
WHGC – Ideas for Discussion of Antigone 

 

First: Look at Richard Rice’s excellent ideas in the handbook, I won’t repeat his idea here, but 

will add a few of my own. 

 

A. Background information: (drawn mostly from the essay on “Greece and the Theater” in 

the Fangles book) 

 

1. Greece in the age of tragedy 

- Greece in the time of Sophocles (roughly 500 to 400 BCE) was no longer the Greece 

of Homer, in which roughly autonomous tribes headed by powerful father figures 

formed loose alliances (that were controlled by the most powerful tribal leaders) in 

order to fight off barbarians.  

- Greece now consisted of much larger city states, in which these loose alliances among 

family heads had gradually led to a kind of democratic leadership in which each head 

of family had his say. 

- The form of democracy was most developed in Athens, where leadership was 

considered a civic duty or public service, where citizens spent much of their time in 

the marketplace, discussing matters of importance to the city, and where decisions 

were made in the public law courts, where every citizen could speak and present 

matters before the assembly, and every citizen could vote; moreover, where every 

citizen could speak and present matters before the assembly, and every citizen could 

vote; moreover, where public festivals in which all could participate and where a 

community feeling was developed, were matters of central importance 

- It is in one of these types of annual festivals, in honor of the god Dionysos, that plays 

were performed in competitions before immense audiences, both from Athens and 

other city-states. 

 

2. The festival of Dionysos: 

- Dionysos was the god of wine and of growth, a god whose attendants were the wild 

nymphs and satyrs, and who is often associated with madness and over abundance 

and with the overwhelming power of feeling, i.e. with some of the features often 

associated with getting drunk; he is not one of the traditional pantheon of Gods 

associated with Mt. Olympus and mentioned in the Homeric epics 

- Stories of the development of Dionysian worship suggest that to worship him is to 

acknowledge the power of certain repressed emotions, and the need for the releaser of 

tensions built up in the rigor of everyday life and the order of city life; perhaps the 

festival and the plays were ways to focus and release this emotional tension; the way 

things went was that the festival lasted 3 days, and each day there was, first, a 

tragedy, then a comedy and a dithyramb (an ode in which, I think, all of the audience 

got drunk and participated); perhaps the tragedy is to develop a pathos in the audience 

– a feeling of identification with the “tragic hero” that allows the audience members 

to experience in themselves the human frailties and limits expressed in the life of the 

hero, and also to recognize in the themes of the play a number of features that would 

be relevant to their own contemporary political situation.  

 



3. The background to this play  

- All of the Greek tragedies would have drawn upon oral traditions of the Greek 

heritage, stories of ancient kings and warriors and of their actions. 

- This play takes from a story that would have been well-known to the Greeks, of 

Oedipus and his family. King Laius and Jocasta, rulers of Thebes, were told in a 

prophecy that their son would kill his father, and in an effort to overcome this 

prophecy they order a shepherd to abandon their child on the mountainside to die; 

instead, he gives the child to another shepherd who turns him over to be adopted by 

the king and queen of Corinth. When he hears that he is not a true son of the king and 

queen he goes to the priest of Apollo to ask if this is true and is told that he will kill 

his father and wed his mother; in an effort to escape the prophecy, he runs away from 

home and on the way argues with a stranger on the road and ends up killing him and 

his guards, he comes to Thebes where the Sphinx terrorizes the city and refuses to 

leave until a riddle is answered. After solving the riddle he is made king and marries 

the queen, whose husband had been murdered. Eventually, however, after she has 

born him two daughters and two sons, he discovers the truth, that she is his mother 

and that the man he killed on the road was his father. Jocasta kills herself in shame 

and he blinds himself and eventually leaves the city, dying near Athens. Meanwhile, 

his sons, Eteocles and Polyneices, argue over who should rule Thebes. Polyneices Is 

kicked out, but eventually returns with an army. Both brothers kill each other, and 

Creon, Odysseus’s brother-in-law and uncle, becomes the new leader of the city. His 

first official act is to order that Eteocles be ceremoniously buried but that Polyneices’ 

body be eaten by wild dogs and vultures. 

 

B. Possibilities for discussion: 

 

1. The possible significance of the Oedipus story for what happens in Antigone 

- are there parallels in the stories? What is the significance of these parallels? 

- the tension between Antigone and Ismene that begins in the play mirrors the struggle 

between the two brothers that is precursor to their actions; note that Ismene, like 

Eteocles, appears to defend the power of the city over family ties, while Antigone 

stresses the obligations due to family ties just as we suspect that Polyneices must have 

thought he was defending his right as a son to rule in the city 

- blindness: there is a continued failure to see the consequences or significance of actions 

in which a character feels he or she is in the right; Creon’s blindness to the 

implications of his actions (the death of his wife and son) mirrors Oedipus’ initial 

blindness to his own guilt (killing his father and sleeping with his mother) 

-Hamartia (see Richard Rice’s commentary on this): character traits or attitudes that, 

while in themselves perhaps unobjectionable, lead to tragedy; Oedipus’s tragic 

characteristic is his incessant demand to search out the truth, that leads to his leaving 

his adopted home and accidentally killing his own father and then to his discovering 

that he is the one who is responsible for the evils that have come upon Thebes; what 

are the character traits of Antigone and of Creon that lead to their tragic conflict?; 

how is it that they can both be right and both tragically wrong? (Note, in a similar 

way neither of the brothers can be faulted for insisting upon his right to the throne, 

and yet their simultaneous insistence leads to tragedy) 



- A possible contrast: it seems that Oedipus had no way to escape his fate (although he 

might have remained in ignorance of it); what he did in every instance seems to have 

been what we would expect him to do and even praise him for doing; can we say the 

same of Antigone and of Creon? Why or why not? 

 

2. Thematic comparisons and contrasts with previous works: 

- Why is burial so significant? 

 - compare with the theme of burial in: Gilgamesh (the death of his friend makes 

him remember the bodies of other men, floating in the river; his own funeral is 

discussed); in the Odyssey (the foolish sailor who got drunk and fell off of 

Calypso’s roof, and who meets whem in the Underworld, insists that they 

return to bury him); in Exodus (Moses kills an Egyptian and buries him in the 

sand only to hide him, but without giving him the proper rites of 

mummification); and in Mencius (where the obligation to bury one’s parents 

properly is both central and yet controversial; i.e. Mencius insists that one 

should show one’s devotion to one’s parents in a special way by burying them 

with some ceremony and in costly boxes; this gets him in trouble with others 

who think that a sage shouldn’t concern himself uniquely with his parents but 

should care for all in the same way; note that he seems to think that the 

“universal” experience of shame over failure to bury one’s parents properly is 

the best refutation of the doctrine of Mo Ti, who advocates loving all without 

discrimination and without preferential treatment) 

 - Conflict of duties? 

  - Gilgamesh and the Odyssey present us with duties to the gods, and 

occasionally cases where these duties conflict because the gods disagree; 

Exodus presents us with the case of Moses who must choose between his 

adoptive heritage and the Egyptian gods and traditions, on the one hand, and 

his true lineage on the other; but in all of these cases the narrative seems to 

present one of these as inevitable and right; Mencius and Sophocles, by 

contrast, seem centrally concerned with a conflict that becomes inevitable for 

the individual in the context of city life: the conflict between duties to self and 

family and duties to the larger community; Mencius seems to have picked as 

targets for his discussion thinkers who hold extreme views with regard to this 

conflict: see p. 114 for his criticisms of the schools of Yang and of Mo – the 

one advocates a self-interest that fails to consider the prince (i.e. an interest in 

one’s own business and in taking care of obligations to one’s family and friends 

first and foremost) and the other advocates an equal distribution of one’s 

concern, a care for all humanity or at least all with whom one comes into 

contact, that would seem to preclude giving special attention to the demands of 

those who are closest to one, and in particular would preclude one’s concern for 

parental obligations and rites, such as the burial rites; his own position is 

something of a middle course between these extremes: he advocates taking 

seriously the obligations to parents and family and putting these first, and then 

“extending” the care and affection that is experienced in these familial ties 

outward as far as one is able through acts of benevolence; ask students to 

consider the conflict of duties presented in this play? How can both Antigone 



and Creon claim that divine law is on their side? Why is it a divine law to bury 

the dead of one’s own family? Why does Antigone feel that this is outside of 

the province of the city, something for which no one has the right to call her a 

traitor? Why does Creon feel he has justice on his side? 

 

3. Comparisons with the present-day situation: Athenian audiences would know these 

stories, but would also be surprised by the ways a given playwright would tell them, 

by what he emphasized and how he varied the story and by particular details of the 

speeches; they would also see themselves and their current situation in the various 

retellings, and would expect to discover something about themselves and find subject 

matter for discussing their current situations in these stories; Bernard Knox has 

significance of its plot in order to convey something about varying political and social 

situations; what might a retelling of the story say today (in light of recent attacks)? 

Who might we envision as playing the role of the various central characters in the 

story? How does this change the significance of the story? 

 - Suppose, for example, that Polyneices and his men are envisioned as the 

terrorists responsible for the attacks on the Pentagon and WTC – who, then, 

will be Antigone? Who Ismene? Who the Chorus? Who Creon? 

 - If we make this transposition, what does the play tell us about our current 

situation? What cautionary vision does it provide? 

 - A useful passage to get them started in doing their comparisons would be the 

Chorus’s opening song about the terror of Polyneices and the initial media 

coverage regarding the terrorist attacks (pp. 65-6) 

 

4. A possible exercise for the second discussion (when they have finished the reading): 

have students (individually or in groups) come prepared to discuss the characteristics 

and motivations of each of the central characters (Antigone, Ismene, the Chorus and 

leader, Creon, Haemon), and to use this discussion to identify various themes of the 

work; you can use the attached handout as a guide for your students; they should be 

encouraged not only to fill this out, but also to be prepared to back up their say with 

specific passages and details from the play. 

 

5. Finally, there are several passages that could raise a lot of discussion: 

- e.g. why does Antigone initially say that she is being punished for obeying the law 

of the gods to bury family members, but later she says that she wouldn’t have done 

it for a husband or a child, but only for a brother (p. 105); is the fact that Oedipus 

was both her father and her half-brother relevant here? 

  -Note that while the translation is ambiguous at the bottom of p. 103, she 

appears obviously to be speaking of her father when she says “O dear 

brother, doomed in your marriage – your marriage murders mine” – Rich 

Rice points to an alternative translation that draws this out: “O Oedipus, 

father and brother! Your marriage strikes from the grave to murder mine”) 

- Consider the Chorus’s “ode to humanity” on pp. 76-7 – there are lots of parallels 

here that might be drawn with Gilgamesh. 



- Also, in regard to the Chorus, consider whether they are really on Creon’s side, as 

they say they are, or whether they have doubts that they fear to express, as both 

Haemon and Antigone suggest. 

- One final theme is that of money: Creon repeatedly, until the very end, blames 

every failure to respect his (presumed) absolute authority on the corrupting influence 

of money – I wonder whether that is significant? 

 


