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In Sophocles’ timeless tragedy, Antigone, the titular character famously defies the edict of King
Creon, choosing instead to honor divine law over human law. When Antigone cites law as her defense,
she is engaging in a profound philosophical debate about the nature of justice, morality, and
authority. Understanding what Antigone’s invocation of law signifies requires exploring the context of
her actions, the contrasting laws she references, and the broader implications of her defense. This
article delves into the meaning behind Antigone’s use of law as her defense, examining its
significance in the play, its philosophical roots, and its relevance in contemporary discussions on
morality and justice.

Understanding Antigone’s Context and Her Use of Law

The Background of Antigone’s Act

Antigone’s actions occur against the backdrop of a tragic family saga. Her brothers, Polynices and
Eteocles, die fighting over the throne of Thebes. King Creon decrees that Polynices, considered a
traitor, shall not receive proper burial rites, condemning his body to be left unburied as a dishonor.
Antigone defies this royal edict, believing that divine law mandates she honor her brother with proper
burial rites, regardless of Creon’s edict.

The Law Antigone Defies

Creon’s edict embodies the authority of human law—state legislation designed to maintain order and
authority. Antigone’s decision to bury Polynices is an act of civil disobedience rooted in her belief that
divine law supersedes human law. When Antigone is caught, she defends her actions by invoking the
higher, unchanging laws of the gods.

The Meaning of Antigone Using Law as Her Defense

Law as a Moral and Divine Authority

For Antigone, law is more than just societal rules; it is a moral and divine obligation. Her use of law as



her defense signifies her conviction that:

- Divine laws are eternal and unalterable: She believes that the gods’ commandments about proper
burial rites are sacred and must be obeyed, regardless of human statutes.

- Human laws are subordinate to divine law: When human laws conflict with divine commandments,
the higher moral law takes precedence.

- Personal conscience guides moral action: Antigone’s adherence to divine law reflects her deeply
held moral principles, even at great personal risk.

Legal vs. Moral Justice

Antigone’s invocation of law underscores a core philosophical debate:

- Legal Positivism: The idea that laws are rules created by human authorities, and obedience to these
laws is a moral duty.

- Natural Law: The belief that certain rights and moral principles are inherent and universal, often
rooted in divine or natural order.

Antigone aligns herself with natural law, asserting that divine commandments are the ultimate source
of justice. Her defense demonstrates her view that moral duty transcends human legislation.

Antigone as a Symbol of Moral Resistance

By citing law, Antigone elevates her personal moral stance to a universal principle. Her actions and
her defense serve as a symbol of moral resistance against unjust or immoral laws. Her stance raises
questions about:

- The legitimacy of laws that conflict with moral or divine principles.

- The responsibilities of individuals to uphold higher laws when state laws are unjust.
- The potential consequences of civil disobedience rooted in moral conviction.

Philosophical Foundations of Antigone’s Defense

Divine Law Versus Human Law

Antigone’s use of law as her defense is grounded in the philosophical distinction between divine and
human law. This dichotomy has been explored by many thinkers, including:

- Socrates and Plato: Emphasized the importance of divine law and moral truth.
- St. Thomas Aquinas: Articulated that divine law is the ultimate authority and that human laws must
align with it.



- Modern Legal Philosophy: Considers the moral legitimacy of laws and civil disobedience.

Antigone’s stance echoes these ideas, positioning divine law as higher and more fundamental than
any human legislation.

Key Points in Antigone’s Use of Law as Defense

1. Her moral obligation to her family and the gods: She believes that her familial duty and divine
commandments override the state’s edict.

2. Her refusal to compromise her principles: Antigone’s defense emphasizes her unwavering
commitment to what she perceives as just and divine.

3. Her recognition of the potential consequences: She accepts the punishment, seeing her act as
morally justified regardless of the legal repercussions.

Implications of Antigone’s Defense in the Play and
Beyond

Antigone’s Stand as a Reflection of Ethical Dilemmas

Antigone’s invocation of law highlights a universal ethical dilemma: when do personal or divine morals
justify disobedience to state authority? This dilemma is relevant across cultures and eras, influencing
discussions on:

- Civil disobedience and social justice movements.

- Resistance against unjust laws.
- The moral responsibilities of citizens and leaders.

The Play’s Message on Law and Morality

Sophocles presents a complex view of law:
- Respect for lawful authority: Creon’s insistence on law and order.
- Moral integrity: Antigone’s unwavering stance on divine law.

- Conflict and tragedy: The play explores the tragic consequences when these principles clash.

Antigone’s defense underscores the importance of moral conscience and the potential dangers of
rigidly adhering to human law without regard for higher principles.

Contemporary Relevance of Antigone’s Defense

In modern society, Antigone’s stance resonates in debates about:



- Civil disobedience in movements like civil rights, environmental activism, and protests against
oppressive regimes.

- Legal reforms inspired by moral and ethical considerations.

- The balance between state authority and individual moral responsibility.

Her example encourages individuals to consider when it is justifiable to challenge laws based on
higher moral or ethical standards.

Conclusion: The Significance of Antigone’s Use of Law
as Her Defense

Antigone’s use of law as her defense in Sophocles’ tragedy serves as a powerful statement about the
primacy of divine and moral law over human legislation. Her unwavering commitment to divine
commandments exemplifies the moral courage required to stand against unjust authority. The play
prompts ongoing reflection on the nature of justice, the legitimacy of laws, and the moral duties of
individuals within society. Whether viewed as a hero or a tragic figure, Antigone’s stance remains a
compelling symbol of moral resistance and the enduring debate between law and morality.

By understanding what Antigone’s defense signifies, we gain insight into the timeless questions about
authority, conscience, and justice—questions that continue to resonate in contemporary ethical and
legal discussions. Her story challenges us to consider when and how it is appropriate to prioritize
higher laws and moral principles in the face of oppressive or unjust rules, making her defense a vital
theme in both ancient and modern contexts.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Antigone's use of the law as her
defense in her actions?

Antigone's use of the law highlights her belief that moral duty and divine law take precedence over
human edicts, emphasizing her commitment to justice and familial loyalty.

How does Antigone interpret the law when defending her
actions?

Antigone interprets the law as a higher moral and divine obligation that commands her to honor her
brother and follow the gods' laws, even if it conflicts with the state's edicts.

What does Antigone's reliance on law reveal about her
character?

It reveals her strong sense of morality, loyalty, and her willingness to face death rather than betray



her principles or family ties.

In what way does Antigone's use of law challenge the
authority of King Creon?

By invoking divine law as her defense, Antigone questions Creon’s authority and the legitimacy of his
edict, asserting that human law cannot override divine commandments.

How does Antigone's legal argument relate to the themes of
individual conscience and state law?

It underscores the conflict between individual moral conscience and state authority, suggesting that
personal duty to divine laws can justify actions against human laws.

Why is Antigone's appeal to law considered a powerful form of
resistance?

Because she stands up for her moral and religious beliefs despite the risk of punishment, framing her
actions as a rightful adherence to higher principles.

What can we learn about ancient Greek views on law and
morality from Antigone's defense?

It reflects the Greek belief that divine law and moral duty can sometimes supersede human laws,
emphasizing the importance of justice and divine authority.

How does Antigone's interpretation of law influence modern
discussions about civil disobedience?

Her stance exemplifies how individuals may justify disobeying unjust laws based on higher moral or
ethical principles, inspiring modern debates on civil disobedience and moral responsibility.

In what ways does Antigone's use of law as her defense
resonate with contemporary legal and ethical debates?

It resonates with ongoing discussions about the limits of state power, the role of moral conscience in
law, and the justification for civil disobedience when laws conflict with moral or divine principles.

Additional Resources

What Does Antigone Mean In Using This Law As The Defense For Her Actions?

In the realm of classical tragedy and modern legal debates alike, Antigone’s story continues to
resonate as a powerful example of moral conviction confronting state authority. When Antigone
invokes the law as her defense for her actions—particularly her decision to defy King Creon’s



edict—the question arises: what does this choice signify within the broader context of law, morality,
and individual conscience? To understand this deeply, we must explore the philosophical
underpinnings of her stance, the nature of law she appeals to, and what her use of that law reveals
about her worldview.

The Context of Antigone’s Defiance: A Brief Overview

Before delving into what her defense signifies, it's essential to grasp the circumstances that led
Antigone to confront authority. In Sophocles’ tragedy, Antigone defies Creon’s edict that Polynices
should remain unburied because he was considered a traitor. Antigone believes that divine
law—specifically, the unwritten laws of the gods—trumps the edicts of mortal rulers. Her act of
burying her brother is motivated by a sense of moral obligation rooted in religious duty, familial
loyalty, and the pursuit of justice beyond human decrees.

Her subsequent arrest and trial serve as a battleground: does she prioritize divine law over human
law? Her defense, therefore, hinges on the legitimacy and supremacy of divine or natural law,
positioning her actions within a moral framework that transcends the temporal authority of Creon.

The Significance of Law in Antigone’s Defense
1. Divine Law Versus Human Law

Antigone’s primary legal defense is rooted in the distinction between divine law and human law. She
argues that her actions are justified because they align with the higher, eternal laws established by
the gods. This raises fundamental questions:

- What constitutes legitimate law?
- Are human laws inherently subordinate to divine laws?
- How does one reconcile conflicting laws?

Antigone’s stance implies that laws enacted by rulers are secondary to the moral and spiritual laws
dictated by higher powers. Her assertion suggests that obedience to divine law is a moral duty that
overrides any state-issued edict, especially when the two are in conflict.

2. Natural Law Theory

The concept Antigone invokes aligns with the philosophical tradition of natural law—a theory
suggesting that certain rights and moral principles are inherent in human nature and discoverable
through reason. By appealing to natural law, she asserts that:

- There are universal moral principles that bind all humans, regardless of their political authority.
- These principles dictate that family obligations and divine commandments take precedence over
man-made laws.

Antigone’s use of natural law underscores her belief that morality is rooted in an unchanging, divine
order that the state must respect, or at least not contravene.



What Does Antigone’s Use of Law Reveal About Her Moral Philosophy?

1. Moral Absolutism and Conscience

Antigone’s defense reveals a moral absolutism—she perceives moral laws as unbreakable and
universal. Her conscience, guided by divine commandments, compels her to act according to what
she perceives as right, even at great personal risk. This stance positions her as a figure of moral
integrity, willing to accept death rather than betray her sense of justice.

2. The Role of Individual Conscience

Her invocation of law highlights the importance of individual moral judgment. In her view, moral law is
not merely a societal construct but a higher truth that individuals must uphold. This challenges the
authority of the state to impose laws that contradict moral and divine imperatives.

3. Civil Disobedience as a Moral Duty

Antigone’s actions exemplify civil disobedience—deliberate non-compliance with laws deemed unjust

or immoral. Her use of law as her defense emphasizes that sometimes, moral duty requires defying
the state, especially when the law contravenes divine or natural principles.

The Political and Philosophical Implications of Her Defense

1. Law as a Moral Compass

Antigone’s case raises the question: is law merely a set of rules, or does it serve a higher moral
purpose? Her appeal suggests that law should reflect moral truths, and when it does not, individuals
have a duty to challenge or disobey it.

2. The Limits of State Power

Her defense also underscores the potential limitations of state authority. If laws are unjust or violate
fundamental moral principles, citizens might be justified in resisting or disobeying them. This idea
becomes central in debates about civil rights, social justice, and ethical governance.

3. The Role of Religious and Moral Authority

Antigone’s reliance on divine law elevates religious authority as a moral authority above human

institutions. This raises questions about the separation of church and state, and whether moral laws
derived from religion should have precedence over secular laws.

Modern Interpretations and Relevance

1. Legal Pluralism and Conflicting Laws



Antigone’s defense resonates today in contexts where different legal systems or moral frameworks
conflict. For example, issues surrounding conscientious objection, religious freedom, or civil
disobedience often involve individuals invoking higher or divine laws to justify actions that oppose
state mandates.

2. Human Rights and Moral Universality

Her stance underscores the importance of universal human rights and moral principles that transcend
national or cultural boundaries. It raises the enduring question: what are the fundamental laws that
should guide human conduct, and who has the authority to interpret and enforce them?

3. Ethical Leadership and Moral Courage

Antigone’s unwavering commitment exemplifies moral courage—standing up for principle despite
personal risk. Her use of law as a defense can inspire contemporary debates about the responsibilities
of individuals and leaders to uphold justice and morality.

Conclusion: What Does Antigone’s Use of Law as a Defense Truly Mean?

When Antigone invokes law as her defense, she embodies a profound philosophical stance: that law is
not merely a set of human-made rules but a reflection of higher, divine, or natural principles. Her
actions and the justice she seeks to uphold reveal her belief that moral duty and divine law are
fundamental to human life, and that conscience must sometimes override state authority.

Her legacy prompts us to consider the nature of justice, the limits of government power, and the
moral responsibilities of individuals within society. It challenges us to reflect on the sources of
legitimate authority and the importance of moral integrity in the face of unjust laws. Ultimately,
Antigone’s story remains a powerful testament to the enduring conflict between law and morality—a
dialogue that continues to shape ethical and legal debates today.
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