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Abstract

The philosophical inquiry into human beings is a core proposition running through the history of
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Western ideological thought. In the pursuit of human essence, the tradition of Western philosophy
has formed two typical paths of abstraction. The rationalist path, represented by German idealism,
reduces human beings to the bearer of “self-consciousness”; while the empiricist path, represented
by British and American empiricism, simplifies humans into the self-interested “economic man” or
the pre-social “natural man”. Both follow a shared methodology of metaphysical essentialism. That
is, starting from concrete human beings with rich determinations, they elevate a single aspect of
human existence in isolation into the overall essence via the cognitive route “from the concrete to
the abstract”. Marx fundamentally reversed the foundation of this methodology. Through a dual cri-
tique of Hegel’s “speculative anthropology” and Feuerbach’s “sensuous anthropology”, he revealed
the essential division between the two cognitive approaches. Marx pointed out that the movement
from the concrete to the abstract is merely an inevitable stage of cognition, and scientific cognition
must complete the “return” from the abstract back to the concrete, reproducing in thought the “con-
crete totality” as a “synthesis of many determinations”. The “real individual” stands precisely as the
fruit of this methodological revolution. Transcending the limit of Western tradition that abstracts
human beings into a single fixed essence, it establishes the socio-historical determinations of hu-
man beings through five progressive dimensions: biological existence, productive practice, mode of
life, social relations, and ideological concepts, thereby accomplishing a dual revolution in the con-
ception of humanity and the conception of history.
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