
From Plato’s Theaetetus 
 
148B 
THEAETETUS. Still, Socrates, I wouldn't be able to 
answer your question about knowledge in the way we 
managed with lengths and powers. But it seems to me to 
be something of that sort that you're looking for. So 
Theodorus does, after all, turn out to have said 
something false. 
C 
SOCRATES. But look here, suppose he'd praised you 
for running, and said he'd never come across a young 
man who was so good at it; and then you'd run a race 
and been beaten by the fastest starter, a man in his 
prime. Do you think his praise would have been any less 
true? 
 
THEAETETUS. No. 
 
SOCRATES. And what about knowledge? Do you think 
it's a small matter to seek it out, as I was saying just 
now—not one of those tasks which are arduous* in 
every way? 
 
THEAETETUS. Good heavens, no: I think it's really 
one of the most arduous of tasks. 
D 
SOCRATES. Well then, don't lose heart about yourself, 
and accept that there was something in what Theodorus 
said. Always do your best in every way; and as for 
knowledge, do your best to get hold of an account of 
what, exactly, it really is. 
 
THEAETETUS. If doing my best can make it happen, 
Socrates, it will come clear. 
 
SOCRATES. Come on, then—because you've just 
sketched out the way beautifully—try to imitate your 
answer about the powers. Just as you collected them, 
many as they are, in one class, try, in the same way, to 
find one account by which to speak of the many kinds 
of knowledge. 
E 
THEAETETUS. But I assure you, Socrates, I've often 
set myself to think about it, when I've heard reports of 
your questions. But I can't convince myself that I have 
anything adequate to say on my own account; and I 
haven't been able to hear anyone else saying the sort of 
thing you're asking for. On the other hand, I can't stop 
worrying about it either. 
 
SOCRATES. Yes, you're suffering the pains of labour, 
Theaetetus; it's because you're not barren but pregnant.  
 
THEAETETUS. I don't know, Socrates; I'm only telling 

you what I've experienced. 
149A 

SOCRATES. Do you mean to tell me you haven't heard 
that I'm the son of a fine strapping midwife called 
Phaenarete? 
 
THEAETETUS. Yes, I'd heard that. 
 
SOCRATES. And have you also heard that I practise 
the same art? 
 
THEAETETUS. No, I certainly haven't. 
 
SOCRATES. Well, you can be sure I do. But you 
mustn't give me away to everybody else. You see, I've 
kept it secret that I have this art. It's one thing people 
don't say about me, because they don't know it. What 
they do say is that I'm very odd, and that I make people 
feel difficulties. Have you heard that too? 

B 
THEAETETUS. Yes. 
 
SOCRATES. Shall I tell you the reason? 
 
THEAETETUS. Yes, please. 
 
SOCRATES. Well, call to mind how things are in 
generalwith midwives, and you'll find it easier to 
understand what I mean. No doubt you know that none 
of them attends other women while she's still conceiving 
and bearing children herself. It's those who are past 
being able to give birth who do it.  
 
THEAETETUS. Certainly. 

C 
SOCRATES. They say it's Artemis who's responsible 
for that, because, being childless herself, she's the 
patron of childbirth. She didn't grant the gift of 
midwifery to barren women, because human nature is 
too weak to acquire skill in matters of which it has no 
experience. But she did assign it to those who are 
unable to bear children because of their age, in honour 
of their likeness to herself. 
 
THEAETETUS. That's plausible. 
 
SOCRATES. And isn't it both plausible and inevitable 
that midwives should be better than everyone else at 
recognizing women who are pregnant and women who 
aren't?  
 
THEAETETUS. Certainly. 

D 
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SOCRATES. Moreover, by giving drugs and singing 
incantations, midwives can bring on the pains of labour, 
and make them milder if they want to? And they can 
make women who are having a difficult labour give 
birth? And if they see fit to cause a miscarriage when 
the embryo is young,* they do so? 
 
THEAETETUS. Yes. 
 
SOCRATES. And have you also observed this 
characteristic of theirs: they're the cleverest of match-
makers, in that there are no gaps in their wisdom as 
regards knowing which sort of woman should consort 
with which sort of man in order to produce the best 
possible children? 
 
THEAETETUS. No, I didn't know that at all. 
E 
SOCRATES. Well, you can be sure that they pride 
themselves more on that than on cutting the umbilical 
cord. After all, consider the art which has to do with the 
care and harvesting of the fruits of the earth, and the one 
which has to do with knowing which sort of plant and 
seed should be put into which sort of earth. Do you 
think they're the same or different? 
 
THEAETETUS. The same. 
150A 
SOCRATES. And with a woman, do you think there's 
one art for this latter sort of thing and another for the 
harvest?  
 
THEAETETUS. No, that isn't plausible. 
 
SOCRATES. No. But because of the wrong and 
unskilled way of bringing a man and a woman together 
which has the name of procuring, midwives, concerned 
as they are about their dignity, avoid even match-
making, since they're afraid that because of the latter 
activity they may fall foul of the former charge. 
Whereas in fact it's surely real midwives, and they 
alone, who are the appropriate people to make matches 
correctly. 
 
THEAETETUS. Evidently. 
B 
SOCRATES. Well now, that's the extent of the part 
midwives play; but it's smaller than mine. Because it 
isn't the habit of women to give birth sometimes to 
imitations and sometimes to genuine children, with the 
difference not easy to detect. If it were, the greatest and 
most admirable task of midwives would be to 
distinguish what's true and what isn't: don't you think 
so? 
 
THEAETETUS. Yes. 
 

SOCRATES. Well, my art of midwifery has, in general, 
the same characteristics as theirs, but it's different in that 
I attend men, not women, and in that I watch over minds 
in childbirth, not bodies. And the greatest thing in my 
art is this: to be able to test, by every means, whether it's 
an imitation and a falsehood that the young man's 
 intellect is giving birth to, or something genuine and C 
 true. Because I have, in common with midwives, the 
following characteristic: I'm unproductive of wisdom, 
and there's truth in the criticism which many people 
have made of me before now, to the effect that I 
question others but don't make any pronouncements 
about anything myself, because I have no wisdom in 
me. The reason for it is this: God compels me to be a 
midwife, but has prevented me from giving birth. So I'm 
not at all wise myself, and there hasn't been any          D 
discovery of that kind born to me as the offspring of my 
mind. But not so with those who associate with me. At 
first some of them seem quite incapable of learning; but, 
as our association advances, all those to whom 
God grants it make progress to an extraordinary 
extent—so it seems not only to them but to everyone 
else as well. And it's clear that they do so, not because 
they have ever learnt anything from me, but because 
they have themselves discovered many admirable things 
in themselves, and given birth to them. 

Still, for the delivery it's God, and I myself, who   E 
are  responsible. That's clear from the following point. 
There have been many people before now who didn't 
know all this, and held themselves responsible while 
thinking nothing of me; and, either of their own accord 
or because they have been persuaded by others, they 
have gone away sooner than they should have. And 
once they have gone away, they have mis-carried the 
rest of their offspring because of the bad company they 
kept; and they have lost the ones which had been 
delivered by me, through rearing them badly, having set 
more store by falsehoods and imitations than by what's 
true. In the end they have come to seem incapable of 
learning, both to themselves and to everybody else. One 
of them was Aristeides, the son of Lysimachus, 150A 
and  there have been a good many others. When they 
come back, begging for association with me and going 
to extraordinary lengths to get it, the supernatural sign 
that comes to me stops me associating with some of 
them, but with others it lets me, and those ones make 
progress again. 

There's another experience which the people who 
associate with me have in common with women in 
childbirth: they feel pain, and they're full of difficulties, 
night and day—far more so than the women. And my 
art can bring on that pain, and end it. 

Well then, that's how it is with them. But there are 
some people, Theaetetus, who somehow don't seem toB 
me to be pregnant. Once I know that they have no need 
of me, I'm kind enough to arrange matches for them, 

 2



and, with God's help, I guess quite adequately whose 
intercourse they'd benefit from. I've given away several 
of them to Prodicus, and several to other wise and gifted 
gentlemen. 

Now here's why I've told you all this at such length: 
I suspect you're suffering pain—as indeed you think 
yourself—because you're pregnant with something 
inside you. So put yourself in my hands, bearing in  
C mind that I'm a midwife's son and an expert in 
midwifery myself, and do your best to answer whatever 
I ask you as well as you can. And if, when I inspect the 
things you say, I take one of them to be an imitation, not 
something true, and so ease it out and throw it away, 
you mustn't be angry with me, as women in their first 
childbirth would be about their children. There have 
been many people before now who have been so 
disposed towards me as to be ready literally to bite me, 
when I was taking some piece of silliness away from 
them. They don't realize that I do it out of goodwill; 
they're a long way from knowing that no god bears ill  
D will to men, and that I don't do anything of that kind 
out of ill will: it simply isn't right for me to acquiesce in 
a falsehood and obscure a truth. 

So start again from the beginning, Theaetetus, and 
try to say what, exactly, knowledge is. Don't ever say 
you can't; because if God is willing, and you keep your 
courage up, you'll be able. 
 
THEAETETUS. Well, Socrates, with you encouraging 
one like that, it would be disgraceful not to do one's 
best, in every way, to say what one can. Very well, then: 
E it seems to me that a person who knows something is 
perceiving the thing he knows. The way it looks to me 
at the moment is that knowledge is nothing but 
perception. 
 
SOCRATES. Well done: you're right to come out with it 
like that. But now let's look into it together, to see if it 
really is genuine or the result of a false pregnancy. You 
say knowledge is perception? 
 
[. . . ] 
155C 
THEAETETUS. I certainly have, Socrates, and it's quite 
extraordinary what wonder I feel at the question what, 
exactly, is true about it. Sometimes I get really dizzy 
looking at it. 
D 
SOCRATES. Yes, Theodorus seems to have made not 
at all a bad guess about your natural gifts. Because that 
experience, the feeling of wonder, is the very 
characteristic of a philosopher: philosophy has no other 
starting-point. 
 
[here follows a lengthy discussion of knowledge as 
perception, with Socrates assisting Theatetus in defining 

himself] 
160D 

SOCRATES. Well then, if I'm free from falsehood, and 
don't trip up in my thinking about the things which are, 
or come to be, how could I fail to have knowledge of 
the things I'm a perceiver of? 
 
THEAETETUS. You couldn't. 
 
SOCRATES. So you were quite right to say that 
knowledge is nothing but perception. The three theories 
have turned out to coincide: that all things change, like 
streams, as Homer and Heracleitus and all that lot say; 
that a man is the measure of all things, as Protagoras, 
the wisest of men, says; and that, since that's so,        E 
knowledge proves to be perception, as Theaetetus says. 
Is that right, Theaetetus? Shall we say that's your new-
born child, so to speak, and the product of my 
midwifery? What do you say? 
 
THEAETETUS. I'm obliged to agree, Socrates. 
 
SOCRATES. So this is what we've produced at long 
last, whatever exactly it turns out to be. And now that 
the birth is over, we must hold its inspection ceremony, 
literally circling all round it in our argument, and 
looking to see that if what we've produced isn't worth 
bringing up, but a falsehood, the result of a false161A 
pregnancy, the fact doesn't escape us. Or do you think 
you ought, whatever happens, to bring up your offspring 
and not do away with it? Will you be able to bear seeing 
it refuted, and not be very angry if someone takes it 
away from you, when this was your first childbirth? 
 
THEODORUS. Theaetetus will bear it, Socrates; 
because he isn't at all ill-tempered. But do please tell us, 
where does it go wrong? 
 
SOCRATES. How fond of arguments you are, 
Theodorus! It's splendid in you, the way you think I'm a 
sort of bag of arguments, and will easily pick one out 
and say how that theory goes wrong. You aren't bearing 
in mind what's happening. None of the arguments       B 
ever comes from me; they always come from the person 
who is having the discussion with me. I know no more 
than he does, apart from a tiny bit, enough to be able to 
get an argument from someone else, who's wise, and to 
accept it in proportion to its merits. That's what I'm 
going to do now: I'm going to try to get an argument 
from Theaetetus, not to say anything myself. 
 
THEODORUS. You put it better than I did, Socrates. 
Do that. 
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