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Editorial on the Research Topic

COVID-19 and Existential New Science of

Self-Transcendence

Positive Psychology (PP2.0): The

COVID-19 has changed everything. It has brought devastations and disruptions (Gallup, 2020;
Harvard University, 2021), but in the midst of devastations there is transformation and innovation.
This special issue of Frontiers provides an introduction to the new science of flourishing through
suffering (Wong, 2021a) and a new vista of meaning-centered global wellbeing (Batthyany and
Russo-Netzer, 2014; Wong, 2017a; DeAngelis, 2018). The transformative power of suffering can be
seen at various levels.

At the individual level, the adversity and lockdown from COVID-19 provide opportunities for
business growth (Valinsky, 2020; Peek and Casarella, 2021) and personal transformation (Weir,
2020; Williams et al., 2021; Kim et al.). In short, it is possible that the worst of times can become the
best of times for any individual with the necessary inner resources such as meaning, faith, courage,
and creativity (Wong and Worth, 2017; Marano, 2021).

At the institutional level, the ever-evolving coronavirus has laid bare the inadequacies of the
current medical model and the need for change in government policies in funding and mental
healthcare (Wong, 2021b). For example, we may need more grass-roots mental health education
(International Network on Personal Meaning, 2019) and more accessibility to different kinds of
qualified mental health providers which are currently not supported by governments and insurance
companies. We may also need to consider a more humanistic-existential orientation toward mental
health as advocated by Rollo May (Schlett, 2021) and Victor Frankl (Wong, 2021¢,d).

At the cultural level, the pandemic represents a wake-up call to the weaknesses of an individualist
and pleasure-seeking society like America in combating the coronavirus (Friedman, 2020). More
specially, the anti-vaccination movement in the name of personal freedom and liberty reveals the
fault-line in democracy: freedom without personal and social responsibility may endanger public
health in terms of rising COVID cases (Gerson, 2021) and new waves of the pandemic (Aiello,
2021). The freedom to pursue happiness and pleasure without responsibility may be killing Western
democracy because democracy without responsibility may degenerate to nihilism or succumb
to authoritarianism.
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WHAT IS EXISTENTIAL POSITIVE
PSYCHOLOGY? WHY IS IT NECESSARY?

Times and Circumstances Have Changed
Seligman (1999) launched his brand of positive psychology at
a time of peace and prosperity, but much has changed since
9/11. Things just got even worse with the pandemic. The first
two decades of the 21st century seem to be more challenging for
humankind than the Bill Clinton years that gave birth of PP1.0.

With COVID-19, the universality and importance of human
suffering can no longer be denied or ignored even by the die-
hard optimists. There is irrefutable evidence that the pandemic
has caused immense human suffering globally (CAMH, 2020;
Hwang et al, 2020; Andrian and Ming, 2021; Khan et al,
2021). The death tolls and new cases are constantly on the mass
media. Moreover, the need for vaccination, masking, and social
distancing reminds us daily of the real and present danger of the
coronavirus and its variants. COVID-19 poses as an existential
crisis for both the young and old.

Existential Suffering

Most human suffering can be classified as existential suffering.
“Themes common to the descriptions of existential suffering
included lack of meaning or purpose, loss of connectedness
to others, thoughts about the dying process, struggles around
the state of being, difficulty in finding a sense of self, loss of
hope, loss of autonomy, and loss of temporality.” This type of
suffering calls for different ways of coping and interventions.
Bates (2016) suggested that physicians can be trained to address
existential suffering so that “it is possible for patients to transition
from feeling hopeless to feeling more alive than ever.” More
recently, Wong and Yu (2021) point out that even the dreaded
time of dying can be transformed to a time of deep joy and
liberation from human bondage through radical acceptance, faith
in God, and support from family and community. That is why the
mission of existential positive psychology is to investigate ways to
reduce human suffering and transform it into human flourishing
(Wong, 20094, 2011, 2019a, 2021a).

In sum, just as the nature of mental illness and psychotherapy
changed a great deal right after the Second World War (Schlett,
2021), so does the nature of mental health needs in the era of
COVID-19. The happy song of positive psychology may sound
jarring for those who are struggling and suffering. Sad songs (e.g.,
Honey and Wong, 2021) may be more comforting to the suffering
people (Nield, 2016; Paulus, n.d.). Indeed, there are different
kinds of wellbeing and happiness for different seasons of life (Lee,
2021).

Existential positive psychology represents a unique kind
of second wave positive psychology because it embraces the
human complexity of existentialism and Taoism. PP2.0 goes
beyond mere recognition of polarity, and it makes the bold
assumptions that (a) suffering is necessary for flourishing and
(b) that enduring happiness and wellbeing can only be achieved
through the dialectical integration of opposites. The metaphor
of a piano keyboard can best illustrate the unique nature of
PP2.0: beautiful music can only be produced by engaging both
the black and white keys. As a caveat, in this special issue, EPP

and PP2.0 are used interchangeably, but keep in mind that here,
PP2.0 represents the synthesis between thesis (existentialism) and
antithesis (positive psychology).

THE EMPIRICAL BASIS FOR THE NEW
SCIENCE OF FLOURISHING THROUGH
SUFFERING

EPP (PP2.0), as explained above, is probably the most exciting
development in positive psychology and mental health, not
only because it changes the paradigm of wellbeing research
and deepens our understanding of suffering, but also because
it provides a rich arsenal of meaning-centered diagnostic and
intervention tools (Wong, 2019b, 2021b; Arslan and Wong, 2022;
Wong et al.). The following selective review highlights empirical
support of for the transformative power of suffering.

Suffering Is Redemptive

Suffering can restore our soul by making us aware of our need
to be connected with our spiritual dimension, or spiritual values
such as compassion, humility, forgiveness, connections, and self-
transcendence. This theme has a venerable history in psychology
from James’ (1902/1912) need of rebirth for the sick soul, Jung
(1949)’s search for the hidden soul, Frankl’s (1985) unconscious
God, and McAdams’s (2013) redemptive self.

Therefore, global wellbeing may depend on meeting our
deep-seated yearnings for love, meaning, and faith. It seems
reasonable to conclude that faith in God or a higher power, loving
relationships, and meaningful work are essential for mental
health (Mayer, 2017, 2021a,b; Mayer and Viviers, 2018; Mayer
and Fouché, 2021) just as food, water, and air are essential for
our physical health.

Self-transcendence remains one the main themes in the new
science of suffering (Frankl, 1946/1985; Wong, 2016; Kaufman,
2020) because it has the dual function of transcending personal
limitations and the dark side of human existence and connecting
with God and with humanity. It does not matter whether one
lives a privileged and luxurious life, or in a life of conditions of
poverty or traumatic stress; we all have the capability to react
to adversity with self-transcendence or with anger and despair.
We have the responsibility to choose to become better or bitter
in a traumatic situation; that is why not all people experience
post-traumatic growth.

In the present issue, Wong et al. supports the thesis that
suffering triggers the search for meaning, or self-transcendence,
which in turn function as a buffer against the adverse effects of
suffering. This issue features other studies on self-transcendence
(Braun-Lewensohn et al.; Flotman; Kim et al.; Liu et al.; Mayer
and May; Russo-Netzer and Ameli; Worth and Smith).

Suffering Can Increase Our Resilience

Suffering can increase our resilience by deepening our character
strengths and broadening our capacity to cope. There is a vast
literature on this topic because as an umbrella concept, suffering
encompasses a number of related areas, such as pain, disease,
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stress, trauma, unpleasant emotions, hardships, conflicts, inner
demons, and fear of death. For example,

Bueno-Goémez’s (2017) conceptualization of suffering includes
many unpleasant aspects of life:

“Pain can be a source of suffering, but it is not the only
one. Social problems like poverty, social exclusion, forceful
social inclusion (like peer pressure), forced displacement and
uprooting; existential and personal problems like grief and stress;
conditions like nausea, paresthesia, a non-painful illness, anxiety
or fear can likewise be a cause of suffering.”

Thus, by including the existential dimension we can transform
suffering into flourishing, as we argue in this editorial. There
is considerable empirical support for this positive view of
suffering (Arslan and Yildirim; Cox et al.; Gonzdlez-Tovar and
Hernandez-Rodriguez; Israelashvili; Parrott et al.; Reed et al.; van
Zyl et al; Waters et al.; Wilkie et al; Yildirim and Arslan; Zhao
et al.). For example, Liu (2015) observed that “In what has been
termed the ‘steeling effect, ‘stress inoculation, and ‘antifragility,
exposure to moderate stressors early in life may confer resilience
to potential detrimental effects of later stressors.”

Likewise, Wong has published extensively how proactive and
transformative coping with stress and suffering can increases
one’s resilience and wellbeing (Wong, 1989, 1993, 1995; Wong
et al., 2006a,b; Wong and Tomer, 2011). Recent research on
overcoming the triad of ancient dark emotions—guilt, shame,
and fear (Wong, 2019¢; Mayer et al,, 2021; Langewitz; Mayer and
Vanderheiden) and the tragic triad of guilt, suffering, and death
(Lukas, 1990) provides additional support for our thesis.

The present special issue provides more empirical support
for the thesis that the most promising approach to cope with
suffering is through (a) meaning-focused coping (Arslan and
Yildirim; Arslan et al; Ashraf et al.; Bergman et al.; Eisenbeck
et al; Enea et al; Karatag et al; Mayer; Quiroga-Garza
et al; Sanchez-Ruiz et al); and (b) self-transcendence
(Braun-Lewensohn et al; Flotman; Kim et al; Liu et al;
Mayer and May; Russo-Netzer and Ameli; Worth and Smith).
The importance of existential courage is also an essential aspect
of resilience (Chen et al.; Fowers et al.; Leung et al.).

In sum, resilience is no longer defined only in terms of
bouncing back. Rather, PP2.0 posits that the development of
a resilient mindset (Wong, 2020a,b) and the cultivating of
inner resources (Wong et al., 2006a; Wong, 2017b) represent
a proactive way of coping with trauma, leading to true grit
and resilience. This new approach involves a more realistic and
existential way of viewing the world as full of suffering, but also
full of overcoming (Apter, 2020; Vozza, 2020). All the good things
we value and cherish are on the other side of suffering; we will
not be able to fulfill our dreams without a resilient mindset
to embrace sacrifices and to go through the gates of fears and
suffering (Wong, 2020b).

Suffering Provides New Grounds for Hope
and Happiness

Suffering teaches us life intelligence and calm-based
mature happiness as an antidote to a shallow view of life.
Wong’s has published extensively on tragic optimism and

mature happiness (Wong and McDonald, 2002; Wong,
2009b, 2017¢; Wong and Bowers, 2018). An existential
perspective enables us to see life as it is and yet with a
trauma-informed positivity.

Sustainable wellbeing can be achieved through learning how
to make the best use of the dynamic and dialectic interplay
between positive and negative life experiences in each context.
The ancient Yin-Yang dialectic or the contemporary dual-
system model (Wong, 2012) provides a blueprint of how to
navigate between opposite forces, such as good and evil, and
self and other, which are prevalent in life (Lomas and Ivtzan,
2016; Wong and Bowers, 2018; Deng et al, 2020; Wong,
2020c).

To succeed in life or achieve wellbeing, one needs to find
the right balance between Yin and Yang. In other words, PP2.0
represents the complete circle or the wholeness of wellbeing in
which Yin and Yang co-exist in optimal balance and harmony as
shown in the Yin-Yang symbol.

Several papers in this issue show that suffering can lead to
deeper joy, inner harmony, or calm-based happiness (Carreno
et al.; Chen et al.; Robbins; Wasowicz et al.); existential gratitude
and altruistic behavior (Al-Refae et al.; Jans-Beken; Kotera and
van Gordon; Kotera et al.); and a sense of tragic optimism
(Leung et al.; Mead et al.) through dialectics and courage (Bai
et al; Ferreira et al; Rajkumar; Van Tongeren and Showalter
Van Tongeren).

CONCLUSION

The collection of articles in this special issue represents a
rich tapestry of PP2.0 and new vistas for global wellbeing
research. We are glad that a forthcoming textbook on positive
psychology is based on the existential perspective (Wong, 2021¢;
Worth, 2021). We believe that additional books and articles
will follow.

The take-home message of this special issue is that
in the final analysis, all our efforts to advance global
wellbeing and human flourishing will not succeed until we
recognize and address the different sources of suffering. This
conclusion is no different from medical science- physical
health and public health cannot be achieved without controlling
diseases and pathogens. Nature could be cruel. Life could be
crueler. It is hard to understand how anyone can survive
and thrive a pain-ridden world without faith, hope, and
love; these ideals can only be achieved by sinking our
roots into deepest Hell and reaching toward the highest
Heaven. This special issue of Frontiers draws attention to
the missing link in wellbeing research: the existential positive
psychology of transcending and transforming inescapable
suffering into flourishing.
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