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SECTION 111
Of Self-command

The man who acts according to the rules of perfect prudence, of
strict justice, and of proper benevolence, may be said to be perfectly
virtuous. But the most perfect knowledge of those rules will not alone
enable him to act in this manner: his own passions are very apt to
mislead him; sometimes to drive him and sometimes to seduce him to
violate all the rules which he himself, in all his sober and cool hours,
approves of. The most perfect knowledge, if it is not supported by the
most perfect self-command, will not always enable him to do his duty.

Some of the best of the ancient moralists seem to have considered
those passions as divided into two different classes: first, into those
which it requires a considerable exertion of self-command to restrain
even for a single moment; and secondly, into those which it is easy to
restrain for a single moment, or even for a short period of time; but
which, by their continual and almost incessant solicitations, are, in
the course of a life, very apt to mislead into great deviations.

Fear and anger, together with some other passions which are
mixed or connected with them, constitute the first class. The love of
ease, of pleasure, of applause, and of many other selfish gratifica-
tions, constitute the second. Extravagant fear and furious anger, it is
often difficult to restrain even for a single moment. The love of ease,
of pleasure, of applause, and other selfish gratifications, it is always
easy to restrain for a single moment, or even for a short period of

time; but, by their continual solicitations, they often mislead us into
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many weaknesses which we have afterwards much reason to be a-
shamed of. The former set of passions may often be said to drive, the
latter, to seduce us from our duty. The command of the former was,
by the ancient moralists above alluded to, denominated fortitude,
manhood, and strength of mind; that of the latter, temperance, de-
cency, modesty, and moderation.

The command of each of those two sets of passions, independent
of the beauty which it derives from its utility; from its enabling us up-
on all occasions to act according to the dictates of prudence, of jus-
tice, and of proper benevolence; has a beauty of its own, and seems
to deserve for its own sake a certain degree of esteem and admiration.
In the one case, the strength and greatness of the exertion excites
some degree of that esteem and admiration. In the other, the uniform-
ity, the equality and unremitting steadiness of that exertion.

The man who, in danger, in torture, upon the approach of
death, preserves his tranquillity unaltered, and suffers no word, no
gesture to escape him which does not perfectly accord with the feelings
of the most indifferent spectator, necessarily commands a very high
degree of admiration. If he suffers in the cause of liberty and justice,
for the sake of humanity and the love of his country, the most tender
compassion for his sufferings, the strongest indignation against the in-
justice of his persecutors, the warmest sympathetic gratitude for his
beneficent intentions, the highest sense of his merit, all join and mix
themselves with the admiration of his magnanimity, and often inflame
that sentiment into the most enthusiastic and rapturous veneration.
The heroes of ancient and modern history, who are remembered with
the most peculiar favour and affection, are, many of them, those
who, in the cause of truth, liberty, and justice, have perished upon
the scaffold, and who behaved there with that ease and dignity which
became them. Had the enemies of Socrates suffered him to die quietly
in his bed, the glory even of that great philosopher might possibly
never have acquired that dazzling splendour in which it has been be-
held in all succeeding ages. In the English history, when we look o-

ver the illustrious heads which have been engraven by Vertue and
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HEMARIE B

Howbraken, there is scarce any body, I imagine, who does not feel
that the axe, the emblem of having been beheaded, which is engraved
under some of the most illustrious of them; under those of the Sir
Thomas Mores, of the Rhaleighs, the Russels, the Sydneys, etc.
sheds a real dignity and interestingness over the characters to which it
is affixed, much superior to what they can derive from all the futile
ornaments of heraldry, with which they are sometimes accompanied.
Nor does this magnanimity give lustre only to the characters of
innocent and virtuous men. It draws some degree of favourable regard
even upon those of the greatest criminals; and when a robber or high-
wayman is brought to the scaffold, and behaves there with decency
and firmness, though we perfectly approve of his punishment, we of-
ten cannot help regretting that a man who possessed such great and
noble powers should have been capable of such mean enormities.
War is the great school both for acquiring and exercising this
species of magnanimity. Death, as we say, is the king of terrors; and
the man who has conquered the fear of death, is not likely to lose his
presence of mind at the approach of any other natural evil. In war,
men become familiar with death, and are thereby necessarily cured of
that superstitious horror with which it is viewed by the weak and unex-
perienced. They consider it merely as the loss of life, and as no fur-
ther the object of aversion than as life may happen to be that of de-
sire. They learn from experience, too, that many seemingly great
dangers are not so great as they appear; and that, with courage, ac-
tivity,, and presence of mind, there is often a good probability of extri-
cating themselves with honour from situations where at first they could
see no hope. The dread of death is thus greatly diminished; and the

confidence or hope of escaping it, augmented. They learn to expose
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themselves to danger with less reluctance. They are less anxious to
get out of it, and less apt to lose their presence of mind while they
are in it. It is this habitual contempt of danger and death which en-
nobles the profession of a soldier, and bestows upon it, in the natu-
ral apprehensions of mankind, a rank and dignity superior to that of
any other profession. The skilful and successful exercise of this pro-
fession, in the service of their country, seems to have constituted the
most distinguishing feature in the character of the favourite heroes of
all ages.

Great warlike exploit, though undertaken contrary to every prin-
ciple of justice, and carried on without any regard to humanity,
sometimes interests us, and commands even some degree of a certain
sort of esteem for the very worthless characters which conduct it. We
are interested even in the exploits of the Buccaneers; and read with
some sort of esteem and admiration, the history of the most worthless
men, who, in pursuit of the most criminal purposes, endured greater
hardships, surmounted greater difficulties, and encountered greater
dangers, than, perhaps, any which the ordinary course of history
gives an account of.

The command of anger appears upon many occasions not less
generous and noble than that of fear. The proper expression of just
indignation composes many of the most splendid and admired passa-
ges both of ancient and modern eloquence. The Philippics of Demos-
thenes, the Catalinarians of Cicero, derive their whole beauty from
the noble propriety with which this passion is expressed. But this

just indignation is nothing but anger restrained and properly attempered
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