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Abstract

This article takes Marcuse’s theory of false needs as an analytical framework to conduct an in-depth
exploration of the “involution” phenomenon in contemporary society. In terms of the research back-
ground, with the transformation of the principal contradiction in Chinese society, people’s pursuit
of a high-quality life has given rise to the involution phenomenon, which is essentially irrational in-
ternal competition. Marcuse’s theory provides a unique perspective for analyzing this phenomenon.
Marcuse’s critique of false needs theory points out that in capitalist society, technology, commodi-
ties, and the logic of consumption combine to create false needs through mass media, leading people
to become obsessed with material possessions and lose their true needs and desire for resistance.
These demands are externally imposed and serve the accumulation of capital, perpetuating social
inequality. The current involution phenomenon can be divided into “enjoyment type” and “utilitar-
ian type”. The former involves individuals actively and voluntarily participating in competition and
valuing the process as a means of achieving value, while the latter is a strategic competition based
on interest calculation and result orientation, reflecting different strategies individuals adopt to
cope with pressure in a market-oriented society. From the perspective of the generation logic, false
needs create excessive competition goals, standardize and quantify the “success criteria”, trapping
individuals in one-dimensional thinking; at the same time, they maintain the involution mechanism
through ideology and technological rationality, making individuals internalize the competition rules
voluntarily. However, with the awakening of individual subject consciousness and social institu-
tional reflection, there are signs of the dissipation of false needs in involution, but capital is also
reconstructing false needs with new discourses.
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