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ABSTRACT

The method of progress from the abstract to the concrete is the primary method used by
K. Marx to build his theory on the capitalist mode of production. It is also an essential method of
Marxist dialectical logic that aims to understand the object in a logically coherent and
comprehensive way. With that in mind, the method of progress from the abstract to the concrete is
not only valuable for philosophy but also a common research method of many other sciences acting
as an inventive logic. This paper analyzes the concepts of the concrete and the abstract from the
point of view of Marxist dialectical logic, followed by a demonstration of their dialectical
relationship as the philosophical basis of this method. The paper clarifies the content of the method
through two stages, from the sensory concrete to the abstract and from the abstract to the rational
concrete. This is also the typical scientific thinking in exploring the truth about the world.
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1.  Introduction

Dialectical logic is the study of dialectical thinking and the dialectic of thought. This
science provides methods and ways to explore the true e and search for the truth.
Dialectical logic has a long history of development, but it was not until Marxist-Leninist
philosophy was born to gain its position. In particular, in Capital, Marx used the method of
progress from the abstract to the concrete, which is a specific method of Marxist dialectic
logic to successfully expose the nature of the capitalist mode of production and build his
political-economic theory. It can be said that the method of progress from the abstract to
the concrete that Marx inherited and developed from Hegelian logic has the power as a
universal scientific research method. It needs to be studied systematically and widely
applied in many disciplines to effectively contribute to the discovery of the nature of the
world based on the stance of Marxism-Leninism.
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2. Findings
2.1. Concepts of “the concrete” and “the abstract”
2.1.1.Concept of “the concrete”

Regarding the concept of the concrete, Marx stated that, “the concrete is concrete
because it is the combination of many determinate properties, so it is the unity of the
diversity. So, it plays the role as a synthesis, a result, but not a starting point, although it is
the real starting point and therefore also the starting point of the intuition and expression”
(Marx & Engels, 1998, p.63), and “the method of progress from the abstract to the concrete
is just a method by which thinking grasps the concrete and recreate it as a concrete in
thought” (Marx & Engels, 1998, p.64). V.I. Lenin stated that the natural world is both
concrete and abstract, both phenomenon and nature, both moment and relationship. Thus,
the concrete, according to the conception of the Marxist-Leninist classics, is interpreted in
the two following meanings:

First, the concrete is the starting point of the cognitive process. In other words, this
Is the sensitive concrete being the starting point of cognitive process in general and
emotional perception in particular. Lenin once said, “From lively intuition to abstract
thinking, and from abstract thinking to reality — it is the dialectical way of the realization of
truth as well as objective reality” (Lenin, 1981, p.179). On this basis, in terms of ontology,
the sensory concrete is, first of all, an objective thing that is independent from human’s
consciousness. As for epistemology, it is perceived by a human through feelings,
perception, symbols, and “is the starting point of intuition and symbol” (Marx & Engels,
1998, p.63). For a more explicit analysis of the above argument of K. Marx, Ilyenkov said
that, “the sensitive concrete is the whole being analyzed in a diversity in itself, given the
intuition and symbol” (llyenkov, 2003, p.424). The perception of all phenomena must start
from the sensitive concrete, through the sensory perception; otherwise, the cognitive
process will not have data to develop to a higher degree that is abstract thinking.

Second, the concrete is the endpoint of the cognitive process. Accordingly, this is the
rational concrete (the concrete in thought or the mental concrete). The mental concrete is
the sensitive concrete that has been perceived but is no longer the perception of superficial,
random phenomena. It is shaped by a system of concepts, categories, and rules, which
closely obeys the logic and coincides with the historical development of the sensory
concrete. In other words, the sensitive concrete is now recreated in thoughts with a full
range of aspects, attributes, and relationships interwoven between them in consistent and
comprehensive theoretical aspects. In that sense, the mental concrete cannot be the starting
point, but it must be the end or result of the cognitive process.

2.1.2. Concept of “the abstract”

According to the Latin root’s understanding, abstract is considered to be “the

removed”, “the pulled out”. However, the abstract in Marxist philosophy has not only
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similar contents but also contains many differences from the common understanding of
abstract, which is expressed in the two following main aspects:

First, the abstract is one side, an aspect of the concrete. In this sense, the abstract is
a result of thought through the process of separating (consciously) the sensitive concrete
into relationships for research. In other words, the abstract is considered to be the result of
a temporary recognition that has not fully covered the relationships of the sensory concrete
such as “abstract labor”, “abstract individual”, “form of the abstract capitalist mode of
production”. Thus, the abstract will inevitably be incomplete compared to the concrete. It
is drawn from the concrete and appears only in thought but does not exist in reality.

Second, the abstract is the cognitive method of abstract thinking. Accordingly, when
reflecting on existence, thinking will divide things into attributes and certain elements that
are considered general, essential, and temporarily discarded, ignoring other attributes and
factors.

Thus, although the concrete and the abstract are opposites, they have a dialectical
relationship. This relationship is the philosophical basis of the method of progress from the
abstract to the concrete in K. Marx’s Capital.

2.2. The dialectical relationship between the concrete and the abstract — the
philosophical basis of the method of progress from the abstract to the concrete of
K. Marx

First, the sensitive concrete determines the existence of the abstract.

The sensitive concrete plays the role as sensory objects and the concrete phenomena
that is the origin and pattern of the abstract. As the abstract is the result of abstract
thinking, it cannot be anything else but the reflection of reality, especially the sensitive
concrete. First of all, the sensory concrete determines the content of the abstract.
Accordingly, the abstract is the various, facet aspects of the sensitive concreteness as its
whole characteristics. Therefore, its content cannot stem from thinking, but it must derive
from the description of reality. The sensory concrete can only be comprehensively
reflected through a multitude of abstracts. Besides, the sensitive concrete specifies the
cause of the existence of the abstract. Because sensory objects and concrete phenomena are
always in motion and constantly changing, the number of abstracts and the level of
abstractions has been increasing because of the determination of the sensitive concrete,
which satisfies the world awareness needs of humans.

Second, the abstract determines the existence of the rational concrete.

While the sensory concrete merely appears in objective reality, the abstract and the
rational concrete exist only in human thinking. The existence of the rational concrete
cannot be based only on data of feelings, perceptions, and symbols, but it must be formed
from a harmonious and comprehensive combination of abstractions, which obeys a certain
logic. In other words, mental concrete is the synthesis of many systematically arranged
abstracts to re-describe the sensitive concrete. Suppose the richer and more diverse abstract
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follows a strict sequence that fully and thoughtfully grasps the laws of dialectic thinking.
In that case, the rational concrete will be asymptotic to the nature of the sensory concrete,
which correctly orientates people in the process of practical action.

Third, rational concrete affects sensitive concrete through practical human activities.

It can be said that the rational concrete is the ultimate result of a cycle of perception
along the path from the abstract to the concrete. It is a reflection of the sensory concrete
completely and consistently theory. However, the way from abstract thinking to reality is
not and cannot be limited only to establishing the rational concrete, but most importantly, it
must be “mobilized” maximally in practical activities to serve the world transformation
process of humans. Through practical activities, the concrete in thinking can affect the
sensitive concrete, and at the same time, it reveals its function, which sharply expresses the
power of abstract thinking. Besides, practice is also a criterion to evaluate the “relative
similarity” of the sensory concrete and the rational concrete. It sets out the requirement to
continue the process from the abstract to the concrete to realize the objective reality
through infinite successive cognitive cycles.

2.3. Content of the method of progress from the abstract to the concrete of K. Marx
2.3.1. The process of progress from the sensitive concrete to the abstract

The process of progress from the sensory concrete to the abstract is, to a certain
extent, the process from lively intuition to abstract thinking. To complete this process, it is
necessary to fulfill the two following requirements:

First, separating the sensitive concrete into different components and attributes. This
is essentially an analytical operation in the perception process of the object. This operation
is done to clarify the object that is made up of which attributes and signs. The analysis
helps the subject to grasp each part of the object. “The main method of thinking from the
concrete to the abstract is the analytical method, which is to use the analytical method to
divide the whole into each part, separating the essential from the nonessential” (Le, To, &
Vu, 2007, p.238). The analysis is conducted first of all through observing things (in
connection with the activities of other senses) to gather information. Then, describe things
and make comparisons to find similarities and different parts, properties, and relationships.
Rosenthal said, “Logical analysis is the division object being studied into constituent parts,
and that is the method of acquiring new knowledge. Depending on the property of the
object to be studied, the analysis will be in different forms. The multifaceted nature of the
analysis is a condition to perceive the studied object comprehensively. The division of the
whole into constituent parts helps clarify the structure of the object to be studied, i.e., its
structure” (Rosenthal, 1986, pp.461-462). Regarding the role of analytical manipulation,
K. Marx said, “Researching must grasp the materials with its all details, must analyze its
different developmental forms and find out the inner relationship of those forms” (Marx &
Engels, 1998, p.34). “Materials” and “details” that K. Marx mentioned are the products of
analysis, from which we can perceive and discover the “inner relationships” of the object.
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Second, after having analyzed things and objects into parts for perception, it is
necessary to draw out the essential properties of the sensitive concrete through
temporarily leaving aspects, relationships, and other nonessential properties: “from the
available concrete in the symbol, one goes to increasingly poorer abstractions, until to the
simplest prescriptive properties” (Marx & Engels, 1998, p.62). Regarding the process from
the concrete to the abstract, K. Marx stated that, “On the first way, all of the symbols turn
subtly into an abstract normative nature” (Marx & Engels, 1998, p.63). In addition, in
Capital, he also affirms the role of abstraction in scientific research that. “When analyzing
economic forms, one cannot use a microscope or chemical reactants. The abstraction has to
replace both” (Marx & Engels, 1993, p.16). It can be said that abstraction is the
manipulation of temporarily ignoring nonessential attributes, properties, relationships of
things and phenomena, to derive the essential nature of objects. Thus, after conducting
observations (combining with other senses) to obtain information, it is necessary to
describe the object and compare it to identify similarities and differences between them,
from which derive the most common properties. This is the condition to create abstract
concepts based on provided symbols from the sensory perception process. Abstraction is
seen as the process of going further from the sensitive concrete to get closer to the sensory
concrete, “Thought, when moving from the concrete to the abstract, is not far — if it is true
(and Kant, like all philosophers, speaks of right-thinking) — leaving the truth, and moving
closer to the truth. The abstractions of material, the laws of nature, the abstractions of
values, etc., in short, all the scientific abstractions (true, serious, non-arbitrary) reflect
nature deeper, more precise, more complete” (Lenin, 1981, p.179).

K. Marx argued that the process of progress from the concrete to the abstract “is the
historical path that the faculty of political economy went through in its first appearance”
(Marx & Engels, 1998, p.63). Accordingly, 17th century economists would begin this
process with the sensitive concrete such as population, ethnicity, country to draw some
abstractions such as value, money: “when the individual elements were more or less fixed
and abstracted, economic (theory) systems began to arise, going from the simplest — such
as labor, division of labor, demand, exchange value... to go to countries, exchange
between people and the world market” (Marx & Engels, 1998, p.63).

In Capital, Marx started his research process of capitalist production from the
commodity. It can be said that this is an abstraction drawn from the process of progress
from the concrete to the abstract. However, the discovery of commodities has been made
by economics for a long time, so he did not go back this way. From commaodity, K. Marx
performed the analysis to find the final abstract of progress from the concrete to the
abstract, but the starting point of the process of progress from the abstract to the concrete
supported him to build the rational concrete successfully.

2.3.2. The process of progress from the abstract to the rational concrete
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The process of progress from the abstract to the rational concrete has the opposite
nature to the first process and is also the most important stage in the method of progress
from the abstract to the concrete. Marx said this was the way which thought reproduces
(grasps) the sensitive concrete, through the abstract to form the rational concrete, that is,
the sensory concrete has been recognized completely and consistently in a theoretical way.
“On the second path, the abstract prescribes lead to the re-description of the concrete by
way of thought” (Marx & Engels, 1998, p.63). If the process of progress from the concrete
to the abstract is seen as going further from the concrete, then the process of progress from
the abstract to the concrete is the process of going back and closer to the concrete. “From the
available concrete in the symbol, one goes to increasingly poorer abstractions, until to the
simplest prescriptive properties. From there, it will have to go back and forth until, finally,
one comes back to population, but this time the population will not be a messy symbol of a
rich whole with so many attributes and relationships” (Marx & Engels, 1998, p.62).

The process of progress from the abstract to the rational concrete is done through the
two following basic steps:

First, defining the starting abstract to progress from the abstract to the concrete.

It can be said that finding the starting abstract of the object is not simple, especially
for relatively complicated things. However, based on the position of Marxist philosophy,
we can point out some following main criteria to define the abstract upon studying the
object thing:

Firstly, the starting abstract must be historically pre-existing and relatively
homogeneous with the first thing historically.

Determining the starting abstract is inseparable from understanding the principle of
unity between logic and history in the study of the object. This “ultimate abstraction” must
be fundamentally consistent with what took place first in history. That is to say, it is not the
abstracts that come from only logic or history, but which abstract stems from the unity
between logic and history. In Capital, the sequence of development of the categories of
K. Marx, starting from commodity and values to other categories at the same time, is also a
summary of the historical development of capitalism.

Secondly, the starting abstract must contain the dialectical contradiction of two
opposites in the object as the germ, the embryo, whose development is the inner motivation
that promotes the development of the subject to the current degree.

In Capital, Marx begins with value as the starting abstract for the study of the
capitalist production: “Once done ‘master the document’, and after discovering the
fundamental, inner relationships of capitalist production, Marx began his studies in Capital
from value. The analysis of the exchange relations of commodity, the analysis of the
exchange value led him to the value, the value shown, in the form of the relationship of
things, the relationship of production between people to people” (Rosenthal, 1962, pp.431-
432). Thus, Marx realized that there is a dialectic contradiction in value between the used-
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value and the exchange-value, of which struggle between them is the “impetus” for the
development of the capitalist mode of production. From this starting abstract, we can
understand the other components that make up the “portrait” of capitalism: “Of course,
value is not that basis of the capitalist mode of production. It is the surplus-value that is
created by the capital exploitation of workers, which is the main basis and the law. But that
will explain to us why Marx started from the common abstraction of that value. Value is
labor in commodities and in things. Marx studied that very meticulously because it is
crucial in understanding the laws of capitalist production. It is impossible to discover the
secret of surplus value without such research” (Rosenthal, 1962, p.433). At the same time,
also from the value, Marx proceeded to interpret other objects according to a particular
system and sequence which is relatively close between categories, and this is what
capitalist economists have not been able to do. “One can only understand the true source of
surplus-value if it is recognized that the commodities, including the special commodity, the
labor power, exchanging with each other according to value, that is, according to the labor
in those commodities, yet, even in that condition, there appeared surplus labor, surplus-
value for the capitalist to acquire. The law of value already exists and can exist without the
law of surplus-value. But the law of surplus-value cannot exist without the law of value. It
is impossible to understand even the categories at the level of development of capitalist
production, such as profits, prices of production, and so on, without the law of value. The
inability of bourgeois economists is also that they cannot reconcile specific developing
categories with the foundation, which is, with the definition of value by labor” (Rosenthal,
1962, pp.433-434). This is precisely the reason why Marx defined value as the starting
abstract because the wealth of the bourgeoisie was essential “the later development of
value” (Rosenthal, 1962, p.435).

Second, defining ways of progress from the abstract to the concrete.

After defining the starting abstract, then the way of progress from abstract to
concrete also plays a vital role in recreating the concrete in thought. Rosenthal affirms this
by highlighting the meaning of the “intermediaries”: “Starting from value, Smit and
Ricardo skip suddenly to profit, which is to a complicated and concrete relationship,
without going through the inevitable intermediate stages when moving from the abstract to
the concrete. We can now understand more deeply Marx’s instruction on the need to
analyze “intermediaries” while studying economic categories. Analyzing intermediaries is
not anything other than gradual progress from the abstract to the concrete, from the simple
to the complex. There is no direct relation between the abstract and the concrete”
(Rosenthal, 1962, p.437). Thus, the determination of the “intermediate stages” and their
order is the way of progress from the abstract to the concrete to build the concrete in terms
of rationality in thinking. This absolutely cannot be arbitrarily determined, at the same
time, if only based on the historical development of the object to arrange categories
according to that order will be a mistake. This is according to what Marx asserted, “The
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arrangement of economic categories in the order in which they played a decisive role in
history is impossible and false. On the contrary, the sequence of categories is determined
by their dialectic relationship in modern capitalist society, moreover, that relationship is
the opposite of their seemingly natural sequence, or it seems to fist the sequence of
historical development. It is not a matter of the order where economic relations dominate
in different and successive socio-economic forms. It is not even in their serial sequence...
The problem is dividing those categories within modern bourgeois society” (Marx &
Engels, 1998, p.75).

It can be said that the method of progress from the abstract to the concrete was
solved by Marx in the Capital adopting the cycle from existence to essence, then from
essence to phenomenon and reality: “progress from the abstract to the concrete is nothing
else, but moving from categories to different categories which follow the sequence that
they appear in the process of deepening awareness — from the being to the essence, from
the essence to the phenomenon and reality” (Faculty of Philosophy, 2007, p.102). This
process is similar to that in Hegel’s logic, only that Marx maintained the position of
dialectical materialism: “The result of progress from the abstract to the concrete in the
logic of Capital, and in the logic of the Hegel is concrete in thought, unity, rich system of
properties. But in Marx, the concrete in thought in all cases is the reflection of a definite
object that exists outside and does not depend on the human’s head. However, in Hegel,
unifying the rich properties identified with the object itself, the movement to the concrete
in thought is the thought-deepening process of thinking into itself” (Faculty of Philosophy,
2007, p.96).

Thus, the way of progress from the abstract to the concrete comes from existence to
essence, to phenomena and reality. This is a common way to think and reproduce all of the
objects in the objective world in thought, thereby orienting the world improvement
activities, which is done through four “small vortices” to form a complete “big swirl”.

Firstly, perceptions of the object’s existence. This is the first stage of the process of
progress from the abstract to the concrete. In Capital, Marx studied “commodity and
money” as the existence of capital through the triad of quality — quantity — measure,
manifested by the use-value — exchange-value — value. Accordingly, use-value is
considered to be utility; at the same time, it is also the determination or uses of an object
and satisfying specific human needs. It is the use-value — utility or defining attribute — that
distinguishes commodities. However, as a social use-value, it is only helpful to serve
humans if it is exchanged. Therefore, in addition to use-value, commodities also have
exchange-value. This value refers to the exchange rate of the commodity, which is
considered the quantity relationship on which different use-values can be exchanged with
each other. However, the exchange of two or more commodities together at an available
ratio shows us that a certain rationale exists to form this ratio. Such a basis as the third
factor must be a common denominator among commodities, and this is the value: “If the
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use-value of the commaodity object is put aside, the commaodity is left with one attribute,
namely: they are the product of labor” (Marx & Engels, 1993, p.65). The value of a
commodity is the dialectical consistency between the use-value and the exchange value.
Obeying the law of negation of negation, at the second negation, things seem to return to
the original, but at a higher degree, or in other words, the measure appears to return to
quality but at another ladder, because in measure, it not only contains quality, but it also
includes quantity.

Secondly, perceiving the object’s nature. If the perception of existence is just the
superficial perception of the thing and the phenomenon, the perception of nature is the
perception of things at the inner level. Hence, this is the level of perception that is
qualitatively different from awareness of existence. The capture of the essence is done
through identical — distinct — opposing — contradictory links to identify what the object is.
Identity comes from existence and associates with existence. Essence is considered to be
the identity of all attributes within things, distinguishing one thing from another. However,
the essence always contains its negation; that is, the essence includes the difference. This
difference will lead to differences between parts of the same object or between one object
and another. Superficial differences will lead to inner differences, which are the origin of
the opposites and then transformed into contradictions. This process has been described
very well by Marx in Capital through a “process of production of capital” with the chain of
absolute surplus-value — relative surplus-value — simple cooperation — manual
construction — machinery and, great industry. As analyzed above, value is born in human
labor. However, in capitalism, human labor is productive labor. That is, the capitalist hires
the worker to produce for the capitalist, and the worker’s labor creates a surplus-value.
Along with lines of history, the method of producing absolute surplus value appeared
prevalently in the early period of capitalism, when production conditions were assumed to
be given and remained constant. With this method, the essence of capital still appears as
identity with itself, yet there is still the germ of difference. Because of their desires, the
capitalist always aims to produce a lot of surplus-value, and in the early days, this is
reflected in the fact that the capitalist owner tried to prolong the labor-day. However, due
to the biological and physical limitations of the workers, it cannot be extended by the
natural day, and workers always struggle to demand to shorten working hours. Therefore,
the capitalist has found another way to solve the above problem: the method of producing
relative surplus-value. Relative surplus-value is a form of higher development of surplus-
value, which is the increase of surplus-value through shortening the required working time
based on lowering the value of the labor force. This is done on the basis of increasing labor
productivity. This is a particular method that distinguishes exploitative capitalist relations
from other exploitative relations: increasing labor productivity to exploit the relative
surplus-value. The process of producing relative surplus-value in its simplest form is
embodied in simple cooperation. “It is not just about enhancing individual productivity

1262



HCMUE Journal of Science Pham Minh Hoang

with cooperation, but also creating a producing itself is a collective force” (Marx & Engels,
1993, p.473). Simple cooperation that develops up to a certain point will move into a more
qualitative form, which is manual construction, reflected by the division of labor.
Accordingly, handicraft and manual construction now become in opposition when in the
process of division of labor, the comprehensive proficient craftsmen in a certain profession
have become partial workers, in charge of each different function, and there are
professional differences based on the specialized functions they undertake. Thus, manual
construction is born out of handicraft, but manual construction also excludes handicraft. A
contradiction arose when machines appeared, and machines that made engines developed
because they destroyed the base that created it, manual construction, and handicraft.

Thirdly, perceiving the object’s phenomenon. After realizing the thing’s nature, the
perceived subject needs to return to existence based on the realized nature. In Capital, the
perception of the phenomenon of capital is reflected in the “process of circulation of
capital”. Accordingly, the existence of capital is now illuminated by its nature — the
process of capitalist production.

Fourthly, perceiving the object’s reality. The perception of reality of the research
object is considered the endpoint of progress from the abstract to the concrete. Reality is
now seen in the organic unity of nature and phenomenon. In Capital, it is the dialectical
unity between the process of production and the process of circulation, or in other words, it
is the whole process of production of capital.

3. Conclusion

In summary, Marx has interpreted the capitalist mode of production by using the
method of progress from the abstract to the concrete in Capital. Its successful application
of this method to expose the nature of the capitalist regime proves the inheritance and
profound transformation of Marx towards Hegelian logic and eloquent evidence
demonstrating the power of Marxist dialectic logic. The method of progress from the
abstract to the concrete used by Marx in Capital is an excellent model of drafting and
applying materialist dialectics to studying the most complicated objects in reality.
Therefore, it is of great value to the fields of research in philosophy and provides the most
common research method for many other sciences on the way to discover the living laws
of the world. Especially in the context that our country is strongly carrying out the renewal
process and the process of international integration, studying comprehensively and
systematically the method of Marxist dialectic logic in general and the method of progress
from the abstract to the concrete in particular will provide sharp thinking tools, effectively
contributing to future success.
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TOM TAT

Phirong phdp di tir trieu tugng dén cu thé la phwong phdp chii dao dwoc K. Maxr sir dung dé
xay dung Ii thuyét cia minh vé phwong thirc san xudt tuw ban chii nghia. Bong thoi, né ciing la
phirong phdp quan trong cua logic hoc bién chitng Marxist huéng dén viéc ndm bt doi twong mgt
cach nhdt quéan va toan ven vé mat Ii lugn. Véi y nghia dé, phicong phép di tir trieu twong dén cu
thé khdng chi c6 gid tri doi véi triét hoc, ma con la phwong phdp nghién ciru phé quét cia nhiéu
nganh khoa hoc khéc véi tinh cach 1 logic phat minh. Bai viét phan tich khai niém céi cu thé, cai
triru twong theo quan diém cua logic hoc bién chitng Marxist, tir dé chi ra moi quan hé bién chirng
giira chling Vdi tinh cdch la co so triét hoc cia phwong phép nay. Néi dung ciia phicong phdp diroc
1am rd thong qua hai giai doan, dé la giai doan di tir C&i cu thé cam tinh dén cai triru firong va giai
doan di tir Cai triru tuong dén cai cu thé Ii tinh, dong thoi ddy ciing chinh la con dwong chung ma
nhdn thic khoa hoc phdi di qua trong qud trinh kiém tim chan I vé thé gidi.

Tir khoa: triru tugng; tu ban; cu thé; logic hoc bién chimg; phwong phap
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