
From the Preface to second edition of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason 
 
Hitherto it has been assumed that all our knowledge must conform to objects. But all attempts to extend our 
knowledge of objects by establishing something in regard to them a priori, by means of concepts, have, on 
this assumption, ended in failure. We must therefore make trial whether we may not have more success in 
the tasks of metaphysics, if we suppose that objects must conform to our knowledge. This would agree 
better with what is desired, namely, that it should be possible to have knowledge of objects a priori, 
determining something in regard to them prior to their being given. We should then be proceeding precisely 
on the lines of Copernicus' primary hypothesis. Failing of satisfactory progress in explaining the 
movements of the heavenly bodies on the supposition that they all revolved round the spectator, he tried 
whether he might not have better success if he made the spectator to revolve and the stars to remain at rest. 
A similar experiment can be tried in metaphysics, as regards the intuition of objects. If intuition must 
conform to the constitution of the objects, I do not see how we could know anything of the latter a priori; 
but if the object (as object of the senses) must conform to the constitution of our faculty of intuition, I have 
no difficulty in conceiving such a possibility. Since I cannot rest in these intuitions if they are to become 
known, but must relate them as representations to something as their object, and determine this latter 
through them, either I must assume that the concepts, by means of which I obtain this determination, 
conform to the object, or else I assume that the objects, or what is the same thing, that the experience in 
which alone, as given objects, they can be known, conform to the concepts. In the former case, I am again 
in the same perplexity as to how I can know anything a priori in regard to the objects. In the latter case the 
outlook is more hopeful. For experience is itself a species of knowledge which involves understanding; and 
understanding has rules which I must presuppose as being in me prior to objects being given to me, and 
therefore as being a priori. They find expression in a priori concepts to which all objects of experience 
necessarily conform, and with which they must agree. As regards objects which are thought solely through 
reason, and indeed as necessary, but which can never – at least not in the manner in which reason thinks 
them – be given in experience, the attempts at thinking them (for they must admit of being thought) will 
furnish an excellent touchstone of what we are adopting as our new method of thought, namely, that we can 
know a priori of things only what we ourselves put into them.   

 
This experiment succeeds as well as could be desired, and promises to metaphysics, in its first part – the 
part that is occupied with those concepts a priori to which the corresponding objects, commensurate with 
them, can be given in experience – the secure path of a science. For the new point of view enables us to 
explain how there can be knowledge a priori; and, in addition, to furnish satisfactory proofs of the laws 
which form the a priori basis of nature, regarded as the sum of the objects of experience –  neither 
achievement being possible on the procedure hitherto followed.   This method, modeled on that of the 
student of nature, consists in looking for the elements of pure reason in what admits of confirmation or 
refutation by experiment. Now the propositions of pure reason, especially if they venture out beyond all 
limits of possible experience, cannot be brought to the test through any experiment with their objects, as in 
natural science. In dealing with those concepts and principles which we adopt a priori, all that we can do is 
to contrive that they be used for viewing objects from two different points of view – on the one hand, in 
connection with experience, as objects of the senses and of the understanding, and on the other hand, for 
the isolated reason that strives to transcend all limits of experience, as objects which are thought merely. If, 
when things are viewed from this twofold standpoint, we find that there is agreement with the principle of 
pure reason, but that when we regard them only from a single point of view reason is involved in 
unavoidable self-conflict, the experiment decides in favor of the correctness of this distinction. But this 
deduction of our power of knowing a priori, in the first part of metaphysics, has a consequence which is 
startling, and which has the appearance of being highly prejudicial to the whole purpose of metaphysics, as 
dealt with in the second part. For we are brought to the conclusion that we can never transcend the limits of 
possible experience, though that is precisely what this science is concerned, above all else, to achieve. This 
situation yields, however, just the very experiment by which, indirectly, we are enabled to prove the truth 
of this first estimate of our a priori knowledge of reason, namely, that such knowledge has to do only with 
appearances, and must leave the thing in itself as indeed real per se, but as not known by us.    

 


