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Abstract

The normative presupposition of the subject constitutes the logical foundation of any theory of
equality. Rousseau, drawing upon Enlightenment rationality, constructs the “abstract natural man”
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as the normative origin of equality, whereas Marx, grounded in historical materialism, establishes
the paradigm of “actual social being” in his philosophical anthropology. Drawing on existing schol-
arship, this paper systematically examines the relationship of inheritance and opposition between
the two thinkers across five dimensions: the theory of alienation, the construction of community,
distributive justice, the conception of private property, and the path of emancipation. The study
finds that Marx appropriates Rousseau’s critical insights into civilizational alienation and the role
of private property in generating inequality, while rejecting the transcendental hypothesis of the
state of nature and the path of moral-political reform. Confined by the presupposition of abstract
natural man, Rousseau remains ensnared in what may be called the “Rousseauian paradox”—criti-
cizing private property while preserving the institution of private property itself—and can thus
only pursue formal juridical equality within the framework of moral politics and the social contract.
Marx, by contrast, takes as his starting point the actual human being situated within specific rela-
tions of production, revealing the economic roots of inequality through the internal connection be-
tween the division of labor and the relations of ownership; and on the basis of distinguishing formal
equality from substantive equality, he advances toward the abolition of private property, with the
ultimate orientation toward equality in the sense of the full development of human capacities. Trac-
ing the theoretical divergence between these two normative subject presuppositions not only clar-
ifies the trajectory from Enlightenment thought to historical materialism but also provides a refer-
ence in the history of political thought for contemporary discussions of distributive justice and the
construction of equality.
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