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his book formed through much of the same research

as my previous one, Global Origins of the Modern Self,

and so many of the acknowledgments made there also
apply here. I would never have learned what I needed to learn to
write this book without a semester spent at the Institute of Bud-
dhist Dialectics in spring 2005, organized by Tara Doyle of
Emory University. It was in those months that I first began to
understand how little I knew about Buddhism in the modern
world, and how much more I had to learn. The relentlessly
patient Geshe Dorje Damdul also answered every conceivable
philosophy question that I put to him in those months. I real-
ized that I could actually write a book about modern Buddhism
and literature when I taught a seminar on the topic at Rutgers
University in 2014. It was my first opportunity to teach a course
of my own design, and I could not have been luckier than to
have had the group of students we did. We formed a remarkable
community that showed me just how much these texts could
matter for all of us as we try to make sense of our place in the
world. I received generous feedback on parts of this book from
Michael Allan, Ben Baer, Wendy Belcher, Billy Galperin, Colin
Jager, Priya Joshi, David Kurnick, Justin Neuman, Yi-Ping Ong,
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Jean-Michel Rabaté, Eileen Reeves, Adam Spanos, Mimi Win-
ick, several anonymous readers who read earlier versions of some
of the chapters, and a few others, I'm sure, to whom I must apol-
ogize for forgetfulness. Jean-Michel deserves special notice for
the sheer volume of pages I've sent him over the years, and his
always speedy and generous replies. The Princeton Writing Pro-
gram hosted a workshop of the chapter on reincarnation, in
which my interdisciplinary colleagues helped me see new angles
on my argument and how to improve it. The most important
moment in the written life of this book was when the Princeton
University Center for Human Values sponsored a book work-
shop with Justin McDaniel, Gauri Viswanathan, and Rebecca
Walkowitz. Over one long afternoon they not only broke down
the first draft of this book but also helped me see how to rebuild
it. I can’t thank them enough for the generosity of their time
and engagement. It saved this book. And I cannot think of a
better editor for this project than Wendy Lochner, who com-
pletely understood the argument and what I was trying to do.
She offered excellent advice on completing the manuscript and
found two wonderful readers to offer feedback and guidance.
Her enthusiasm for scholarship and the life of the mind is infec-
tious. The rest of the team at Columbia University Press has
made completing this book a very easy and enjoyable process,
and I thank them for their diligence.

My old friend Zach Luck took time out from parenting and
lawyering to give me feedback on how to make the book more
interesting for people outside the academy. And my mother,
Rebecca Alpert, as always, is my swiftest and most generous
reader. She made incisive comments on several drafts of this
book. The rest of my immediate family—Lynn, Christie, Jodi,
and Joel—gave me the support throughout my life and the years

of writing that made this work possible. I won'’t even begin to
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list all the wonderful support from my friends and colleagues.
But I will say that my wife, Anthea Behm, has made my life
such a joy that it almost brings me to doubt my own claim in
this book that there are irremovable dissatisfactions in human
experience.

Still, as I write these words in May 2020, in the midst of the
social upheavals of Covid-19 and the protests against state vio-
lence, inaction, and inequality, it would be inappropriate not to
acknowledge that all the good fortune I have had to be able to
read and write is less because of any particular merit or hard
work on my own part, and more because I have benefited from
a world that unequally rewards some of us. Modern Buddhism,
as I will argue in this book, is far from perfect. But it does
importantly insist on the connections between our ruptured
social worlds and our damaged psychic lives. Perhaps reckoning
with its stories can offer some intellectual resources for our
urgent need to move from the acknowledgment of injustice to
the actualization of justice.

'The sections on Conrad, Kipling, Sarduy, Head, and Salinger
appeared in earlier form in the following publications. My
thanks to each journal for allowing republication: “Buddhism
and the Postmodern Novel: Severo Sarduy’s Cobra,” Twentieth
Century Literature 62, no. 1 (2016): 32—55; “Buddhism Between
Worlds: Contested Liberations in Kipling, Salinger, and Head,”
Religion & Literature 49, no. 3 (2017): 23—47; “Empires of Enlight-
enment: On Illumination and the Politics of Buddhism in Hear¢

of Darkness,” Journal of Modern Literature 40, no. 2 (2017): 1-21.
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