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The concept of time plays a central role in both Descartes’ physics and
his metaphysics, yet he never treats it as an independent and
systematically developed topic in its own right. This gap has led to
starkly different, and often conflicting, interpretations. Some
commentators argue that the Cartesian framework is fundamentally
discrete and atomistic, while others contend that it is essentially
continuous. This divide has its source in the complexity of Descartes’
own writings: his scattered and sometimes seemingly inconsistent
remarks about time can be marshalled in support of both positions.
This article asks whether Descartes ultimately understood time as
continuous (infinitely divisible) or discontinuous (a form of temporal
atomism). Drawing on the work of Ken Levy, Geoffrey Gorham,
Norman Kemp Smith, and Martial Guéroult, together with close
readings of Descartes’ primary texts—especially the Meditations on
First Philosophy and the Principles of Philosophy—it argues that
both the textual evidence and the philosophical considerations point
toward a commitment to temporal atomism, in the strong sense of
discontinuity. The rival view, which attributes to Descartes a robust
doctrine of temporal continuity, is examined in detail, and its
limitations are brought to light.
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Extended Abstract

This article offers a systematic examination of a fundamental paradox in René Descartes’ philosophy
concerning the nature of time, specifically the tension between metaphysical discontinuity and
physical continuity. Although time plays a central role in both domains—as a key element in divine
creation, ontological persistence, and mechanistic laws—Descartes never develops it as an
autonomous or unified topic. Instead, his reflections on time are dispersed across his major works,
including the Meditations on First Philosophy, Principles of Philosophy, Discourse on Method, and
various correspondences, where they appear fragmented and, at times, prima facie inconsistent. This
textual dispersion has generated a persistent interpretive divide. One line of interpretation, advanced
by figures such as Martial Guéroult, Harry Frankfurt, and Ken Levy, attributes to Descartes a
commitment to temporal atomism, either in a strong form (entailing genuine gaps between moments)
or a weak form (moments in contact yet ontologically independent), according to which temporal
moments lack intrinsic continuity and persist solely through God’s continuous creative activity. In
contrast, scholars such as Daniel Garber, Geoffrey Gorham, Richard Arthur, and Jorge Secada defend
temporal continuity, appealing to the requirements of Cartesian physics—most notably continuous
motion and conservation principles—and to alleged logical difficulties in atomism, including its
compatibility with divine impeccability and the infinite divisibility of extension.

The article addresses this paradox by first reconstructing these two dominant interpretive
traditions and their principal textual foundations. It then focuses on the metaphysical grounds for
discontinuity, centring on the second causal proof for God’s existence in the Third Meditation and on
Principle 21 of the Principles of Philosophy. These texts emphasize the radical independence of
temporal moments, according to which life consists of infinitely many non-dependent parts, rendering
preservation indistinguishable from repeated acts of divine creation. Further support is drawn from
Descartes’ responses to Gassendi and from his distinction between duration and abstract time,
reinforcing the contrast between an objectively discontinuous reality and a subjectively continuous,
conceptual apprehension of time.

In defence of temporal atomism—particularly in its strong formulation—the article critically
engages with objections grounded in the infinite divisibility of matter (Principles I, §§34-35), the
rejection of indivisible extended atoms in Descartes’ correspondence with More, and the treatment of
Zeno’s paradoxes in letters to Clerselier. It argues that such considerations concern mathematical or
conceptual divisibility rather than the ontological structure of time itself. Additional objections,
including Secada’s strictly causal interpretation of temporal independence, alleged tensions between
atomism and flawless divine creation, claims of excessive theological dependence, and distinctions
between continuity and succession, are systematically examined and rejected, drawing on Levy’s
defences and Guéroult’s analyses to expose their limitations.

While the physical demand for continuity—necessary for describing motion as continuous
change in time and for sustaining conservation principles—is acknowledged, it is ultimately
subordinated to metaphysical considerations. In Cartesian physics, time functions as a measure
derived from motion; metaphysics, however, reveals its discontinuous foundation through divine
causality and the denial of ontological inertia in finite substances. The article concludes that, at the
level of metaphysical commitment, Descartes’ position coheres more fully with temporal atomism,
even in its strong form. Continuity-based quantitative interpretations fail to resolve the paradox,
merely reintroducing discontinuities at another level. This tension thus emerges as an irreducible
structural feature of Descartes’ philosophy, rooted in the interplay between a metaphysics of divine
dependence and discontinuity and a physics of mechanistic regularity and apparent temporal
continuity. Far from being a defect, this paradox illuminates broader concerns in early modern
philosophy regarding the relations among theology, causation, and the ontology of time, while
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clarifying Descartes’ enduring influence on subsequent debates about duration, persistence, and
reality.
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