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Major Themes in Antigone
Law, Loyalty, Power, Pride, Gender, and the Search for Wisdom

ANTIGONE • THEMES GUIDE

Sophocles builds Antigone around conflicts that cannot be reduced to a simple contest 
between a good person and a bad one. The characters defend claims that have real force: 
the city needs order, the dead are owed religious duties, families demand loyalty, rulers 
must govern, and citizens must decide when obedience is justified. The tragedy grows 
because these claims collide and because the people defending them often refuse to 
recognize the limits of their own positions.

Use this guide to follow six major themes as they develop through the play. For each 
theme, pay attention not only to what Antigone and Creon say, but also to the responses of 
Ismene, Haemon, Tiresias, and the Chorus.

1. Divine Law and Human Law
The most visible conflict in the play begins with two different sources of obligation. Creon 
issues a public decree: Eteocles, who defended Thebes, will be honored, while Polyneices, 
who attacked the city, will remain unburied. Antigone accepts that the decree exists but 
rejects its authority over the burial of her brother. She believes that duties owed to the 
gods and the dead are older and more binding than the command of any ruler.

The conflict is therefore larger than a disagreement about one burial. It asks whether 
political authority has boundaries. Creon treats his decree as necessary to the security of 
the city. Antigone treats burial as an obligation that no king has the right to cancel.

Sophocles complicates the issue by giving both positions a recognizable purpose. A city 
emerging from civil war cannot simply ignore treason, yet a ruler who claims unlimited 
authority risks placing his own judgment above obligations that the community itself 
regards as sacred.

Watch as you read

 Notice that Antigone does not deny breaking Creon’s decree. Her argument concerns 
whether that decree deserves obedience.

 Watch Creon’s language as opposition grows. Does he continue to defend the city’s law, 
or does defense of the law gradually become defense of his own authority?
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 Consider why Tiresias changes the stakes. His warning makes the conflict no longer 
merely Antigone’s private religious claim against Creon’s political claim.

Questions

 Does the play suggest that some obligations should stand beyond the reach of 
government?

 What limits, if any, should exist on a ruler’s power to define loyalty and disloyalty?

2. Family and the State
Antigone’s decision is inseparable from kinship. Polyneices is not an abstract political 
offender to her; he is her brother. Creon, by contrast, insists that a citizen’s relationship to 
the city must outweigh private ties when the two conflict.

This tension reaches beyond Antigone and Polyneices. Creon is Antigone’s uncle, Haemon’s 
father, and Eurydice’s husband. His effort to place public duty above family eventually 
enters his own household. The political decision he refuses to reconsider destroys the 
family whose claims he has repeatedly treated as secondary.

Ismene adds another dimension. She shares Antigone’s family bonds but initially chooses 
survival and obedience. Sophocles therefore does not make family loyalty produce only 
one possible response.

Watch as you read

 Compare the way Antigone speaks about her dead brother with the way Creon speaks 
about citizens and enemies.

 Notice how a dispute that begins with the treatment of Polyneices gradually reshapes 
Creon’s relationships with Antigone, Haemon, and Eurydice.

 Ask whether Creon’s distinction between public responsibility and private attachment 
remains stable by the end of the play.

Questions

 When family duty and civic duty conflict, what does each major character believe 
should come first?

 How does the destruction of Creon’s household change the meaning of his original 
attempt to protect the state?
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3. Authority and Responsible Leadership
Antigone is deeply interested in authority, but it is equally interested in how authority 
should be exercised. Creon assumes the throne after a violent crisis, so his concern with 
order is understandable. The more difficult question is what separates firm leadership 
from destructive rigidity.

Several characters test Creon’s ability to listen. The Sentry brings unwelcome facts. 
Haemon brings public opinion and practical advice. The Chorus becomes increasingly 
uneasy. Tiresias brings a religious warning. Creon’s response is repeatedly to suspect 
weakness, disloyalty, bribery, or personal opposition.

Haemon offers an alternative idea of strength: a person can remain strong while bending 
when circumstances require it. In this view, listening is not surrender. It is part of 
judgment.

Watch as you read

 Track who gives Creon advice and how he responds to each person.
 Notice the difference between possessing legal authority and exercising good judgment.
 Look for the point at which Creon finally changes course. What persuades him when 

earlier arguments did not?

Questions

 What qualities does the play associate with responsible leadership?
 Can a ruler correct a decision too late for the correction to count as wisdom?

4. Pride, Certainty, and the Refusal to Yield
Both Antigone and Creon possess remarkable certainty. That certainty gives Antigone the 
courage to act despite the threat of death, and it gives Creon the resolve to establish order 
after civil conflict. Yet the same quality can harden into an inability to reconsider.

The tragedy repeatedly asks whether steadfastness and stubbornness can be distinguished 
before disaster reveals the difference. Antigone will not abandon the act she believes is 
right. Creon interprets yielding as defeat and becomes especially resistant when 
challenged by a young man or a woman.

The play does not make the two characters identical. Their claims, powers, and 
consequences differ. But Sophocles places their uncompromising temperaments in direct 
collision and shows how certainty can prevent a person from hearing what another person 
knows.
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Watch as you read

 Look for moments when either Antigone or Creon could soften a position without 
completely abandoning it.

 Notice which characters describe flexibility as wisdom rather than weakness.
 Compare Antigone’s willingness to accept death with Creon’s fear that changing his 

decision will diminish his authority.

Questions

 When does conviction become pride?
 Is the tragedy caused chiefly by wrong beliefs, by inflexible personalities, or by the 

combination of both?

5. Gender and Power
The conflict between Antigone and Creon is also shaped by expectations about men and 
women. Antigone acts publicly against the command of a male ruler. Creon does not 
respond to her merely as a lawbreaker; he repeatedly treats the fact that a woman has 
defied him as an additional humiliation.

Ismene initially describes the sisters’ lack of power in a world governed by men. Antigone 
refuses to let that social limitation determine her action. Her resistance therefore 
challenges both a specific decree and the assumptions about who is entitled to act, speak, 
and oppose authority.

At the same time, Antigone’s position is tied to duties traditionally associated with family 
and burial. Sophocles thus creates a complicated situation: she challenges political power 
through an obligation rooted in family and religious practice.

Watch as you read

 Mark the places where Creon’s concern shifts from disobedience in general to being 
disobeyed by a woman.

 Compare Ismene’s understanding of what women can safely do with Antigone’s 
response to the same restrictions.

 Consider whether Antigone gains power by rejecting expected roles, fulfilling a family 
role with unusual force, or both.

Questions

 How would the conflict change if the person defying Creon were male?
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 What does the play reveal about the connection between political authority and 
assumptions about gender?

6. Wisdom, Suffering, and Recognition
By the end of the tragedy, the central question is no longer whether Creon can win his 
argument. It is whether he can recognize his error before its consequences become 
irreversible.

Warnings accumulate throughout the play, but recognition comes slowly. Creon changes 
course only after Tiresias’ prophecy and the Chorus’s urgent advice. Even then, action 
cannot simply erase what earlier choices have set in motion.

The ending links wisdom with an awareness of human limits. Creon has acted as though 
determination and authority could master the crisis. His losses teach him otherwise. The 
lesson is severe: understanding acquired through suffering may be genuine, but it may 
arrive after the opportunity to prevent suffering has passed.

Watch as you read

 Track the sequence of warnings Creon receives before he finally acts.
 Notice how the meaning of 'strength' changes as the tragedy progresses.
 Consider what Creon understands at the end that he could not or would not understand 

earlier.

Questions

 Why does Sophocles make recognition arrive so late?
 Does suffering create wisdom, reveal it, or merely force a person to confront truths that 

were already available?

How the Themes Connect
The themes in Antigone do not operate separately. Creon’s conflict with divine obligation is 
also a conflict between state and family. His understanding of leadership is affected by 
pride and by his assumptions about gender. His inability to listen delays recognition until 
suffering has spread through his household.

Antigone’s position is equally interconnected. Her religious obligation is a family 
obligation; her loyalty becomes an act of political resistance; and her determination 
challenges both Creon’s law and the expectations placed upon her as a woman.
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A useful way to read the play is therefore to ask not simply, 'What is the theme?' but, 
'Which duties are colliding here, and what prevents the characters from finding a way 
through the collision?'

Theme Connections at a Glance
Theme Central Tension Characters to Watch
Divine and human law Sacred obligation vs. political 

decree
Antigone, Creon, Tiresias

Family and the state Kinship duty vs. civic loyalty Antigone, Ismene, Creon, Haemon
Leadership Command vs. listening and 

judgment
Creon, Haemon, Chorus, Tiresias

Pride and certainty Conviction vs. inflexibility Antigone, Creon
Gender and power Expected roles vs. public resistance Antigone, Ismene, Creon
Wisdom and suffering Recognition vs. recognition that 

comes too late
Creon, Tiresias, Chorus

Questions for Synthesis
 Which conflict in the play is most important: law, family, leadership, pride, gender, or 

wisdom? Defend your choice by showing how it connects to at least two other themes.
 Which character understands the limits of his or her own position most clearly?
 Does Sophocles ask the audience to choose between Antigone and Creon, or to examine 

the dangers created when competing obligations become absolute?
 How does the ending change the way we judge Creon’s original concern for civic order?
 What does the play suggest about the relationship between listening and wisdom?

A Final Reading Lens
The power of Antigone lies partly in the fact that its conflicts remain difficult. The city 
needs laws, families create obligations, religious duties matter, and leaders sometimes 
must make hard decisions. Sophocles does not need to make every claim equally right in 
order to show that human beings can destroy themselves when they mistake one 
legitimate claim for the only claim that matters.

As you finish the play, watch for moments when a character has an opportunity to 
recognize another obligation without surrendering everything he or she believes. Those 
missed opportunities are central to the tragedy.

Primary text: Sophocles, Antigone, translated by Ian Johnston, Richer Resources 
Publications.
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