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Samantha Wesch 
Drinking Dutifully: Consumption of Alcohol and Duties to Self in Kant’s Ethics 
Drinking alcohol, especially to intoxication, at first glance appears obviously contradictory to 

Kant’s duties to self.  Kant, who insisted rationality is all that is intrinsically valuable, and that rational 
agents have a duty to preserve and cultivate their reason, himself enjoyed a good drink (or two), and 
was even known to lose his way home after a night out (Harding 2004). However, Kant was not a 
hypocrite; closer examination reveals he held mild inebriation to be permissible, socially constructive, 
and, in some cases, even morally obligatory. Surprisingly, there has been nearly no discussion of Kant’s 
views on alcohol in current English scholarship, despite Kant’s explicit discussions of the importance 
of the inclinations to his moral theory. This paper will wade into this uncharted territory, examining 
how Kant conceives of the inclination to drink as aiding in the creation genuine trust and conversation 
between guarded and suspicious rational agents, while simultaneously acknowledging the dangers of 
excessive consumption to human rationality.  Reconciling Kant’s seemingly contradictory views on 
the purpose and risks of intoxication highlights how Kant conceives of the role of imagination and 
friendship in our moral lives, and the honesty and trust these each require. To begin, I will look to 
Kant’s most famous discussion of duties to ask how Kant reconciles the duties agents have to respect 
and cultivate their rationality, with the possibility of limiting rationality purposefully for enjoyment 
through moderate inebriation.  

Kant opens the Groundwork with the claim only what he calls the ‘good will’ is intrinsically 
valuable, and has “its full worth in itself” (Kant 1996a, 4:394).  What Kant calls the ‘good will’ refers 
to the unique ability of rational agents to both know and act out of the representation of the moral 
law (Kant 1996a, 4:427). Kant writes that, “Only a rational being has the capacity to act in accordance 
with the representation of laws, that is, in accordance with principles, or has a will. Since reason is required 
for the derivation of actions from laws, the will is nothing other than practical reason” (Kant 1996a, 
4:413).   The Formula of Humanity (FH), the second formula of the Categorical Imperative, derives 
duties for rational agents from their possession of intrinsically good practical reason. It demands the 
agent to “act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or that of another, always at the 
same time as an end, never merely as a means” (Kant 1996b, 6:423). As such, the FH is grounded on 
agent’s responsibility to cultivate and respect their capacities, which “the human being was…entrusted 
for its preservation” (Kant 1996b, 6:423). Humanity must be understood and treated as entities 
importantly different from objects; by ‘end’ Kant means humanity is not an object which can be used 
to bring about a different end (Kant 1996a, 4:429).  Immoral action, according to the FH, then is the 
subordination of the intrinsically good will by a rational agent to a conditioned, or instrumental, good. 
It is the failure to understand the infinite value of humanity, and this is demonstrated by its degradation 
to being ascribed a mere ‘value’ and the attitude conveying humanity could be exchanged for or 
compared to conditioned goods, and thus treated as a means. It is an epistemic failure on the part of 
the rational agent to properly regard different goods according to the kind of value they have.  Allen 
Wood explains: “He thinks it is a propensity of human nature to show disrespect for the dignity of 
humanity not because we altogether fail to value it, but because we tend to place things of lesser value 
ahead of it, treating rational nature (which is an end in itself) as a mere means to these merely 
conditioned goods” (Wood 1999, 143).  As long as an agent keeps in mind that other people are ends 
in themselves and treats them this way first, it is possible to also engage with them as means (Kant 
1996a, 4:427).  It is perfectly fine to go to the hairdresser with only the concern of getting a quick trim 
without awkward conversation, as long as one recognizes that the hairdresser is an end in herself, that 
is, a human being with intrinsic value, and regard her as such.  Therefore, the FH explains Kant’s 
epistemic aspect of morality; to do the right thing, one must first understand humanity is valuable in 
a way different from conditioned objects, and that therefore deserves treatment as an end. 
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The FH sprouts into two major divisions of duties: duties to others, and duties to ourselves.  
With this duty to recognize and treat humanity as an end in itself (Kant 1996b, 6:423), the fact that we 
have moral duties to others seems obvious, but, as Kant himself points out, that we have duties to 
ourselves, and what these would be, is less intuitive (Kant 1996b, 6:422).  However, if we properly 
understands ourselves as a subject with dignity, it becomes clear that one has duties to treat oneself 
with the same respect as others.  To be worthy of our own humanity, we must properly regard 
ourselves as an end in itself, and strive to cultivate our morality, and our talents out of this respect.  
Duties to self are not derived from a position we have to privilege our own interests over those of 
others, but from that, as possessing the intrinsically good will, we must not make exceptions for 
ourselves.  It is no more right to use ourselves as means to conditioned ends as it is to use others. 
Consumption of alcohol, though it may impact the way agents treat one another, most clearly falls 
into this category of duty.  Intoxication is something which agents are driven to do to themselves for 
the pleasure and inhibition altering their sensibilities allows. Therefore, it may seem that drinking 
alcohol violates duties agents have to their own humanity; after all, it seems that voluntarily forfeiting 
our own rational faculty for a fun night subordinates rationality to pleasure. 
 Duties to self are then further divided into perfect duties, and imperfect duties.  Perfect duties 
are negative duties, imperatives which prescribe what not to do.  Perfect duties also can never be 
compromised, and never will come into conflict with other perfect duties (though they may come into 
conflict with imperfect duties).  Imperfect duties are those which an agent ought to do, but is not held 
to do by the moral law. For instance, agents have an imperfect duty to promote her own happiness.  
Perfect duties for Kant will never conflict, but if a perfect duty and imperfect duty are both present, 
the agent ought to always uphold her perfect duty.  If an agent may promote her own happiness, but 
in doing so treat another rational being as a means, she ought to refrain from demeaning the other, 
and forgo her own happiness. 

Perfect duties may arise from either the agent’s animal nature, or her human nature.  Duties 
from animal nature are concerned with those which are connected to humanity’s “predisposition 
towards animality”, the natural drives humans have directed towards their and the species survival and 
perpetuation. These duties “forbid a human being to act contrary to the end of his nature and so have 
to do merely with his moral self-preservation” (Kant 1996b, 6:419).  That is, these are duties to resist the 
subordination of practical knowledge to the satisfaction of these animal drives.  Kant is concerned 
with actions contrary to their teleological purpose.  For example, he justifies the duty to refrain from 
suicide through an appeal to the natural function of self-love:  “It is then seen at once that a nature 
whose law it would be to destroy life itself by means of the same feeling whose destination is to impel 
toward the furtherance of life would contradict itself and would therefore not subsist as nature” (Kant 
1996a, 4:422).i He argues suicide cannot possibly be a moral action, as it goes against the teleological 
purpose of self-love, which is for the preservation of the species, from which it is motivated. Duties 
arising from agents’ animality also include those to refrain from gluttony, lust, and, our focus, 
drunkenness and excessive alcohol consumption (Kant 1996b, 6:419-27).  He is not arguing because it 
goes against the natural purpose it is immoral, but that an action which is contrary to the teleological 
purpose of what motivated that action cannot be universalized as a law of nature, and so cannot be 
morally permissible. Wood explains: 
 

Kant argues we should respect the natural purposiveness involved in our instinctive impulses 
(such as those for food, drink, and sex), since they belong to the predisposition to animality 
which is the underpinning of our rational nature.  Hence to use natural impulses contrary to 
their natural ends is to show disrespect for humanity in one’s own person, and not to treat 
oneself as a human being. (Wood 1999, 148) 
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 These duties all stem from natural drives which function to maintain the preservation of the human 
species.  These inclinations are themselves required for the survival of the species, but it is equally 
important for individual agents to exercise restraint. Though these inclinations will tempt the agent, 
their purpose is not one that, if followed rightly, will contradict the moral law.  It is because of natural 
inclination one eats; without this drive agents would not be motivated to seek food.  Kant is not 
concerned about agent’s acting on natural drives, but whether the action motivated by the drive is 
coherent with the inclinations intended teleological purpose. The inclination to seek food is to ensure 
our own survival, and, more generally, the perpetuation and continuation of the species.  Gluttony is 
contrary to the teleological purpose of the drive, because over-consumption of food negatively effects 
one’s health, makes the agent unproductive, and may even harm her rational capacities.  Indulgence 
in inclinations become excessive when they conflict with perfect duties to self, its teleological purpose 
must be compatible, and conducive to morality. 

It would be natural to assume, looking at his discussion of immoral action as the failure to 
properly value humanity in ourselves and others, Kant would not be a fan of drinking.  At first glance, 
it is unclear how one could voluntarily surrender some of their rational capacities, without degrading 
their humanity, by exchanging it for the bodily pleasures of intoxication. After all, this seems to quite 
clearly exhibit an attitude of reducing rationality to the same kind of value of pleasure, failing to 
properly regard rationality as the higher good.  It is further unclear how drinking is a natural inclination 
in the same way sexual attraction, or hunger for food.  Though all are bodily desires, it is not clear that 
attraction to alcohol is necessary for the perpetuation of the species in the same way intercourse and 
eating are obviously required for survival.   

These questions are deeply intertwined and related to how Kant understood drinking and 
intoxication.  Kant never wrote a complete account of what he thought of getting drunk, but his ideas 
are peppered throughout his moral and anthropological works. Though an advocate for moderate 
drinking, Kant was not a supporter of drunkenness (which, likely I think, is the sort of behaviours and 
dependency on alcohol now referred to as alcoholism). He staunchly warned against “self-stupefaction 
through…drink” (Kant 1996b, 6:422).  On drunkenness, he writes: 

 
Brutish excess in the use of food or drink is the misuse of the means of nourishment that 
restricts or exhausts our capacity to use them intelligently…A human being who is drunk is 
like a mere animal, not to be treated as a human being…It is obvious that putting oneself in 
such a state violates a duty to oneself. (Kant 1996b, 6:427) 
  

Note that it is the overconsumption which Kant takes issue with.  The underlying problem with Kant 
with drunkenness, that is, excessive and constant alcohol intoxication, is that one uses one’s body as 
a means of mere pleasure, and robs herself of her rational faculties in doing so.  Kant’s worries about 
drunkenness are not derived from concern for the drinker hurting herself or others: “A drunkard, for 
instance, does nobody any harm, and if he has strong constitution, does no harm even to himself.  But 
he is an object of contempt” (Kant 1997, 27:342). Regardless of the consequences of the 
overconsumption of alcohol, good or bad, the drunkard fails to treat herself properly as an ends, and 
therefore violates her duty to her own humanity. Kant takes issue with how the drunk values his own 
practical reason.  As discussed earlier, it is the possession of reason which makes rational agents subject 
to moral evaluation.  This is why cognitively regular adult human beings are the objects of moral 
evaluation, while children and animals are not.  When one is heavily intoxicated, she may no longer 
act from practical reason.  Therefore, it is not the possibility of harmful actions done during a drunken 
episode which concern Kant, but the subordination of the ability to act and reason morally to pleasure 
which he takes issue with.  The drunkard is the object of contempt not for what he does, but because 
of his epistemic failure to adequately value his rationality.  
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However, agents are held responsible for their role in inducing a state where their capacities 
are limited such that they can no longer act from practical reason:  “The drunkard cannot, indeed, be 
held accountable for his actions, but he certainly can, when sober, for the drunkenness itself” (Kant 
1997, 27:288). Intoxication effects an agent’s rationality in such a way she forfeits her practical reason, 
and therefore actions done while intoxicated are not subject to moral appraisal.  Because of the state 
inebriation puts the drinker in, she no longer can be held to the moral law. The drunkard is not off 
the hook for her own intoxication; drinking to the point that one is no longer responsible is an act so 
disrespectful they degrade themselves “below even the nature of an animal” (Kant 1996b, 6:427).  
Kant is explicit about the seriousness of compromising one’s practical reason for pleasure. He writes 
that, “whoever possesses [the tendency towards drunkenness] is a detestable person capable of all 
vices” (Kant 2012b, 25:1250).  To freely choose to limit and even destroy one’s own moral capabilities, 
which Kant takes to be the only intrinsic good, is morally reprehensible and perhaps one of the most 
serious violations of the duty each agent has to her own practical reason.   

However, Kant does not hold all drinkers equal.  Intoxication itself need not necessarily violate 
duties to self. Drunkenness, lust, and gluttony are the excessive indulgences in a human agent’s natural 
inclinations.  Like the others, Kant understands there to be a healthy, natural, and even essential  drive 
underlying excessive intoxication. Kant does not see all types of drinking as equal, and understands it 
to have a special social role: 

 
Sociable and unsociable drinking must be distinguished; the latter is improper and base.  
Drinking must be social, and if it escalates to a certain degree of liveliness, then it promotes 
the arousal of the mind and makes it sociable.  Moreover, in this way it also removes the 
propensity for dissimulation, and makes one openhearted. (Kant 2012a, 25:509) 
  

What is problematic for Kant is when one drinks for its mere pleasure, and not for its cultivation of 
conversation, trust, and friendship: “All silent intoxication has something shameful in it; that is, 
intoxication which does not enliven sociability and the reciprocal communication of thoughts” (Kant 
2007a, 7:170).  This is because intoxication that is unsocial is merely drinking for pleasure, and not for 
its teleological purpose, and thus defiles humanity as means to bodily pleasure. Kant finds a tension 
in our natural condition, we need to both respect our natural tendencies stemming from our animality 
without degrading our humanity.  The “freedom from care that drunkenness produces” (Kant 2007a, 
7:170) ought to be used to bond with others and exercise our imagination.  The drunk abuses this, 
inebriating himself merely for the pleasure and enjoyment of it, and to escape the tribulations or 
boredom of sober life (Kant 2007a, 7:171).  Drinking for these reasons often results in addiction: 
“fermented drinks… are seductive because, under their influence, people dream for a while that they 
are happy and free from care, even imagine they are strong; but dejection and weakness follow and, 
worst of all, they create a need to use [alcohol] again and even increase the amount” (Kant 1996b, 
6:427).  The pleasure one gets from freedom from rationality is powerful; for some agents, the freedom 
from their rational powers too tempting to resist, while others are able to limit their drinking to an 
amount which relaxes their reason, but not to the point of becoming irrational.  

Drinking should not be done for the pleasure of the sensation of being drunk, or the subjective 
experiences which come from intoxication, but the sort of interpersonal interactions it gives rise to 
(Kant 2007, 7:170). Kant goes as far as giving instructions for the perfect dinner party, for which the 
purpose of having is pleasure and physical satisfaction (Cohen 2008, 315), which includes wine 
drinking and moderate intoxication (Kant 2007a, 6:428). Kant is explicit that there is a robust 
distinction between those who drink socially, and those who drink to limit their rational capacities. 
While social drinking, and drinking as a means to intellectual connection and trust with others is 
wonderful and helps with our duty to sociability with others, drunkenness is the abuse of one’s mind 
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and body for mere pleasure. Therefore, “Love of drink is to be sharply distinguished from an 
inclination towards drunkenness” (Kant 2012b, 25:1250).  It is clear Kant thinks alcohol has a place 
in our moral lives, and that the teleological basis of it should be acknowledged.  Kant explains:  
 

[Drinking alcohol] serves to make human beings frank with one another.  All kinds of absurd 
things run through the head of even the most reasonable man, [and] he thus has to refrain 
from speaking these aloud. One very much wants to be free from this compulsion, and thus 
one inebriates oneself. (Kant 2012b, 25:1252) 

  
Moderate intoxication allows the agent to express herself freely, and, in an appropriate place where all 
attendees get tipsy (such as a dinner party), the agent can let loose feeling free from judgement: “slight 
intoxication afforded by the consumption of wine may even promote our healthy sociability at a dinner 
party, for example, by enlivening conversation, making it less reserved and more candidd” (Kant 
1996b, 6:428).   The teleological purpose of drinking is not for the pleasure and relief of being free to 
speak one’s mind, rather, it is the free-flowing conversation and interpersonal bonding facilitated by 
this: “Drink loosens the tongue.  But it also opens the heart wide, and it is a vehicle instrumental to a 
moral quality, that is, openheartedness” (Kant 2007a, 7:171).  

The release one experiences during mild intoxication, I argue, is important for Kant, and 
explains why he understands the inclination to drink as essential to the species as eating and 
reproduction.  Kant notes humanity is naturally suspicious and guarded. Humans have what he refers 
to as ‘unsocial sociability,’ which is a selfishness that reason gives rise to, and pushes the agent to 
resent others, and strive for dominance over them (Kant 2007b, 8:21).  This may be good for 
humanity’s survival, but not good for moral action.  As noted above, moral action requires 
understanding the other as intrinsically valuable, but social unsociability drives agents to focus on their 
own self-interest, and to be suspicious of the motives of others. People are constantly worried others 
are  “plotting against one” (Kant 2012a, 25:678), and therefore seek isolation.  However, Kant notes 
there is a duty to friendship and engagement with others, even claiming the kingdom of ends requires 
we make the ends of others our own (Kant 1996a, 4:433-436).  For this to be possible, Kant argues 
there must be “pure sincerity in friendship” (Kant 1996a, 4:408).  For relationships to be genuine, 
there must be real, honest trust and conversation.  I argue then, Kant understands the inclination to 
drink to be what reconciles social unsociability’s push for dominance over others, and morality’s 
requirement of genuine trust and care. 

Drinking with others puts an individual in a state where she is less guarded, and her words and 
imagination flows more freely.  This brings others together in a fun, but also intellectual and caring 
environment.  It is not the sort of self-serving agreement illustrated by the coming to perpetual peace, 
but true friendship (Kant 1996c, 8:366). I argue Kant understands the desire to drink as that which 
allows people to temporarily forgo their rationality, which pushes them to be self-interested and 
suspicious, long enough to create an honest connection with others. Friendship, for Kant, is “no 
ordinary duty, but an honourable one” (Kant 1996b, 6:469). Kant speaks highly of the importance of 
friendship. He says that, “Friendship (considered in its perfection) is the union of two persons through 
equal mutual love and respect…[it] is the complete confidence of two persons in revealing their secret 
judgements and feelings to each other, as far as such discourses are consistent with mutual respect” 
(Kant 1996b, 6: 469-471). Kant even goes as far as begin suspicious of those who refuse to drink at 
all in social situations, and to conflate this with a refusal to connect genuinely with others. He says 
that, “Who does not, however, want to drink in such company, because he foresees the consequences 
of his openheartedness, cannot much be trusted, for he guards himself against being openhearted, and 
must have a great deal to keep reserved” (Kant 2012a, 25:509).  There are two concerns here: the first, 
is the potential power the sober individual has over the intoxicated individual, and the imbalance 
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between the honest of the tipsy one and the reserve of the sober one.  Second, there is the reluctance 
to open oneself to other agents, and share in their discussion and merriment: 
 

If the cheerfulness becomes widespread, then everyone talks about what comes to mind, and 
no one weighs the other’s words. For this reason, accompany of such people does not like to 
tolerate someone who is completely sober, since such a person pays attention to them, and is 
on alert with his understanding.  If all are the same, however, then no is offended by the 
other. (Kant 2012a, 25:509) 
  

Kant is concerned with both the effect a sober person will have on the social dynamic of the gathering, 
and therefore ruin the beneficial effect of free flowing ideas and discussion of such a meeting, and the 
potential of them, as a sober agent, of judging or taking advantage of one who is mildly intoxicated. 
The asymmetry of the sober one, who is able to conceal himself and his thoughts, and the tipsy agent, 
who is unable to do this, is concerning for Kant because it places the sober individual in a position 
where they can hide their own thoughts and judge those who have drunk.  This both throws off the 
atmosphere of the party, which is the teleological purpose for drinking in the first place, and puts 
herself in a position to take advantage of those who are intoxicated.  The purpose of a party in which 
the attendees get a bit tipsy to let down their guard, is not the pleasure it produces, but they can be 
open and honest with one another, both encouraging philosophical discussion and cultivating 
friendship (Kant 2012b, 25:1252).  This sort of trusting and open dynamic is not possible if there are 
any sober individuals there: “Having a sober person makes the others feel self-conscious and judged, 
and therefore throws off the honesty and the fun of the party” (Kant 2012b, 25:1251).  To refuse to 
drink when others are is to reject genuine connection, and to take advantage of the state of free flowing 
conversion and to outright turn away from the possibility of real friendship.  Friendship, for Kant, is 
built on the basis of shared ends, and trust.  To remain sober while others drink suggests that one 
either does not trust her fellows, or, that she plans to take advantage of them in their more limited 
state.  To share in mild intoxication, that is, for each to equally mildly limit her own capacities for the 
purposes of fun and merriment, suggests both trust and trustworthy, each necessary for true 
friendship.  

It seems we have found another meaning to DD; the Kantian no longer needs to always be 
the designated driver, but now can be a dutiful drinker. Agents are morally responsible for the amount 
of alcohol they consume, and, therefore, whether or not they place themselves in a mildly limited state 
where they may engage and play with others, or whether they overindulge in the freedom intoxication 
offers, and drink to a state where one may no longer reason morally. One should not drink for the 
pleasure it provides her, but to help her let down the guard of fear that others always act in self-
interest, and genuinely engage with others.  For Kant, drinking allows the agent to put aside the 
suspicion of others provide by reason, so that she may be open and honest, and, hopefully, receive 
that in return from her fellow agents. 

 
Samantha Wesch 
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________________________ 
Endnotes 
 
 i Though this is taken from Kant’s discussion for the Formula of Universal Law, I feel it is justified 
and helpful here, as Kant maintains all three formulas of the Categorical Imperative are reducible to 
one another. 
________________________ 
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