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Abstract: God and time play crucial, intricately related roles in Descartes’ project

of grounding mathematical physics on metaphysical first principles. This naturally

raises the perennial theological question of God’s precise relation to time. I argue,

against the strong current of recent commentary, that Descartes’ God is fully

temporal. This means that God’s duration is successive, with parts ordered ‘before

and after’, rather than permanent or ‘all at once’. My argument will underscore the

seamless connection between Descartes’ theology and his physics, and the degree to

which he was prepared to depart from orthodoxy in the former in order to secure an

a priori foundation for the latter. As Newton would later do, Descartes freed time

from its traditional dependence on bodily motion and so removed an important

barrier to making God temporal. Acting in time, God makes the physical world

intelligible in a way He could not were He timeless.

Introduction

God and time play crucial, intricately related roles in Descartes’ project of

grounding mathematical physics on metaphysical first principles. It is due to a

certain fact about the ‘nature of time’, namely that it is divisible into ‘countless

parts, each completely independent of the others’ (AT, 7, 49; CSM, 2, 33),1 that

God must continuously create matter and motion:

The separate divisions of time do not depend on one another. Hence the fact that a body

is supposed to have existed up until now ‘from itself ’, that is, without a cause, is not

sufficient to make it continue to exist in the future, unless there is some power in it that

recreates it continuously as it were. (AT, 7, 110; CSM, 2, 79)

Since there clearly is no such power in finite things, whether bodies or minds,

‘ the fact that our existence has duration is sufficient to demonstrate the existence

of God’ (AT, 8A, 13; CSM, 1, 200).2 And it is due to a certain fact about the nature of

God, namely that He is immutable, that continuous creation generates natural

laws of a particular form. Since God is the ‘universal and primary’ cause of matter

and motion, it follows from His immutable nature that the total quantity of
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motion (sizerspeed) he produces over time will be constant: ‘ In the beginning

he created matter and rest and now, mere by his regular concurrence he

conserves the same amount of motion and rest in the material universe as he put

there in the beginning’ (AT, 8A, 61; CSM, 1, 240). In addition to this general

principle of conservation, Descartes’ three laws of motion are also derived from

the immutable creation: ‘ from God’s immutability we can also know certain rules

or laws of nature’ (AT, 8A, 62; CSM, 1, 240).3 In these ways, the natures of time and

God conspire to deliver a material world governed by regular and intelligible laws.

This naturally raises the perennial theological issue of God’s precise relation

to time. Does Descartes’ God endure through time, like the finite world He

produces, with a life composed of earlier and later stages? That is, does His

eternity consist simply in living from the infinite past into the infinite future,

like Newton’s God: ‘He was, and is, and is to come’?4 Or does His eternity involve

absolute removal from the divisibility that Descartes associates with ‘temporis

naturam ’ ? That is, does Descartes’ God abide, like Spinoza’s, in a way that

‘cannot be explained by duration or time, even if the duration is conceived to be

without beginning or end’?5

The traditional ‘timeless’ conception of God’s duration, inspired by Boethius’

famous definition of eternity as ‘the complete, simultaneous and perfect

possession of everlasting life ’, was defended by most scholastics, from Anselm

and Thomas Aquinas through contemporaries of Descartes like Francisco

Suarez.6 Likewise, Renaissance natural philosophers such as Giordano Bruno and

Tommaso Campanella, although hostile to scholasticism on numerous counts,

nevertheless concurred with tradition in putting God beyond time.7 The issue

became more controversial in Descartes’ time, and the consensus seemed to be

shifting.8 Descartes’ own peers were split : Antoine Arnauld and Marin Mersenne

place God out of time, Pierre Gassendi and Thomas Hobbes within.9 But in

the next generation there was a growing tendency to conceive of God as temporal,

especially among those influential in the rise of the Newtonian system. Thus,

Henry More, Walter Charleton, Isaac Barrow, John Locke, Samuel Clarke, and

Isaac Newton himself – but not Baruch Spinoza, G. W. Leibniz, or Nicholas

Malebranche – all have God in time.10

In what follows I will argue, against the strong current of recent commentary,

that Descartes’ God is fully temporal.11 My argument will underscore the seamless

connection between Descartes’ theology and his physics, and the extent to which

he was prepared to depart from orthodoxy in the former in order to secure an a

priori foundation for the latter.

Cartesian time

In standard late scholastic treatments of time familiar to Descartes, such

as Suarez’s Metaphysical Disputations, there is a crucial distinction between two
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species of duration. Duration as such is simply persistence in being. As Suarez

puts it, there is ‘merely a conceptual distinction between duration and exist-

ence’.12 But different things endure in different ways. Time is the duration of

things which exist ‘successively’, i.e. with the parts of their existence arranged

‘before and after ’. For example, a human life is temporal because adolescence is

before adulthood and after infancy. Eternity is the duration of things which exist

‘permanently’ or ‘all at once’ [tota simul].13 For eternal things, God being the

paradigm case, there is no past or future but only a ‘standing now’ [nunc stans].14

Descartes develops his own account of time against this conceptual backdrop.

But it is important to note that he uses ‘time’ in a slightly idiosyncratic manner to

denote, not successive duration per se, but its measure or number : ‘when time

[tempus] is distinguished from duration taken in the general sense [duratione

generaliter] and called the number of movement [numerum motus], it is simply a

mode of thought [modus cogitandi] ’ (AT, 8A, 27; CSM, 1, 212). Although Descartes

here echoes Aristotle’s famous definition of time as ‘the number of motion in

respect of before and after’,15 he does not mean to imply that successive duration

exists only in things whose duration is measured or numbered. Rather, relying on

the scholastic distinction between generic duration and its species time,

Descartes claims that time is indeed a mere ‘mode of thought’, but only con-

sidered as a conventional measure abstracted from the intrinsic duration of

successive things:

… in order to measure the duration of all things [omnium durationem], we compare

their duration with the greatest and most regular motions, which give rise to years and

days, and we call this duration ‘time’ [hancque durationem tempus vocamus]. Yet

nothing is thereby added to duration, taken in its generic sense, except a mode of

thought. (AT, 8A, 27; CSM, 1, 212)

Tempus in this sense depends on some regular motion. But the successive

duration measured by tempus is common to moving and unmoving things: ‘ the

duration which we find to be involved in movement is certainly no different from

the duration involved in things which do not move’ (AT, 8A, 27; CSM, 1, 212).16 So,

in strictly Cartesian terms, to ask whether a thing is ‘ in time’ is to ask the rather

trivial question whether its intrinsic duration is actually measured by some

regular motion.17 But this obviously leaves open the more significant question

whether the intrinsic duration of a given thing is successive or permanent. It is

this question we are asking when we ask whether Descartes’ God is in time.

Textual evidence

As far as we know, Descartes comments only twice on God’s relation to

time. Neither comment is in a work intended for publication and, what’s worse,

they seem to express directly opposite views of the matter even though they are

made in the same year. In June 1648, Descartes received a letter from Antoine
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Arnauld containing the following objection to the Third Meditation doctrine of

the ‘complete independence’ of the parts of my duration: ‘the duration of a

permanent and highly spiritual thing, such as the human mind, is not successive

but rather all at once (and this is certainly true of the duration of God)’ (AT, 5, 188).

Descartes replied that ‘even if no bodies existed, it could still not be said

that that the duration of the human mind was all at once [tota simul] in the

manner of God’s duration [quemadmodum duration Dei] ; for our thoughts

manifest a succession which cannot be found in the divine thoughts’ (AT, 5, 193;

CSMK, 355).

Descartes seems to agree with Arnauld that God’s duration is non-successive,

even if ours is not. However, apart from Descartes’ actual view on the matter, it is

perhaps not surprising that he would decline to contradict the Sorbonne theo-

logian on this standard doctrine, which Arnauld declares ‘certain’ (AT, 5, 188),

and for which he elsewhere invokes no less an authority than St Augustine (AT, 7,

211 ; CSM, 2, 148–149).18 Indeed, since the Third Meditation proof concerns only

the succession of finite minds, there is no need to involve the manner of God’s

duration in the dispute. Nevertheless, Descartes’ clear implication is that God’s

duration is in fact all at once.

Yet only a fewmonths earlier, in the recorded interview with the young scholar,

Frans Burman, Descartes bluntly rejects the orthodox conception of eternity and

attributes succession to the life of God. After reiterating the doctrine that in finite

minds ‘thought is extended and divisible with respect to its duration’, Descartes

adds, ‘ [i]t is just the same with God: we can divide his duration into an infinite

number of parts, even though God himself is not therefore divisible’ (AT, 5, 148;

CSMK, 335). When Burman presents the predictable objection that ‘eternity is all

at once and once and for all [simul et semel] ’, Descartes replies dismissively :

‘[t]hat is inconceivable [hoc concipi non potest] ’ (AT, 5, 148). He then explains the

sort of eternity that in his view God does possess:

It is true that it is all at once and once and for all insomuch as nothing can be added to or

subtracted from God’s nature. But it is not all at once in the sense of existing

simultaneously [simul existit]. Since we can divide it into parts after the creation of the

world, why shouldn’t it have been possible to do the same before creation, given

duration remains the same [cum eadem duratio sit]? (AT, 5, 149)

In this passage, Descartes explicitly repudiates the traditional model of God’s

eternity and substitutes for it a model compatible with successive duration: the

absolute immutability of God’s nature. His reason for dismissing the traditional

model of eternity is based on a claim about duration first made in the Principles

(AT, 8A, 27; CSM, 1, 212) and repeated in the exchange with Arnauld (AT, 5, 223;

CSMK, 358): duration ‘remains the same’ whether or not it is related to some-

thing movable like the created world. Since God’s duration is clearly successive

now, post-creation, it is successive always.19 This alternative conception of eter-

nity as essential immutability is invoked elsewhere by Descartes in connection

416 GEOFFREY GORHAM

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003441250800961X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S003441250800961X


with geometrical essences: ‘since they remain always the same [eadem semper], it

is right to call them immutable and eternal [immutabiles & aeternae] ’ (AT, 7, 381;

CSM, 2, 262).

There is a way to reconcile the apparently contradictory comments made to

Burman and Arnauld. We can read Descartes’ later remark to Arnauld in terms of

the alternative conception of ‘all at once’ eternity presented to Burman. From

this point of view, Descartes is insisting, in the letter to Arnauld, that the duration

of the human mind is not all at once ‘in the manner of the duration of God’,

precisely because God’s thought is absolutely unchanging. But God’s duration is

not ‘all at once’ in the sense of ‘existing all at once’ since, as Descartes says, that

is inconceivable. Giving primacy to the more direct and detailed exchange with

Burman is, I think, supported by the fact that this discussion brings together

and reinforces a number of themes that run throughout Descartes’ scattered dis-

cussions of time: the distinction between duration and its measure, the identity

of duration in the moved and unmoved, the divisibility of created endurance into

parts, and the alternative model of ‘all at once’ eternity. Of course, I would not

want to rest the case for the temporality of Descartes’ God on the Burman inter-

view since its transcription was not checked by Descartes himself.20 Rather, we

need to examine the matter in relation to more fully settled and elaborated el-

ements of Cartesian metaphysics.

Still, there is one other text which deserves to be mentioned. In a 1649 letter to

Henry More, Descartes says that ‘it involves a contradiction to conceive of any

duration intervening between the destruction of an earlier world and the creation

of a new one’. He goes on to remark that it would be an ‘intellectual error’ to

attempt to relate this duration to a ‘succession of divine thoughts’ (AT, 5, 343;

CSMK, 373). This might seem to indicate that God’s duration cannot supply the

temporal interval between worlds, and is therefore not intrinsically successive.

But what Descartes actually says is that it would be a ‘contradiction’ for ‘any

duration’ to intervene between worlds. He cannot be claiming that it would be a

contradiction for God to endure (even permanently) if the world does not. For

‘since a substance cannot cease to endure without ceasing to be’ (AT, 8A, 30;

CSM, 1, 214), God would, in that case, not exist before, after, or between worlds. So

what exactly is the ‘contradiction’ in supposing duration to intervene between

worlds?

To answer this question, we need to consider that the issue in the exchange

with More is first and foremost the possibility of a vacuum. Against Descartes’

doctrine that extension implies body, More presents the rather curious argument

that God could make a different ‘kind of extension’ without a body: ‘If God

annihilated the universe and created another one out of nothing much later, this

‘‘between-world’’ or ‘‘world-absence’’ would have its own duration whose

measure would be days, years and centuries. There is therefore a duration of

something that does not exist, which is a kind of extension’ (AT, 5, 302).21 It
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is specifically this suggestion that an intra-world ‘non-existence’ would have

extension in the sense of ‘its own’ duration, contrary to Descartes’ doctrine of the

vacuum, to which Descartes is addressing himself – not whether God would have

duration.

Now, for Descartes, ‘ the distinction between a substance and its duration is

merely a conceptual one’ (AT, 8A, 30; CSM, 1, 214). So, duration is an attribute

common to all things (AT, 8A, 23; CSM, 1, 208), and not a substance in its own

right (AT, 8A, 26; CSM, 1, 211). This explains why Descartes says to More that it

would be an outright ‘contradiction’ for the intra-world ‘non-existence’ to have

its own duration, since this would require an attribute of a mere nothing. He

rejects extension without body as contradictory for precisely the same reason: ‘ it

is a complete contradiction that a particular extension should belong to nothing’

(AT, 8A, 49; CSM, 1, 230). And to attempt to avoid the contradiction by relating the

duration or extension of ‘non-existence’ to God is an ‘intellectual error, not a

genuine perception of anything’ (AT, 5, 343; CSMK, 373) because such duration

(whether permanent or successive) is not relevant to the issue at hand – whether

extension or duration can lack a subject. Indeed, in the interview with Burman,

Descartes strongly implies that, far from being a ‘contradiction’, God’s duration

is in fact intrinsically successive apart from the world: ‘Eternity has now co-

existed with created things for, say, five thousand years, and has endured with

them; so it could possibly have done so before creation of the world had we some

way to measure it’ (AT, 5, 149).

Time and motion

Before presenting the strongest evidence for the temporality of Descartes’

God, I should dispatch a common rationale for divine timelessness. This is that

God’s duration cannot be successive because succession presupposes motion.

Thus, Aquinas maintains that ‘in a thing bereft of movement, which is always the

same, there is no before or after’.22 But, as noted above, this assumption is ex-

plicitly and repeatedly rejected by Descartes. In the reply to Arnauld’s initial 1648

letter, for example, Descartes dismisses his objections as based on ‘the scholastic

opinion with which I strongly disagree, that the duration of motion is of a dif-

ferent kind from that of things which are motionless’ (AT, 5, 193; CSMK 355). In

his reply to the follow-up letter from Arnauld he is even clearer that motion is not

required for succession: ‘I do not understand the successive duration [dur-

ationem successivam] of things that move, or even of motion itself, differently

from things that do not move’ (AT, 5, 223; CSMK, 358).23 In making successive

duration a universal attribute of all things, movable or not, Descartes is decisively

breaking with a tradition going back to Aristotle.24 This allows him to bring God

into the temporal order as the foundation for the laws of nature, as I will next

explain.
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Continuous creation and the laws of nature

God is so intimately involved with the unfolding of the Cartesian world, it

is hard to see how He could be removed from time. Consider, to begin, God’s

creation of finite souls. Since the parts of my duration are ‘completely indepen-

dent’, I will not continue to exist ‘unless there is some cause which as it were

creates me afresh at this moment – that is conserves me’ (AT, 7, 49; CSM, 2, 33). In

creating afresh the successive parts of my duration, God’s action is always charac-

terized as an ongoing and temporally extended process rather than a ‘once and

for all ’ decree.

For example, in the French version of the Principles, Godmust ‘continue a nous

produire ’ (AT, 9B, 34). Perhaps Descartes’ way of speaking is misleading, or

metaphorical, and only the duration of the thing produced is strictly successive

rather than the duration of the thing producing. But note that Descartes thinks

God is also the cause of his own continuing to exist. Thus, after explaining how

the divisibility of time makes finite things dependent, he observes ‘by the same

token’ that ‘God has always existed since it is he who in fact conserves himself’

(AT, 7, 109; CSM, 2, 79). Descartes goes on to explain that God conserves Himself

by the same process as He conserves finite things:

Each one of us may ask whether he derives his existence from himself in this same sense

[as God]. Since he finds no power in himself which will suffice to conserve him for even

one moment of time, he will be right to conclude that he derives his existence from

another being, and indeed that this other being derives its existence from itself. (AT, 7,

80; CSM, 2, 111)

What God preserves in our case is successive existence. Since God preserves His

own existence in the same way, it seems to follow that divine existence is suc-

cessive as well.25

The successiveness of God’s operation is even more apparent in His conser-

vation of matter and motion. As the primary and immutable cause of motion God

continues to do now what He did at the start. And this explains why the total

quantity of motion is conserved: ‘he now conserves all this matter in the same

way and by the same process by which he originally created it ’ (AT, 8A, 62; CSM,

1, 240).26 Descartes emphasizes that the relevant sense of immutability is not

merely in God’s nature but in His action over time : ‘God’s perfection involves not

only his being immutable in himself, but also in his operating in a manner that is

always utterly constant and immutable’ (AT, 8A, 61 : CSM, 1, 240).

With respect to the laws of nature, or ‘secondary’ causes of motion, the second

law in particular seems to require a ‘before and after’ in God’s action. Motion

must tend to be rectilinear, Descartes explains, because God ‘always conserves

the motion in the precise form in which it is occurring at the very moment when

he conserves it, without taking account of the motion which was occurring a little

while earlier’ (AT, 8A, 63–64; CSM, 1, 242).27 While it is far from clear why God’s
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exclusive focus on the motion He is presently conserving would generate recti-

linear motion over time,28 it is clear that the proof assumes that God’s action is

localized at different times and ordered as the times are. This amounts to saying

that God acts successively – it makes no sense to distinguish between God’s

conservation of motion now versus the motion He conserved ‘a little while ear-

lier’ if his act of conservation is ‘all at once’.

Perhaps one can have God act over time, without thereby making Him

temporal, by distinguishing between the effect of God’s action, which is suc-

cessive, and the action itself, which is permanent. Just as Aquinas differentiates

between ‘willing change’ and ‘changing will ’ to explain how it is possible ‘to

will a thing to be done now, and its contrary afterwards; and yet for the will to

remain permanently the same’,29 one could hold that Descartes’ God acts all at

once to bring about a course of events realized successively. He produces suc-

cession without successively producing. In fact, Descartes proposes something

analogous to this in explaining how God can act on extended things without

being extended.

In response to Henry More’s suggestion that God and angels are really ex-

tended (AT, 5, 301), Descartes answered, ‘ in God and angels, and in our mind,

I understand there to be no extension of substance but only extension of power.

An angel can exercise power now on a greater and now on a lesser part of

corporeal substance’ (AT. 5, 342; CSMK, 372).30 Incorporeal things, Descartes ex-

plains, cannot be extended in substance since they cannot be ‘distinguished

into parts; certainly not parts that have determinate size and shapes’ (AT, 5, 270;

CSMK, 361). Consequently, Descartes stresses that extension of power ‘being only

a mode of the thing to which it is applied, could not be understood to be extended

once the extended thing corresponding to it is taken away’ (AT, 5, 343;

CSMK, 373).31 Analogously, even though ‘health’ properly pertains only to

humans, in a loose sense ‘medicine and a temperate climate, and many other

things, are called ‘‘healthy’’ ’ (AT, 5, 271 ; CSMK, 362). So God is located at various

places, without occupying space, but only in the sense that His power is exercised

there.32

If God can act at various places without being extended (extended in power)

why couldn’t He also act at various times without being successive (successive in

power)?33 On this view God’s action is ‘continuing’ in relation to the successive

being created but ‘all at once’ in itself.34 The problem is that making God’s action

merely successive in power would undermine the crucial role played by divine

immutability in determining the Cartesian laws of nature. Total quantity of mo-

tion is conserved because ‘supposing that God first places a certain quantity of

motion in all matter in general in the first instant he created it, we must admit

that he preserves the same amount of motion in it, or not believe that he always

acts in the same way’ (AT, 11, 43; CSM, 1, 96). But this derivation of conservation

from immutability would fail if God’s action were ‘all at once’. For since there is
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no question of change in an action that takes no time, He could produce any sort

of temporal process He liked without risk of inconstancy.

This is precisely the point Aquinas makes when he says that it is possible for a

permanent will to ‘remain the same’ even though it wills contrary things at dif-

ferent times.35 So from a timeless perspective an immutable God could produce a

world with an increasing or diminishing total quantity of motion over time,

contrary to Descartes’ conservation principle. If undertaken ‘all at once’ this

would involve no change in God, any more than if He produced at a stroke an

uneven distribution of motion over space.36 The same point applies to the laws of

nature. For example, if God’s operations were timeless it would not involve a

change in Him to produce motion with a zigzag, rather than rectilinear, tendency

over time. The traditional theological doctrines of divine immutability and con-

tinuous creation simply will not deliver the Cartesian laws of nature unless God’s

operation is intrinsically successive and hence temporal.37

The simplicity of God’s action

I will next briefly address four possible difficulties, in order of increasing

seriousness, with the thesis that Descartes’ God is in time. First, one might sug-

gest that this cannot be right since Descartes explicitly declares that in God ‘there

is only a unique, always identical, and simple act [unicam, semperque eandem

and simplicissimam acitonem] by means of which he simultaneously under-

stands, wills and accomplishes everything’ (AT, 8A, 14; CSM, 1, 201).38 However,

when Descartes asserts this, he is emphasizing the unity and simultaneity of will

and intellect in God’s operation, not the unity and simultaneity of everything God

does: ‘his understanding and willing does not happen, as in our case, by oper-

ations which are in a certain sense distinct from one another’ (ibid.). In other

words, God’s volition and thought are the same at any time, or as Descartes says

‘always’.39 Nevertheless, when asked to comment on this passage in the interview

with Burman, Descartes seems to endorse the stronger claim: ‘ if we attend closely

to the nature of God we shall see that we can only understand him as accom-

plishing all things by means of a single act’ (AT, 5, 165; CSMK, 347). But even if

Descartes believes that God only ever undertakes a single action, this does not

prevent that action from having successive duration. Just as I can sustain through

a short time the single act of raising my arm, God can sustain through all suc-

cessive duration the single act of conserving a fixed quantity of motion in the

universe.40 The action is divisible in time, but not in number.41 My claim is not

that God’s operation involves multiple actions but that His operation has a suc-

cessive duration.

Descartes sometimes says that God wills ‘ from all eternity’ (AT, 1, 152; CSMK,

25; AT, 4, 314; CSMK, 272). And this is true even of non-eternal things: ‘ the

slightest thought could not enter into a person’s mind without God’s willing and
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having willed from all eternity that it should so enter’ (AT, 4, 314 ; CSMK, 272). This

might seem to support creation ‘all at once’. For if God wills things eternally in

the temporal sense then He wills them at all times and so they should exist all

times. But although it is certain that God wills at all times a certain fixed order of

events – and for this reason we should not attempt by prayer to ‘change anything

in the order established from all eternity by his providence’ (AT, 4, 316; CSMK,

273) – this does not mean He produces them at all times. For Descartes clearly

respects the distinction between willing that A should happen before B and will-

ing A before B. God may will at all times the temporal fact that A obtains earlier

than B though He accomplishes A and B only successively, over time. Thus,

Descartes’ God has ‘decreed from eternity either to grant me a particular prayer

or not to grant it ’ (AT, 5, 166; CSMK, 348).

Similarly, ‘the merit of saints’ is the cause of their reward because it is ‘ the

cause of an effect which God willed from eternity that it should be the cause’ (AT,

7, 432; CSM, 2, 292).42 Furthermore, it should be noted that sometimes when

Descartes speaks of divine action ‘from eternity’, he very clearly does not mean

‘all-at-once’ action. For example, referring to the familiar theological dispute

whether God might have created the world eternally, he says ‘it is because he

willed to create the world in time that it is better this way than if he had created it

from eternity’ (AT, 7, 432; CSM, 2, 291). The familiar dispute does not concern the

nature of time per se, nor God’s eternity, but rather whether the creation of

something requires that the thing begin to exist. (See, for example, ST, 1, 46, 2.) So

in plumping for creation ‘in time’ rather than ‘from eternity’, Descartes is not

implying that prior to creation God is not temporal. Rather he is simply saying the

world has in fact a beginning, even though Godmight have created it without one.

Indeed, when the same topic comes up in the interview with Burman, Descartes

says it would have been possible to divide the duration of God’s eternity before

the creation of the world, just as we can do so since creation, ‘given that duration

remains the same’ (AT, 5, 149).

God’s necessary existence

Descartes holds that ‘ in the case of God there is no distinction between

existence and essence’ (AT, 7, 243; CSM, 2, 170). Perhaps this implies that God is

timeless.43 In his various discussions of modal issues, Descartes never explicitly

links timelessness and necessity.44 Indeed, as we will see in the next section, he

seems to think mathematical and logical truths are created in time. However,

Spinoza did infer divine timelessness from necessary existence: ‘whoever predi-

cates duration as one of God’s attributes differentiates between his existence and

his essence’.45 Spinoza’s concern is that since duration – and here he means

successive duration rather than timeless eternity – is ‘constantly conceived as

greater or less, or as consisting of parts, it cannot be attributed to God’.46 I will
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address the concern about temporal parts below. As for duration involving

‘greater or less’ existence, it is unclear why Spinoza considers this incompatible

with the identity of God’s essence and existence. Power and knowledge are

conceived as greater or less, but this presumably does not prevent them from

pertaining to God’s essence. In any case, Descartes does not himself seem

to think the essential existence of God must be timeless. On the contrary, im-

mediately after proving God’s necessary existence from his essence in the

Fifth Meditation he remarks: ‘ I see plainly that he has existed from eternity

and will abide for eternity’ (AT, 7, 68; CSM, 2, 47).47 To exist from the infinite past

into the infinite future is to exist successively, and perpetually, rather than all

at once.

Creation of the eternal truths

Notoriously, Descartes’ God creates not only minds and bodies but also

the so-called ‘eternal truths’ of mathematics, logic and metaphysics.48 If these

truths are eternal in the timeless sense, this provides some reason for supposing

their cause is eternal in the same sense.49 Certainly Descartes says: ‘from all

eternity he willed and understood them to be’ (AT, 1, 152; CSMK, 25). But it turns

out that these truths are eternal only because the one who decrees them is re-

liably immutable, not because they are timeless. In response to the self-posed

question whether God can change these truths like a king can change the law,

Descartes answers: ‘Yes, he can, if his will can change’. But if I understand them

to be eternal and unchangeable, ‘I make the same judgement about God’ (AT, 1,

145–146; CSMK, 23).

So the eternal truths are not unchangeable in themselves, as they would be if

they were timeless, but rather because they derive from a will that is certain not to

change once they are established. Thus, Descartes explains to Gassendi that God

is to the eternal truths as Jupiter is to the Fates: ‘after they were established he

bound himself to abide by them’ (AT, 7, 380; CSM, 2, 261). Eternal truth amounts

to being valid at all times, as Descartes says explicitly on one occasion: ‘since

they are always the same [eadem semper], it is right to call them immutable and

eternal’ (AT, 7, 381; CSM, 2, 262).50 So if the eternal truths tell us anything about

God’s relation to time, it is that He is everlasting rather than timeless.

Edwin Curley has raised a concern about this view of the eternal truths. Curley

says the eternal truths must be essentially unrelated to time since ‘it does not

make sense to ask: ‘‘At what time did that eternal truth come into existence or

come to be true?’’ If it’s really eternal then the question is improper; there can be

no time at which it came to be true. ’51 Curley acknowledges that Descartes often

characterizes the creation of the eternal truths in temporal terms, but suggests

that ‘Descartes can’t mean this temporal language to be taken at face value’

since, unlike the facts about the material world, ‘ there is no time at which they
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came to be true, no time prior to which they were not true’.52 However, it does

not follow from the eternal truths being created in time that they began to

exist at some time. Descartes, like Aquinas and Suarez, has no scruples about

beginning-less temporal creation. Indeed, the Third Meditation proof of God’s

existence is specifically intended to show that I must be continually created even

‘supposing I have always existed as I do now’ (AT, 7, 48; CSM, 2, 33). Commenting

on this implication of the continuous-creation argument in the interview with

Burman, Descartes says bluntly: ‘ I do not see why God should not have been able

to have created something from eternity’ (AT, 5, 155).53

Temporal parts

One of Anselm’s major worries about making God temporal is that this

would seem to divide Him into temporal parts: ‘ if it [the supreme Nature] exists

by parts in individual places or times, it is not exempt from composition and

division of parts; which has been found to be in a high degree alien to the

supreme Nature’.54 How serious a problem is this for Descartes’ God? As noted

above, Descartes says it follows simply from the fact that my lifespan can be

divided into countless independent parts that ‘there is some cause which as

it were creates me afresh at this moment – that is, conserves me’ (AT, 7, 49; CSM,

2, 33).55 Given two other basic assumptions of Cartesian metaphysics it follows

further that each of these parts are really distinct things.

The first assumption is that ‘since a substance cannot cease to endure without

ceasing to be, the distinction between a substance and its duration is merely a

conceptual one’ (AT, 8A, 30; CSM, 1, 214).56 So a soul is a certain duration.57 The

second assumption is that, according to Descartes’ theory of distinctions, two

things are really distinct ‘when each of them can exist apart from the other’ (AT, 7,

162; CSM, 2, 114). That the parts of my duration are distinct in this way is precisely

what Descartes indicates: ‘ the individual moments can be separated from those

immediately preceding and succeeding them [posse a vicinis separari] ’ (AT, 7,

370; CSM, 2, 255).58 So a Cartesian soul is nothing but the duration of a thinking

substance comprising countless temporal stages each of which qualifies as a

substance in its own right.59

By the same token, if God’s duration is successive then His life is divided into

countless distinct temporal parts. But this seems inconsistent with His perfection:

‘since being divisible is an imperfection it is certain that God is not a body’ (AT,

8A, 14; CSM, 1, 201).60 But perhaps temporal divisibility does not pose as serious a

threat to perfection as spatial divisibility. There are two sorts of divine simplicity

emphasized by Descartes, the first in contrast with bodies and the second in

contrast with finite minds.61 First, divisibility pertains to the essence of bodies

(extension) but not to the essence of God and minds (thought). Thus, in the

Sixth Meditation, and in the passage just cited from the Principles, Descartes
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emphasizes that body is ‘by its very nature divisible while the mind is utterly

indivisible’ (AT, 7, 86; CSM, 2, 59).62 Second, unlike finite minds, God is simple or

undivided in virtue of the real identity among all His attributes and operations:

‘ the unity, the simplicity, or the inseparability, of all the attributes of God is one of

the most important of the perfections I understand him to have’ (AT, 7, 50; CSM,

2, 34).63 For example, as we discussed above: ‘his understanding and willing does

not happen, as in our case, by means of operations that are in a certain sense

distinct’ (AT, 8A, 14; CSM, 1, 201).

But temporal parts do not undermine divine simplicity in either of these two

senses. First, duration does not constitute the nature or essence of anything in the

sense of distinguishing it from other kinds of things. Descartes says there are only

two principle attributes or essences: ‘ in the case of mind it is thought, and in the

case of body it is extension’ (AT, 8A, 25; CSM, 1, 210). Rather duration is what

Chappell calls an ‘omni-generic attribute of everything’64 : ‘substance, duration,

order, number, and any other items of this kind which extend to all classes of

things’ (AT, 8A, 23–24; CSM, 1, 208). So to be divisible in duration is not to be

divisible in nature or essence, whether we are talking of bodies or minds.

Descartes makes this clear in the Conversation with Burman:

Thought will indeed be extended and divisible with respect to its duration, since its

duration can be divided into parts. But it is not extended and divisible with respect to its

nature, since its nature remains unextended. It is just the same with God: we can divide

his duration into an infinite number of parts, even though God himself is not therefore

divisible. (AT, 5, 148; CSM, 3, 335)

Second, temporal parts do not affect the unity of God’s understanding, willing

and accomplishing. For not only are these operations identical at any given time,

furthermore since they correspond to attributes which are not really distinct from

one another or from God Himself (AT, 8A, 30; CSM, 1, 214), they are not subject to

change in the ways modes are: ‘We do not, strictly speaking, say there are modes

or qualities in God, but only attributes, since in the case of God any variation is

unintelligible’ (AT, 8A, 26; CSM, 1, 211). So the ontological unity of God’s attributes

rules out any change over time.

Nevertheless, despite God’s essential indivisibility and immutable duration, He

cannot escape being divided into temporal parts. Does this mean God is not

perfect? In the Discourse, Descartes indicates why having parts is an imperfec-

tion: ‘I observed that all composition is evidence of dependence and that de-

pendence is manifestly a defect’ (AT, 6, 35; CSM, 1, 128). But although temporal

parts imply dependence in the case of finite minds, this is not so for a being like

God, who ‘possesses such great and inexhaustible power that it never required

the existence of anything else in order to exist in the first place, and does not now

require any assistance for its conservation, so it is in a sense its own cause ‘ (AT, 7,

109; CSM, 2, 78). Though having temporal parts, and needing as a result to be

continuously created, God is completely self-sufficient and independent.
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Conclusion

In the preface to the French translation of his major scientific treatise, the

Principles of Philosophy, Descartes declares that in all ages great men have re-

cognized that the surest path to wisdom is ‘the search for the first causes and the

true principles which enable us to deduce the reasons for everything we are

capable of knowing’ (AT, 9B, 5; CSM, 1, 181). The most important of these prin-

ciples concern God’s nature: ‘since God is the true cause of everything which is or

can be, it is very clear that the best path to follow when we philosophize will be to

start from the knowledge of God himself, and try to deduce an explanation of the

things created by him’ (AT, 8A, 14; CSM, 1, 201).

In the course of this deduction, Descartes relied on a number of very orthodox

theological doctrines, especially continuous creation and divine immutability.

But in order to deduce his laws of nature in their peculiar form, he was forced to

abandon another orthodox doctrine: divine timelessness. This is not something

he was eager to expound at length since he knew well that divine temporality was,

as Arnauld reminded him, ‘commonly denied by Theologians and Philosophers’

(AT, 5, 188). Nevertheless God’s temporality is essential to his programme of

‘metaphysical physics’,65 and implicit in other components of his system, such as

the creation of the eternal-truths doctrine. This indicates the extent to which

Descartes’ theology was tailored to his scientific agenda. It is also suggests an

important affinity with Newton. As Newton would later do, Descartes freed time

from its traditional dependence on bodily motion and thereby removed one of

the barriers to making God temporal. Acting in time, God makes the physical

world intelligible in a way He could not were He timeless.66
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28. For recent reconstructions of the proof, see Garber Descartes’ Metaphysical Physics, 285–288; Dennis Des

Chene Physiologia: Natural Philosophy in Late Aristotelian and Cartesian Thought (Ithaca NY: Cornell

University Press, 1996), 279–286; and Geoffrey Gorham ‘The metaphysical roots of Cartesian physics : the

law of rectilinear motion’, Perspectives on Science, 13 (2005), 431–451.

29. ST, I, 19, 7. See also Summa Contra Gentiles, II, 35, Joseph Rickaby (trans.) (London: Burns and Oates,

1905) and MD, 21, 2, 4.

30. See also AT, 5, 343; CSMK, 373; AT, 5, 347; CSMK, 375. Descartes may have in mind Aquinas’s

explanation of divine omnipresence in ST : ‘ Incorporeal things are in place not by contact of dimensive

quantity, as bodies are, but by contact of power’ ; ST, I, 8, 2. See also MD, 51, 3, 8.

31. In the final analysis, it is simply a confusion to attribute extension of power to incorporeal things: ‘ to

attribute to a substance an extension which is only an extension of power is an effect of the

preconceived opinion which regards every substance, including God himself, as imaginable’ ; AT, 5, 342 ;

CSMK, 372–373.

32. For further discussion of this as aspect of the More–Descartes exchange, in the scholastic context, see

Des Chene Physiologia, 387–390.

33. For a recent version of this sort of argument for the coherence of timeless action, see William Hasker

God, Time and Knowledge : ‘ Just as the nonspatial God can act outside of space to produce effects at

every point in space, so the timeless God can act outside of time, that is, in eternity, so as to produce

effects at every point in space’ (154).

34. For examples of such a model, see MD, 21, 2, 4 and Malebranche Dialogues on Metaphysics, Dialogue 8.

For discussion of Malebranche on this point see Steven Nadler ‘Occasionalism and general will in

Malebranche’, Journal of the History of Philosophy, 31 (1993), 31–47.
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35. ST, I, 19, 7.

36. Descartes’ God does in fact originally produce an uneven spatial distribution of motion: ‘Suppose, in

addition, that from the first instant the various parts of matter, in which these motions are unequally

dispersed, began to retain or transfer them from one to another, according as they had the force to do

so’ ; AT, 11, 43; CSM, 1, 96.

37. This problem should be distinguished from the problem why, if God wills eternally a certain order of

events, those events do not all exist co-eternally with God. See n. 42.

38. See also AT, 4, 119; CSMK, 235. Schmaltz (Radical Cartesianism, 200) and Cottingham (Descartes
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Curley ‘Descartes on the creation of the eternal truths’, Philosophical Review, 93 (1984), 569–597, 579,

and Tad Schmaltz Descartes on Causation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), ch. 2.
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8A, 66; CSM, 1, 243. See also AT, 11, 38; CSM, 1, 93.
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follow Richard Arthur in holding that God’s creative action ‘while unextended and divisible with respect

to its nature, is nonetheless extended and divisible with respect to its duration’ ; see Richard Arthur

‘Continuous creation, continuous time: a refutation of the alleged discontinuity of Cartesian time’,

Journal of the History of Philosophy, 26 (1988), 349–375, 359. I will return to the distinction between

divisibility in nature vs divisibility in duration below.

42. Cf. Cunning ‘Descartes on the immutability of the divine will ’, 86.
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40–49) ; others argue that necessity requires time (e.g. Martha Kneale ‘Eternity and sempiternity ’). J. E.
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existence according to Newton, in ‘Existence, actuality and necessity : Newton on space and time’, in

J. E. McGuire Tradition and Innovation: Newton’s Metaphysics of Nature (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1995), 1–51.

44. For an overview of Descartes’ views on modality, see David Cunning ‘Descartes’ modal metaphysics’, in

Edward N. Zalta (ed.) Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. URL=<http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/

descartes-modal/>
45. Cogitata Metaphysica, 139–140.

46. Ibid., 140.
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evident that what can exist by its own power always exists’, and AT, 7, 110; CSM, 2, 79: ‘ this power is so
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48. The doctrine is developed in a series of letters to Marin Mersenne in 1630: 15 April (AT, 1, 145–146; CSMK,

1, 23) ; 6 May (AT, 1, 149–150; CSMK, 24–25); 27 May (AT, 1, 151–152 ; CSMK, 25).
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50. This point is emphasized by Jonathan Bennett in ‘Descartes’ theory of modality ’, Philosophical Review,

103 (1994), 639–667, 665.
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of Adam’; Cogitata Metaphysica, 140.
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53. See also AT, 5, 52–53; CSMK, 320; AT, 7, 432: CSM, 2, 291.

54. Anselm Monologium, 21, in Proslogium, Monologium, etc.
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56. For Descartes, a substance and an attribute are merely conceptually distinct when ‘we are unable to

form a clear and distinct idea of the substance if we exclude from it the attribute in question’ ; AT, 8A,

30; CSM, 1, 214.
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‘Descartes: the matter of time’, International Studies in Philosophy, 32 (2001), 1–11, 9.
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size and motion of an object. The problem is that the parts of my duration are not even modally distinct,

in Descartes’ sense, from me. I can conceive of an object not having its size or motion, so these are

mere modes of the object (AT, 8A, 29–30: CSM, 1, 214) ; but the parts of my duration are not modally
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8A, 30; CSM, 1, 214.
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threatened by temporal parts, namely simplicity in the sense of not being composed of more than one

nature: ‘ it could not be a perfection of God to be composed of these two [intellectual and corporeal]
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the History of Philosophy, 11 (2003), 553–579. For an overview of Descartes’ eternal-truths doctrine in
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