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ABSTRACT

Hegel interprets Antigone as a conflict between two ethical forces, represented by
Creon and Antigone. Creon, as a man, embodies human law and the gods of day,
tasked with defending the city, while Antigone, as a woman, represents divine law,
the gods of underworld, and the family. This article challenges Hegel’s reading by
analyzing the divine laws. First, divine laws are not confined to the family; their
observance is the duty of all humans. Second, there is no opposition between old
and new gods in Antigone—all deities support Polynices’ burial. Third, Thebans
favor the burial, making the opposition between city and family inaccurate. Fourth,
Antigone does not conform to a gendered dichotomy but transcends traditional
femininity through a conscious political act. Finally, Creon is a tyrant whose actions
are condemned by both the gods and the people. The true conflict is between
tyranny and the divine.
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Extended Abstract

In Hegel’s view, the heart of tragedy lies in the clash between two ethical forces,
each justified in its own right but ultimately one-sided. He believed that the
characters in a tragedy don't act out of personal choice but are instead propelled
by a powerful mabog (pathos)—a kind of righteous, compelling force that grips the
heart. In Hegel’s framework, a collision between such powerful na6n (pathé) was
always heading toward an ultimate reconciliation. He understood Antigone through
this exact lens, identifying a central conflict between two deeply felt duties. You
have Antigone, whose pathos compelled her to act for her family and the nether
gods, against Creon, whose own pathos was tied to the public good and the laws of
the state. From this viewpoint, the tragic end comes not because one is mistaken,
but because both are right in their own way, and their inability to see beyond that
single perspective brings about their mutual destruction.

This article takes issue with Hegel’s reading. By looking closely at the nature of
divine law in the play, it deconstructs the four key oppositions that Hegel identifies:
family vs. city, divine vs. human, old gods vs. new gods, and woman vs. man. The
central argument here is that the real conflict in Antigone is not between two
justifiable positions, but between a tyrant and the gods themselves.

To properly critique Hegel's interpretation, we first need to grasp two divine laws
that are absolutely central to the play: showing respect for the dead and knowing
one's human limits. The duty of burial wasn't just a private family matter; it was a
divine command placed on everyone. As Claudius Aelianus points out, Athenian law
demanded that "whoever comes across the unburied corpse of a human being must
unconditionally sprinkle earth upon it and bury it facing west" (Ael. VH 5.14). While
the city wouldn’t hold funeral rites for a traitor, it never had the power to forbid
burial entirely or to desecrate a body. To do so was seen as barbaric and went
against common Hellenic customs. We see in Sophocles' Ajax how Odysseus,
though an enemy of Ajax, argues for his burial on the grounds of justice and divine
law, showing that this obligation goes far beyond family ties.

Knowing one's place is also a cornerstone of Greek thought, a concept wrapped
up in the idea of UBpLg (hubris). For the Greeks, any prideful attempt by a mortal to
cross their boundaries and step into the divine realm was a terrible offense that
would surely bring down the punishment of the gods. Acting against divine law was
tantamount to seeing oneself as a god, the kind of hubris seen in myths like those
of Niobe and Arachne.

With this in mind, Hegel's claim that divine law belongs only to the family doesn't
hold up. Universal principles, like the protection of a supplicant in a temple or the
warning against hubris, had nothing to do with family structure. Even the act of
burial wasn't strictly a woman's job; men typically handled the final stages. We can
even see a hint of this in Antigone’s own words. When she says, "His tomb and
burying place | will contrive though but a woman" (Aesch. Sept. 1037-38), the
phrasing implies that she is making a conscious choice to step beyond a role defined
by her gender.

The supposed conflict between old and new gods doesn't hold up in the play
either. When Antigone justifies her actions, she calls upon not only "Justice who
lives with the gods below" (Soph. Ant. 451) but also Zeus, insisting that neither of
them approved Creon’s edict. The presence of Tiresias, a prophet of the "new" god
Apollo, dismantles this dichotomy completely. He confirms that all the gods are
offended by the unburied corpse and have stopped listening to prayers. The gods
are not divided; they are in unanimous agreement that Polynices must be buried.
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The idea that the city and the family are in opposition is similarly unfounded. The
people of Thebes are actually on Antigone’s side. Haemon tells his father, "the
whole town is grieving for this girl" (Soph. Ant. 693). The citizens feel she deserves
honor for her pious deed. She never broke a law of the city, and the city itself
doesn't stand against her. The real tension is between Creon and the will of his own
people.

Finally, Antigone’s character simply doesn't fit into the neat gendered box Hegel
proposes. Her act isn't instinctual; it's a deliberate, political move that pushes her
beyond the traditional female role. By burying her brother, she steps directly into
the public, masculine world. She counters Creon’s public proclamation (knpuypa)
by calling for her own deed to be publicly announced (knpVéng) and actively seeks
heroic fame (kA£0g), an ambition typical of Homeric heroes. Her action is a direct
rebellion against the male-female binary, a system that Ismene accepts when she
refuses to fight with men.

Creon himself is far from the justified representative of the state that Hegel paints.
He shows his true colors as a tyrant when he tells Haemon he should rule the land
for himself, not for others. His behavior is a textbook case of hubris. He ignores
what his people want, openly defies the gods, and speaks cruelly to Tiresias,
Apollo’s own prophet. To an Athenian audience, a man so drowning in pride would
have no claim to being right. His decree is not a true law (vopoc) but simply an edict
(knpuypa) because it is not backed by divine will, which is where all human laws in
classical Athens got their legitimacy. There can be no real conflict between human
and divine law, because a human command only becomes a law when it aligns with
divine principles.

To conclude, the struggle in Antigone is not the Hegelian tragedy of two partial
goods. It is a much starker story about a tyrant's pride. It's about a man who
disrespects the gods and is made to pay the ultimate price for his impiety. The play
serves as a powerful religious warning to always adhere to divine laws. As Sophocles
says in the final lines: "Great words by men of pride bring greater blows upon them"
(Soph. Ant. 1350-1).
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