The Watchmaker

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked how the stone
came to be there; I might possibly answer, that, for any thing I knew to the contrary, it had
lain there for ever: nor would it perhaps be very easy to show the absurdity of this answer.
But suppose I had found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how the watch
happened to be in that place; I should hardly think of the answer which I had before given,
that, for any thing I knew, the watch might have always been there. Yet why should not this
answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone? why is it not as admissible in the second
case, as in the first? For this reason, and for no other, viz. that, when we come to inspect the
watch, we perceive (what we could not discover in the stone) that its several parts are
framed and put together for a purpose, e. g. that they are so formed and adjusted as to
produce motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; that, if the
different parts had been differently shaped from what they are, of a different size from what
they are, or placed after any other manner, or in any other order, than that in which they are
placed, either no motion at all would have been carried on in the machine, or none which

would have answered the use that is now served by it...

This mechanism being observed (it requires indeed an examination of the instrument, and
perhaps some previous knowledge of the subject, to perceive and understand it; but being
once, as we have said, observed and understood), the inference, we think, is inevitable, that
the watch must have had a maker: that there must have existed, at some time, and at some
place or other, an artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it

actually to answer; who comprehended its construction, and designed its use...

Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, which existed in the watch,
exists in the works of nature; with the difference, on the side of nature, of being greater and
more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation. I mean that the contrivances of
nature surpass the contrivances of art, in the complexity, subtility, and curiosity of the
mechanism; and still more, if possible, do they go beyond them in number and variety; yet,
in a multitude of cases, are not less evidently mechanical, not less evidently contrivances,
not less evidently accommodated to their end, or suited to their office, than are the most

perfect productions of human ingenuity.

Nor would it, I apprehend, weaken the conclusion, that we had never seen a watch made;
that we had never known an artist capable of making one; that we were altogether incapable
of executing such a piece of workmanship ourselves, or of understanding in what manner it
was performed; all this being no more than what is true of some exquisite remains of ancient
art, of some lost arts, and, to the generality of mankind, of the more curious productions of

modern manufacture. Does one man in a million know how oval frames are turned?



Ignorance of this kind exalts our opinion of the unseen and unknown artist's skill, if he be
unseen and unknown, but raises no doubt in our minds of the existence and agency of such
an artist, at some former time, and in some place or other. Nor can I perceive that it varies at
all the inference, whether the question arise concerning a human agent, or concerning an

agent of a different species, or an agent possessing, in some respects, a different nature.

Neither, secondly, would it invalidate our conclusion, that the watch sometimes went
wrong, or that it seldom went exactly right. The purpose of the machinery, the design, and
the designer, might be evident, and in the case supposed would be evident, in whatever way
we accounted for the irregularity of the movement, or whether we could account for it or
not. It is not necessary that a machine be perfect, in order to show with what design it was
made: still less necessary, where the only question is, whether it were made with any design
at all.

from William Paley, Natural Theology I-I1I (1802)



