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Virtue and Self-dominion 

I. Introduction 

A. A basic role of the virtues is to give a person what we can call self-dominion or 

self-control or self-possession. This means that it is the person himself who 

determines what he will do and not some external force or situation. 

B. A person who has uncontrolled urges/passions is not in control of himself, and if 

the passion gets way out of control, the person will lose control over his life (e.g., 

a person who does not control his urge for drink will eventually lose control over 

his life).  Even someone who is lazy is governed by his passions, in this case fear 

of facing the pain and difficulties that are found in many of life’s tasks. 

C. A successful or happy life requires that a person have self-dominion. To be 

governed by your passions is to lead an unhappy life. 

II. Self-control/dominion/self-possession = reason governing one’s actions. 

A. A person can be said to have self-control or self-dominion when his reason and 

not the passions or urges determines what he will do. This is the natural order in 

the soul. This order is upset when the virtues are absent. 

B. By passions we mean the urges or emotions like desire, fear, hope, etc. that move 

us toward or away from actions. Passions are natural; they are normal and good. 

But they almost always have to be moderated and controlled. 

C. Being dominated by an urge or passion is a disorder. 

1. People who do not have virtues are dominated by their passions or urges. 

a. Some examples: 

i. Those who cannot control their eating; they become 

something they do not want to be, something they know by 

their reason is not good (obese and all that comes with it). 

ii. Those who cannot control their temper. They say and do 

things they regret; things they know are not good when 

looked at by their reason. They are, in fact, controlled by 

things outside themselves. See Ben Carson quote below. 

iii. So too with sexual urges; they cause all kinds of problems. 

iv. So too with fears; those who cannot control their fears find 

that their actions are determined by what they flee from, 

not by what they think would actually be the best thing for 

them (e.g., not confronting someone when needed; not 

doing the hard tasks when needed, etc.). 

b. The passions only look out for their own object (which is usually 

self-centered). 

i. The desire to eat only looks to the pleasure of eating 

without regard to anything else. 
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ii. So too with anger or the sexual urge. 

iii. The passions are like monomaniacs. If allowed to indulge 

themselves, they will lead the person to bad places. They 

should not be left to rule the person. 

2. Reason, on the other hand, is able to see what is really good for oneself. 

And this includes what is good for those around us, since part of our 

fulfillment lies in our relationships with others and in their well-being. 

D. Why self-control is important. 

1. Without self-control you will not be able to do consistently the actions that 

lead to happiness; your life will be sabotaged by the passions. 

2. The virtues free up reason to determine what is really good for oneself and 

others. 

III. Virtues are needed to control the passions 

A. This is precisely what the moral virtues do. They are habits of controlling 

passions and so acting well in the area of the passion. 

B. Each virtue controls one of the passions. 

1. Meekness controls anger. 

2. Liberality and generosity control desire for wealth (prevent greed). 

3. Studiosity controls the urge to know (prevents curiosity). 

IV. Maturity 

A. Maturity means, among other things, that a person has self-control. Young 

children do not have it. It has to be developed. Not everyone has it, even when 

they are 40. This causes big problems in their marriages and in their professional 

work. 

B. Parents need to see the immaturity in their children and help them to develop the 

virtues that will produce maturity. It is not just a matter of time. And it is unlikely 

that the school will teach it to them. 

C. Parents need to point out to their children where their passions are dominating 

them (e.g., laziness, lack of control with video games, eating or drinking). It is 

good to use the words temperance and intemperance, so that they learn about 

these categories of behavior. 
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Interviewer: We've also read that you had to overcome a terrible temper. 

 

Benjamin Carson: I had an incredibly horrible temper. I was one of those people 

who thought they had a lot of rights, and of course, the more rights you think you 

have, the more likely someone is to infringe upon them. And I did get into fights, 

I would injure people. I tried to hit my mother in the head with a hammer. I 

would just become irrational because I would get so angry. It all culminated one 

day when another youngster angered me, and I had a large camping knife and I 

tried to stab him in the abdomen, and fortunately he had on a large metal belt 

buckle under his clothing and the knife blade struck with such force that it broke 

and he fled in terror. But, I was more terrified as I recognized that I was trying to 

kill somebody over nothing. This was after I had turned my grades around. I was 

an A student at that time, but I realized at that moment that with a temper like 

that, my options were three: reform school, jail or the grave. None of the options 

appealed to me. So, I just locked myself up in the bathroom and I started praying 

and I said, "Lord, I can't deal with this temper." And, I picked up my Bible and I 

started reading from the Book of Proverbs. That was the first day that I started 

doing it, and I've been doing it every day since then because it had all these 

verses in it about anger, and it seemed like they were all applicable to me. And, 

while I was there, I had a revelation and that revelation was that the reason I was 

always angry is because I was always in the center of the equation. So, just step 

out of the center of the equation and then everything won't be directed at you, and 

then you won't be angry, and also, you'll be able to look at things from other 

people's points of view. Also, where I lived, you know, it was sort of like a 

macho thing. You get angry, you kick down the wall and punch in the window 

and it makes you into a big man. But, I came to understand that when you 

react like that, it actually is a sign of weakness because it means that other 

people and the environment can control you, and I decided that I didn't 

want to be that easily controlled. And, I've never had another problem with 

temper since that day.  


