
How to Work With Stuck Relationships, Part 2  Esther Perel, MA, LMFT - Transcript - pg. 1 

 

Dr. Buczynski: What happens when a client is unable to break out of a stuck mindset?  

Esther Perel says certain clients can get so deep into their stuckness that they run the risk of hostile 

dependence.  

Here, Esther shares what to look for in this situation and how to work with it. 

Dr. Perel: You really have to heighten on some level the 

discomfort with being stuck. That’s one way that you create 

change – you make the static piece uncomfortable enough that 

someone will say, “Get me out of there.”  

Dr. Buczynski: How do you do that? 

Dr. Perel: It is often in the conversation – often people will tell you, “Get me out of there,” and in the next 

minute, they will tell you why they can’t.  

I saw a couple and they are having tremendous strife with their respective parents and in-laws. Because the 

woman’s parents refused to come to the wedding, she didn’t want his parents to attend the wedding – it’s 

like, “I’m on a diet so you shouldn’t eat. Why should he have more than me?”  

That is a stuck frame: “Why should you have more than me? Your gain is my loss.” That’s a stuck frame. 

At the same time, she was saying, “So, what do I do? What do I do? What do I do?” Every time I said 

something, she said, “What do I do?” And I said, “The issue is that the moment I will tell you what to do, you 

are going to tell me why you can’t do it. So, I am going to keep all my precious advice until you are ready – it’s 

a pity, but we would be wasting it. At this point, you really don’t want to do anything yet. In this case, since 

you are a couple, what is really clear is that you actually want him to do everything. You don’t want to be the 

one to do it.”  

We continued, we joked, and the next few minutes I fell into my own trap and I gave her a piece of advice, 

and I suggested, “What would happen if you did this?” and the immediate answer was, “No, and let me tell 
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you why.”  

Now, that was me falling in the trap of someone else’s stuckness. Now, it became humor – every time she 

began to notice how she would say no to her own options for 

change.  

Once she was able to notice that she was saying no to her options 

for change, a space was created between the rigidity of the 

stuckness and the potential for change.  

You have to create that space - which we used to call an observing 

ego: I’m able to see what I’m doing rather than just be in it and do it.  

Then, you can start to widen that space. Now you’re beginning to open it all the time, so that it’s no longer 

just me (the therapist) who notices it but she who notices it.  

Then, she starts to not just notice it after it has happened, but she begins to notice it while it’s happening – 

and now she catches herself. 

At the end, she literally says to me, “I think I’m ready to hear you. Give me only one. Don’t give me two.” We 

were joking about the whole thing: “Give me one thing that you think I can do.”  

Until then, every time I was saying something, she was saying, “So, are you saying that I never have to see his 

parents again? Are you saying that I will always have to go with him when he goes to see his parents?”  

It was this all or nothing – black and white absolutist thinking – these are features of stuckness. 

I introduced humor, I introduced discomfort. I introduced 

space between the belief system and the observing, defeating 

nature of that belief system and the behavior. Those are three 

ways to start. 

Dr. Buczynski: Great! What was the outcome when you did 

that with her? 

Dr. Perel:  I don’t know the outcome, because I did it with her this week, but generally what you hope for is 

that people become masters of their own change – that they are able to see that when they do this, it gives 
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them a whole different experience.  

Now, what is change? What do you feel when you get unstuck?  

You get a new experience. If you only get a thought or just a 

perception, it’s not enough. You have to have a new 

experience of an old situation, or an appropriate experience to 

a new situation.  

But generally, when people are stuck, they’re stuck in an old situation, so the change comes because 

somebody has a new experience. 

For example, if I work with a woman who is telling me, “I don’t like where I live. I don’t like where I’m living 

and I feel trapped in this place.”  

But you know that she’s a person who generally, when something doesn’t suit her, goes out, takes action – 

she makes certain things happen.  

In this case, she’s acting like a victim and it becomes a victimization: “I don’t like where I’m living and there’s 

nothing I can do that’s going to change this, because this place,” which has three million people, “has no 

friends for me...” 

So, you first say, “Look, it’s so interesting – you seem to me like a person who would, when you don’t like 

something, take action and you make it happen. What has happened here, that you stay in a situation that 

one often calls hostile dependence? 

With hostile dependence, the thinking goes like this: I don’t like it but I need for it or another person to 

change in order for me to be happier, and since that is not going to happen, or since that person isn’t going to 

change, then I get more hostile – more angry.   

The angrier I become, the more I need that person (or situation) to change, and hence the more dependent I 

am. The person isn’t doing what I need them to do, so I’m getting angrier.  

So, I’m hostile and dependent: the more I depend on you to change and the less you do it, the angrier I am at 

you – I am completely stuck around you, thinking that my fate depends on you. 

Of course, in the context of a couple, the first thing you try to disentangle is to say, “Freedom comes with 
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responsibility. If you hang yourself on the other to make it happen for you, you remain always stuck.”  

Once people have experienced the ability to be responsible with freedom rather than responsible with blame 

– “Ah, you’re talking to me because it’s all my fault.”  

“No, I’m not talking to you because you’re the bigger problem – I’m talking to you because, in fact, I think 

that you’re the person who probably has more ability to change. You have more flexibility, and I believe that 

your change is the bigger catalyst in the change of the whole situation.” 

Of course, I think it’s symmetrical – I often say the exact same thing to the other person: You know… 

whoever is the person who changes first ultimately will launch the catalyst for change in the relationship.  

It’s just that instead of seeing it as Why me? I don’t have the problem – you should be the first one to do it – 

you can see it as I don’t depend on the other person, and you can actually take this act – you have the agency 

and taking responsibility is liberating.  

When you work with a couple, one of the common sentences you say is, “You can be right, but then you will 

be alone.”  

It’s like saying, “You can be right or you can be married.”  

“When you are about to make this decision that you don’t want his parents to come, I understand it. I 

understand that it would be so painful to see his parents there and to think about yours that didn’t show up – 

the rejection that you feel from your parents. It is so painful, but it is an illusion to think that his parents not 

being there is going to make the absence of yours being there less painful.”  

“No, it’s not that kind of calculation…” is how she answered me. “No, no, no. at least I won’t see them in my 

face.”  

I said, “No, you won’t. But every time your husband thinks about the wedding, he will think about how you 

prevented his family from showing up – and prevented them from showing up for both of you, not just from 

showing up for him alone – for their son.”  

Then I said, “When you decide something – when you want something 

– think about ‘Is this good for me or is this good for the relationship? If 

I do this now, what will this do to the relationship between my partner 

and me? If I don’t say this now/if I do say this now, what effect will 
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this have on us?’ – Because the us is what you’re trying to protect.  

If you just protect yourself but you have slashed your relationship, you have not done any good.  

You really want to think about what is good for the couple, and what is good for the couple may be different 

from what is good for the individual. That comes with being in a couple.”  

That wasn’t an idea that she liked very much, but at the same time, if you do what’s good for the couple, you 

also have the chance of feeling less alone, because he is part of that couple with you.  

If you do the, “You can only see your parents every two months,” and you create a surveillance system, you 

are undermining the whole concept of couple. You can go on for a few years, but you are literally 

undermining – it is like injecting poison.  

The opposite of freedom is control, and you are using control of someone else because your freedom has 

been compromised. In politics, we call this fascism and totalitarianism. Sometimes in couples we call it 

intimate terrorism.  

Basically, I call these controls surveillance systems – and I have never known anyone, not with the NSA and 

not in intimate relationships, who likes to live with control. We need protection, but we don’t want control.  

Dr. Buczynski: As Esther shared, when one person makes the decision for change, it can transform the 

relationship. For another way to look at this, let’s hear from Dr. Joan Borysenko. 

Dr. Borysenko: The other thing that I’ve found very, very useful over many years now is a little question that I 

learned from the psychiatrist Jerry Jampolsky. He wrote a tiny little book maybe 30 years ago called Love is 

Letting Go of Fear - it’s kind of like the CliffNotes for A Course in Miracles. And one of the awareness practices 

that he gave was a single question, and it was: “Would I rather be right or would I rather be happy?”  

And I worked with that personally for a long time. I can recall I was going somewhere with my husband - we 

were driving along and he took a left and I said to him, “You should have taken a right. You could get there 

like five minutes faster if you took this road instead of that road.” And then, because I’d been working with 

Jampolsky’s “Would I rather be right or would I rather be happy?” I could look and say the fruits of being 

right were not good.  

My husband was really irritated - here we were going to a party and we’re ready to kill each other. At this 

point I thought, “I would have been happier if it had taken us 4.37 seconds longer to get where I was going.”  
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And so if you bring this up as kind of a reflection, if you can try to get people to say “as often as I can, when I 

make that choice to be right, I’m going to see where it leads me,” and pretty soon you start to realize it does 

not keep you safe - it actually does you in. And the behavior change is when you discover that. And it’s not 

fast, because it’s so habitual - it takes time to reverse the habit. 

Dr. Buczynski: I liked Joan’s focus on the costs of being right. 

In the next video, we’ll learn how to find the origin of stuckness in a relationship. 

 

 


