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Antigone and conflict

Antigone is the symbol of the clash between divine justice and human justice. Hegel and Lacan,
Heidegger and Judith Butler saw Antigone as a crucial character for understanding not simply
Greek tragedy but also modernity: how can human beings live under political or social oppression?
Interpretations that see Antigone as a universal figure often clash with the need to interpret
Antigone as an individual: Why does Antigone, and not, for instance, her sister, rebel against the
king? What is the cost she considers fair to pay for her rebellion? Antigone acts on the basis of a
very simple principle of ancient ethics: you act justly if you chose the actions that make you happy.
This principle leads her to the clash with the king. Antigone reckons punishments and happiness,
sufferings and joys, and concludes that the choice is clear and unambiguous for her. Her choice is
linked to her individuality, i.e. to the peculiarities that distinguish her from all other human beings.

And she invites all of us to think that the just action depends from our own individuality.

Interpretations
Scholars offer many different interpretations of Antigone’s act.!

Many see Antigone as the symbol of political rebellion. Affording to the philologist Peter
Burian, Sophocles, by writing Antigone, created the seed of non-violent civil disobedience.?
According to the philosopher Slavoj Zizek, Antigone’s geture is one of ‘civil disobedience’ which
‘defies the predominant notion of ‘Good”.3 In their view, Antigone aims to inspire a rebellion: she
claims that the citizens that make up the chorus ‘would appreciate her gesture, if fear did not shut
their mouth’ (cf. Antigone 504-5).

Other interpreters see Antigone as the symbol of a rebellion of gender: of a specifically

feminine rebellion. Only women can offer justice in politics. The Italian feminist writer Adriana

1 See e.g. Di Benedetto (1983: 1-32), Oudemans and Lardinois (1987), Sourvinou-Inwood (1989), Cropp (1997), Griffith
(1999), Butler (2000), Griffith (2001), Montani (2017 [2001]), Harris (2004) = Harris (2006a: 41-80), Alonge (2008),
Paduano (2008), Greco and Belardinelli (2010), Zukauskaite and Wilmer (2010), Susanetti (2012), Cairns (2016), Violante
in Cartabia and Violante (2018: 93-121).

2 Burian (2010).

3 Zizek (2001: 168). For a discussion see Honig (2013: 173).



Cavarero reads Antigone as the story of the expulsion of female body from the polis.* Similar
readings of the interaction between women and men in the polis start in antiquity: one can think
of the inversion of gender roles in Aristophanes’ Lysistrata and Eccclesiazusae.

An important strand of interpretation denies the political value of Antigone’s gesture. This
interpretation starts with Hegel. In his Lectures on the philosophy of religion, he states that
Antigone stages the ‘clash between the two highest moral powers’. Antigone represents ‘the love
of family, sanctity, interiority [...] the law of the nether gods’; these values clash with the ‘law of
the state’, represented by Creon.> Hegel’s interpretation considers Antigone’s choice to be
inextricably linked with her gender. Antigone can challenge the state precisely because she is a
woman and a sister. A male Antigone is not possible. Men, unlike women (in the age of Sophocles
and Hegel), can take part in politics. Men participate in the political community. Hegel, in the
Phenomenology of Spirit, states that the feminine element is ‘the eternal irony of society’.® The
feminine is the only element that, precisely because it is excluded from politics, can ‘ironise’, that

is contest and subvert politics and state. As Judit Butler states,

She is outside the terms of the polis, but she is, as it were, an outside without

which the polis could not be.”

This interpretation on the one hand belittles and marginalises Antigone, placing her on the
same level as Creon. According to Hegel, Creon and Antigone are both ‘unjust’ because they are
‘unilateral’, but they are also both, in their own terms, ‘just’.

Not only that: Antigone’s choice is determined not simply by the fact that she is a woman.
It is determined by the fact that she is a sister. According to Hegel (and, in fact to Antigone
herself), another woman (mother, wife, daughter) would have had different motivations, such as
erotic love or the biological link of parenthood, whereas the relationship between brother and

sister is ‘pure’.

4 Cavarero (1995).

5 Hegel (1985: 557-558): ‘die sittlichen Méachte, die nach ihrer Einseitigkeit in Kollision sind, sich der Einseitigkeit der
selbstdandige Geltens abtun’, ‘die Familienliebe, das Heilige, Innere, der Empfindung Angehorige, weshalb es auch das
Gesetz der unteren Gotter heiRt’. See also Hegel (2008 [1821-1831]: 505).

6 See Hegel (1807: 418-419).

7 Butler (2000: 4).



Hegel bases these considerations on his general theory on the difference between ancient
and modern tragedy. Ancient tragedy puts on stage characters that represent universal conflicts:
brother, sister, state, family. These characters are universal precisely because they lack
psychological specificity. The characters of modern tragedy, such as Hamlet, are unique: modern
tragedy explores psychological conflicts with the psyche of specific individuals, but these conflicts
are unique and distinctive, and, because of that, less universal.

Many scholars found Hegel’s interpretation of Antigone radically unsatisfactory. As Peter
Burian and many others noted that Creon acts as a brutal tyrant in the first part of the play and
cannot be considered on the same ethical level as Antigone. Creon, as Harris noted, in issuing his
degree violates the norms of all types of polis. Antigone, as Derrida and Butler point out, as the
offspring of an incest cannot be seen as a symbol of ‘family’. Creon, far from being in opposition to
the divine, reveres the gods (even if he fails to understand what the most important of them
want)2.

Other modern interpretations read the play as an instance of radical individualism.

Antigone’s situation is unique. She explains that she chose death over life:

You chose to live, and | chose to die (Antigone 555)°

oL pév yap ilou Tiv, £yw &€ katbavelv.

Lacan offered her interpretation of Antigone in 1960, as part of his series of lectures on the
Ethics of psychoanalysis.'® According to Lacan, Antigone represents ethical action: her action is
ethical, in a Kantian meaning, because it is devoted to a pure concept of duty, but is also ethical in
a psychoanalytic meaning because it is based on ‘a highly individualised desire’, a desire that
cannot be generalised [...] into a universal maxim’%. Antigone’s desire is not a desire for goods:
she simply desires to guard her brother. She simply chooses death and chooses to desire what

takes her to death. She desires to die. As Honig notes, ‘From Lacan’s perspective, Antigone is not

8 See Harris (2004) = Harris (2006a: 41-80), Butler (2000), Burian (2010), with further references.
9 See also Sophocles, Antigone 559-60.

10 5ee Lacan (1992). Irigaray (2010) offers a reading that challenges that of Lacan.

11 5ee P. A. Miller, quoted in Honig (2013: 171).



opposed to Creon (as Hegel says) but is rather dependent upon him. Creon provides the occasion
for her to meet her antecedently formed death wish’*?

Judith Butler, in her book Antigone’s claim of 2000, offers an even more radically
individualistic interpretation of Antigone. According to Butler, ‘Antigone has already departed
from kinship, herself the daughter of an incestuous bond, herself devoted to an impossible and
death-bent incestuous love of her brother’!3. Antigone ‘is not of the human but speaks in its
language.’'* According to Butler, Antigone is radically marginal and cannot be included as part of
the political discourse. Butler sees Antigone’s claim as analogous to that of radically marginal
groups: ‘Antigone is the occasion for a new field of the human, [...] the one that happens when the
less than human speaks as human’®>. If you belong to a group of people that are ‘without full
citizenship’ and yet 'exist within states’!®; if you are a person that refuses to or cannot be classified
by the classifications accepted by society, what is your status within the community? Antigone, as
the offspring of an incestuous marriage, is radically unique, and speaks for those who cannot

speak. She embodies conflict.

Antigone’s reasons: her first speech

Why does Antigone act the way she does?

In the speech she addresses to Creon, Antigone explains that she has challenged the state
because she must obey the ‘unwritten, unshakable laws of the gods’. She presents these laws as
universal.

Antigone says (450-7):

It was not Zeus who proclaimed this edict for me, nor Dike [Justice], who lives with
the underground gods. No, they have not sanctioned these laws for men; nor
should | have given so much power to your proclamations to the point that you,

who are a mortal, could violate the unwritten, unshakeable laws of the gods,

12 Honig (2013: 171)
13 Butler (2000: 6).

14 Butler (2000: 82).
15 Butler (2000: 82).
16 Butler (2000: 81).



which have not been in existence since yesterday, but have always been alive, and
no one knows when they came to light.

o0 yap Ti pot Zebg Av O KNpvEac Tade,

008" 1 Euvolkog TV KATw Bev Ailkn:

o0 toUob' év AvBpwToLloLly WPLoAV VOLOUG,

o006 0Bévelv Tocolitov WOUNV TA od

knpLUypaB' wot' dyparmta kdodaAi Oswv

voulpa duvacBat Bvntov 6ve' UmepSpapely. 455

oU yap Tt vOv ye kaxBég, aAN' del mote

fj tadta, koUbelc oldev €€ btou 'davn.

Aristotle, in the first philosophical interpretation ever offered of this text, claims that, according to
Antigone ‘it is right to bury Polynices even if someone forbids it, because this action is right by
nature’ (Rhetoric 1379b10-11: dikatov amnepnuévou Bayat tov MoAuveikn, wg dpuoeL Ov Tolito
Sikatov). Here one can see a crucial, and widespread, misunderstanding of Antigone: Aristotle
deprives Antigone of her gods. Aristotle secularises Antigone. It is nature, not the gods, that
determines the justice of her action. This operation sounds paradoxical to us modern readers: we
tend to see the ancient world under a romantic light, and consider it still fully steeped in religious
beliefs. Aristotle erases the gods of Antigone (in which he too probably believed) and replaces
them with the very human concept of what is right ‘by nature’.

Antigone, on the other hand, emphasizes three things: the importance of the gods, the
relationship between the universal law and the individual, and her motivations for acting.
Antigone says that ‘It was not Zeus who proclaimed this edict for me’. We must stress the Greek
word ‘for me’ (omitted by Lloyd-Jones in his translation'’). Antigone asserts her right to determine
which law is valid for her. She is, as the Chorus says, aUtovopog, ‘a person who has an individual
law of her own’ and a ‘character that decides alone’ (abtdyvwtog dpyd)'8. Her character leads her
to death. So: the law of Creon is particular and human, and it is not for Antigone; the divine law is

for Antigone, is not written and eternal. But Antigone adds an important thing:

7 Lloyd-Jones (1994: 45): ‘yes, for it was not Zeus who made this proclamation, nor was it Justice who lives with the
gods below that established such laws among men’.

18 See Sophocles, Antigone, 821 and 871.



| could not, for fear of a man, attract the punishment of the gods. | knew well —
what do you think? —that death awaits me, even without your edicts. But if | have
to die before my time, | consider it a gain; a person who, like me, lives immersed
in so many pains, make a profit by dying, does she not? (Antigone 458-64)
ToUtwv éyw oUK EpeAov, AvEpOGg 0USEVOC

dpovnua deloaa', év Beolol v diknv

dwoelv: Bavoupévn yap €€nén —ti &' oU; — 460

Kel ur) ou pouknpuéac. EL 6€ Tol xpovou

npocBev Bavolpal, kEpdog alT' éyw Adyw:

OOTLG Yap €V TOANOTIOLV WG £YW KAKOTG

i}, g 08' ouXL katBavwyv kEpdog dEpel;

Antigone does not act on the basis of a pure sense of ethical duty, or of absolute duty, or for
political purposes. She acts to avoid the punishment of the gods: she does not want ‘attract the
punishment of the gods’. Fear of what mere human beings can do is not a reason to stop her. She
also acts because of a hedonistic calculation: she wants to maximize her pleasure. Since her life is
nothing but pain and suffering, she thinks it more convenient for her to risk dying than to risk
being punished. The idea of moral law defined by Kant is absolutely disconnected from the
reckoning of advantages and disadvantages: the Kantian moral law does not depend on hedonistic
calculations or fear of punishment. Duty is absolute and pure. Antigone is impure. Her choice to
face death, unlike what Hegel says, is not typical of every woman or every sister: it is specifically
and radically linked to her being in that unique and terrible condition, daughter of an incestuous
marriage. It is her situation (the incest and what followed: the death of the mother, the mutual

killing of the brothers) that leaves her ‘immersed in so many pains’. Antigone says:

So, if | have to meet with this death, the pain is nothing; | would have suffered pain
if I had left unburied the body of a son of my mother; but these punishments do not
make me suffer. And if it seems to you that | behave like a fool, perhaps | am accused
of being foolish by a foolish person (Antigone 465-70)

oUTw¢ €polye to06e tol pdpou TuXElV

riap' oUSEV AAyog: AN v, i Tov £€ Ui



UNTPOC Bavovt' aBarmtov AVOXOUNnV VEKUY,
Kelvolg Gv fAyouv: tolode &' oUK GAyuvoual.
ool &' el 6ok® viv ppa dploa TuyXAVELY,

OXEOOV TL HWPW Mwplav OPALoKAVW. 470

Antigone speaks the language of economics: she speaks of ‘gain’, képdoc.*® Like the Homeric
heroes, Antigone understands that human ethical choices are determined by the prospect of
death: if we could live forever, some of our ethical choices would be different?°. Antigone makes a
precise calculation of the pain she will suffer from the gods and from Creon. This is a central
principle for ancient ethical reflection: hedonism. The ethically correct way to behave, for every
human being, is to maximize one's happiness. It does not consist in behaving in harmony with an
abstract principle of justice. Paradoxically, this is precisely the principle underlying Socratic ethics
(as well as Aristotelian, Epicurean or Stoic ethics — with many variations). In the Protagoras, Plato

has Socrates ask

‘Is it not true that if things are pleasant, they are also good, unless something
different derives from them?’ (351c4-5)
kaB' 6 16¢a éotiv, Apa Katd ToUTo oUK Ayadd, i €l Tt art' alt®v droprioetat

GAAO;

Socrates goes on to elaborate:

Even regarding suffering as such, is not it the same? Do not you define it a good
when the pain it takes away is greater than the pain it causes? (354d4-7)

"AMO TL 00V TIEAWY Kal Tept atod Tod AUMeloBat O aUTOC TPOMOC; TOTE KAAELTE
aUto T0 AumeloBal dyabov, otav [...] upelloug AUTAC TWV év aUT® oUOWV

armaAAatn [...];

1% On the interpretation of money and gain in tragedy see von Reden (1995: 147-168), Seaford (1998).
W seee.g. 1. 12.322-27.



Socrates here discusses the ethical approach followed by hoi polloi (351c3: womnep ol moA\ot), and,
in the course of this dialogue, will offer a much more ethically complex approach, but will not
abandon the hedonistic premise.??

Antigone’s principles are similar. In her speech addressed to Creon Antigone offers two
types of reasons for acting: normative and motivating reasons. Normative reasons are the norms
or principles that make a specific action right or wrong. She refers to the divine laws, which are
enormously stronger than the decrees of Creon?2. For Antigone the edict of Creon is not a law, it is
not a nomos: it is a simple kerugma, a ‘decree’, a contingent decision of a single king on a single
case, which among other things goes against a general provision of law.?3

But Antigone, after explaining these normative reasons, specifies the motivating reasons,
that is what she, as an agent, sees as the reasons why she in particular decides to act.?* These are
linked with the gods and with her condition as the daughter of an incestuous marriage. She
understands that the punishments threatened by the gods are terrible, and inevitable; the
punishment threatened by the king, death, is actually a gain, because it shortens the pains of his
life. Like Socrates (in the Protagoras and later in the Phaedo), like Ajax in Sophocles’ play, Antigone
calculates that the sufferings arising from staying alive are much greater than death. Like Socrates,
she challenges authority, but also accepts the consequences of her rebellion: she does not try to
avoid punishment. She seeks death not because it is a punishment, but because it frees her from
suffering. Antigone knows that some may disbelieve her calculation but specifically stresses that it
is right: ‘if it seems to you that | behave like a fool, perhaps | am accused of being foolish by a
foolish person’. Only a fool, in her situation, would not choose to die; whoever challenges the gods

is a fool. Creon is the one who makes the wrong calculations.

21 On Socrates’ hedonism see e.g. Irwin (1995: 81-92). It is impossible to discuss here in detail Plato’s approach to
pleasure and the ethical life, which is discussed in many dialogues (e.g. Philebus).

22 For a discussion of normative reasons in modern ethical theory, see Alvarez (2016).

23 See Harris (2004) = Harris (2006b: 41-80); Paduano (2008: 6).

24 Last year, a three-year-old child fell on the tracks in the Milan underground. Many people were on the platform and
saw the child fall. The train was about to arrive. One high-school boy went down to the tracks, caught the little child,
and took him to his mother before the arrival of the train. All the bystanders knew they had the duty to save the child:
these are the normative reasons. But only the boy felt the motivating reasons that spurred him to act. In interviews, he
said he did only what he felt he had to do. When he was interviewed on TV, he said he did not feel he did anything

heroic.



The chorus, faced with the threats of Creon, had said ‘nobody is so foolish (L&pog) as to
desire death" (220). Creon foolishly replied ‘And this [= that is death] would be the prize. Often
the hope of gain (képdog) causes the ruin of men’ (221-2). Sophocles has Antigone state that she is
not a ‘fool’. Creon is ‘foolish’ (469-70: ool & 'el ok® viv pudpa dploa Tuyxavely, | oxedov Tt
HWPW Hwplav 6pAlokdvw): he does not understand that death is the true ‘gain’ képdog (462). It is
the gain of dying which drives her to act.

Modern interprets may see Antigone’s 'calculation' as irreconcilable with an ethically
acceptable choice. It may also seem irreconcilable with a vision that consider life absolutely worth
living, in spite of suffering. Not so for Antigone. This is the reason why the radical and absolutely
individual speech by Antigone is obliterated. Hers is not a universal choice: it is a choice that only a
person in her very peculiar condition can make; it is a choice reserved for those who can make
that same precise calculation of suffering and misfortune. This coexistence of universality and

peculiarity makes Antigone unforgettable.

Conclusion

Nelson Mandela, the political leader that ended apartheid in South Africa, was jailed for his
rebellion against an oppressive regime. While in prison, he took part in a performance of
Sophocles’ Antigone.?® In his autobiography he states that Antigone was the symbol of his
struggle, but he acted the role of the king, not that of the rebel: the most difficult action is not
challenging political authority but learning to manage political authority.?®

The moral complexity of Antigone’s character and of her clash with Creon helps us to think
about political authority, and clashes with political authority. Her choice allows us to show a
glimpse of the uniquely individual ‘motivating’ reasons of people who rebel against authority.
Antigone shows that these individual motivating reasons are part of the universal mechanism of

civil conflict.

%5 This event is retold in the celebrated 1973 play The Island: see Fugard et al. (1993).

26 Mandela (1995: 540-541) «At the outset, Creon is sincere and patriotic, and there is wisdom in his early speeches
when he suggests that experience is the foundation of leadership and that obligations to the people take precedence
over loyalty to an individual»; Mandela (1995: 541): «his inflexibility and blindness ill become a leader [...] It was

Antigone who symbolized our struggle».
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