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Flight, Fight, or Paralysis 
 

1. In the A.R.T.S. Anonymous pamphlet The Anorexia of Avoidance, the last sentence reads: “And so I try to 
kill my love of my art, my love of doing my art, and I kill my yearning, my dreams, my appetite, my 
aspirations, my upward looking …and meanwhile something once wonderfully alive in me is dying.”  

 
2. When A.R.T.S. began in November 1984, we did not know what the name was of our common problem - 

only that “it” was blocking us from doing our art. We feared we were perversely fated to take our gifts 
stillborn to our graves.  Why were we creatively blocked?  The block seemed to be a symptom rather than the 
cause.  So, what was the name of “it” that was causing such anguish to our soul?  Why were we lost? 

 
3. When Alcoholics Anonymous began, the members knew they were addicted to alcohol.  The members of 

Gamblers Anonymous knew they were obsessed with gambling.  All of the 200 or more other Anonymous 
Programs deal with addiction, compulsive and obsessive disorders, genetic diseases; and life-threatening 
illnesses…except A.R.T.S.  Blocked artists were different.  We were powerless over something positive, life 
affirming, grand and wonderful -- our creativity.  Our problem was not that we were creative.  Our problem 
was with our lives which were unmanageable.  Why were we desperate, forgotten and grieving?  How could 
we fix our problem?   

 
4. On December 10, six weeks after our first meeting, we voted to be our own 12 Step programs.  Only we had 

no clue as to how the A.R.T.S. Twelve Steps would work for us.  We did not know what we were suffering 
from.  We did not have even a name then for our little program.   We had no literature.  No elders.  We knew 
only that we were alike: emotionally exhausted and sad beyond words. 
 

5. In the early days of A.R.T.S., no one was around to lead the way.  But all of us longed for recovery.  All we had was 
Faith and we clung to our raft.  If the Anonymous Programs worked for millions of others trying to live a sober life, 
somehow the Twelve Steps would work for us too.   
 

6. By February 1985 we had a new for our program: Artists Recovering Through The Twelve Steps – A.R.T.S.  In the 
Spring of 1986, we had three pieces of literature: Anorexia of Avoidance written by a Boston member.  The Twelve 
Traits of A.R.T.S. which had the words “avoid our art.”  And, Facing Avoidance written by a member in Los Angeles.  
In late summer of 1986 we have our first annual weekend convention in Ocean Grove, New Jersey. . 

 
7. In 1988 we were in Ocean Grove for our weekend convention.   We stayed at the Manchester Hotel. We already had a 

Saturday night tradition of everyone presenting their art for five-minutes.  In a corner of the big dining hall, thirty chairs 
fanned out around two poles in this big silent dark room.  Only the podium was softly lit.   



 
8. We were still leading each other.  We depended upon each other.  We still did not know what was wrong.  We were still 

troubled, sad, and afraid.  But we believed in A.R.T.S. Anonymous and had tethered ourselves to the program.  
Whenever wisdom showed up, we added it to our pile of little stones that we hoped one day would build a shelter for 
our recovery.   

 
9. It was Helen’s turn to take five minutes.  Helen was Asian, brilliant, wise and beautiful.  When she spoke we listened!  

She stood quietly at the podium and then introduced her poem called “No.”    
 

10. “No” it began, “no, no, NO-NO, NO, no, no, no, NOOO.”  For five minutes she only said “no.” The no’s marched 

before us in every conceivable way you can say “no.” On and on they paraded past us.  They shouted.  They whispered.  
They implored and they cried. We all understood.  Because we had all been there, the self-will shrieking NO to life,  

NO to living,   
NO to our art,  
NO to tomorrow,  
NO to our dreams.  

 
11. I was in tears when she whispered the last “no.”  Others were crying too. What is this “no” that we do?  To whom are 

we saying “NO” at the top of our lungs?  Why this intense and furious “NO”?  What did it mean?  Her poem was so 
appropriate.  And we heard.  We identified.  We wept for ourselves.  

 
12. When I heard that “no” and I knew this “NO” was the voice A.R.T.S. had to fix.  From the beginning I had been 

gathering the wisdom of what others were saying and adding them to my little pile of stones.  But it was like reading tea 
leaves left in a cup.  There were heart breaking stories. And I added them to my pile of stones.  The first such story 
nearly broke my heart. 

 
13. When A.R.T.S. started November 5, 1984, I invited 14 program artists to my home to talk about our common problem.  

Eight came.  After the meeting while we were all milling about someone said they were powerless over their creativity 
and I realized we could have our own program.  I believed that I had to have the group vote to become our own a 12 
Step Program.  For the first thirty-five days we were a closed meeting open “only to artists.”  Brenda was a massage 
therapist and had not been invited to the meeting.  After that second meeting Brenda called Diane to ask if she could 
come.  Diane asked if she was an artist.  “No” she said, “I’m not an artist.”  So she could not come – our meeting was 
closed to anyone who was not an artist.  The next week Brenda called Diane again with the same question. Our meting 
was open to anyone who could say they were an artist.  Then she called Diane again for the third time.  Each time Diane 
told me about her phone calls.  After the third call, my heart became agitated.  Clearly Brenda had a deep need to be 
with us but she wasn’t an artist by her own words.  Why was she calling?  Why???   
 

14. Back then, after our meetings, we would go for a bite to eat in the corner coffee shop.  After our fourth meeting we 
found Brenda sitting in the coffee shop waiting for us.  I had to fight back my tears…something was very very wrong, 
something terrible was being fought -- something deeply morally wrong.  My heart was breaking into pieces and my 
chin was trembling.  After our sixth meeting where we voted to become our own Twelve Step Program, Brenda joined 
us.  For 6 months she hardly spoke.  Never said she was an artist. Then one day it came tumbling out.  She had been an 
actress, written and directed plays and sold her hand painted note cards to a major department store.  I was astounded!  
This story was not a stone, this was a boulder.  I began gathering boulders too. 

 



15. An A.R.T.S. member arrived.  She spoke so softly we strained to hear her and even though the room was small, we 
often couldn’t hear her.  She did not feel safe speaking about her art and frequently waved off her time to speak.  
Eventually it came out that when she was a child her father berated her whenever she spoke about herself.  He also gave 
her paintings away to clients without asking her permission.  Essentially, she did not exist. 
 

16. An A.R.T.S. member was a successful writer who interviewed rock and roll musicians for a well know publication.  He 
was also writing a book, but it was going slowly.  His father was a celebrated minister in Illinois.  One night he dreamt 
that he was in his father’s study where his fathers sermons were written.  The pages of his book were in a white stack on 
top of his father’s desk.  Suddenly a terrifying wind roared through the room and blew all the pages out the window.  
White pages went whipping and twirling off into the darkness.  There was no more book.  He was afraid that if he 
finished the book and it was published, he would embarrass his father. 

 
17. A new A.R.T.S. member had been earning a living as a day trader of stocks for fifteen years. Before that, he’d been a 

successful singer who performed in concert halls across the tri-state area.  One day he walked on stage and forgot all his 
lines.  He walked off the stage “a failure” and never publicly sang again.  At his first A.R.T.S. meeting he shared that for 
the past 15 years, he did not have a piano which had been the joy of his life.  The next week he returned and he told us 
he had brought a piano!  Phobia is an irrational fear of vulnerability, harm, failure, risk, etc.  Until, he had the strong 
validation that he would always be an artist, and a one-time freak experience was not the norm, he could not 
acknowledge his longing for a piano. 

 
18. Another A.R.T.S. member was a very fine photographer, able to sell his photos to interior designers for expensive 

homes, but he was unable to present his work to the galleries.   In the meeting, it dawned on him that his avoidance of 
the galleries was his irrational fear of rejection – either of his art or his personality -- which was shy, not given to 
immediate friendships, and cynical.   As a child he had learned that social relationships might harm hurt criticize and 
reject him.  Today, rather than face his fears and learn how to market his work to galleries, he has begun to think about a 
political cause where his caustic side can rage at society’s inadequacies.  That’s a detour.  His art will always call to 
him.  The cause may come and go, but not his art. 

 
19. Another A.R.T.S. member was performing his own work in an off off-Broadway theaters, when he decided he had to 

have a career that provided steady money and prestige.  He left A.R.T.S. to pursue this “serious” and acceptable line of 
work.  Years later he came back to read us his novel.  The gifts do not go away.  They wait.  They have endless 
patience. 

 
20. An A.R.T.S. member wrote songs, sang, and played a wonderful fluid guitar..  He composed music for children and was 

a sought-after children’s entertainer in schools all over the tri-state area.  He had produced many CDs for this age group 
and was particular about the illustrations on the cover of his CDs.  When he was around ten years old he asked his 
parents for a violin and they gave him an inexpensive guitar.  He lives knowing he could have been first violinist in an 
orchestra.   He was also an actor.  But when acting he suffered from fears that other actors disliked him so much that 
they would come to his home and hurt him.   

 
21. When she was a teenager, she was the stand-in for the lead role in a touring Broadway play.  A producer and director 

remembered her and went to great lengths to get her to audition for another Broadway play.  They set up a special 
audition for her only.  When she got to the building where this was supposed to happen, she could not get herself to go 
up the elevator.  

 



22. An early member of A.R.T.S. had been well reviewed by a preeminent New York Times art critic and was mad at 
herself, because she could not commit to a career and was now welding ships.   

 
23. Another early member earned his living as a piano turner.  He had two baby grands in his living room with a couch 8 

feet away.  In ten years, the pianos had never been played.  
 

24. She was about 13 when she auditions for the lead in a school play and got the part.  Her father would not take her to the 
rehearsals.  Finally, the teacher told her if she did not come to the next rehearsal, her part would be given to another 
student.  That night her father was playing cards with his friends when she told him what was happening and asked to be 
driven to the rehearsal.  He said ‘No.”  One of his friends offered to take her and he said “no’ to him too.  She lost the 
part. 

 
25. She was about 11 when she ran home from school, as she had every day for years, to play her beloved piano. Only this 

time it wasn’t there.  Her father in a drunken rage had dragged it outdoors and chopped it up with an axe. She never 
again played the piano and took up the electric guitar. 

 
26. After the World Trade Center buildings in New York City fell, an A.R.T.S. member wore a breathing mask over his 

nose every time he went outside.  He was morbidly afraid the air was poisoned.  Thereafter he also refused to ride the 
subways because one car had been crushed when the buildings fell down.  Today, he lives in another state, safely away 
from a danger that he feared could happen again.  But oh, he grieves for an A.R.T.S. meeting.  
 

27. Phobic fears are based on what could happen.  They are irrational, terrifying, and delusional.  The odds are these 
tragedies will never happen again.  Yet the threat of failure self-esteem shame or loss of life, are so great that they 
overwhelm the facts.  Helplessness and hopelessness are learned socio-environmental responses to early formative 
feelings of powerlessness.  These fears are now projected on current situations.  These fears are delusional and out of 
proportion to reality.  They project an end of the world catastrophe. 

 
28. Another A.R.T.S. member had a common phobic fear.  “This wall will give way and I will fall.”  He came to visit me 

and I live on the tenth floor in a little penthouse with a very thick brick wall around my roof garden.  He would not ride 
up the elevator. 

 
29. A new A.R.T.S. member wrote: “A part of me wants a sealed Tupperware life, so I don’t have to balance the 

great stirrings, wildness, and surprises that flash through me.”  Blocked artists have a great need to say “No” 
in order to feel safe.  Blocked artists also deeply grieve for the artist they might have been.   

 
30. Dorothy Parker 20th century American poet, literary critic, and laser wit framed the blocked artist thus: 
 

Her mind lives tidily apart from cold and noise and pain.  
And bolts the door against her heart out wailing in the rain.   

 
31. What happened to produce this perverse need for a “sealed Tupperware life” safe from all harms? Just why would any 

artist choose to be blocked?   
 

32. To be blocked is not truly an adult choice but the choice of a traumatized child who determined that when he/she grew 
up, they would live a life safe from all harms.  A child’s fears have imprisoned an adult.   
 



33. Fifteen years after A.R.T.S. began, I bought the book The Harvard Guide to Psychiatry because I could see 
that our stories and personalities were alike and based on fear. Not knowing what to read in this tome of 
information, I chose the chapter called “Personality Disorders.” The chapter started at page 308 and on page 
322, there was a section on the Avoidant Personality Disorder. The avoidant group of symptoms taken 
together was called a syndrome! Further this syndrome was marked with phobic fears of being a visible 
target for rejection, criticism, persecution, betrayal, and harm and these phobic fears drive the avoidant 
personality to be risk adverse in many areas of life.  Fifteen years after A.R.T.S. began, the members named 
their dis-ease The Avoidant Phobic Syndrome.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

34. The Avoidant Phobic Syndrome is driven by risk adverse fears resulting from severe family dysfunction.  
Traumatized children grow up afraid of life.  And their fears have paralyzed their creative process.  Their 
spiritually bankrupt mind lives without hope, trust and heart and says: “You can’t do what you are inspired to 
do. You may not follow your dreams.” Here is a lifestyle ruled by “may not, cannot, and never.” With this 
kind of thinking, tools cannot be picked up. To walk ten feet to the piano can take ten years.   
  

35. When A.R.T.S. started I could not work alone.  It took two years before I could paint by myself alone in my 
own home.  I am afraid of the dark and somehow being alone was wrapped up in this fear. Back then my 
world was very dark.  Being alone was not a safe place for me to be. 

Phobia: A fear or anxiety which exceeds normal proportions or that has 
no basis in reality; an obsessive or irrational dread. 
 

Webster’s Dictionary: a compulsive and persistent fear of any specified type of 
subject, stimulus or situation.  Any strong  


