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Super Survival of the Fittest

Ordinary people aren't powerless in the face of tragedy and suffering;
many bounce back with resilience. But some do more. They bounce
forward and succeed in unimagined ways.

By David B. Feldman Ph.D, Lee Daniel Kravetz, published on July 1, 2014 - last reviewed on m
June 9, 2016
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Defining Resilience: Asha Mevlana, 38

On the spectrum of trauma survivorship, people fall anywhere between hiding under a
rock and rock stardom. Asha Mevlana doesn't hide under rocks. When she was 24, she
had a great job at a start-up, an apartment in New York's SoHo, and a pearl-shaped
problem in her left breast. She had guessed it was cancer, and the lab technician's grim
look was confirmation. The defining moment of her ordeal, however, wasn't the diagnosis,
or the biopsy, or the eight months of chemo, or her baldness, or her candle-wax pallor.
The life-altering moment came when her doctors announced that she was cancer-free.

Something had changed. Everyone around her had gone on blithely living their lives,
talking about the crummy weather, the long lines at Starbucks, and American Idol. They
seemed to value such inconsequential things, and she found herself yearning for a time
when she did as well. Life seemed empty. She wasn't religious, but she found herself
praying: "Just give me a second chance and I'm going to change my life."

Mevlana isn't alone. Each year, some 13 million people around the world are diagnosed
with cancer, 10 million suffer brain injuries, and 50 million survive car wrecks. One in three
women will be beaten, raped, or abused in her lifetime. Judith Herman, a Harvard Medical
School professor and author of Trauma and Recovery, points out that traumatic events
are extraordinary not because they occur rarely, but because they are so overwhelming
when they do happen.




image3.png
About a quarter of survivors face post-traumatic stress disorder; others experience
significant depression or anxiety. Their suffering is real. But resilience is also very real;
most trauma survivors eventually recover and bounce back. In some cases, they do more.
They bounce forward, refocusing their energies on a new calling, a new mission, or a new

path. They help others, pursue legal reforms, or embark on other lofty goals. We call such
people supersurvivors.
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Asha Meviana, New York City: To her, playing her electric violin feels more like a form of meditation.
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In the aftermath of her cancer diagnosis, Mevlana began taking violin lessons, something
she hadn't thought about doing in years. Her teacher asked her to play how she felt the
first day she walked into the hospital for treatment. Mevlana improvised from her heart. "I
played the anxiety that | felt when they injected me with chemo, and | played how | tried to
be strong for everyone else when | was terrified," she recalls.
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Before her illness, she was too practical to make a career out of music. But after training
diligently for many months, she began playing electric violin in a few local rock bands. A
few months later, she visited Los Angeles, where a friend convinced her that she could get
paying gigs. "l had never taken any risks before," she says. And this would be an
enormous risk—she had no job prospects in Los Angeles, no income, no place to live, and
she still considered herself an amateur violinist. Then again, she had nothing to lose.

So, in 2007 she moved to Los Angeles, tugged by a desire to chase a dream. One day
Mevlana picked up her violin from a repair shop. The shopkeeper happened to know the
lead singer of Twisted Sister, who was looking for an electric violinist to join his tour. She
auditioned. Two months later, she celebrated her 30th birthday on the band's tour bus.
One opportunity led to the next, and she was soon playing with other musicians, including
Alanis Morissette, Jay Z, and Mary J. Blige; she played at the Grammy Awards, on The
Tonight Show, and with the band on American Idol.

Mevlana is one of the supersurvivors who have dramatically altered their lives after facing
a crisis. These people aren't superheroes; they aren't even superhuman. They wrestle
with the same questions we all face: Who am 1? What do | believe? How should | live my
life?

We're not praising the bright side of tragedy. No trauma is good. Every trauma involves
suffering. There's nothing inherently positive or indispensable about atrocities, violence,
disasters, or illness. But it's important to understand that resilience is possible. Of the
many lessons that supersurvivors have to teach us, the biggest one may be that it's
possible to peer into the face of tragedy and somehow emerge fundamentally changed,
with an ability to affect the world in previously unimaginable ways.
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