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I first met Dr. Liu Xiaogan in 1986 at a Confucianism conference in
Qufu. He was then a young lecturer of Philosophy at Beijing Universi-
ty, and in Qufu he was also serving as an aide to its famous senior
member, Zhang Dainian. Immediately impressed by the content and
analytic skill that emerged in his comments and conversations, I was
especially happy when it became possible for us to meet again in the U-
nited States. Liu has seen me in my professional surroundings at the
University of Michigan, as well as in the rustic, Daoist inspired timber
cabin my wife and I built in northern Michigan. That natural setting
was an appropriate place for me learn more about his work on the
Zhuangzi.

His Zhuangzi book has become a standard for scholarship on clas-
sical Daoist philosophy in China. The Center for Chinese Studies at the
University of Michigan translated and published the first part of Dr.
Liu’s book in 1993. In my view, his work has caused a reassessment of
parts of the standard Western work on the Zhuangzi, that of A. C.
Graham,

Dr. Liu also prepared a 42 page “Afterword” for the English
translation. In its first part, he dealt in considerable detail with
Graham’s arguments and assumptions on such issues as the date of the

“Inner Chapters” and the classification of the chapters. I believe he has
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the stronger case. The other half of the “Afterword” argued compel-
lingly against the claim by Graham, Anna Seidel, and others, that the
Laozi appeared after the Zhuangzi. He showed that the Laozi has a
kind of verse and rhythmic style similar to the Shijing and not similar
to mid Warring States verse forms, such as the Chuci. Therefore, the
Graham/ Seidel position cannot be sustained. All of this is basic to the
historical course of Daoism.

Dr. Liu’s ongoing work is always both of profound theoretical in-
terest to scholars and also engaging to students and lay people. For ex-
ample, in his study of the Daoist tradition of meditation, he demon-
strated with detailed evidence the contrast between meditation in the
Christian and Daoist traditions. In the former, meditation is usually
directed outward, facing God. In the latter, it is inward, aiming at a
union with the Dao, which is within. During meditation, the center of
the Daoist’s attention is usually mental activities, viscera, or internal
deities, In Daoism, the self is forgotten during meditation. In Christi-
anity, the self endures, in communication with God, who may give in-
structions or response to appeals, something absent in the case of the
Dao.

So rich are the products that come from the desk of this great
scholar that I could go on and on, talking about his work on wu - wei
(non - striving, non -action) and naturalness (ziran). But I would like
now to shift to the subject of this new book, The Laozi from the
Ancient to the Modern . Comparative Studies o f the Five Versions and
Introductory Analyses and Criticism. This work consists of introduc-
tory theoretical analyses and textual and conceptual studies of the
eighty - one chapters of the text. It is based on five versions of the
Laozi, including three groups of bamboo slips (excavated in 1993),

two editions of silk manuscripts, and the prevailing version attributed
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to Wang Bi. Liu demonstrates a gradual convergence in style, lan-
guage, and concepts in the texts, hidden behind the apparent diver-
gence of various historical versions.

There certainly are other approaches to the study of those early
texts. Christoph Harbsmeier does rhetorical analyses of the Laozi
manuscripts, asking what the rhetorical function of passages was. R.
Wagner has focused on the Wang Bi commentary, while Liu works on
the major versions of the text itself. Different scholars ask different
questions of the early texts. In Liu’s case, among his major questions
are: Are there common features and tendencies in the various versions
and editions? When one encounters divergence from an early version,
what are the possible causes? The answers that he finds advance our
knowledge about standards we employ to judge textual authenticity.
By noting what may survive alterations, alterations that perhaps are
due to shifting standards of logic and style, we may find evidence about
core ideas that last through editorial alteration.

As always, Professor Liu presents us with work that is dazzling in
its scholarly erudition and analytic rigor. Chinese philosophy is well
served by this new study of a text so influential to Chinese culture and
so often translated into foreign languages (hundreds in English alone).
We should thank him for providing a new interpretive standard on t};e
Laozi to stand beside his earlier one on the Zhuangzi. And I thank
him personally for the honor of the friendship we have shared for so
long, as together, in our own ways, we seek the treasures that make

up China’s contributions to world philosophy.
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