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Throughout time and the world over, human beings have been plagued by the same, seemingly 
impenetrable riddles: What is our purpose on earth? How did human beings come to be? and perhaps, 
most unfathomably, Why did we come to be? 
 
With the advent of the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
philosophers began to seek answers outside of strictly religious modes of thinking. While many were still 
shaped and informed by their religious context, schooling, and personal beliefs, more and more turned 
to reason as the means to investigate perennial human questions. In a curious paradox, their search gave 
rise to both modern philosophical and scientific thinking, as many philosophers struggled to prove, through 
rational arguments, the existence of God. The watchmaker or clockmaker analogy is one of the most well-
known and long-lived of these arguments. In simple terms, it posits that a complex object like a clock (or an 
organism) is the product of design and not accident, and that as such, it must have a designer. 
 
The origins of the watchmaker or clockmaker analogy is most often traced back to Cicero, who wrote in De 
Natura Deorum (On the Nature of the Gods) in 45 B.C.: 

When you see a statue or a painting, you recognize the exercise of art; when you observe 
from a distance the course of a ship, you do not hesitate to assume that its motion is guided 
by reason and by art; when you look at a sun-dial or water-clock, you infer that it tells the 
time by art and not by chance; how then can it be consistent to suppose that the world, 
which includes both the works of art in question, the craftsmen who made them, and 
everything else besides, can be devoid of purpose and of reason? 

 
In Cicero’s time and for a long time to come, the watch or clock was considered a marvel of design and 
technology. It is no surprise that it was considered a fitting symbol for the complexity of the human being. 
Consequently, it continued to serve as a useful cornerstone for an examination of how human beings came 
to be well into the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment. The clockmaker analogy was taken up by many 
notable philosophers including René Descartes in 1664, and Voltaire in 1734, who wrote in Traité de 
Métaphysique: 

When I see a watch whose hands mark the hours, I conclude that an intelligent being has 
arranged the springs of this machine so that its hands mark the hours. Thus, when I see the 
springs of the human body, I conclude that an intelligent being has arranged these organs to 
be received and nourished for nine months in the womb; that the eyes are given for seeing, 
the hands to seizing, etc., but from this sole argument I cannot conclude anything further 
than that it is probably that an intelligent and superior being has skillfully prepared and 
fashioned the matter. 
 

However, it was a British Christian apologist named William Paley who conceived and expounded a 
comprehensive argument for the existence of God based on the clockmaker analogy. In 1802 he published 
a treatise entitled Natural Theology, which begins: 

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 anything I knew to the contrary, it 
had lain there forever: 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 I had before 
given, that for anything I knew, the watch might have always been there. . . 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. 

 
Though it was not without its critics, William Paley’s carefully and forcefully argued philosophy convinced 
many, and still resonates with many people to this day. 



 



 

Pierre: Herr Mann, you understand that giving false statements… 

 

 [Monsieur Pierre looks up at Mann and sees that he’s not sitting. Mann sits quickly. To his mortification he 

discovers that one of his chair’s legs is a quarter of an inch shorter than the others. Mann shifts his weight 

on the chair trying to ascertain whether the chair is ‘this’ or ‘this’ and every time he does so a knock 

resounds.] 

 

Pierre: Are you comfortable? 

 

Mann: I’m not uncomfortable. 

 

Pierre: Why should you be uncomfortable? 

 

Mann: I am quite comfortable. 

 

Pierre: Are you quite positive of that? 

 

[Knock. Pause.] 

 

Mann: Yes. 

 

Pierre: Herr Mann, you do understand that giving false statements is a serious transgression of 

regulations – 

 

Mann: I am not the most comfortable I have ever been. 

 

Pierre: And would seriously call your case into review? 

 

Mann: I understand perfectly. I was being honest about the chair. It’s no armchair is it? But it is 

quite well-suited for what it’s for. Sitting. 

 

Pierre: Would you like me to get you another chair? 

 

Mann: This is a very good chair. Very well made it seems. Sturdy. 

 

[Pause. Knock.] 

 

Pierre: Here is a form. It is required that you fill it out before we proceed. 

 

[Monsieur Pierre places an eighth sheet of paper in front of Mann. On top of that he places a small pencil 

with no eraser. Mann takes up the pencil and reads the eighth sheet of paper. He looks at the sheet, puzzled; 

turns it over, finds nothing on the back, and turns it over again. He mouths three words, then begins 

carefully writing his answer. In a few moments, he’s finished.] 

 

Mann: Finished. 

 

Pierre: Finished? My pencil. 

 



 

Mann: Yes, thank you. Your pencil. Wouldn’t want to steal your pencil. 

 

Pierre: Are you the kind of man that would steal a man’s pencil? 

 

Mann: No, no, I’d never steal a pencil. 

 

Pierre: It’s only a pencil. 

 

Mann: It’s the principle. 

 

Pierre: It is indeed the principle. But it’s only a pencil. Would you like the pencil? 

 

Mann: The pencil? 

 

Pierre: My pencil? 

 

Mann: Your pencil, no. 

 

Pierre: How about a pencil? 

 

Mann: Especially not a pencil. Thank you, though. 

 

Pierre: You don’t want a chair nor do you want a pencil. What is it that you do want? Do you want to be left 

alone? To stroll and look in the shop windows? 

 

Mann: Yes - not really. 

 

Pierre: To stand near the steps and smoke a quiet cigarette? 

 

Mann: I have asthma. 

 

Pierre: I bet you’d just like to sit in the park and feed the pigeons? Doesn’t that sound nice? 

 

Mann: I’m not exactly comfortable with birds. 

 

[Monsieur Pierre examines the eighth sheet of paper.] 

 

Pierre: I see. 

 

Mann: You see. Good. 

 

Pierre: Is it—good? 

 

Mann: Shouldn’t it be? I answered as truthfully as possible. 

 

[Mann scratches his chin momentarily.] 

 

Pierre: I see. I see. 



 

[A man in an undershirt sits at a table, eating sardines from a plate that also has a large peeled white onion 

on it. Frieda timidly enters, without bread or sweater, and sees that her husband is home, and steadies 

herself, trying to move without fear. She sets the pillowcase, containing the clock, discreetly on the floor by 

the doorway. The man continues to eat in silence as Frieda sits down at the table. She reaches for one of the 

sardines.] 

 

Adolphus: Get your own supper. This is my supper. 

 

Frieda: I’m sorry I’m late. 

 

Adolphus: Sardines and onion. 

 

Frieda: I’ll make something special tomorrow. 

 

Adolphus: You’ll make something special tomorrow. 

 

Frieda: What would you like? 

 

Adolphus: Something special. 

 

Frieda: I’ll make that, then. 

 

Adolphus: Where’ve you been? 

 

Frieda: Running errands. 

 

Adolphus: Running errands? Did you get bread? 

 

Frieda: I got there too late. 

 

Adolphus: Too late. Too late to get bread. Why? // You were running errands. 

 

Frieda: I was running… yes. 

 

Adolphus: No bread then. 

 

Frieda: I’ll get bread tomorrow. Fresh. 

 

Adolphus: Will you? 

 

Frieda: If you’d like some. 

 

Adolphus: I’d like some. And don’t dally in the park like you did last time. 

 

Frieda: I told you – 

 

[Pause. Adolphus has finished licking his fingers clean of sardine juice. He takes a bite of the onion as if it 

were an apple.] 



 

 

Adolphus, I only stopped in the park because I got caught in the rain. 

 

Adolphus: You told me. You waited out the rain and that’s why you were late. And the bread was ruined. 

You waited out the rain by yourself, under a tree. 

 

Frieda: Yes. 

 

Adolphus: By yourself? 

 

Frieda: By myself. 

 

Adolphus: By yourself. Under a tree. So you said. 

 

Frieda: I got caught up, the rain falling, the bread. The smell. There was something about the smell.  It was 

silly. Girlish. The smell – 

 

Adolphus: Reminded you of something. 

 

Frieda: It didn’t remind me of anything. It was just quiet. Nothing. 

 

Adolphus: Silly. Girlish. 

 

Frieda: It won’t happen again. I’m sorry. 

 

Adolphus: If you get caught in the rain, you get caught in the rain. Nothing to be sorry about. 

 

Frieda: I’m sorry anyway. 

 

Adolphus: Me too. 

 

Frieda: For what? 

 

Adolphus: For getting angry with you… 



 



 



 

 

Pierre: You are under review. 

 

Mann: For some crime I’ve committed? 

 

Pierre: Possibly. Or possibly for some crime you are about to commit which you haven’t yet committed. It’s 

quite possible. 

 

Mann: That’s not possible. 

 

Pierre: It isn’t? Let me tell you a story. It's about a simple man, a very fine baker, a stranger in a 

country where they speak a different language than he. Now, he bakes very well, learns the 

language, is fair and pleasant to his new countrymen. And they, in turn, are fair and pleasant 

to him. All is good. But then, a war breaks out between his home country and his adopted 

one. When the war becomes particularly bloody, people—as they tend to do—stop coming to 

his shop. Soon his bakery is nearly bankrupt. One night, rocks are thrown through his shop 

windows. The baker sweeps up the broken glass but the next night more than rocks are 

thrown. The following morning, standing before the charred remains of his pastry-shaped 

aspirations the simple baker sees clearly. Not long after that, the baker boards a train full of 

seaside travellers. He carries a black valise and finds his seat. Mopping sweat from his brow 

he pushes the black valise far under the seat where no one can see it and leaves it there. When 

the train slows on a bend, he leaps from the back door for the railway ties. Unfortunately, the 

baker—not accustomed to leapings and landings from the back doors of trains—stumbles, 

falls and breaks his neck. He lies in a ditch, in a country far from his own, dead. 

 

Mann: But? 

 

Pierre: But. But the clock on the bomb in the black valise keeps on ticking, until just more than a 

half-hour later when it blows the seaside travellers into an array of little mismatched pieces. 

 

Mann: Oh. 

 

Pierre: Now, Herr Mann, the baker set the bomb for his love of baking. And though his heart had 

stopped, his bomb—his act of love—keeps on ticking. His revenge keeps on ticking. 

Contemplate that, Clockmaker. 
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