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The Prometheus Trust: Practical Philosophy 
for Immortals

The Prometheus Trust, a registered UK educational charity, has been publishing 
books on Platonic philosophy since 1994 and has been running philosophy courses 
for some six years. We attract a wide range of students, some with experience of 
academic philosophy, but many without any formal background. In this article I 
will discuss firstly why our approach is tied to the Platonic view of the nature of 
the human being, and secondly how our methods significantly depart from the 
standard model of philosophical education.

Every creature pursues happiness in their own manner: a tree puts down roots, spreads 
wide its branches, and produces its fruit; a gazelle feeds on grasses, runs away when 
its predator approaches, gathers with its fellow gazelles and mates in season; a lion 
pursues its prey, rests when satiated, takes its place in a pride and contributes to the 
production and upbringing of the pride’s young. But how does a human being find 
happiness? It is this basic question which lies at the heart of philosophy.

Instinctive drives are all that a tree or an animal of nature needs to follow - acting 
much like their ancestors have done for millennia past. But such instincts are not 
enough for humans: part of our problem is that, it seems, we must use reason to 
discover our path to happiness.

With this in mind, the most practical question of all for a philosopher to start with 
is, ‘what kind of creature am I?’ If this question seems too big or too difficult to 
answer, we must set about the task of finding out how we can eventually find at 
least a working answer to it. No other major question can really be tackled without 
some idea of our own nature, since an individual’s knowledge and understanding of 
anything is conditioned by the nature of that individual..

For some time during the nineteenth century, the Phaedrus was considered by a 
number of scholars as Plato’s first dialogue - a view prompted by the fact that it 
touches upon most of his important theories (Waterfield, 2002). Although this view 
is now no longer fashionable, it is worth noting how the work opens: ‘It’s good 
to see you Phaedrus,’ says Socrates, ‘Where are you going, and where have you 
come from?’ Where we have come from makes us what we are, and what we are 
determines - more or less - where we are going, so this does seem to be pushing 
us towards the philosophical quest.

So what kind of creature is a human being? I suppose today’s orthodoxy is that we 
are a very sophisticated material animal - a body with a self-consciousness which 
has grown up out of a long evolutionary process. If this is the correct answer then 
we are clearly mortal, since all material things have only a certain time in existence 
before they break down. What is practical is only that which can be accomplished 
either in the short time of one earthly life, or what can be done in this period 
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coupled with what can be passed on to succeeding generations. 

However there is an alternative answer which has the support of most major 
civilisations throughout recorded history: a human being is a soul, which inhabits 
a body for a short while - an immortal which suffers the experience of mortal 
death, only to continue in some further life. If this is the truth, then what may be 
practical for a mortal creature is not necessarily practical for us. Some examination 
of these alternatives is, then, extremely important if we are to pursue happiness 
in an intelligent fashion.

Clear thinking is often prevented by an emotional reaction to what has been 
experienced either by the individual, or by others in recent history. I suggest that 
this is the case with many in our present thought-culture. When faced with the 
question of whether or not we are primarily a mortal body or an immortal soul, the 
very word ‘soul’ conjures up all kinds of associations which are tied to it by a long 
period in which the unquestionable dogma of the Christian Church was imposed 
upon the intellectual life of the West. Modern materialistic philosophy grew up in 
an era in which the authority of the Church was being cast off, and the concept 
of soul was thrown out, so to speak, along with the bathwater. But, of course, the 
concept of soul was with us long before the founding of the Christian faith: it has 
not always been bound to the irrational dogma which deems that one life - seventy 
years or so - is all the average human gets to unfold the potential of the invisible 
self. Clearly, while such a passage of time is enough to grow a body to maturity 
and beyond, it is completely inadequate to develop a soul if it is something more 
than a prop for the body.

Perhaps the deepest exploration in the West of the ‘soul alternative’ was carried 
out within the Platonic tradition - a line of development which certainly started 
before Plato himself, and carried on for a thousand years after his death before being 
broken by the growing power of an exclusive and dogmatic church. This power 
dominated European thought for a thousand years: insisting on the pre-eminence 
of faith over intellect, and acceptance over questioning. Further, it saw the human 
being as intrinsically corrupt and in need of exterior grace; in contradistinction to 
the Platonic tradition which considered the soul as intrinsically good - a potential 
hero with self-motive powers which, when unfolded, lead to a god-like state of 
being. As Socrates says, at the conclusion of the Republic: ‘But if the company will 
be persuaded by me; considering the soul to be immortal, and able to bear all evil, 
and all good, we shall always persevere in the road which leads above; and shall 
by all means pursue justice in conjunction with prudence, in order that we may 
be friends both to ourselves, and to the Gods, both whilst we remain here, and 
when we receive its rewards, like victors assembled together; and we shall, both 
here, and in that journey of a thousand years which we have described, enjoy a 
happy life’ (Plato, 1995).

A journey of ‘a thousand years’ is accomplished with a very different set of skills 
and supports than a mere day trip: an immortal life requires us to unfold powers 
which are unlikely to be needed if we are to flash in and out of existence as does 
the body. There is, of course, an overlap of practices when the immortal life includes 
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the experience of living in a mortal body. Indeed, Plato spends nine and a half 
books of the Republic showing how the good and just life is worthwhile without 
consideration of future rewards and punishments, and that just actions are their own 
reward. It is only in the last half of the last book that he shows how the practice of 
justice enables the immortal soul to progress towards its full unfoldment. 

So what is practical for an immortal?
To answer this question, at least from within the Platonic tradition, we need to 
understand why for Plato and his ancient commentators the soul finds itself living 
what appears to be a mortal life in the first place. This may also allow us to see why 
it is that this tradition considered the human to be a soul first and foremost. 

We may divide our experiences into those which centre on things that change - 
material things, or things which can only exist as a quality of material things; and 
those that do not change - invisible things which underlie the whole of existence 
without themselves having material existence. These unchanging things, ‘real 
beings’, can be understood as ideas which impose their characteristics upon the 
kind of being which moves into and out of existence. We must, of course, make a 
distinction between these ideas (or, if you like, ‘forms’) and human concepts: the 
former are not subject to change, while the latter are continually modified by our 
thoughts and experiences. But our concepts are allied to ideas - and the more our 
concepts coincide with the ideas which underlie the universe, the more they are 
considered to be true. As thinking individuals, humans are continually checking 
to see if the ‘idea’ within their thoughts is in alignment with the actual idea in 
the unchanging world. The implication is, then, that we have some kind of access 
to the world of stable being. And what kind of creature could do this? Only one 
which has some alliance with the unchanging world of true ideas. Could this be 
a body - a thing which, in terms of the Platonic tradition, is always becoming but 
never is? It seems unlikely, and so this presents us with a prima facie case for the 
reality of a soul - a thing which may change as it unfolds its powers, but must have 
an unchanging essence by which it is allied to the world of real being. 

This curious double nature of the soul which encompasses both change and 
non-change is compared by Socrates in the Phaedrus (245c ff) to a celestial chariot 
which, due to the inability of the charioteer to control its heavenly course, falls 
from its place in the world in which real ideas shine forth like stars, downwards 
until arrested by the solidity of the earth - a place where true ideas are as much 
obscured as manifested by matter. It is in this descent into obscuring matter that 
the human soul forgets the ideas which it glimpsed in the eternal world, and as 
a consequence to this forgetting, it mistakenly measures its experience by the 
yardstick of material existence, rather than by the light of true ideas. We begin to 
see ourselves as bodies with a consciousness, rather than a consciousness with a 
body; and we begin to see consciousness in terms of highly complex materiality 
rather than as an extension of eternal ideas into the world of time. In short we see 
ourselves as mortal rather than immortal creatures.
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Since it is by forgetting true ideas that we misunderstand both the world around us 
and our own natures, it must be by remembering those same ideas that we begin 
to rediscover our immortality. Furthermore only by using these ideas do we, in 
terms of the Socratic image, empower the charioteer to control the horses which 
draw the celestial chariot.

These two exercises - the remembering of pure ideas and the use of them - are the 
primary activities of immortal souls who find themselves living apparently earthly 
lives. Once this is understood, the path which Plato and other of his tradition point 
towards can, little by little, be discerned.

Now we see why, for example, in the Symposium Socrates is portrayed as going into 
deeply meditative states (175a and again at 220c) - for an idea in its purest form 
is hardly to be discovered by the ordinary level of thought that is tied to the busy 
world of matter. We can see, too, that the curious remark made by Socrates in the 
Phaedo (67e), that ‘those who philosophize rightly will meditate on how to die and 
be dead’ (Plato, 1996a) is a reference to the stripping of the material around a real 
thing so that it can be seen by the mind, for, as is explained a few lines above, death 
is a solution and a separation of the soul (or principle) from body (or matter).

The Prometheus Trust runs an educational programme in which the study of 
Platonic texts is interspersed with short periods of meditation; there is no doubt in 
my mind that this, or something like it, was what took place within the Academy. 
The East has several different techniques for meditation and contemplation, but 
the Trust follows a model of meditation which is aimed at what one might call 
the Western mind; which tends to be more individuated, active and directed than 
that of the East. Meditation - which is simply directed thinking - in this method 
follows the four stages of Platonic dialectic: division, definition, demonstration 
and analysis. And since we are aiming at a direct perception of real ideas, which 
in themselves are above images, the periods of meditation are kept short in order 
to avoid dropping down into associational trains of thought, which always tend 
to lead away from the pure ideas towards their instances.

Well-focused thinking - meditation - can lead to an intellectual vision of truth in 
which, it seems, the active mind pauses and contemplates the final result of its 
step by step process; rather like a painter stepping back after a period of time in 
which he or she has concentrated upon the brushwork, in order to contemplate the 
canvas. Since the fourfold dialectic meditation is based upon the natural pattern 
of thought, this contemplative state should arise quite spontaneously. It is my 
experience that the more one attempts to force contemplation the less likely it is 
to be found. A short pause at the end of a meditation allows the contemplation a 
space to arise, but if the moment does not produce the fruit, one moves on with 
the understanding that the contemplative vision will come when the necessary 
maturation of thought has been completed.

The study, meditation and contemplation comprise the first of the three practical 
requirements for the philosopher who considers him or herself to be immortal. 
But in pursuit of the second requirement, the Trust emphasises the truth of the 
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clear message given in the Seventh Epistle� - ‘For a thing of this kind cannot be 
expressed by words like other disciplines, but by long familiarity, and living in 
conjunction with the thing itself, a light as it were leaping from a fire will on a sudden 
be enkindled in the soul, and there itself nourish itself.’ (Plato, 1996b) In other words, 
we encourage our students to avoid detaching the science of philosophy from its 
art. It is interesting to note what Socrates says regarding his system of education 
for the philosophical governors of his imagined republic (Republic, 519d ff): after 
they have risen to the highest contemplative states, like the former prisoner of 
the cave who is able to look upon the sun, they will be obliged to descend again 
to apply to the duties of ordinary life their greater vision of truth. This insistence 
that philosophy is not complete unless it is used to connect the highest eternal 
truths to the business of mortal life is a distinctive feature of the Platonic teachings 
concerning of the soul and its path. 

Finally, a third feature of our approach is based on the view that an integral part 
of the philosophical path to conscious immortality is to become a ‘friend to the 
Gods’, as Plato puts in the Republic.2 This is, perhaps, something to which many 
who consider themselves philosophers - even Platonic philosophers - may baulk. 
Again, it seems to me, that we have a problem here with the association of ideas 
of divinity with an anti-rational and anti-philosophical tradition in Europe since 
the edict which closed the Academies in the sixth century of our era: but a clear-
sighted reading of Plato will show that pure reason and divine inspiration are 
perfectly compatible. The unfolding of the implications of the Platonic dialogues 
by the late Platonists from Plotinus onwards - as unfashionable as they have been 
over the last two hundred years - are now being re-examined in light of modern 
rediscoveries of altered states of consciousness. Far from being a departure from 
the purity of Plato’s philosophy, the so-called Neoplatonists’ writings concerning 
theurgy (in Greek literally ‘working with the Gods’) is gradually being accepted as 
being close to the spirit of Plato who, after all, wrote:3 ‘For a good man to sacrifice 
to and be conversant with the Gods, is of all things the most beautiful, the best, and 
the most useful to the possession of a happy life.’ (Plato, 1996c) The exploration 
of ways of becoming receptive to divinity is an integral part of our approach, 
but an area where we are always sensitive to the intensely personal nature of the 
religious experience.

1 At 341d – of course the authorship of this Epistle is disputed by modern scholars, but nevertheless, 
whoever wrote these words was clearly close enough to the spirit of Plato for it to be widely accepted 
as genuine in the ancient world.

2 See above. See also the Symposium at 212a, the Theatetus at 176a, and the procession of the Gods in the 
Phaedrus (253d) , where every soul is described as ‘following its particular god.’

3. The.Laws, IV, 716d
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