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UNVEILING THE CONFLICT: AN IN-DEPTH ANALYSIS OF
ANTIGONE PROLOGUE SCENE 2

The opening moments of Sophocles' timeless tragedy, specifically
the section often studied as Antigone Prologue Scene 2, lay
the groundwork for one of Western literature's most profound
moral  dilemmas.  While  the  Prologue  introduces  the  private
struggle between sisters, Scene 2 thrusts the audience into the
public arena of political power and divine law. Understanding the
nuances  of  Antigone  Prologue  Scene  2  is  essential  for
grasping  the  play's  central  conflict:  the  clash  between  the
individual's  conscience  and  the  state's  authority.  This  article
provides a comprehensive walkthrough of these crucial opening
scenes, analyzing characters, themes, and dramatic techniques
that make this Greek tragedy resonate across millennia.

THE FOUNDATION OF REBELLION: A LOOK AT THE
PROLOGUE

Before examining the courtroom-like tension of Scene 2, we must
appreciate  the  emotional  and  ethical  foundation  laid  in  the
Prologue.  Here,  Sophocles  establishes  the  core  dilemma with

remarkable efficiency. The scene opens with Antigone addressing
her  sister,  Ismene,  outside  the  royal  palace  of  Thebes.  The
shadow  of  their  doomed  family  looms  large;  their  brothers,
Eteocles  and  Polyneices,  have  killed  each  other  in  battle  for
control of the city.

The Decree of Creon
Antigone reveals the devastating news: Creon, the new king, has
issued  a  public  decree.  Eteocles,  who  defended  Thebes,  will
receive a hero's burial with full honors. However, Polyneices, who
attacked the city with a foreign army, is to be left unburied, his
body "food for the birds" and a symbol of utter dishonor. This
decree is  the engine of  the entire plot.  Antigone's immediate
reaction is one of moral outrage. She views Creon's edict not as a
lawful command, but as a violation of the unwritten, eternal laws
of the gods, which demand that all dead receive proper burial
rites. Her famous declaration, "I will bury him myself," sets her on
a collision course with the state.
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Ismene's Contrasting View
The Prologue serves as a powerful  character  foil  through the
interaction between the two sisters. While Antigone is resolute,
passionate, and guided by divine duty, Ismene embodies caution,
obedience, and fear of mortal authority. Ismene argues that they
are women, weak and unable to fight against  the power of  men
and the state. She begs Antigone to be sensible, reminding her of
the fate of their family. This debate highlights a central theme of
the play: the tension between divine law and human law. The
Prologue ends with Antigone making the decision to act alone,
fully aware of the consequences, leaving Ismene in a state of
fearful worry. This private, sisterly conflict provides the emotional
springboard  for  the  public  crisis  that  explodes  in  Antigone
Prologue Scene 2.

THE PUBLIC STAGE: WHAT HAPPENS IN ANTIGONE
PROLOGUE SCENE 2

While the Prologue is a private conversation, Scene 2 is its public
and  political  counterpart.  This  scene  is  often  considered  the
"second  movement"  of  the  play's  opening,  moving  from  the
personal to the political. It opens with the entrance of Creon, the
newly  crowned  king  of  Thebes.  He  addresses  the  Chorus  of
Theban elders, outlining his philosophy of leadership.

Creon's Political Speech
Creon's speech is a masterclass in political rhetoric. He declares
that  a  leader  must  be  judged  by  his  ability  to  make  sound
decisions for the good of the state. He proclaims that loyalty to
the city is the supreme virtue and that he will never honor an
enemy  of  Thebes  over  a  friend.  This  speech  is  crucial  for
understanding his character in Antigone Prologue Scene 2. He
is not presented as a simple tyrant but as a ruler with a specific,
albeit rigid, political philosophy. He equates the state with order
and stability, and he sees Polyneices' betrayal as a threat that
must be punished with an extreme example. The edict against
burying Polyneices is his first major test of authority.

The Arrival of the Sentry
The  tension  of  Antigone  Prologue  Scene  2  increases
dramatically with the entrance of the Sentry. This character, a
common soldier, is utterly terrified. He is the bearer of bad news:
someone  has  defied  Creon's  decree  and  has  performed  a
symbolic  burial  over  Polyneices'  body,  covering it  with a thin
layer of dust. The Sentry's fear is palpable; he knows Creon's
wrath will  be severe.  His  comedic,  rambling speech contrasts
sharply  with  the  king's  solemnity,  providing  a  moment  of
dramatic relief before the storm. Creon's reaction is immediate
and  volcanic.  He  accuses  the  Sentry  of  being  bribed  and
threatens him with death by torture if the culprit is not found. The
Sentry is dismissed, and the stage is set for the eventual capture
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of Antigone.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS IN ANTIGONE PROLOGUE
SCENE 2

The dramatic power of Antigone Prologue Scene 2 comes from
the stark contrast between its characters. Sophocles creates a
rich tapestry of motivations and flaws.

Creon: The New King
In this scene, Creon is defined by his insecurities and his need for
absolute obedience. He is a new leader trying to establish order
after  a  civil  war.  His  speech  reveals  a  deep-seated  fear  of
anarchy.  He  believes  that  a  single  act  of  disobedience—like
burying a traitor—could unravel the entire fabric of society. His
anger at the Sentry is not just about the burial; it is about the
challenge to his authority. He is quick to assume corruption and
conspiracy,  showing  a  paranoid  side  to  his  leadership.  This
character flaw is his hamartia, or tragic flaw. He cannot bend; he
can only break. His view of the world is binary: friend or enemy,
loyal or traitor. There is no room for piety or nuanced justice in
his political calculus.

Antigone (By Implication)
Although Antigone does not appear physically in the latter half of
Scene 2, her presence is felt intensely. The act of the burial—the
"crime"  that  Creon  investigates—is  the  result  of  her  defiant

decision in the Prologue. Her spirit looms over the scene. While
Creon debates  with  the Sentry,  the audience knows that  the
culprit  is  a  young woman driven by religious conviction.  This
dramatic irony makes the scene even more compelling. We see
the  hand  of  the  gods  (in  Antigone's  view)  at  work,  directly
opposing the hand of the king.

The Sentry and the Chorus
The Sentry represents the common man, caught between divine
command and royal decree. His fear is authentic and relatable.
He is a foil to both Antigone's courage and Creon's pride. The
Chorus  of  Theban  elders,  meanwhile,  serves  as  the  moral
compass  of  the  play,  though  they  are  often  cautious.  In
Antigone Prologue Scene 2, they accept Creon's decree and
praise  his  leadership,  but  their  discomfort  with  the  situation
begins to show. They are the audience's stand-in, reacting to the
unfolding drama with a mix of fear and awe.

KEY THEMES INTRODUCED IN ANTIGONE PROLOGUE
SCENE 2

Several  profound  themes  are  established  in  this  opening
sequence  of  the  play.

State Law vs. Divine Law
This  is  the  central  conflict  of  the  tragedy.  Creon  represents  the
law of the state (nomos), which he believes is supreme for the
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preservation of order. Antigone represents the unwritten, eternal
divine  law  (themis),  which  demands  proper  burial  for  all.
Antigone Prologue Scene 2 crystallizes this opposition. Creon
makes his laws absolute, while Antigone, in her actions (reported
in this scene), holds divine law as non-negotiable. This clash is
not just a family squabble; it is a philosophical debate about the
source of justice.

Civil Disobedience
Antigone's act is one of the earliest and most powerful examples
of civil disobedience in literature. She does not seek to overthrow
Creon; she seeks to correct an injustice by breaking an unjust
law. Her method is non-violent and symbolic. The act of sprinkling
dust on her brother's body is a ritual act of defiance, a statement
that no human decree can erase the obligations of family and
piety. The tension in Antigone Prologue Scene 2 is the political
reaction to this first act of civil disobedience.

Gender and Power
The play is also a commentary on gender roles in ancient Athens.
Creon repeatedly dismisses the idea that a woman could defy
him. His anger is fueled not just by the act of burial but by the
idea  that  a  woman  might  have  outsmarted  him.  Ismene's
argument  in  the  Prologue—that  they  are  women  and  must
submit—is  the  conventional  view.  Antigone's  defiance  is  thus
doubly  radical:  she  challenges  both  the  king's  law  and  the
patriarchal  order.  The  political  conflict  of  Antigone  Prologue

Scene  2  is  rooted  in  this  dynamic  of  gender  and  power.

DRAMATIC TECHNIQUES IN THE SCENE

Sophocles employs several dramatic techniques to maximize the
impact of this section of the play.

Dramatic Irony: The audience knows from the Prologue
that Antigone is the culprit. We watch Creon rage against
an unknown enemy, fully aware of the identity of the
"criminal." This creates intense suspense and anticipation
for the confrontation that will follow.
Foil Characters: Ismene and Antigone in the Prologue,
and the Sentry and Creon in Scene 2, are perfect foils. The
cowardice of the Sentry and Ismene highlights the courage
of Antigone. Creon's rigid pride is contrasted with the
Sentry's fearful humility.
Comic Relief: The Sentry's fearful, bumbling speech
provides a moment of levity before the crushing weight of
Creon's anger descends. This release of tension makes the
subsequent conflict feel even more severe.
Symbolic Action: The burial itself is highly symbolic. The
dust thrown on Polyneices' body is not a proper burial, but
it is enough to satisfy the divine requirement for the soul to
pass to the underworld. It is a thin, fragile act of defiance
against the overwhelming power of the state.

THE HISTORICAL AND RELIGIOUS CONTEXT

To  fully  appreciate  Antigone Prologue Scene 2,  one  must
understand the religious context of ancient Greece. The Greeks
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believed that a soul could not find peace and cross the River Styx
into  the underworld  unless  the body was properly  buried.  To
leave a body unburied was the worst  possible punishment,  a
curse not just on the individual but on the entire community.
Creon's decree is  therefore deeply impious.  By forbidding the
burial of Polyneices, he is not just punishing the dead man; he is
disrupting the cosmic order and inviting the wrath of the gods.
This  religious  backdrop  makes  Antigone's  choice  a  matter  of
spiritual survival, not just sentimental loyalty.

Furthermore, the play was first performed in Athens around 441
BCE,  a  time  of  great  political  and  intellectual  ferment.  The
themes of tyranny, the rule of law, and the rights of the individual
were  highly  relevant  to  the  Athenian  audience.  Antigone
Prologue Scene 2 can be seen as a dramatic exploration of the
tensions within democracy itself: where does the authority of the
state end, and the authority of the individual conscience begin?

FROM SCENE 2 TO THE TRAGEDY AHEAD


