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White Plains, NY, USA

ISBN 978-3-030-37026-8    ISBN 978-3-030-37027-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-37027-5

(eBook)

© The Editor(s) (if applicable) and The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer
Nature Switzerland AG 2020
This work is subject to copyright. All rights are solely and exclusively licensed by the
Publisher, whether the whole or part of the material is concerned, specifically the rights of
translation, reprinting, reuse of illustrations, recitation, broadcasting, reproduction on
microfilms or in any other physical way, and transmission or information storage and retrieval,
electronic adaptation, computer software, or by similar or dissimilar methodology now
known or hereafter developed.
The use of general descriptive names, registered names, trademarks, service marks, etc. in this
publication does not imply, even in the absence of a specific statement, that such names are
exempt from the relevant protective laws and regulations and therefore free for general use.
The publisher, the authors and the editors are safe to assume that the advice and information
in this book are believed to be true and accurate at the date of publication. Neither the
publisher nor the authors or the editors give a warranty, expressed or implied, with respect to
the material contained herein or for any errors or omissions that may have been made. The
publisher remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.
Cover illustration: maodesign / Getty Images
This Palgrave Macmillan imprint is published by the registered company Springer Nature
Switzerland AG.
The registered company address is: Gewerbestrasse 11, 6330 Cham, Switzerland

This book is dedicated to the memories of Ruth Denison, Ferris Urbanowski,
and Toni Packer—three remarkable women who introduced me to
Vipassanā, mindfulness, and meditative inquiry. May their memories
be an inspiration and a blessing.

Preface

If we modern Westerners are to make Buddhism our own, we must find
ways to accommodate traditional Buddhist ideas to the preexisting understandings—both tacit and explicit—that constitute our modern way of
being-in-the-world. To do anything less puts us at risk for an inner dividedness in which we half-believe in any number of contrasting and incompatible ideas. This is not a good place to end up.
The central thesis of this book is that the tensions between traditional
Buddhist understandings of enlightenment and prevailing Western notions
of human flourishing are significant contributing factors in the evolution
of Western Buddhism. I intend to show how this underlying tension
strongly affects the way many, if not most, contemporary Western Buddhist
teachers and practitioners interpret the Dharma.
There are, by now, many excellent works of scholarship that explain
how and why Western Buddhist modernism came to be as it is. The works
of Donald Lopez Jr., David McMahan, Thanissaro Bhikkhu, and Ann
Gleig come readily to mind. Their work has traced the general influences
of Western science, psychology, economics, literature, and technological
innovation and the specific influences of Western individualism, romanticism, transcendentalism, perennialism, humanistic psychology, and social
liberation movements on Western Buddhist modernism. Meanwhile, the
influence of prevailing Western notions of human flourishing, derived
from the Aristotelian tradition, has gone practically unnoticed, hiding in
plain sight. This book is an attempt to remedy that relative neglect.
The idea for this book came to me two years ago during a weeklong
Zen sesshin (silent Buddhist meditation retreat). One isn’t supposed to
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nurture thoughts during sesshin—if thoughts like these occur, one is just
supposed to let them go. I was helpless in the face of this particular
onslaught, however. The least I could do was to turn it into a book.
Although the idea came sudden, unbidden, and whole, its seeds had
been planted long before. In February 2006 I heard Tibetan Buddhist
scholar-practitioner B. Alan Wallace suggest that Aristotle and the Buddha
shared parallel conceptions of the unity of happiness, wisdom, and morality. Five years later I heard philosopher Damien Keown argue that traditional Buddhist ethics was a form of Aristotelian virtue ethics. In 2011 I
read philosopher Owen Flanagan’s discussion of Buddhist and Aristotelian
subtypes of happiness in his book The Bodhisattva’s Brain. Between 2012
and 2017 I taught an undergraduate psychology course examining well-
being in Aristotle, Western psychology, and Buddhism, and sometime
early in those years re-read Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics with a philosophy study group based in my local library. These are the influences that
prepared the groundwork for the ideas that animate this book.
I’ve written this book to make it accessible to general readers as well as
to be of interest to philosophers, psychologists, and Buddhist scholars,
teachers, and practitioners. It’s intended to be both descriptive and prescriptive. I hope to both enhance our understanding of how and why
Western Buddhism assumes its current aspect and help inform the future
development of Western Buddhism.
I view you, the reader, as my partner in this endeavor. We are the latest
participants in a two-and-a-half millennia conversation about the nature of
awakening and flourishing. Together, we contribute in some small way to
determining how Buddhism will be practiced and understood in the
future. I invite you to join me in this dialogue—whether you agree with
my conclusions or not—and help carry the conversation forward.
May all beings awaken, flourish, and aspire to superior levels of
well-being!
White Plains, NY, USA
October, 2019

Seth Zuihō Segall
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Harvey, Andrew Olendzki, and Taigen Dan Leighton. In 1996 he completed an internship at Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Center for Mindfulness. In 2003
he cofounded the Connecticut Chapter of the Buddhist Peace Fellowship.
In 2017 he completed the New York Zen Center for Contemplative Care’s
Foundations in Contemplative Care program.

xv

xvi

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Dr. Segall’s publications include Encountering Buddhism: Western
Psychology and Buddhist Teachings (2003) as well as articles in Tricycle,
Turning Wheel, the Journal of Humanistic Psychology, and the Journal of
Transpersonal Psychology. He is the science writer for the Mindfulness
Research Monthly and a chaplain associate at White Plains Hospital. Since
2010, Dr. Segall’s blog, The Existential Buddhist (www.existentialbuddhist.com), has provided insights on Buddhist philosophy, practice, ethics,
history, art, and social engagement.

