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In this paper I will discuss Kant’s first and second arguments on space from the 
Transcendental Aesthetic, both of which aim to prove that space is an a priori representation. 
I will first elucidate Kant’s two arguments. I will explain why Kant’s first argument does not 
sufficiently prove space to be an a priori representation, which will show that space can be a 
relational representation or a derivation from experience. Next, I will explain why Gardner’s 
interpretation of the second argument is inaccurate. There is an ambiguity in Kant’s second 
argument regarding the representation of “no space” and I will be rejecting Gardner’s view 
that this part of the argument is not based on psychology. I will further explain why Kant makes 
a false assumption about the conceivability of empty space, challenging the foundation of his 
second argument. I conclude that Kant has therefore not demonstrated that space is an a 

priori representation. It is important to note that I will be using the terms outer appearance, 
objects, and things interchangeably, to refer to arbitrary objects that are outside of myself and 
in the world (i.e. in space).  

Kant sets out to explain what space is, by first arguing that the representation of space is 
an a priori intuition. An a priori intuition, according to Kant, is one that is pure. This means that 
space is an intuition that is not derived from experience. It applies permanently and is known 
to us independent of all experience. This is meant to contrast with a posteriori concepts, which 
are derived from experience in the actual world. Kant explains that objects are represented as 
being outside of us and found in space, made possible by “a property of our mind” which he 
calls “outer sense”.1 He goes on to provide his first argument for the a priority of space. 

Kant explains that space cannot be an intuition that is derived empirically. That is to say, 
space is not an intuition that is extracted from outer experiences. He reasons that because 
there are objects external to myself (i.e. outer appearances), the representation of space must 
already be the framework allowing this relation to be possible. In other words, space is the 
foundation that allows me to intuit that a car, for example, is distinct, separate and outside of 
myself. Space is what separates me from the car – i.e. the car is an object that is “in another 
place in space from that in which I find myself”.2  

Kant then adds that things are represented more generally as being “outside and next to 
one another,” not only as different things but also in different locations in space.3 For it to be 
possible that things appear in different locations relative to one another, that is to say, for 
appearances to be represented as being in different spaces (i.e. next to, far away from, behind, 
etc.), space must already be the grounding that makes this relation possible.4 Therefore, he 
concludes that, “the representation of space cannot be obtained from the relations of outer 
appearance through experience, but this outer experience is itself first possible only through 
this representation”.5 This means that the relations of objects in the world are made possible 
by being represented in space. Space is the representation that all the external objects depend 
upon. This is to show that the reverse is not true; the representation of space is not obtained 
from the relations of outer objects. Otherwise, it would be an empirically derived concept. The 
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fact that the outer appearances depend on space for their existence is supposed to prove that 
space is an a priori representation.  

Kant’s second argument aims to demonstrate why the representation of space is necessary. 
He explains that it is possible to conceive of space with “no objects to be encountered in it” 
but that it is not possible to conceive of having no space at all.6 In other words, Kant is simply 
saying that the representation of empty space is conceivable but the absence of space 
altogether is not conceivable. Because the absence of space is inconceivable, this highlights 
the necessity of space since the outer appearances must therefore be grounded in it. Since 
necessity is a component of what it means to be a priori, this argument is meant to prove why 
the representation of space meets this condition for a priority.  

Gardner’s insight into Kant’s first argument is that the representation of space cannot be 
obtained from experience of outer objects because “the representation of space is invoked in 
the very act of representing a world of outer objects”.7 However, Gardner does not emphasize 
Kant’s main goal, which is to articulate the origin of the representation of space. Kant begins 
his argument by stating that the representation of space “has [not] been drawn from outer 
experiences”.8 His subsequent task is to show why it does not come from experience, as he is 
trying to prove it to be an a priori representation. Kant’s argument seems to be directed at the 
kind of Lockean claim that posits the idea of space to originate from the relation of two objects; 
he is attacking empiricist accounts of space. To say that outer appearances are only possible 
through the representation of space, as Kant claims, does not necessarily prove it's a priority. 
It still does not rule out the claim that the representation of space is derived from outer 
objects, since this dependence relation of outer objects being necessarily in space does not 
explain that the origin of space is independent of experience. Kant’s argument fails to explain 
why the representation of space cannot be necessary for the grounding of outer appearances 
as well as derived from them. Space as an empirically obtained representation still remains a 
likely possibility.  

Kant’s argument simply explains that things are in different locations in space and for these 
outer objects to be in such an arrangement they must first be in space. This kind of 
dependence that Kant boasts does not prove why the representation of space and its objects 
cannot be mutually dependent. Leibniz, who claimed that space simply exists as the relation 
between objects, has not been disproven. It also leaves the Lockean claim, that our idea of 
space is derived from the relations of outer objects (i.e. empirically), completely unscathed, 
since the argument that outer appearances are only possible through the representation of 
space does not also imply that the representation of space is not derived empirically. It is 
perfectly logical to derive the representation of space empirically while still maintaining its 
necessity for grounding outer objects. 

Kant would argue that his second argument takes care of these objections. However, his 
argument is not convincing. Gardner explains Kant’s second argument to be saying that, “the 
representation of space can survive the subtraction of all outer objects but not vice versa”,9 
which is meant to prove that the representation of space is necessary and therefore a priori. 
This would reply to any arguments claiming that the representation of space is simply 
relational. Gardner’s interpretation makes the second argument appear as if it is about an 
“asymmetrical relation of dependence between the representation of space and that of a 
world of outer objects”.10 That is to say, it would be impossible to conceive of objects as not 
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being in space even though it is possible to conceive of space without objects. But it seems 
that Kant is really just saying that it is impossible for space not to exist. When he states that, 
“one can never represent that there is no space”,11 he isn’t emphasizing an asymmetrical 
dependence, as Gardner suggests; he is simply stating that space is necessary and therefore 
it must follow that outer appearances are in space. There is a subtle yet vital difference 
between the two claims. The a priority of space does not come from the asymmetrical 
dependence, rather it comes from the impossibility of representing “no space.” Kant’s point is 
to show that space is necessarily represented. The asymmetrical dependence is a 
consequence of the argument but it is not how Kant argues for the necessity of space.  

The first weakness in Kant’s second argument stems from his claim that, “one can never 
represent that there is no space.” It is problematic because it is unclear what sense of 
necessity Kant is aiming to demonstrate. Gardner blankly asserts that, “Kant’s argument has 
nothing to do with the merely subjective, psychological impossibility of ridding ourselves of the 
idea of space”.12 However, Gardner’s rash claim ignores the fact that Kant’s first argument is 
focused on how the mind comes to represent space (i.e. its origin), as he is clearly discussing 
how the representation of space is “obtained”.13 It seems that Kant is making reference to the 
psychological impossibility of representing “no space” since he earlier defines outer sense, 
which represents objects as being outside of us and in space, as a property of the mind. In 
discussing the impossibility of “no space,” it seems likely that he would be discussing this 
hypothetical in a similar context, as an impossible function of the mind. Gardner would 
disagree, making the claim that: 

“the kind of necessity that Kant is claiming for the representation of space, though not 
psychological, is not logical either: his claim is that space is necessary in the specific sense of 
being a transcendental presupposition [of experience of outer objects]”14  

Kant has not explicitly ruled out any reference to psychology, so Gardner’s exclusion of it is 
not justified. Gardner justifies his view by saying that we could never even have an explanation 
as to how our representational powers could even conceive of a non-spatial outer world, so 
this psychological interpretation can’t be the focus.15 However, this is the very thing I take Kant 
to be saying; since our representational powers (psychological claim) cannot even imagine a 
world without the representation of space, it is therefore a necessary representation. It seems 
that Kant is arguing for the necessity of the representation of space by appealing to the notion 
that it not possible for the mind to even imagine the absence of it. Viewing this argument from 
the psychological perspective, rather than being a purely transcendental presupposition, 
makes sense since the next part of his argument regarding the conceivability of empty space 
also relies on a psychological hypothetical. 

In the second argument, Kant asserts that, “one can very well think that there are no objects 
encountered in [space]”.16 Similarly, Gardner articulates that, “empty space is conceivable”.17 
These are psychological claims about space being imagined as empty since they pertain to the 
cognitive capacity of the imagination to form such a representation. There is an air of 
pragmatism in Kant’s use of “think” in the above statement, and in its context implies a 
cognitive ability (i.e. psychological). However, I do not think that Kant is justified in making the 
assumption that empty space is conceivable. No one is able to imagine something that they 
have never experienced, since conceivability depends on cognition. The imagination can 

11 (Kant, 175) 
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indeed combine two or more ideas that are unrelated in the actual world. For example, one 
can conceive of a flying dog, even though unreal.  However, there is no experience in the actual 
world of emptiness. An empty room still has walls, windows, and a door, for example. But true 
emptiness is not something I can conceive of. It is beyond my abilities to conceive of space as 
having “no objects encountered in it”.18 Kant does not explain how this is even possible, thereby 
weakening the argument further.   

In sum, Kant’s arguments do not sufficiently demonstrate that the representation of space 
is a priori. He does not disprove that space is an empirically derived representation and he 
falsely assumes the conceivability of empty space. Gardner’s interpretation of Kant’s first two 
arguments on space does not enhance or make them any more credible. 
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