DESCARTES AND THE CREATION OF ETERNAL TRUTHS
Kevin McCain

Descarles proposed in several writings that necessary truths are created by God." In his
letter to Mersenne, Descartes clearly makes this point: “The mathematical truths which
you call eternal have been laid down by God and depend on Him entirely no less than the
rest of his creatures” (Kenny 11). Some philosophers have argued that Descartes’
doctrine that eternal truths are created by God has the worrisome implication that it
renders all necessary truths contingent.” Others have tried to offer interpretations of
Descartes’ doctrine on eternal truths that avoid rendering all necessary truths contingent;
however, these interpretations also seem to be problematic. In this paper I intend to argue
for an interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of eternal truths that allows for
God to create the necessary truths and for the necessary truths to be true for all times and
unchangeable. The remainder of this paper will be divided into three sections. In the first
section, I will briefly discuss what Descartes says about the eternal truths and their
creation. In the second section, I will discuss two prominent interpretations of Descartes’
doctrine and explain why they are problematic. In the third section, 1 will present an
interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine that avoids the problems plaguing these other
interpretations.

Eternal Truths

To begin, it is important to understand that Descartes considers the eternal truths to be
truths about essences. As Harry Frankfurt notes, “The Pythagorean theorem, for example,
1s (or purports to be) an eternal truth about what is essential to right triangularity” (38).
Descartes describes to Mersenne that eternal truths are essences when he explains, “For it
is certain he [God] is no less the author of creatures’ essence than he is of their existence;
and this essence is nothing other than the eternal truths” (Kenny 14). So, Descartes
believes that eternal truths are essences and he believes that all essences are created by
God. So, it is easy to see why Descartes believes that the eternal truths are created by
God. Descartes expresses this simple reasoning in the following way: “I know that God is
the author of everything and that these truths are something and consequently he is their
author” (Kenny 14-15). Descartes is also very clear that since God created the eternal
truths they could not have existed if He did not create them. “So we must not say that if
God did not exist nonetheless these [eternal] truths would be true; for the existence of
God is the first and the most eternal of all possible truths and the one from which alone
all others derive” (Kenny 14).

Another important point to bear in mind about Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of
eternal truths is that God freely created the eternal truths, i.e., God did not have to create
the eternal truths at all or in the way that He did. Descartes explains to Mersenne that:

... just as He was free not to create the world, so He was no less free to
make it untrue that all the lines drawn from the centre of a circle to its
circumference are equal. And it is certain that these truths are no more
necessarily attached to his essence than other creatures are. You ask
what God did in order to produce them. I reply that from all eternity he
willed and understood them to be, and by that very fact he created
them. Or, if you reserve the word created for the existence of things,
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then he established them and made them. In God, willing,
understanding, and creating are all the same thing without one being
prior (o the other even conceptually. (Kenny 15)

So, according to Descartes, God freely created the eternal truths, and He could have made
it the case that the eternal truths were false. Interestingly, by pointing out that the eternal
truths are nol “attached to” God’s essence, Descartes is denying the Scholastic
conception that the eternal truths are part of God’s essence.” This is important for
Descartes because the only way that God could have freely created the eternal truths is if
they are creatures of His and not part of His own essence. If the eternal truths were part
of God’s essence, they would be uncreated just as God is uncreated, so they must not be
part of God’s essence on Descartes’ view.

One more important point about Descartes’ doctrine is that although the eternal truths
were crealed by God, they are necessary and unchangeable. In his Fifth Replies,
Descartes explains, “I think that, because God so willed it, because he disposed them so,
they [the eternal truths] are immutable and eternal”(AT VII, 380). Descartes also
expresses that the eternal truths are unchangeable when he gives the following answer to
Burman’s question about whether God could do something that is a contradiction: “God
could not now do this, bul we simply do not know what he could have done”
(Cottingham 22). Even though the eternal truths are necessary and unchangeable
throughout all time it is crucial to remember that on Descartes’ account this does not
mean that God necessarily had to create them. Descarles expresses the following in a
letter to Mesland: “And even if God has willed that some truths should be necessary, this
does not mean that he willed them necessarily; for it is one thing to will that they be
necessary, and quite another to will them necessarily, or to be necessitated to will them”
(Kenny 151). So, Descartes thinks that the eternal truths are essences that are created by
God, God freely chose to create the eternal truths, and the eternal truths are necessary and
unchangeable. Now that I have briefly described Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of
eternal truths, | will examine two noteworthy interpretations of Descartes’ doctrine and
explain why they are problematic.

Problematic Interpretations of Descartes

One important interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of eternal truths is that
it means all truths are contingent. Frankfurt expresses this interpretation by discussing the
property of circularity when he claims:

Descartes evidently thinks that God could have omitted creating the
essence “circularity” entirely. In that case there would be no etemal
truths about circles: every proposition about a circle would have the
status now enjoyed by the proposition that the diameter of the circle on
a cerlain blackboard is one foot. Descartes also evidently thinks that
God, while creating the essence ‘circularity’, could have made it
different from what we conceive it to be. In that case there would be
eternal truths about circles, but they would differ from—and perhaps be
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the negations of—the propositions that are necessarily true of
circularity as we now understand it. (43)

Since the eternal truths were created by God’s free willing, it is not implausible to think
that they must be contingently true because God could have willed them otherwise. As
Harry Frankfurt says, “. . . the eternal truths are inherently as contingent as any other
proposition” (42).

On first approximation the interpretation that claims Descartes’ doctrine leads to all truths
being contingent seems to be quite reasonable.” However, there are reasons for thinking
that this interpretation is not correct. One reason is that Descartes seems to think that
certain characteristics of God’s nature are necessary. Descartes would not want to claim
that “God exists” is a contingent truth because he claims “the existence of God is the first
and the most eternal of all possible truths and the one from which alone all others derive”
(Kenny 14). Also, it seems that Descartes thinks that it is necessarily true that God is
omnipotent. God’s necessary omnipotence is why Descartes thinks that other necessary
truths are within God’s power to create according to His will. A further reason to think
that Descartes does not think all truths are contingent is that in Le Monde when he is
discussing mathematical truths and the laws of physics he asserts, “if God had created
several worlds, they would be as true in all of them as they are in this one” (AT XI, 47).
He also claims that “even if God had created several worlds, there could not be any in
which they would fail to be observed” (AT VI, 43). Thus, the interpretation that
Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of eternal truths commits him to the idea that all truths
are contingent is problematic.

Another interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine tries to avoid the problems of interpreting
Descartes as thinking there are only contingent truths by positing that Descartes espoused
a conceptualist analysis of necessity, i.e., that “necessity is a function of how the human
mind is” (Bennett 646). Jonathan Bennett expounds this interpretation of Descartes’
doctrine in the following manner:

Descartes held, I submit, that our modal concepts should be understood
or analyzed in terms of what does or does not lie within the compass of
our ways of thinking. Roughly speaking: “It is absolutely impossible
that P” means that no human can conceive of P’s obtaining while
having P distinctly in mind; and similarly for P’s possibility and its
necessity. In each of these analyses, “no human can” must be
understood in causal, psychological terms, and not as involving the
absolute or logical modalities that are being analyzed (647).

By positing a conceptualist analysis of necessity, Bennett is able to maintain that there
are necessary truths and that God freely created them. Bennett maintains that “given that
God made us how we are (this being a truism for Descartes), it follows that God gives
modal truths their status as truths. He made it necessarily true that 2 +2 = 4 by making us
unable to conceive otherwise” (649).

Initially, it seems this interpretation can make sense of God’s creating truths and those
truths being necessary truths. Unfortunately, there are reasons for thinking that this
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interpretation is not correct. Descartes makes it clear in the Fifth Meditation that, contrary
to the proposed conceptualist analysis of necessity, necessary truths do not depend on the
nature of our minds:

When, for example, 1 imagine a triangle, even if perhaps no such figure
exists, or has ever existed, anywhere outside my thought, there is still a
determinate nature, or essence, or form of the triangle which is
immutable and eternal, and not invented by me or dependent on my
mind (AT VII, 64).

This interpretation is also at odds with Descartes’ views on the necessity of mathematical
truths and the laws of physics. As mentioned above, Descartes claims in Le Monde that
“if God had created several worlds, they [mathematical truths and the laws of physics]
would be as true in all of them as they are in this one” (AT XI, 47), and he claims “even
if God had created several worlds, there could not be any in which they would fail to be
observed” (AT VI, 43). Descartes does not think that we are a necessary feature of any
world that God creates, i.e., God is free to create us or not create us when He creates the
world. So, it seems Descartes would be willing to admit that God could create worlds
without people, but it also seems that Descartes thinks the mathematical truths and the
laws of physics will be necessary in those worlds. This does not fit with the conceptualist
analysis of necessily that Bennett ascribes to Descartes because we would not exist in
some of the worlds that God could create, so there would be no way for the truths of
mathematics and the laws of physics to be necessary because there would be no human
mind to conceive of them as necessary. Yet, Descartes thinks that these truths are
necessary even in worlds with no human minds to conceive them as necessary. So, this
interpretation is difficult to reconcile with Descartes’ views.

Now that 1 have discussed two of the more prominent interpretations of Descartes’
doctrine of the creation of eternal truths and explicated why they are problematic, I will
offer a more plausible interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine.

A Reasonable Interpretation of Descartes

For reasons mentioned above, Descartes should be understood as thinking that the
necessary truths of God’s nature are not created, they just exist as God exists without
being created. However, there is a way to explain how Descartes understands God to
have created the other necessary truths and how those truths are immutable and
unchanging. Prior to God’s willing there is no limit to the possible worlds He can create
because possible worlds are limited by necessary truths and God has not created the
necessary truths yet.” So, God, who has the freewill to create however He chooses, could
have created worlds at this point with different necessary truths. This fact allows for
God’s freewill and His omnipotence. At the point of God’s willing and ever after, the
necessary truths are set, i.e., from that point on they are immutable. The necessary truths
are eternal because the moment that God wills them is the moment that time begins. Also,
they are eternal and immutable because the only way they could change after God has
willed them is for His will to change, but as Descartes tells us, “I understand them
[necessary truths] to be eternal and unchangeable.—I make the same judgment about
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God, i.e., God’s will is unchanging” (Kenny 11). Since God wills the necessary truths at
the moment time begins and He will not change them, they are true for all time. Thus,
God freely creates truths that are necessary and immutable.

There are several reasons for accepting this interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine of the
creation of eternal truths. One reason is that this interpretation allows the necessary truths
to be not merely contingent. There are no times at which the necessary truths are not true
because time begins with God’s willing, which is when they are created, They are true at
all times because God’s will once set is immutable, so He will not change the necessary
truths. The necessary truths are true in all possible worlds because once God creates the
necessary truths He has limited the possible worlds by setting His will, and the possible
worlds are limited to the ones in which the necessary truths are true. Another reason for
accepting this interpretation is that it does not restrict God’s omnipotence or His freewill,
He could have made the necessary truths however He wanted, but He freely willed them
the way they are and nothing can undermine His free choice by changing the necessary
truths. A final reason for accepting this interpretation is that it does not make necessary
truths dependent upon our minds like the conceptualist analysis of necessary truths. So,
they are true in any world God chooses to create regardless of whether there are human
minds in that world to conceive of them as necessary. According to this interpretation, the
necessary truths are true because God freely willed them so, not because we conceive of
them as being necessary.

At this point one may object to this interpretation by claiming that it limits God to only
one chance at creation. Since on this interpretation once God sets the eternal truths, they
are unchanging, it seems that God only has one chance to create the eternal truths and
after creating the eternal truths, God cannot change them. The fact that God does not
have the ability to change the eternal truths seems to limit his power, but Descartes is
very clear that God is omnipotent. So, the objector would conclude that this interpretation
cannot be correct because it limits God to only one chance at creation, which limits His
power, and Descartes is unwilling to think of God’s power as limited.

Although this is a reasonable objection for one to make, there are good reasons for
thinking that Descartes did believe that God only created once but that fact in no way
limited His power. In the Principles of Philosophy, Descartes makes it clear that he
believes all of God’s creating occurs in a single act because he says “there is always a
single identical and perfectly simple act by means of which he [God] simultaneously
understands, wills and accomplishes everything” (AT VIHIA 14). Also, as mentioned
above, Descartes considers God’s will to be immutable. If the above objection is
considered in light of the fact that Descartes considers God’s will to be immutable, and
he believes God creates with a single, simple act, it seems to be a mistake to assume that
God’s having one chance at creation limits His power. First, it is reasonable to think that
Descartes believes that since God’s will is immutable, He has only one chance at creation
because once His will is set it does not change. The fact that God’s will is immutable
takes nothing away from His omnipotence because He is the one who sets His immutable
will. Second, it is likely that Descartes thinks that God only had one chance at creation
because of His omnipotence. If God has to create more than once it seems that either He
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made mistakes the first lime He created, or, at the very least, He has to try more than
once to get things just the way He wants them. So, God has one chance at creating
because He is omnipotent, and one chance is all that He will ever need. Thus, the
objection that God’s only having one chance at creation limits His power is mistaken, and
the interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of eternal truths that I offer is
unaffected by the objection.

Concluding Remarks

1 have explained Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of eternal truths and two prominent
interpretations of his doctrine. 1 have shown that both of these interpretations are
problematic. Finally, I have presented an interpretation of Descartes’ doctrine that avoids
the errors of these interpretations while comporting with what Descartes claims about
necessary truths. Thus, 1 conclude that the interpretation that I have presented is a
reasonable way to understand Descartes’ doctrine of the creation of eternal truths.

NOTES

1. Descartes often referred to necessary truths as “cternal truths.” 1 will consider the terms “cternal truths,”
and “necessary truths,” to be synonymous in this paper.

2. See Frankfurt and Van Clevc for interpretations of Descartes along these lines.

3. For an interesting discussion of why Descartes was motivated to deny this conception scc Frankfurt.

4. See Frankfurt and Van Cleve.

5. By “prior” here, I am referring to conceptual priority not temporal priority. Descartes would likely
consider time to begin with God’s willing, so it would make no sensc to speak of a time prior to God’s willing.

WORKS CITED

Bennett, Jonathan, “Descartes’s Theory of Modality.” The Philosophical Review 103.4 (1994): 639-667,

Cottingham, John, Robert Stoothoff, and Dugald Murdoch, trans. Descartes: Selected Philosophical Writings.
New York: Cambridge UP, 1988.

---. Descartes ' Conversation with Burman. Oxford: Clarendon P, 1976.

Curley, E.M. “Descartes on the Creation of the Eternal Truths.” The Philosophical Review 93.4 (1984): 569-
597.

Frankfurt, Harry. “Descartes on the Creation of the Etemal Truths.” The Philosophical Review 86.1 (1977): 36-
57.

Kenny, Anthony. “The Cartesian Circle and the Eternal Truths.” The Journal of Philosophy 67.19 (1970): 685-
700.

---. Descartes: Philosophical Letters. London: Oxford UP, 1970.

Van Cleve, James. “Descartes and the Destruction of the Eternal Truths.” Ratio 7.1 (1994): 58-62.

70



