
River is at their desk, surrounded by the quiet hum of the office, the steady 
click of keyboards, and the soft murmur of colleagues conversing. Papers are 
stacked neatly, and the computer screen glows with unanswered emails and 
looming deadlines. Yet, River sits immobilized, staring blankly at the screen, 
caught in the throes of indecision. This isn’t just a momentary hesitation; it’s 
a profound, visceral immobility. River feels the weight of 
expectations—campaigns to plan, injustices to challenge, bureaucratic 
systems to navigate, communities to mobilize—all while grappling with a 
personal battle against anxiety that numbs yet overwhelms them. This 
paralysis isn’t due to a lack of care or motivation. Rather, it’s a manifestation 
of what many in the trenches of activism experience: a phenomenon known 
as functional freeze.

Functional freeze is more than an occasional pause—it’s our body’s most 
profound silence. This silence doesn’t stem from having nothing to say; on 
the contrary, it arises because our words are heavy with the burden of our 
battles. Whether it's pushing back against entrenched inequalities, 
advocating for transformative change, or confronting personal demons that 
echo through our actions, our minds sometimes encounter an invisible 
barrier. This isn’t a sign of lacking passion. Ironically, it often happens 
because our dedication and emotional investment in our causes are so 
intense that they overwhelm our capacity to act. In these moments, our 
fervor becomes both a driving force and a daunting barrier, leading to a 
standstill that is both deeply personal and universally understood among 
activists.

This functional freeze is not merely a personal struggle; it’s a powerful 
testament to the extraordinary demands placed on us. It serves as a 
necessary defense mechanism—a pause, a breath taken when the relentless 
demands and expectations threaten to overpower us. This state is vividly 
apparent in the lives of activists facing threats, women striving to amplify 
their voices in suppressive environments, and individuals confronting 
seemingly insurmountable adversity. Each pause, each moment of freeze, 
underscores the intensity of our commitment and the universal human need 
to occasionally halt when the burden becomes too great to bear alone.

Unfrozen



To understand the grip of functional freeze, we must identify the subtle 
signs that bind us. Here, we explore how these invisible chains manifest 
through the experience of River, whose daily realities mirror the silent 
challenges faced by many activists.

When River sits at their desk, the indecision is palpable. It is not mere 
hesitation; it is as if their very will is suspended. Each email goes 
unanswered not because of neglect, but because the choice of what to say 
and how to say it becomes overwhelming. This indecision is a chain that 
binds not just the hands, but the spirit. Beside this indecision, River feels a 
profound physical immobility. The stillness of the body, a reflection of the 
internal confinements that hold River. River might rise to stretch, to walk, 
to break the stiffness, but the body hesitates, mirroring the frozen state of 
the mind. Then there's the emotional withdrawal, a symptom less visible 
but deeply felt. River’s usual passion and warmth are buried under a 
facade of apathy, not out of disinterest but as a shield against the torrent 
of feelings that threaten to overwhelm. This withdrawal is from joy, 
sadness and the spectrum of emotions that define their existence. Lastly, 
isolation creeps in, distancing River not only from their colleagues and the 
bustle of life around them but also from the essence of who they are. It’s a 
retreat into a shell, a place where they hope to find respite from the 
demands of the world and from the expectations, they place on 
themselves. This isolation, while offering a momentary sanctuary, often 
reinforces the very chains that bind them.

Each of these symptoms intertwines, creating a complex web that holds 
River and many like them in a silent stasis, often unseen but profoundly 
felt. Recognizing these signs is the first step toward breaking free and 
reclaiming the motion and purpose stifled by the freeze.

Recognizing the
Unseen Chains



In the midst of the silent stillness that functional freeze imposes, there lies 
a pathway to movement, a journey back to vibrancy that begins with 
self-awareness and leads through deliberate action. For River, and indeed 
for all who have felt the grip of this freeze, thawing begins not with a 
dramatic break but with gentle, persistent efforts that honor both their 
struggles and their strengths.
The first step is recognition—Learn to observe your own freeze without 
judgment. Mindfulness becomes a quiet daily practice, a moment of 
reflection to understand the triggers and tread softly around the edges of 
your emotions. This acknowledgment doesn't force change but rather, 
facilitates a gentle understanding of what is happening within.

Physical activity transforms into a ritual of reclamation, beginning with 
simple stretches that gently reawaken the body. These movements evolve 
into joyful activities like walks, hikes, runs, or yoga, each step and stretch a 
celebration of freedom. This reclamation not only disrupts the paralysis of 
functional freeze but also reaffirms one's agency and vitality.

Isolation often exacerbates the freeze, but connection melts it away. Reach 
out, first hesitantly, then with growing confidence, to family, friends, and 
fellow activists. These connections are lifelines, not just for practical 
support but for the shared experiences and understanding they bring. 
They discuss, they listen, they stand together, and in doing so, they break 
the chains of isolation one link at a time.
There is power in seeking help, embrace this and consult with therapists 
who specialize in trauma and stress management. These sessions are safe 
harbors where you can unpack your freeze without fear of judgment, 
exploring strategies that are tailored to your personal experiences and 
challenges. This professional support complements your self-care 
practices, providing a comprehensive approach to overcoming the freeze.

The Path to
Thawing



Each person's journey out of functional freeze is unique, influenced by 
their own history, identity, and circumstances. True recovery embraces this 
diversity, crafting strategies that are as varied as the individuals they aim 
to help. It's about recognizing that what aids one person may not work for 
another and ensuring that everyone has access to the tools and support 
that resonate with them. This could mean offering a range of therapeutic 
approaches, from traditional counseling to art therapy, or providing 
resources in multiple languages. Creating an inclusive recovery 
environment means actively listening to individual needs and responding 
with empathy and flexibility, thereby empowering each person to find 
their own pathway to healing.

Let's Melt This Ice Together

As we navigate our paths out of the freeze, your stories and experiences 
are invaluable. I encourage you to share your journey with us—what 
strategies have helped you, what challenges you've faced, and any insights 
you've gained along the way. Connect with us on X at @TheWIPCentre, 
visit our website at www.wipc.org, or email us directly at 
program@wipc.org.  

By sharing your experiences, you not only help to lessen the isolation that 
comes with functional freeze but also contribute to a supportive 
community of understanding and resilience. Let's continue this 
conversation and build a network that empowers and heals. Your voice 
matters in this collective journey—let it echo through our community.
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