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Abstract

Taking Marx’s alienation theory as its analytical framework, and premised on the clear distinction
between college students’ learning activities and wage labor, this paper draws upon the logic of the
theory of alienated labor—specifically, the separation of the subject from the products of activity,
the process of activity, self-development, and interpersonal relations—to analyze the phenomena
of “involution” and “lying flat” among college students. The study finds that these two phenomena
are not purely psychological problems at the individual level, but rather a developmental predica-
ment of youth resulting from the interplay of social competition, educational assessment systems,
and individual developmental needs. In the light of alienation theory, “involution” reflects a diver-
gence between the ends of labor and the subject’s intrinsic values, manifesting as repetitive compe-
tition driven by external evaluative criteria; “lying flat” represents a passive reaction to the alien-
ated condition when young people confront competitive pressures. Accordingly, ideological and po-
litical education in universities should respond by reinforcing value orientation, improving evalu-
ation mechanisms, and fostering practical competence, thereby guiding college students to re-ex-
amine the meaning of labor and to harmonize personal growth with social engagement.
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