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Kleos, Moira, and Gnothi Seauton
                                   Block
Kleos

Homer’s Iliad opens with a stunning passage: Men are haunted by the vastness of eternity.  And so we ask ourselves, will our actions echo across the centuries?  Will strangers hear our name long after we are gone, and wonder who we were, how bravely we fought, how fiercely we loved?   These were the questions that haunted the Greeks.  Greeks believed that man can only live forever through his deeds.  It is how man is remembered that determines his immortality. 

The Greeks used the word kleos to describe the idea of “achieving fame” or “achieving glory.”  Homer used the word kleos to describe the heroes whose name would be remembered forever. 
Consider for a moment the conversation Achilles had with his mother the sea goddess, Thetis.  She was making him a seashell necklace.  He came to her for her advice about going to war.  “I knew they would come for you,” she says. “Long before you were born.  Years ago I knew they would come.  They want you to fight in Troy.”  Achilles, moody as ever, doesn’t respond.  Finally Achilles says, “Mother, tonight I decide.”   Thetis continues  “If you stay here, you will find peace.  You will find a wonderful woman.  You will have sons and daughters and they will have children, and they will love you.  And when you are gone they will remember you.  But when your children are dead and their children after them, your name will be lost for eternity.  But if you go to Troy, glory will be yours, my dear Achilles.  They will write stories about your victories for thousands of years.  The world will remember your name.  But if you go to Troy, you will never come home.  Your glory walks hand in hand with your doom.  And I shall never see you again.” 

Thetis understood the key to immortality.  Only through the heroic deeds of Achilles would his name live for eternity.  Only then would he achieve Kleos and this too was the primary motivation of Achilles.  He hated Agamemnon; he hated his Greek alliance; he had no respect for Menelaus who could not keep his wife from the bed of a sworn enemy.  But Achilles went off to war knowing full well that he would die before the gates of Troy.  Consider what Achilles told his black-clad Myrmidons before they stormed the beach at Troy.  “Myrmidons, my brothers of the sword.  I would rather fight beside you than any army of thousands. Let no man forget how menacing we are, we are lions.  Do you know what’s there, waiting, beyond that beach? Immortality!  They will sing our praise for a thousand years.  Take it, it’s yours!”
Moira 

The Greeks believed man was but a plaything in the hands of the gods.  An important aspect of the philosophy of life for  the Greeks was that they believed their lives were predetermined by the whims of the gods.  Achilles’ moira or “fate” was to die at Troy. Fate, or destiny, refers to a predetermined course of events.  But the Greeks also believed that it was possible to change one’s fate, however extremely difficult and unlikely.  Change could only come through self-awareness.  To recognize one’s fate was to change one’s fate.  Without understanding the path on which all of us are placed, change is impossible.  Once a person understands their predetermined path then they had the free will to make the difficult decisions to change their path.  Think about Achilles decision.  In the Iliad (9.410-16) Achilles uses the term “twofold fate” when he says “For my mother, Thetis the goddess of the silver feet, tells me that a twofold fate bears me on the day of death.  Either, if I stay her and fight beside the city of the Trojans, my homecoming is lost, but my glory never dies; or, if I return home to the dear land of my fathers, my noble glory dies, but the life that’s left to me will be long, and the stroke of death will not come to me quickly.”  Achilles has choice and he chooses Kleos.  Interestingly, he was correct.  We, 3000 years later on a whole different continent and in a whole different language still read and remember the stories of Homer.  Achilles achieved Kleos – so did Homer.

Gnothi Seauton

The phrase “Gnothi Seauton” or “Know Thyself” was carved in stone above the door at the Temple to Apollo at the sacred site of Delphi.  The essence of the battle to change their fates was expressed in a Greek poem, entitled Ode to Man, probably written sometime around 800 BC.  The author remains unknown:
“Oh, you silly mortal simple man.

You who thinks he is a god!

I give each of you a flaw and this tiny fissure, despite all of your good deeds

Will bring you down and destroy all that you love!

For unless you, simple mortal man

Unless you know thyself, 

You will be the cause of your own undoing.

The sins of the fathers are visited on their sons

Without self-knowledge, you become He.”
The last sentence reveals a lot.  The Greeks believed that their moira was to “become” their fathers.  Simply put, they would repeat the “sins of the fathers.”   But, they could escape this path, with much difficulty, with “self-knowledge.”  Therefore the value of gnothi seauton was a huge part of the philosophy of Life for the Greeks and later on a huge part of the philosophies of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.
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