 

boredom described by Heidegger (2007), to a possibility of openness in light of the propriety of man's being in 

view of his calling. Burnout in contemporary society is positively articulated to a complex management system, 

as one more gear that includes amusements, hobbies, and vacations, all keeping the being trapped within 

inauthenticity (Baltar, 2020). 

Wealth is the basis that sustains the burnout society, as abundance, as a fullness of activities and occupations, as 

a promise that motivates availability as an occupation. The university plays a very important role here, to the 

extent, in most cases, it represents the transit towards an immersion with no return into work life and the role of 

a productive individual, fully entering performance and the race for fortune that never ends (Han, 2018). In this 

unites human beings in today's society - the struggle against poverty, in which they detach themselves from any 

possibility of achieving their own relationship with the world around them. 

The Surveyed Panorama 

The situation surveyed with a group of 75 students yielded results worth compiling and considering. In that 

sense, the consolidated responses obtained from the instrument are presented to understand the degree of 

concern the collected elements may raise.  

One of the first elements worth highlighting is that 22.7% of the students who completed the form identified 
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with the statement of being sad most of the time, followed by an equal percentage of 2.7% for the statements of 

feeling sad all the time and feeling so unhappy and sad that they cannot stand it. Overall, the percentage of 

students in the group approached shows that 28% of the students feel some degree of sadness. 

 

Figure 1. Answers on the scope of sadness

 

With respect to the other dimensions, there are some disturbing values. With respect to pessimism, another 

interesting element to analyze is that 37.3% of the students stated they feel more discouraged than they used to 

5% expressed some 

degree of pessimism.  

On the other hand, the trend is maintained with respect to the third item, failure, in which 66.7% of the students 

stated they do not feel like failures. On the other hand, the following value is represented by 17.3% of those who 

consider they have failed more than they should have, followed by 13.3%, who identify themselves with the 

disturbing feelings regarding failure.  

Continuing with the order of the items, the statements on pleasure had even more worrying figures, since the 

responses that show some kind of decrease in obtained pleasure exceeded 50%. 37.3% stated they do not enjoy 

things as much as they used to. 16% indicated they get very little pleasure from the things they used to enjoy. 

This evidently shows that a significant part of the consulted population does not enjoy what they do. 

With respect to the feeling of guilt, the collected information indicates that 56% of those consulted said they feel 

guilty about various things they have done or should have done. This is a considerable figure added to the fact 

that 6.7% feel quite guilty most of the time.  
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Another element to highlight is associated with dissatisfaction with oneself, which demonstrates a considerable 

loss of confidence from the students in themselves. 32% identify with having lost confidence in themselves, and 

6.7% feel disappointed with themselves. The above can be connected with self-criticism, which reflects some 

interesting figures once again. 46.7% indicate being more critical of themselves than they used to be, followed 

by 17% who stated they criticize themselves for all their mistakes.  

When it comes to suicidal desires, the figures fall off somewhat. Only 28% of them have thought about killing 

themselves, but would not do so, and only 2% indicated they wanted to kill themselves. With respect to crying, 

the findings reveal a more worrisome picture in that 35% of the students stated they cry more than they used to, 

followed by a worrying 15% who stated they want to cry but are unable to do so, and another 9% who stated 

they cry for any little thing. 

 
Figure 2. Answers on the scope of agitation 

 

As shown in Figure 2, students perceive themselves as being more restless, tense and agitated.  Regarding loss 

of interest, which had similar figures, 48% of students indicated they are less interested than before in other 

people or things, followed by 16% who consider they have lost almost all interest in other people or things. 

Another element worth highlighting is associated with energy loss. 55% of students reported having less energy 

than they used to, and 23% reported not having enough energy to do very much. This element is of considerable 

value in performance analysis, which requires more and more energy consumption every day. This is evidently 

confirmed by the responses on burnout and fatigue, in which 56% of students stated they get tired and fatigued 

much more than usual, followed by 11% who stated they are too tired or fatigued to do things they used to do.  

As observed, irritability is another significant issue worth paying attention to in terms of what should be 

considered a factor that can generate multiple behaviors inside and outside of the classroom.  
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Figure 3. Answers on the scope of irritability 

From this core of results, it is worth highlighting the item corresponding to difficulty focusing. 44% of the 

consulted students showed difficulties focusing. This was followed by 25%, who indicated they find it difficult 

to keep their mind on something for a long time. The findings in the consulted students lead to identifying 

various concerns to which universities should pay attention.  

Finally, to close this presentation of results, the Beck Depression Inventory (BDI-2) assessment scale establishes 

4 levels of depression: minimal, mild, moderate and severe. These were determined according to the count of 

each one of the 21 responses on the form. Figure 4 shows the consolidation of the levels of depression found in 

the analyzed students in percentages.  

 

Figure 4: Answers on the scope of irritability. 
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In sum, 42.6% had minimal depression, 24% had mild depression, 22.6% had moderate depression and 10.6% 

had severe depression. As can be seen, although it is true that almost half of the studied population does not 

show concerning symptoms, there are some figures distributed with different symptoms that are worthy of more 

attention and development. 

Discussion 

Depression, as is only natural, has been understood in a purely pathological context and according to its content 

within the framework of its usefulness, or rather its obstruction to usefulness, which is determined in terms of a 

human being's capacity to remain anchored in normality. It is mainly understood as being accustomed to the 

present way of life in each historical moment. It is a psychological disorder that gets treated as a disease and 

primarily prevents people from behaving normally according to the standards, acting irritable, isolated, anxious, 

pessimistic, among other behaviors (Del Cid, 2021). With that in mind, depression is understood as something 

negative, since it represents a factor that stops individuals from being linked within the gears of what is 

available, on an occupational, social and affective level, as pointed out by Ozkan et al. (2015).  

According to the conducted analysis, in addition to the negative effect depression has on the social and 

occupational development of individuals, it is necessary to understand what can cause the onset of symptoms 

and depression in young people who are beginning to discover their future. Along this line, depression results in 

a resistance mechanism that manifests itself in a structural way, as a reaction to the loss of meaning and 

distancing from one's own self. Depression is framed in the sense expressed by Heidegger (2006) as poverty, in 

the sense that students, due to their degree of original sensitivity, have a greater capacity to resist the current that 

submerges their existence in a pre-determined world.  

The banality expressed in the different dimensions of the contemporary world can be understood in the scope 

presented by the phenomenolog

relationship with the world (Jasper, 1656; Straus, 1960; Binswanger, 1975). However, the fundamental key to 

understand this rupture in the contemporary world is expressed in the banality of the burnout society, as it is 

presented as a constituent of loss of meaning. In this way, what is understood as depression in a negative sense 

can be interpreted as a reaction, which, if overcome as a state of reactive openness to the contemporary outlook 

on life, can generate greater possibilities of those who can traverse this original state of the search for meaning 

achieving genuine joy. This reaction, with the nuance expressed in this paper, presents a return to 

phenomenology in its more ontological than psychological sense, which is interpretation.  

The general conceptions of the state of depression are recurrent in several authors, which shows that depression 

s health, since they can 

depression with a phenomenological view on the existential structure of human beings includes a complement to 
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the developed views in terms of understanding depression in an educational context from a perspective that 

questions the work and responsibility of education in this phenomenon. 

Conclusion  

Depression is a very important phenomenon in the world's reality - much more so when it comes to young 

people. Depression should be considered not exclusively as the negative result of an illness, but as a structural 

existential reaction that guides an individual towards a sublime and original encounter with the world. In this 

understanding, a depressed young person is not primarily sick, but existentially sensitive. In that order, they are 

closer to finding authentic joy than those who find themselves lost in the transitory comfort provided by 

banality.  

Depression in the burnout society can be understood in light of the concept of poverty expressed by Martin 

Heidegger, alternatively considering abundance, success and wealth as elements that consume an individual and 

remove them from a genuine relationship with their most proper being. This leads them to agitation and fatigue 

in depression.  

According to the surveyed scenario, the levels of emotional deterioration in students indicate that the problem of 

depression should at least be considered as a need for continuous characterization, in order to prevent reaching 

critical states that could lead to situations, such as suicide. Naturally, this responsibility falls on educational 

institutions.  

Finally, establishing a new way of relating to depression in terms of its ontological understanding will make it 

possible to explore new forms of treatment that involve elements more akin to training in its traditional sense 

than to instructional intervention, anchored in the burnout society and making the yearning for joy more visible. 

Recommendations 

The formative environments of higher education need to be continuously enriched with multidisciplinary 

perspectives that favor understanding the reality of the academic community from various nuances. It is 

necessary to encourage developing research perspectives that delve deeper into the psychological and 

psychosocial aspects of students and the general academic community in terms of higher education.  

More qualitative research is required to delve deeper into the reality of the different university programs, in 

order to contribute to understanding the population's needs and universities to be able to aim their activities at 

addressing their particular reality. In this way, it is necessary for universities to establish surveys and 

mechanisms to identify depression in their institutions and, according to their particular findings, establish 

strategies to take advantage of the conditions expressed by the students and give a direction to the discovery of 
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meaning that helps them find joy. 
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