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Temperance in eating 

I. Temperance 

A. Temperance is the general virtue that deals with urges toward pleasures that 

would tend to pull us away from the good as seen by reason.  

B. Typical desires of this sort (and the corresponding virtue): desire for drink 

(sobriety), desire for play (eutrapelia), for knowledge (studiosity), for sexual 

pleasure (chastity), for revenge (meekness), and so on. All the virtues dealing 

with these urges fall under the general umbrella of temperance. 

C. Intemperance in any of these areas causes problems for a good life. 

II. Temperance in the area of eating (not the worst form of intemperance) 

A. We have a natural desire to eat; this desire is good, since we do need to eat; those 

who lose this desire, as happens in some older people, usually do not eat enough 

and can eventually die from lack of nutrition. Nevertheless, this desire has to be 

controlled, since it tends to be stronger than is needed and to pull people toward 

more eating than is needed. 

B. As with all the virtues, you have to hit the mean: eat the right amount, at the right 

time, in the right place and in the right way. This mean is discovered by reason 

acting with the virtue of prudence. 

C. What determines the mean? The natural goals of eating. 

1. Nutritional: you need to eat the amount and kinds of food that are 

necessary a) to maintain your health, and also b) to engage in the activities 

you need to engage in. The amount you need to eat at any given time will 

usually depend on the activities you are going to engage in (e.g., a man on 

a logging crew will need to eat a lot). 

2. Social: eating is a prime time for social interaction and so one’s eating is 

also governed by concerns for others. For example, you may hold off on 

eating even though you are hungry so as to wait for others to arrive. Or 

you may eat more than normal to show your appreciation to your host who 

has cooked the meal. 

D. The man who is temperate is able to determine what he should eat at any given 

time and place and then has the control over his urges to be able to carry that 

judgment into actions. We all have the experience of thinking about what we are 

going to do in order to figure out how much we should eat (e.g., you need to eat a 

lot before a 100 mile bike ride). 

III. Disorders or ways a person can be intemperate in eating. 

A. Eating too much: this is by far the most common form of intemperance in eating. 

1. Here a person’s desires for the pleasures of eating are too strong and he 

indulges those desires instead of resisting them. 

2. The result is obesity (with all its consequences) and at times very serious 

health issues. 
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B. Eating too often: as in constantly snacking; this can just be eating candy or junk 

food. Normally a person should be able to go between meals without needing to 

eat. Even if a person does not get overweight from this, it can be a lack of self-

control in the area of eating. 

C. Eating too eagerly: attacking your food and wolfing it down instead of eating 

calmly, especially when you are with other people. 

D. Being too finicky: 

1. Insisting on certain kinds of food, or food of a certain quality, or certain 

spices or condiments, etc. 

2. If a person were to spend more money on food than he can afford, that 

would probably manifest a lack of temperance.  

E. A sign of lack of temperance is that a person can’t handle it when his pleasure is 

curtailed for legitimate reasons. E.g., if a person gets all upset with his wife 

because she forgot to buy his favorite mustard, there is probably a lack of 

temperance. In general, when issues of food and eating give rise to lacks of 

charity (e.g., hogging something and not leaving enough for others), there is 

usually a lack of temperance underneath. 

IV. Inculcating the virtue  

A. Habits 

1. If children are allowed to indulge their desire to eat whenever or however 

they want, they will not learn to be temperant. When they are older it will 

be difficult for them to learn self-control (much less control their weight).  

2. Parents need to control a) when they will eat, b) what they will eat, c) how 

they will eat (manners).  

3. Teaching proper manners is actually an important aspect of temperance in 

the area of eating, especially in terms of the proper manner of eating. 

a. Proper manners are basically ways to eat with others (socially) 

without subjecting them to unpleasant sights and sounds. For 

example, when a person talks with food in his mouth, that is a 

pretty unpleasant sight. Or a person who does not hold his fork 

properly can look like a barbarian.  

b. Teaching children not to eat in front of others who are not eating 

means that they have to exercise self-control. So too if they learn 

not to eat until all have been served or learn to offer some of what 

they are eating to others (can’t hog it all for themselves).  

B. Example: Children will imitate what they see, especially in their parents. Parents 

need to model temperance in eating for their children. 


