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Abstract

In recent years, “neijuan” (involution) and “tangping” (lying flat) have emerged as a pair of mirror-
image catchphrases, paradoxically juxtaposed to reveal the deep existential predicaments faced by
contemporary youth in the sphere of labor. “Neijuan” signifies the intensification of competition
within established structures and the dissipation of meaning, while “tangping” metaphorically de-
notes a passive retreat from excessive consumption and a symbolic protest. The two are not isolated
psychological phenomena, but rather dual responses to the same structural predicament. Grounded
in the theoretical framework of historical materialism and adhering to the fundamental methodo-
logical principle that social being determines social consciousness, this paper starts from the con-
tradictory movement between productive forces and relations of production to uncover the socio-
historical roots of the involution and lying-flat mentality. The study demonstrates that the deep es-
sence of this phenomenon is the concentrated manifestation of labor alienation under contempo-
rary relations of production, and the refraction in the spiritual domain of the fundamental contra-
diction between the logic of capital accumulation and the free and comprehensive development of
human beings. To transcend this predicament, one cannot resort to moral exhortation or individual
psychological adjustment; rather, one must start from transforming the material conditions that
give rise to these mentalities, adjusting the relations of production on the basis of promoting a qual-
itative transformation of productive forces, so that labor may gradually return to “freely conscious
activity”, thereby opening up a realistic path for the restoration of youth subjectivity.
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