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Relieving Your Can’t-stipation: Some Potent 
Philosophical Enemas

Elliot D. Cohen

In this paper, I apply my theory of Logic-Based Therapy (LBT), a philosophically 
robust development of Rational-Emotive Behaviour Therapy (REBT), to one of 
the most destructive human fallacies - that of using the term ‘I can’t’ in practical 
reasoning to sustain and encourage self-defeating emotions, stifle productivity, 
and foster weakness of will. I examine three forms of this fallacy and then 
provide philosophical antidotes for overcoming these serious psycho-logical 
dysfunctions.

The term ‘I can’t’ appears to be among the most self-stultifying terms in natural 
language when used to indicate lack of physical or mental ability. In this sense, it 
implies impossibility, and therefore chills off any attempt to try. Thus ‘I can’t stop 
thinking about that’ implies the impossibility of not thinking about that, which 
blocks me from even attempting to stop my ruminating.

The term is also at the core of racial, religious and other forms of social intolerance 
(e.g. ‘I can’t stand blacks’); and the displays of physical violence and social 
oppression (from lynchings to bloody religious wars) that ensue from such self-
induced, fallacious intolerance.

This is not to say that ‘can’t’ is misapplied whenever it is used to convey lack of 
physical or mental capacity. Thus ‘I can’t lift my legs’ is true of a person who is 
paralysed from the waist down. Unfortunately, the line between the legitimate 
use and the fallacious use is frequently breached in common parlance, and the 
consequences are widespread and serious and have taken and continue to take a 
toll on human happiness.

Nor is this to say that all cases in which people claim not to be able to control their 
mental states are bogus can’t-constructs. Thus it may be true of a manic who says 
he can’t control his manic flight. There are, to be sure, bio-chemical conditions that 
make human control over emotions and cognition difficult or impossible, and for 
which medical interventions are indicated. In these cases, the contra-positive of 
Kant’s ‘I ought, so I can’ (in other words, ‘I cannot, so it’s not true that I ought’), 
vindicates individuals from culpability.

However, this hardly entails that most human beings, under the most familiar 
circumstances of ordinary life, lack the emotional capacity for constraint and are 
therefore not responsible agents. Indeed, lest we surrender the view that human 
beings are persons - that is, responsible, rational, autonomous agents - we are left 
with the practical conclusion that much of what is passed off under the province 
of ‘I can’t’ is really a fallacy.
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The theory of Logic-Based Therapy (LBT) viscerally anoints this fallacy ‘Can’t-
stipation.’ In blunt practical human terms, it signifies keeping yourself from being 
happy by telling yourself that you can’t. You obstruct your creative potential by 
holding in and refusing to excrete an emotional, behavioural, or volitional can’t.

These three types of ‘can’t’ accordingly mark out three ways to can’t-stipate 
yourself:

 1.  emotionally (Emotional Can’t-stipation);
 2.  behaviourally (Behavioural Can’t-stipation); and
 3.  volitionally (Volitional.Can’t-stipation).

Emotional Can’t-stipation
Emotional can’t-stipation always involves the inference: 

 I can’t help my emotion.

 Therefore, I shouldn’t even try to help my emotion.

Fully articulated, with its major premise in place, the constipating practical 
syllogism is:

 (Ru1) If I can’t help having my emotion, then I shouldn’t even try to help it.

  (Re1) I can’t help my emotion.

 Therefore, I shouldn’t even try to help my emotion.

In making this inference, I effectively give myself permission to persist in my 
emotional response. I relinquish all responsibility for it. If I am angry, I may therefore 
keep it up and without exercise of self-control may even fly into a dangerous and 
regrettable rage. Here, however, the major premise rule (Ru1) is rational. If indeed 
I can’t help my emotion, say anxiety, then trying is futile and therefore it would be 
irrational for me even to try to control it. However, this only shifts the burden of 
proof to the minor premise report (Re1)-that I can’t help my emotion. 

In. emotional. can’t-stipation, the deduction grounding this report is based on the 
assumption that human emotions are like getting struck by a bolt of lightning. They 
are things that just happen to us-that is, we are passive recipients of our emotions. 
The inference to this can’t-stipating can’t is thus:

 My emotion is caused in me by some external event, object, or action.
 Therefore, I can’t help my emotion.
When the assumed major premise of this inference is explicated the syllogism 
becomes:

 (Ru2) If my emotion is caused in me by some external event, object, or  
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 action then I can’t help my emotion.
 (ED) My emotion is caused in me by some external event or action.
 Therefore, I can’t help my emotion.
Once again the major premise rule (Ru2) is rational. If emotions are really things 
that just happen to us, then they are as much in our control as getting knocked 
unconscious by a blow to the head. 

However, LBT’s theory of emotion rejects the above minor premise. To give this 
premise a name, call it Emotional Determinism (ED). Along with other cognitive-
behaviour therapies, especially REBT, LBT holds that human beings exercise 
considerable control over their own emotions, and that therefore ED is false. Here 
LBT follows the ancient Stoic philosopher, Epictetus, who states, ‘It is not the 
things themselves that disturb men but their judgments about these things. When, 
therefore, we are hindered, or disturbed, or grieved, let us never blame anyone but 
ourselves, that means, our own judgments’(Epictetus, 2003, 260).

According to Epictetus we make ourselves upset by how we mentally frame or 
conceive things. Epictetus illustrates: ‘For example, death is nothing dreadful, or 
else Socrates too would have thought so, but the judgment that death is dreadful, 
this is the dreadful thing’ (Epictetus, 2003, 260). Socrates looked upon death as 
either a peaceful eternal night’s sleep or (if there’s life after death) an opportunity 
to commune with others who have also passed on to this other world. Said 
Socrates,

Now if you suppose that there is no consciousness, but a sleep like the sleep 
of him who is undisturbed even by the sight of dreams, death will be an 
unspeakable gain. . . . But if death is a journey to another place, and there, as 
men say, all the dead are, what good, O my friends and judges, can be greater 
than this? (Plato, 1961, 25)

This framing of death removes or softens the dread of death. On the other hand, 
for someone who thinks death the worst possible thing that could happen, the fear 
of death is likely to be intense and obsessive.

In general, language is itself - or at least may be so conceived as - an instrument for 
constructing reality. As Wittgenstein (1968) maintained, language and its concepts 
are the expression of our interests. This permits the construction of alternative 
‘language games’ depending on our interests. Moreover, while some language 
games tend to promote human welfare, others tend to have the opposite effect. 

The use of language to emotionally can’t-stipate ourselves is a prime example of the 
latter. ED is such a destructive language game because it defeats our practical interest 
in avoiding dangerous and self-defeating emotions. ED instead uses language to 
exempt us from taking responsibility for our emotions by blaming them on external 
conditions. Thus ED uses the passive voice to frame emotionality, for example, you 
piss me off, that aggravates me, and it makes me depressed..
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One prime antidote to this self-defeating language game is to change from the 
passive to the active voice. For example, here the shift is to language constructs 
such as I piss myself off, I aggravate myself, and I make myself depressed. Such constructs 
place responsibility for emotions squarely with the agent rather than with an 
external object, event, or action. For example, it is i who do the pissing, not someone 
else. Instead of holding on to the can’t-stipating can’t, it provides a linguistic and 
philosophical enema for excreting it. It shifts the underlying philosophy of emotion 
from ED to the constructivist one embraced by Epictetus. To give this thesis a name, 
call it the Constructivism (C). By replacing ED with C the following antidotal 
reasoning can thus be generated:

 (Ru3) If my emotion is a function of my judgment about an external  
 event, object, or action then I can help my emotion.
 (C) My emotion is a function of my judgment about an external   
 event, object, or action.
 Therefore, I can help my emotion.
Since, according to C, my judgments about externals are under my control, I 
can therefore control my emotions. This Constructivist philosophy of emotion 
excretes the can’t-stipating can’t and leaves instead a healthily empowering can. 
For example, LBT rejects the ED-inference, ‘It makes me angry, therefore ‘I can’t 
help being angry’ and replaces it with the temperate C-inference ‘I anger myself, 
therefore I can help my anger.’ 

Thus, LBT teaches people to be Constructivists rather than Emotional Determinists. 
In doing so, it does not intend to short-circuit theoretical philosophical discussions 
about the problem of determinism. The rationale for this change in philosophy from 
ED to C has less to do with whether determinism is, in the end, true than with what 
works to promote human welfare - unless, as some pragmatists recommend, we 
define truth itself in terms of what works. It is indeed an empirical fact, well tested in 
the clinical annals of cognitive-behaviour therapy, that when people embrace C rather 
than ED, they are able to more effectively manage and control their self-defeating and 
destructive emotions. As a matter of fact-and logic-ED can’t-stipates, while C does not..
Constructivism should not, however, be taken to say that all emotions should be 
managed or controlled. Indeed, some emotions are rational and do not require 
any tempering. Thus there is a difference between the anger of indignation for an 
injustice that has been perpetrated on oneself, one’s significant others, or one’s 
nation and a case of uncontrolled rage that is based on irrational premises. Therefore, 
saying that you can control your emotions does not necessarily mean that you should...
Further, the thesis of LBT that human emotions are a function of inferences made from 
premises does not mean that external events do not themselves play a significant role 
in our emotional responses. Quite the contrary, external events figure in emotional 
reasoning as minor premise reports (Cohen, 2007; Cohen, 2003a; Cohen, 2003b). .
For example, according to LBT, I am always angry about something. Thus, having 
your best friend run off with your spouse may surely be the object of your rage, and 
as such a premise in your emotional reasoning that leads you to become enraged. 
But this is not to agree with ED that the external event ‘causes’ or ‘determines’ 
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your anger, as if it were merely a knee jerk response. Rather, according to LBT, 
your description or interpretation of the external event comprises a minor premise 
report in a syllogistic inference that also includes a major premise rule. 

For example, unless you also accept a rule that says something like ‘If he did this 
to me then he’s a worthless slime deserving of hell and damnation,’ you would 
not become enraged, even if you were disturbed or angry. Indeed, just what your 
emotion would be would depend largely on the major premise rule you conjoined 
with your description of the external event-and this conjunction may occasion 
anything from disappointment to violent rage.

Behavioural Can’t-stipation
Behavioural can’t-stipation, like emotional can’t-stipation, involves an inference 
from ‘ I can’t’ to ‘I shouldn’t (or mustn’t) try.’ However, the objects of behaviourally 
can’t-stipating inferences are overt actions such as making a public speech, or 
internal ones such as stopping one’s ruminations. These inferences are regrettable 
because they almost invariably lead to self-defeating inhibitions. 

At the root of many such inhibitions is the demand for perfection - an absolutistic 
demand not to make any mistakes. Paradoxically, in these cases, the inference 
proceeds from a reasonable ‘can’t’ premise. The structure of this inference is as 
follows:

 I can’t do x perfectly (that is, without any defect or mistake or the   
 possibility thereof). 
 Therefore I must not (even try to) do x.
Since people are fallible, mistakes will happen, and even an excellent job or a job 
well done cannot be a perfect job, so the above can’t-premise is actually rational. 
Nevertheless, this can’t can be can’t-stipating when combined with an irrational 
major premise rule about how one must live in such an imperfect universe. When 
this suppressed rule is expressed, the complete syllogism is as follows:

 (Ru4) If I can’t do x perfectly then I mustn’t (even try to) do it. 
 (Re2) I can’t do x perfectly.
 Therefore I must not (even try to) do x.
For example, I once had a student who used the above major premise rule (Ru4) 
as a rationale to cheat on exams rather than to study. Cheating was not a threat to 
this student’s rule because it did not risk trying at an activity and failing at it. What 
then would have been wrong with trying and failing? The answer, according to 
this student, was that this would have meant that he himself was a failure. Thus, in 
this student’s case, the above major premise (Ru4) was deduced from yet a further 
rule, namely one of Self-Damnation (SD). Thus:

 (SD) If I can’t do x perfectly then that makes me a failure.
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 If failing to do x perfectly makes me a failure, then I mustn’t   
 (even try to) do it.
 Therefore If I can’t do x perfectly then I mustn’t (even try to) do it. 
It is this major premise rule (SD) - if I can’t do something perfectly then I’m a 
failure - that underlies many cases of behavioural can’t-stipation. For it is this 
premise that ultimately validates the inference from ‘I can’t do x perfectly’ to ‘I 
mustn’t even try to do x.’

One useful way to un-can’t-stipate this can’t is to distinguish between deed and 
doer. Immanuel Kant offered such an antidote when he admonished us to treat 
humanity, whether in oneself or that of another, as ‘an end in itself’ and never as a 
‘mere means’ (Kant, 1964, 96). Here Kant is telling us that human worth and dignity 
is not a conditional value that depends on how well one performs - as though a 
human being were a functional tool that is as valuable as the job it performs. For 
Kant, the inherent dignity of human beings is not in what they can produce but 
rather in the fact that they have the capacity to act autonomously and to make 
rational choices.

Coming at the issue of human agency existentially, Jean-Paul Sartre captured a 
related notion in his famous dictum, ‘Existence precedes essence’(Sartre, 2000, 
445). For Sartre, human beings are not like manufactured objects with pre-defined 
purposes. Instead they define their own purposes through their own deeds. Thus, 
in not acting at all, one only succeeds at defining oneself ‘as a disappointed dream, 
as miscarried hopes, as vain expectations’ (Sartre, 2000, 447). On this view, it is 
better to act and not succeed than not to have acted at all. Accordingly, the greater 
failing is not to have even tried.

These philosophical ideas have potent ‘enemaic’ powers to help the behaviourally 
can’t-stipated to excrete the can’ts that clog the intestinal walls of constructive 
action. These philosophical ideas speak the can-do language of personal autonomy 
and human agency rather than the can’t-stipating language of self-damnation and 
perfectionism. They offer constructive language games by recognising (indeed 
celebrating) our human powers - what we can do and not what we can’t-stipatingly 
can’t do.

Thus the antidotal reasoning they offer runs on these uplifting legs:

It is through action (even though we will inevitably fall short of perfection) that 
we.can assert our personal autonomy, responsibility, worth, and dignity.

Therefore we can and should act on our personal dreams, hopes, and expectations 
rather than to defeat them by not even trying.

This is the kind of sound advice we can glean from the philosophers, whether it 
comes in the form of a rationalist like Kant or an existentialist like Sartre. These 
ideas empower us with what we can do, not with what we can’t do. This can make 
the difference between a life of self-stultifying inhibitions or one that is fruitful.
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Volitional Can’t-stipation
Volitional can’t-stipation, like the other two forms, engenders an inference from 
a.can’t to a prescription not to try. In this case it involves an inference from one’s 
claimed lack of capacity to stand or tolerate something difficult or challenging to the 
prescription not to try to succeed at it. There are two interfacing inferences here:

 (1) X is difficult/challenging for me.
  Therefore I can’t stand or tolerate x.
 (2) Therefore, I shouldn’t even try to do x.
Of course, if something really is beyond one’s tolerance (such as that which would 
defy natural laws), then it would indeed make no sense to try to do it. So, inference 
(2) - moving from ‘I can’t stand it’ to ‘I shouldn’t even try’ - is valid. However, 
a problem lies with inference (1), which establishes this can’t-premise in the first 
place..

Let’s call the condition - that I can’t stand what’s difficult or challenging - the Low 
Frustration Tolerance rule (LFT). When (1) is expanded to include its major premise 
rule, the syllogism states the following:

 (LFT) If x is difficult/challenging for me, then I can’t stand or tolerate it.
 X is difficult/challenging for me.
 Therefore I can’t stand or tolerate x.
Now people who suffer from volitional can’t-stipation typically subscribe to LFT. 
Moreover, like most habits, when one gets used to drawing this can’t-stipating 
inference, a kind of momentum builds up so that it becomes increasingly more 
difficult to tolerate challenging things. In other words, this psycho-logical 
dysfunction can get increasingly more severe. 

In fact, many criminals suffer from subscription to LFT (Walters, 1990). Thus, 
desiring a new car, and realising that it would be difficult to earn enough money 
to buy it, an individual with LFT may draw the inference that he couldn’t stand 
to be without it. So, seeing the car of his dreams parked on the street with keys 
in ignition, he gets in, takes it for a spin, and the ride comes to a screeching halt 
when he is arrested for auto theft.

Once one is behaviourally disposed to give up on difficult or challenging things, it 
is easy to go with the flow. Thus any viable antidote will need to help the person 
with LFT to reverse this flow. This requires that the person make both cognitive 
and behavioural changes. Fortunately, philosophers have provided some useful 
antidotes - the cognitive component - for helping one to achieve this reversal.

Stoic philosophers have had much to say about how to help people overcome 
volitional can’t-stipation. Indeed, their primary mission was to teach individuals 
how to be more temperate, and LFT is a kind of intemperance. For example, as the 
basis of a training programme, Epictetus suggests that you, ‘begin … with the little 
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things. Your paltry oil gets spilled, your miserable wine stolen; say to yourself, “This 
is the price paid for a calm spirit, this is the price for peace of mind.” Nothing is 
got without a price’ (Epictetus, 2003, 261). Epictetus is telling us to start with the 
little things because the cultivation of willpower, much like a programme of exercise 
for the body, requires a gradual increase of one’s level of tolerance. Thus a body 
builder would not try to do heavy lifting until he has worked up to it. Analogously, 
Epictetus is telling one to increase one’s willpower muscle by starting with things 
requiring less tolerance - such as trying not to lose one’s patience when someone 
steals your ‘miserable wine’ or your oil spills.

Epictetus’ antidote amounts to a re-framing of the situation. Thus, instead of saying 
to myself how horrible it is that my wine was stolen, and how I just can’t stand it, 
I should reframe the situation as one of those unfortunate things in life that one 
must endure in order to attain peace of mind. This tolerance, he states, is ‘the price 
for peace of mind.’ Along similar lines - that of reframing the situation, Nietzsche 
states, ‘man has grown most powerfully to a height . . . that for that to happen 
the danger of his situation first had to grow enormously, his power of invention 
and pretence (his ‘spirit’) had to develop under lengthy pressure and compulsion 
into something refined and audacious ...’ (Nietzsche, 1954, 429). According to this 
manner of re-framing, adversity offers an opportunity to grow stronger. Were it 
not for great challenges, many great triumphs never would have been; the world 
would never have known many of the advances in science and culture that were 
made at the cost of having great tolerance for adversity. 

However, as all cognitive behaviour psychotherapies would recognise, these 
philosophical frames must be translated into action if they are to be effective 
antidotes. This means making behavioural changes as well as cognitive ones. Thus, 
it is not enough for the would-be car thief to console himself that working to earn 
the car will make him a stronger person or that living without it is the price to pay 
for ‘peace of mind.’ He must also push himself (from inside) to walk away from the 
car he is inclined to steal. This takes effort of will that requires practice. Philosophy 
can point the way by providing the framework for making constructive change. 
But, in the end, we are the ones who, as responsible, free agents, must turn our 
can’t-stipating can’ts into liberating cans through constructive action.
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