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In this article I explain REBT's perspective on acceptance, what it is and what it's not, 

and how accepting things we cannot control can help us change the things we can.  

Let’s face it:​

People will let you down.​

Life will throw curveballs.​

You’ll occasionally get sick, passed over, misjudged, and misunderstood. 

And often, your first instinct might be to fight this reality. 

“This shouldn’t have happened.”​

 “They can’t treat me like this.”​

 “I can’t handle it.” 

In Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy (REBT) this inclination to kick against what 

reality has delivered to us is central to understanding the source of emotional 

upheaval and misery. 

Let's take a closer look. 

REBT’s Core Principle: Stop Fighting Reality 

REBT teaches that it’s not events, people, or life that disturb us, but rather our 

rigid, absolutist attitudes about those things. 

When we face adversity, especially unfair or painful things we can’t change, like 

someone else’s behavior or a diagnosis, we often add mental fuel to the fire with 

thoughts like: 

●​ “This must not happen.”​

 

●​ “Life shouldn't be this hard, it’s unbearable.”​
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●​ “People must treat me better, I can't stand it when they don't.”​

 

●​ “I must be better, I'm no good for making so many mistakes.”​

 

These aren’t just passing thoughts: They’re demands. And demands cause 

emotional suffering to escalate from discomfort to despair, or from frustration 

to fury. 

In REBT we counsel our clients to replace these demands with flexible 

preferences: 

●​ “I really don’t like this, in fact I never have to like it, but it has happened.”​

 

●​ “I wish it were different, but now that it's here, I can survive this.”​

 

●​ “It’s bad, certainly, but not unbearable.”​

 

This is what REBT means by acceptance:​

Not passivity. Not approval. But acknowledging reality, without demanding that 

reality should be otherwise. 

Acceptance ≠ Surrender 

Too many people hear “acceptance” and think it means: 

"Lie down. Give up. Stop caring." 

REBT says the opposite. 

Acceptance is what frees you up to act based on where you actually have power.  

It stops you from banging your head against a wall, and instead lets you look for 

a door. 
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Here’s what REBT-style acceptance allows you to do: 

1. Respond Instead of React 

Instead of stewing over how someone “shouldn’t” behave that way, you can start 

thinking about how to assert yourself or move on. 

2. Focus on Controllables 

You can’t stop the economy from crashing, or your colleagues behaving like 

fools, but you can adjust your mindset, re-evaluate your goals, and make a plan. 

3. Drop the Drama, Keep the Drive 

You don’t have to turn adversity into a catastrophe. You can feel frustration 

without falling apart, and still stay committed to change where it’s possible. 

Strength, Not Soothe 

Acceptance isn’t about feeling better by pretending things are fine. It’s about 

getting better by thinking more usefully. 

Acceptance gives you: 

●​ Mental freedom to focus where you have power​

 

●​ Emotional strength to withstand the tough stuff​

 

●​ Practical clarity to move forward​

 

You still care. But you’re no longer consumed. You still try. But you’re not 

trapped in fury. You still hurt. But you’re not helpless. 
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Final Thoughts: Stop Wishing Reality Away 

REBT’s version of acceptance is one of the most adult, liberating ideas in 

psychology: 

"I don’t like this. I didn’t want it. But it is real. And I can deal with it." 

That’s not surrender but the beginning of change and dealing effectively with 

life's adversities. 

If you'd like more individualised help, drop me a line at 

marcelharper@rationaltherapy.co.za or book a session today! Thanks for 

reading.​
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