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Abstract

In recent years, “empty-heart syndrome” and “lying flat” have become two representative local dis-
courses describing the psychological experience and social mentality of youth. Drawing on psycho-
analytic theories of the self, this paper integrates classical ego psychology, object relations theory,
self psychology, and identity theory to examine the self-development mechanisms implicated in cer-
tain psychological manifestations of both phenomena. In particular, this paper’s analysis of “lying
flat” is limited to the withdrawal coping that forms after an individual’s self-worth and sense of
meaning have been repeatedly frustrated, rather than treating a voluntary reduction in competitive
intensity or the choice of a non-mainstream lifestyle as, in itself, evidence of impaired psychological
functioning. The study argues that when the space for experiencing and expressing one’s authentic
feelings and autonomous wishes is constrained, when identity exploration remains insufficient, and
when self-worth becomes chronically and conditionally dependent on external achievement stand-
ards, individuals may fall into emptiness and a loss of meaning even while outwardly adapting well;
and when such conditional self-worth and meaning are repeatedly frustrated in real-world compe-
tition, this may manifest as withdrawal coping, such as reduced investment and decreased partici-
pation in competition. On this basis, the paper proposes a culturally adapted pathway for psychoa-
nalysis in the Chinese context: in terms of self-structure, shifting from treating individual differen-
tiation as the primary standard toward also emphasizing subjectivity within relationships; in terms
of the value system, shifting from a single-achievement orientation toward a pluralistic framework
of meaning that accommodates personal interests, relational responsibilities, and social contribu-
tion; and in terms of intervention ecology, promoting the coordinated reorganization of psychother-
apy, education, family, and the social environment. This paper argues that helping young people
build a stable sense of self-worth and meaning that does not depend entirely on external standards
is an important direction for understanding and responding to this type of psychological difficulty
among youth.
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