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An In-depth Exploration of Mencius’ Doctrine of
“Tracing Back to the Writer’s Aspiration”
—Based on the Tradition of Knowing People in the Pre-Qin Period

LI Qingliang,ZHAN Wentao
(Yuelu Academy, Hunan University,Changsha 410082,China)

Abstract: Abstract; Mencius’ doctrine that “tracing back to the writer’ s aspiration according to his
words” is not only a method of classic interpretation, but also a method of knowing people and a way of
self-cultivation. Its exact meaning refers to taking the objective will and subjective intention expressed in
works as symbols and clues,to deeply recognize the fundamental spirit of the author and to stimulate the
reader’s own self-understanding and existential awareness. Therefore, this doctrine is neither an objectified
psychological analysis nor a speculation of intentions based on the proximity of human feelings, but a
mutual cycle between knowing people and self-awareness. It not only requires reverse knowing for tracing
back to the source and predicting the future through details, but also empathetic and bidirectional embodied
knowing and even “spiritual awakening”. In terms of the Chinese tradition of classical hermeneutics,
Mencius’ doctrine makes a prominent contribution by laying the foundation for basic concepts regarding
the purpose and methods of interpretation.
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