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Abstract: 

Sophocles’ Antigone dramatizes a conflict that has resonated for over two millennia: 

the clash between public authority and private obligation. Central to this conflict is the theme 
of familial duty, embodied most powerfully in Antigone’s unwavering devotion to her 

brother, Polyneices. This paper examines how Sophocles constructs familial duty as a moral 

imperative that supersedes political authority, social norms, and even self-preservation. 

Through Antigone’s actions and the responses of other characters such as Ismene, Creon, 
and Haemon, the play interrogates the tension between kinship loyalty and civic obedience, 

ultimately elevating familial duty as a sacred, divine mandate. 

 

 

Introduction 

Of the many themes explored in Greek tragedy, few are more pervasive than the 
obligations individuals owe to their families. In Antigone, written around 441 BCE, 

Sophocles stages this tension in its most extreme form: a young woman chooses death over 

betraying her brother, challenging her king, her city, and gender expectations. Antigone’s 

insistence on burying Polyneices constitutes an act of radical familial fidelity. This paper 
argues that Sophoclean tragedy frames familial duty not merely as a personal preference but 

as a divine, moral, and existential obligation—one that stands in sharp opposition to Creon’s 

conception of civic law. 

The Divine Foundations of Familial Duty 

Antigone grounds her sense of duty in divine law (nomoi aei—“eternal laws”). She 

maintains that Zeus and the gods of the underworld demand burial for the dead. In Greek 
belief, the family is responsible for ensuring a proper burial so that the soul can enter the 

afterlife. Thus, when Creon forbids Polyneices’ burial, “Polyneices, I say, is to have no 

burial: no man is to touch him or say the least prayer for him; he shall lie on the plain, 

unburied; and the birds and the scavenging dogs can do with him whatever they like”, 
Antigone perceives his decree not only as tyrannical but as a violation of cosmic order. 
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Her defiance reflects the hierarchy of obligations in Greek moral thought: divine law 

supersedes civil law. Antigone asserts this clearly when she tells Creon she obeyed laws “not 

written down” but “unshakable.” Through this, Sophocles positions familial duty as a sacred 
obligation rooted in religion and tradition rather than in emotion alone. 

Antigone as the Embodiment of Familial Obligation 

Antigone’s unwavering loyalty to Polyneices forms the emotional core of the play. 
She willingly sacrifices her future, her marriage, and her life to fulfill her responsibility to a 

deceased brother. Her sense of duty is absolute, unburdened by hesitation. Unlike other tragic 

heroes motivated by pride or prophecy, Antigone is driven by philia—the love and obligation 

toward kin. 
 

Sophocles makes her devotion even more profound by situating her in the cursed 

house of Oedipus. She has already suffered exile, shame, and parental incest; yet, her answer 
to life’s suffering is increased duty, not retreat. This elevates her moral stature beyond mere 

rebellion, casting her as a figure of relentless loyalty and ethical clarity. 

Ismene: A Contrast in Familial Responsibility 

Ismene serves as a foil to Antigone. She loves her sister and mourns for Polyneices 
but remains bound by fear of Creon’s authority. Her reluctance reveals the social and gender 

expectations placed on women in ancient Athens: obedience, modesty, and self-preservation. 

Yet Ismene’s eventual attempt to share Antigone’s guilt highlights an important nuance. She, 
too, values familial duty but interprets it within the boundaries of civic compliance. In 

contrasting the sisters, Sophocles demonstrates that familial obligation is not monolithic—

there are different ways to express loyalty, and Antigone’s is simply the most radical and 
uncompromising. 

Creon’s Civic Law vs. Familial Duty 

Creon embodies the opposing worldview: the obligations owed to the state override 

those owed to the family. He argues that Polyneices, having attacked Thebes, forfeited the 
rights of kinship and burial. To him, political order is fragile, requiring strict, even inhumane  

enforcement. 

However, Creon’s tragedy lies in his inability to recognize that family is foundational to 
society. By denying burial to a dead man and persecuting his niece, he disrupts the very 

stability he claims to protect. Sophocles shows that a ruler who dismisses familial duty for 

political expediency becomes isolated, rigid, and ultimately self-destructive. 

Haemon and the Integrative Perspective 

Haemon serves as an intermediary between Antigone and Creon. While loyal to his 

father, he also recognizes the moral legitimacy of Antigone’s position and the will of the 

people who sympathize with her. Haemon embodies the principle that civic order and 
familial love need not be mutually exclusive. 
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His death, driven by Creon’s obstinacy, symbolizes the consequences of prioritizing 

the state over the family. It marks the collapse of both royal lineage and political legitimacy, 

reinforcing Sophocles’ warning about the dangers of extreme civic absolutism. 
 

In Antigone, Sophocles places familial duty at the centre of a profound moral 

conflict. Antigone’s devotion to her brother is depicted as a sacred, ethical principle that 
stands resilient in the face of tyranny, gender constraints, and death itself. Through Antigone 

and the other characters, Sophocles reveals that familial obligation is not a private 

sentimental impulse but an essential foundation of moral life and societal cohesion. 

Ultimately, the tragedy suggests that any political order denying the primacy of family bonds 
destabilizes itself and invites ruin. 

Literature Review: Familial Duty in Sophocles’ Antigone 

Scholarship on Antigone has long centered on the conflict between individual 
conscience and political authority, but within this discourse, the theme of familial duty 

occupies a crucial position. Critics have variously interpreted Antigone’s devotion to 

Polyneices as a manifestation of divine law, kinship ethics, gendered resistance, or political 

dissent. This literature review examines major scholarly perspectives on familial duty, 
highlighting how interpretations have developed from classical philology to contemporary 

feminist, political, and philosophical readings. 

1. Classical Philological Interpretations: Burial Rites and Divine Law 
Early classical scholarship, represented by writers such as Wilamowitz-

Moellendorff, Kitto, and Vernant, emphasized Antigone’s adherence to divine law, 

especially the religious imperative of burial rites. These scholars argue that Greek culture 
considered burial a sacred familial responsibility, often tied to the appeasement of the gods 

of the underworld. Vernant interprets Antigone as a defender of the “timeless and unwritten 

laws” (nomoi aei) that govern kinship obligations. Kitto sees familial duty as the moral core 

of her defiance; he reads Antigone not as rebellious but as pious. 
This early tradition frames familial duty as embedded in religious cosmology rather than 

personal emotion, establishing a foundation for later ethical readings. 

2. Structuralist and Anthropological Approaches: Kinship vs. the State 
Structuralist thinkers such as Claude Lévi-Strauss and later Pierre Vidal-Naquet explored 

Antigone through the lens of kinship systems. They argue that the play dramatizes a 

fundamental anthropological opposition between: 
i.   the oikos (family/household) 

ii. the  polis (city/state) 

For these scholars, Antigone’s duty to Polyneices represents the enduring authority of blood 

ties, which precede and often challenge civic structures. The conflict between Antigone and 
Creon thus becomes a symbolic struggle between two competing social orders. 

3. Feminist Interpretations: Gendered Dimensions of Familial Duty  

Feminist scholarship has significantly reframed the discussion of familial duty. 
Antigone as a Symbol of Female Agency 
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Writers such as Judith Butler, Helene Foley, and Bonnie Honig examine Antigone as a figure 

whose familial loyalty enables her to challenge male political authority. 

Butler argues that Antigone’s identity is destabilized by her lineage (daughter and sister of 
Oedipus), making her a transgressive figure who questions both kinship norms and the 

legitimacy of Creon’s patriarchal rule. 

 
Foley emphasizes how Antigone’s duty to her brother intersects with her defiance of 

gender expectations, as women were traditionally responsible for burial rites yet barred from 

political speech.In this view, familial duty becomes a form of gendered resistance, enabling 

Antigone to assert moral agency within a restrictive social framework. 

4. Political and Ethical Readings: Conscience vs. Authority 

Political theorists often interpret familial duty as part of a broader ethical stance against 

authoritarianism. 

Hegel’s Dialectic 

In his Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel famously interprets Antigone as representing 

family ethics, while Creon embodies state ethics. Their conflict is a tragic clash of two 

equally legitimate moral spheres. Familial duty in this framework is not merely personal 
loyalty but a competing ethical system with its own rational foundation. 

Modern Political Theory 

Contemporary scholars like Martha Nussbaum and George Steiner see Antigone as an early 
model of civil disobedience. They argue that her loyalty to family and divine law prefigures 

modern ideas of moral conscience, making familial duty an ethical challenge to unjust state 

power. 

5. Psychoanalytic and Psychological Approaches 

Scholars influenced by Freud, Lacan, and Kristeva examine familial duty through 

the lens of psychological inheritance. 

 Some readings highlight Antigone’s position within the cursed Oedipal family. Her duty to 
her brother, in this view, reflects an attempt to redeem or transcend the trauma inherited from 

her parents. 

 
Kristeva interprets Antigone as an emblem of mourning and melancholia, suggesting 

that her familial duty is bound to a desire for purification or reconciliation with the dead. 

In these interpretations, familial duty becomes a psychological imperative rather than solely 
a moral or religious one. 

6. Recent Scholarship: Intersectional and Post humanist Readings 

Recent academic work incorporates intersectional and post humanist perspectives. 

 Some scholars explore how Antigone’s familial duty intersects with ideas of citizenship, 
gender, marginality, and social exclusion. 

Newer analyses investigate how burial, mourning, and care ethics challenge rigid political 

structures, connecting Antigone’s stance to modern debates about human rights, state 
violence, and the dignity of the dead. 
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This emerging scholarship frames familial duty as part of a broader discourse on vulnerable 

bodies, the politics of mourning, and resistance to biopolitical control. 

 
Across centuries of scholarship, familial duty in Antigone has been interpreted in 

diverse and often conflicting ways. From classical philology to feminist theory, the theme 

has served as a lens for examining religious law, social structures, political ethics, gender 
norms, and psychological inheritance. While interpretations differ, scholars consistently 

agree that familial duty is not merely a personal motive in the play; it is a foundational 

organizing principle that shapes Antigone’s identity, challenges Creon’s authority, and 

frames the tragedy’s enduring moral and political resonance. 

Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, interpretive literary analysis to examine how 

Sophocles represents familial duty in Antigone. Because the research focuses on thematic 
exploration, character motivation, and the cultural and ethical frameworks embedded within 

the text, the methodology integrates three complementary approaches: close reading, 

contextual analysis, and scholarly synthesis. 

1. Close Reading of the Primary Text 
The foundation of this research is a detailed close reading of Sophocles’ Antigone. This 

involves: 

Analyzing key passages that reference burial rituals, kinship obligations, familial roles, and 
moral duty. 

 Examining rhetorical structures, dialogue patterns, and character interactions relevant to 

Antigone’s motivations. 
 Interpreting symbolic elements (e.g., burial rites, the “unwritten laws,” familial lineage) to 

understand how they construct the theme of familial duty. 

Close reading enables the identification of textual moments where familial obligation 

becomes a central moral or political issue. 

2. Historical and Cultural Contextual Analysis 

Because familial duty in Greek tragedy is deeply rooted in historical norms and religious 

beliefs, this study situates the play within its classical Athenian context. 
This includes consideration of: 

a. Ancient Greek funerary customs and their religious significance. 

b. Gender roles and expectations in 5th-century Athens. 
c. The relationship between the oikos (family unit) and the polis (state). 

d. The ethical and cosmological foundations of divine law in Greek thought. 

This contextual layer helps clarify why burial rites and kinship obligations carried such moral 

weight and how contemporary audiences may have understood Antigone’s actions. 

3. Engagement with Secondary Scholarship (Literature Review Integration) 

The analysis incorporates insights from existing scholarship across several interpretive 

traditions: 
i. Classical philological interpretations 
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ii. Structuralist and anthropological theories 

iii. Feminist and gender studies 

iii. Political philosophy (e.g., Hegel, Butler, Nussbaum) 
iv. Psychoanalytic perspectives 

v. Modern intersectional and posthumanist readings 

These perspectives are not treated as definitive explanations but as analytical tools that 
expand the interpretive possibilities of the text. Bringing these scholarly voices into dialogue 

with the play allows for a multifaceted understanding of familial duty. 

4. Thematic and Comparative Synthesis 

After analyzing the text and reviewing scholarship, the study synthesizes findings to identify 
recurring patterns: 

a. How familial duty is constructed as a moral imperative. 

b. How characters embody or conflict with kinship obligations. 
c. How familial loyalty interacts with political authority and divine law. 

This comparative framework helps reveal the tensions between Antigone’s sense of duty and 

Creon’s conception of state law, as well as the broader cultural and ethical implications. 

5. Interpretive Framework 
The final analysis employs an ethical-literary interpretive framework, focusing on: 

i. Moral reasoning within the play 

ii. Conflicts between personal and political ethics 
iii. Representations of kinship as a sacred or socially embedded duty 

This framework allows the study to treat the play not only as a literary work but also as a 

philosophical text concerned with competing moral orders. 

6. Limitations 

This methodology acknowledges several limitations: 

a. As a qualitative study, findings are interpretive rather than empirical. 

b. The analysis relies on translations of Antigone, which may vary in nuance from the 
original Greek. 

c. Interpretations are shaped by available scholarly discourse, which may privilege certain 

critical traditions over others. 
These limitations are addressed through triangulation—comparing multiple translations and 

consulting diverse scholarly perspectives. 

Through close textual analysis, contextual grounding, and engagement with major scholarly 
traditions, this methodology provides a systematic approach to understanding how Sophocles 

constructs the theme of familial duty in Antigone. The combined interpretive strategies 

ensure that the study is both textually grounded and critically informed. 

Research Gap 
Although Antigone has been extensively studied across classical philology, feminist 

theory, political philosophy, psychoanalysis, and modern cultural studies, several gaps 

remain in scholarly discussions of familial duty, particularly regarding how this theme 
functions at the intersection of religion, gender, and political ethics. Most existing 
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scholarship tends to emphasize one dimension of Antigone’s motivation—divine law, 

kinship obligations, gendered resistance, or political dissent—often treating familial duty as 

a secondary or derivative concept rather than as a central, multidimensional theme in its own 
right. 

 

First, classical scholars often highlight burial rites and divine law but rarely explore 
how these religious practices also reinforce familial identity and moral responsibility. 

Similarly, feminist interpretations focus on Antigone’s challenge to patriarchal authority yet 

sometimes understate the depth of kinship-based ethics that shape her resistance. 

Structuralist analyses frame the conflict as a symbolic clash between oikos and polis but offer 
limited attention to how individual emotional and ethical commitments operate within those 

structures. 

 
Furthermore, political-theoretical readings—especially those influenced by Hegel 

and modern civil disobedience theory—tend to prioritize the abstract ethical conflict between 

state and family, leaving unexplored how Antigone’s personal, affective loyalty to 

Polyneices complicates or enriches this dichotomy. Contemporary scholarship has 
introduced intersectional and posthumanist perspectives, but these often focus on themes of 

vulnerability, mourning, and marginality, with familial duty appearing only as background 

context. 
 

Taken together, these approaches reveal a lack of sustained, integrative analysis that 

treats familial duty as a composite of religious obligation, emotional kinship ties, gendered 
cultural practices, and ethical reasoning. The existing literature does not fully account for 

how these elements converge to make familial duty the driving moral force of Antigone’s 

actions. 

 
Therefore, this study addresses the gap by offering a comprehensive, 

interdisciplinary examination of familial duty—one that moves beyond single-framework 

interpretations to explore the theme’s complexity across emotional, ethical, cultural, and 
political dimensions. By synthesizing multiple perspectives, the research aims to provide a 

fuller understanding of how Sophocles constructs familial duty as a moral imperative that 

both challenges and illuminates the boundaries of civic authority. 

Discussion 

The analysis of Antigone reveals that familial duty functions as the central moral and 

structural force within the play, shaping character motivations, ethical conflicts, and the 

tragic outcome. This section discusses how the findings contribute to existing scholarship 
and illuminate the complexities of kinship obligations in Sophocles’ dramatic world. 

1. Familial Duty as a Multifaceted Ethical Imperative 

The study demonstrates that Antigone’s loyalty to Polyneices is not reducible to a single 
motivation. Her actions emerge from several overlapping obligations: 
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a. Religious duty, rooted in the requirement of burial rites. 

b. Kinship loyalty, grounded in emotional and familial bonds. 

c. Gendered responsibility, linked to women’s roles in mourning and burial practices. 
d. Moral conscience, which asserts the priority of divine law over human law. 

This multiplicity suggests that familial duty in Antigone is a composite ethical structure, not 

merely a personal sentiment or ritual obligation. The discussion highlights that previous 
studies often address these elements separately; however, the findings here show that 

Antigone’s moral stance is powerful precisely because it synthesizes all these dimensions. 

2. Reframing the Conflict: Beyond State vs. Family 

Traditional interpretations often present the play as a binary conflict between the oikos 
(family) and the polis (state). While this framework has explanatory value, the findings 

complicate this dichotomy. 

Antigone’s actions reveal that the family is not simply a private sphere in opposition to the 
public state; rather, it is a foundational ethical system with its own political implications. Her 

insistence on burying her brother challenges Creon not only as a relative but as a political 

authority whose legitimacy depends on upholding moral and religious norms. 

This suggests that familial duty in Antigone is politically charged, and Sophocles uses it to 
question the limits of state power. The discussion therefore situates familial obligation as a 

form of moral authority that can rival civic law. 

3. The Role of Gender in Shaping Familial Duty 
The findings also reinforce feminist scholarship showing that Antigone’s familial duty is 

inseparable from her identity as a woman. Burial rituals were traditionally part of women’s 

domain, granting Antigone a culturally sanctioned—though politically restricted—form of 
moral agency. 

The discussion emphasizes that: 

a. Antigone leverages gendered familial responsibility to justify her defiance. 

b. Creon’s attempts to suppress her disobedience reveal deep anxieties about women’s moral 
influence. 

c. The clash is not only between family and state but also between female responsibility and 

male authority. 
d. Thus, familial duty becomes a site where gender and power intersect, further enriching its 

significance in the play. 

4. The Tragic Consequences of Competing Moral Codes 
The findings confirm that Antigone illustrates how adherence to conflicting moral systems 

can create unavoidable tragedy. Neither Antigone nor Creon is portrayed as wholly wrong; 

instead, both uphold ethical principles that are valid within their respective spheres. 

The discussion highlights: 
i. Antigone’s unwavering commitment to familial duty leads to self-sacrifice. 

ii. Creon’s prioritization of civic law results in the destruction of his own family. 

iii. Haemon embodies a potential reconciliation between the two systems but is ultimately 
destroyed by Creon’s inflexibility. 



 

 

SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor:8.337(SJIF)   

ISSN: 2581-8333|Volume 8, Issue-8(August);2026 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

  

IJOES JOURNAL  230 

 

The tragedy lies not only in their actions but in the structural incompatibility of their moral 

frameworks. Familial duty and state duty collide, generating a conflict without a viable 

resolution. 

5. Implications for Understanding Sophoclean Ethics 

The study contributes to broader discussions of Sophoclean ethics by showing that familial 

duty is not simply an ancient cultural artifact but a dynamic moral force that: 
a. challenges authoritarian governance, 

b. bridges private and public spheres, 

c. raises questions about individual vs. collective responsibility, and 

 interrogates human relationships with divine law. 
This suggests that Sophocles uses familial duty to explore the boundaries of ethical action 

and the consequences of moral absolutism. The play remains relevant because it reveals how 

deeply human societies are structured by competing obligations that are not easily negotiable. 

Conclusion of Discussion 

Overall, this discussion shows that familial duty in Antigone is a rich, 

multidimensional theme with far-reaching ethical, cultural, and political implications. By 

examining it through an integrated lens, the study illuminates how Sophocles constructs 
familial obligation as a powerful moral force capable of resisting—and ultimately 

exposing—the limits of state authority. The findings thus fill the research gap identified 

earlier by synthesizing religious, gendered, emotional, and political aspects of familial duty 
into a cohesive interpretive framework. 
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