
The Teleological Argument: Paley 1 

The design argument for the existence of God is also called the teleological 2 

argument: teleos is a Greek word meaning 'end' or 'purpose'. The design argument 3 
is an a posteriori argument. It is based on observation of the apparent order in the 4 

universe and the natural world, to conclude that it is not the result of mere chance, 5 
but of design. The evidence from design points to a designer and the argument 6 
concludes that this designer is God. 'With such signs of forethought in the design of 7 
living creatures, can you doubt they are the work of choice or design?' (Socrates)  8 
  9 

The Classical Argument for Design  10 

The basic argument for design states that:  11 

• the universe has order, purpose and regularity  12 

• the complexity of the universe shows evidence of design  13 

• such design implies a designer  14 

• the designer of the universe is God  15 

The argument makes the basic assumption that there is order and design in the 16 

universe, and that all things function to fulfil a specific purpose. For example, the 17 
changing seasons, the lifestyles of animals and birds, the intricate organism of the 18 
human body and the perfect adaptation of its parts to the whole appear to provide 19 

evidence that the universe was designed.  20 

The design argument is in two parts:  21 

• design qua regularity  22 

• design qua purpose  23 

Design qua Regularity  24 

This aspect looks at design in relation to the order and regularity in the universe. 25 

Philosophers who support the argument consider that the order and regularity 26 

evident in the universe is evidence of a designer at work. Just as a formal garden 27 

shows evidence of a gardener because of the order, a lack of weeds and the 28 

regularity - the arrangement of the flowers in the borders - so there is order and 29 

regularity evident in the universe; for example, the rotation of the planets and the 30 

natural laws. Philosophers conclude that this cannot have occurred by random 31 

chance. 32 

 33 

Design qua Purpose  34 

This aspect looks at the evidence of design in relation to the ways in which the parts 35 

of the universe appear to fit together for some purpose. The universe is compared to 36 

a manmade machine in which a designer fits all the parts together for a specific 37 

function. For example, the parts of a television are fitted together in such a way as to 38 

receive pictures and sound. If the parts were fitted together in a random manner, 39 

then the television would not function. Similarly, there are complex arrangements 40 

within nature that have been fitted together by a designer for special purposes.  41 

 42 



PALEY’S WATCH  43 

William Paley (1743 –  1805) quick profile 44 

Born in Peterborough, England, Educated at Prince Henry's Grammar 45 

School, of which his father was headmaster and at Christ's College, 46 

Cambridge. 47 

Was the Anglican  archdeacon of Carlisle and is often described as a 48 

Christian Apologist because he tried to explain and defend belief in 49 

Christianity 50 

 

The watch must have had a maker... who formed it for 
the purpose which we find it actually to answer; who 
comprehended its construction, and designed its use. 
Nor would it weaken the conclusion that we had never 
seen a watch made... or that the watch sometimes 
went wrong, or that it seldom went exactly right ...or if 
there were a few parts of the watch concerning which 
we could not discover ...in what manner they 
conducted to the general effect...  
Every manifestation of design, which existed in the 
watch, exists in the works of nature... only greater and 
more and exceeding all computation ... The 
contrivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art, 
in the complexity, subtlety, and curiosity of the 
mechanism.  
Natural Theology, chapter 3  

 

 

 51 

William Paley (CE 1743-1805)  52 

Paley put forward the most famous form of the design argument in his book, Natural 53 

Theology (1802):  54 
In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked how 55 

the stone came to be there, I might possibly answer, that for any thing I knew to the 56 
contrary it had lain there for ever; nor would it, perhaps be very easy to show the 57 
absurdity of this answer. But suppose I had found a watch upon the ground, and it 58 

should be inquired how the watch happened to be in that place, I should hardly think 59 
of the answer which I had before given, that for any thing I knew the watch might 60 
have always been there. Yet why should not this answer serve for the watch as well 61 

as for the stone; why is it not as admissible in the second case as in the first? For 62 
this reason, and for no other, namely, that when we come to inspect the watch, we 63 

perceive - what we could not discover in the stone - that its several parts are framed 64 
and put together for a purpose, e.g. that they are so formed and adjusted as to 65 
produce motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; 66 
that if the different parts had been differently shaped from what they are, or placed 67 

after any other manner or in any other order than that in which they are placed, 68 

either no motion at all would have been carried on in the machine, or none which 69 
would have answered the use that is now served by it . . .  70 
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William Paley, Natural Theology, 1802 71 

 72 

The first part of Paley's argument was design qua purpose. Paley put forward the 73 

argument for design in the form of a simple analogy. If we were to come across a 74 

watch, we would conclude that all the parts fitted together for a purpose and had not 75 

come into existence by chance. An intelligent person would infer a designer of the 76 

watch. In the same way, if we look at the world we can infer a design because of the 77 

way in which things fit together for a purpose. For example, Paley thought that a 78 

similar conclusion might be drawn from the intricate mechanisms of the human body. 79 

Paley used the example of the eve and the way in which it is adapted for sight. Its 80 

various parts co-operate in complex ways to produce sight. He believed that the eye 81 

was designed for the specific purpose of seeing, and that this complex design 82 

suggests an intelligent designer. He adds to this example the instincts of animals 83 

that aid survival; a bird's wings for flight or a fish's fins for swimming. Another 84 

example that he used was the lacteal system:  85 

 

 

The lacteal system is a constant 
wonder; and it adds to other causes of 
our admiration, that the number of the 
teats or paps in each species is found 
to bear a proportion to the number of 
the young. In the sow, the bitch, the 
rabbit, the cat, the rat, which have 
numerous litters, the paps are 
numerous, and are disposed along the 
whole length of the belly: in the cow 
and the mare, they are few. The most 
simple account of this, is to refer it to a 
designing creator.  
William Paley, Natural Theology, 
1802  

 

Such evidence, Paley argued, could only be the result of a 'designing creator', which 86 

for Paley was God.  87 

The second part of Paley's argument for the existence of God is design qua 88 
regularity. Paley used evidence from astronomy and Newton's laws of motion and 89 
gravity to prove that there is design in the universe. Paley pointed to the rotation of 90 
the planets in the solar system, and how they obey the same universal laws, and 91 

hold their orbits because of gravity. This could not have come about by chance. He 92 

concluded that an external agent must have imposed order on the universe as a 93 

whole, and on its many parts, and that this agent must be God:  94 

While the possible laws of variations were infinite, the admissible laws, or the 95 

compatible laws compatible with the system, lie within narrow limits. If the attracting 96 

forces had varied according to any direct law of the distance, let it have been what it 97 

would, great destruction and confusion would have taken place. The direct simple 98 
proportion of the distance would, it is true, have produced an ellipse; but the 99 



perturbing forces would have acted with so much advantage, as to be continually 100 
changing the dimensions of the ellipse, in a manner inconsistent with our terrestrial 101 
creation. William Paley, Natural Theology, 1802  102 

In the twentieth century, Arthur Brown has supported the argument for design 103 

based on astronomy. Brown pointed to the ozone layer as evidence of design. He 104 

argued that the ozone layer's purpose, to filter out ultraviolet rays in order to protect 105 

life, could not have happened by chance. Brown argued that:  106 

The ozone gas layer is a mighty proof of the creator's forethought. Could anyone 107 

possibly attribute this device to a chance evolutionary process? A wall which 108 

prevents death to every living thing, just the right thickness and exactly the correct 109 

defence gives every evidence of a plan.  110 

Arthur Brown, Footprints of God, 1943  111 

TASKS: 112 

A typical AO1 questions would be to ‘Explain Paley’s teleological argument with reference to design 113 

qua purpose and regularity’. 114 

Complete an AO1 5 minute essay plan sheet 115 

Create revision flash cards for Paley’s teleological argument. 116 
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