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Early in Plato’s Republic, Socrates is having a debate with some of his friends about what justice is. One of Socrates’ friends named Polemarchus backs up his argument by quoting the poet Simonides. This shows that in Ancient Greece, poets were considered to be authorities on important questions of politics. Even though Sophocles’ Antigone is a dramatic play and not a book about politics like Plato’s Republic, in Ancient Greece people might have been just as likely to look to playwrights as philosophers to answer these important questions. In fact, both Antigone and Republic are stories full of situations that require people to judge whether what the characters say is right or wrong, and then think about what this means in their own everyday lives. Today, most people in the west have opinions about politics and justice that are influenced by growing up in democratic, liberal countries, but in Ancient Greece democracy was not the most popular kind of government. This meant that people like Thrasymachus in Republic and Creon in Antigone have very different opinions about politics and justice that are a lot more autocratic than most people’s today, and that these opinions might have been very widely held, so Plato and Sophocles put them in situations where their opinions get tested. According to Thrasymachus, “justice is nothing but the advantage of the stronger” (Republic 338c), and he later says that “the stronger” is defined as a ruler “who never makes errors and unerringly decrees what is best for himself” (Republic 341a). Creon’s idea of law is that whatever he decrees is just, even when it goes against the laws of the gods, because the gods cannot be unjust and so they must agree with Creon’s law. But there are some very important differences between Thrasymachus’ opinions and Creon’s. The most important part of what Thrasymachus says is what “the stronger” means. Even though Thrasymachus is talking about it as something a leader is, Creon says that all of his rules are to benefit the city, and so for him “the stronger” means the city as a whole and he is just serving it. Creon believes that if the people are just, and that means doing what he says, their lives will be better, and that is what his power rests on. Thrasymachus thinks that if people listen to just laws, they become less and the only advantage goes to “the stronger.” Creon thinks of himself as a just man, and because of this he ends up having really bad things happen to him when it turns out that the gods and Tiresias, the prophet, are actually “the stronger.”

According to Creon, obeying the law is the most important part of being a citizen of a city. Creon says that “He whom the state appoints must be obeyed / To the smallest matter, be it right – or wrong. / And he that rules his household, without a doubt, / Will make the wisest king, or, for that matter, / The staunchest subject” (Antigone 144). By saying that it does not matter if a king is right or wrong, Creon is saying that justice is not moral. This is a lot like what Gerasimos Santas says about Thrasymachus’ view:
Within Thrasymachus’ view we must always keep in mind that unjust conduct by a citizen can be nothing but conduct contrary to the positive laws of his country, and just conduct nothing but conduct consistent with the existing positive laws. This is a direct implication of his legal positivist assumption.

Even though Antigone breaking Creon’s rule by burying her brother Polyneices is morally good, Creon would argue that it is not just, and Thrasymachus would argue that Antigone would be unjust if she were breaking a law that benefitted the ruler. Both Creon and Thrasymachus are basically saying that justice and strong rule are the same thing. Creon believes that “There is no more deadly peril than disobedience; / States are devoured by it, homes laid in ruins, / Armies defeated, victory turned to rout. / While simple obedience saves the lives of hundreds” (Antigone 144). Without strong rule, everybody would just do what they wanted to do all the time, the bigger things the state needs to do like make people safe and get wealth and grow would not be possible, and everybody would suffer. With one single ruler giving orders that everyone obeys, there would be no rebellion like the one between Polyneices and Eteoclus that almost destroyed the city. This means that even when the king orders something that is morally wrong, it is just because it is ultimately for the good of the city.

Creon’s definition of the interest of “the stronger” sort of means the interest of the city itself, because as a ruler his own interest is in ruling a strong and stable city. Creon is saying that when everyone in the city acts justly, everyone is part of something bigger and benefits from justice. Thrasymachus seems to disagree when he says
justice is really the good of another, the advantage of the stronger and the ruler, and harmful to the one who obeys and serves. […] A just man always gets less than an unjust one. […] Finally, when each of them holds a ruling position in some public office, a just person, even if he isn’t penalized in other ways, finds that his private affairs deteriorate because he has to neglect them, that he gains no advantage from the public purse because of his justice, and that he’s hated by his relatives when he’s unwilling to do them an unjust favour. The opposite is true of an unjust man in every respect. Therefore, I repeat what I said before: A person of great power outdoes everyone else. (Republic 343c-343e)
But if “the stronger” means the citizens of the city, then justice is to the advantage of the many, but not to the individual. As an individual, Creon does really badly because he is a just ruler. His private affairs get worse because he will not go back from his order to execute the person who buried Polyneices even when he finds out it was Antigone, a relative who is supposed to marry his son Haemon. His son tries to kill him and then kills himself, his wife curses him and commits suicide and his Chorus of elders turn against him. If he had been unjust and let Antigone go then his personal life would not have ended up so bad and he would have benefitted more, but he considered the lesson that not burying Polyneices would teach to be more important to the city and so he went against his own interest. Thrasymachus would say that this is an example of “the stronger” being the city, and Creon as a just man who is harmed by justice.
Thrasymachus might also say that the law Creon made to not bury Polyneices was unjust because it was not actually to the advantage of “the stronger.” If “the stronger” is someone who “never makes errors and unerringly decrees what is best for himself” (Republic 341a), then Creon is not the stronger. It is not best for Creon himself to make the law that he makes because it makes his ruling less stable. It is not an advantage for the city (if the city is “the stronger”) if its leader is making laws that make the city unstable. When the Chorus say at the end of the play “Of happiness the crown / And chiefest part / Is wisdom, and to hold / The gods in awe. / This is the law / That, seeing the stricken heart / Of pride brought down, / We learn when we are old” (Antigone 162), they are summarizing what Creon has learned by the end of the play. This means that Creon is acknowledging a power that is stronger than his own, which means automatically that he himself is not the stronger, and so his law is not just. For Thrasymachus, the strong ruler in Thebes is not actually Creon, it is actually Teiresias the blind prophet.
Teiresias represents the will of the gods, which gives him a lot of power because he is the one who speaks for the gods on earth. When Creon makes his law to stop Polyneices from being buried, he is using fear of the gods to enforce justice. Eteocles was loyal to the city so Creon makes him represent justness, and Polyneices died attacking the city so he is the unjust one in the family:

First, the edict assures those who defend the city and risk their lives for it, as Eteocles did, that they will be honoured by their grateful city after death and that they will receive the greatest rewards in the afterlife. [...] However, Creon emphasizes the punishment of Polyneices more than the reward for Eteocles. The edict appeals then, above all, to fear. It seeks to deter those citizens who may be tempted, out of ambition or greed or loyalty to Polyneices, to challenge Creon’s rule, and plunge Thebes into anarchy, by appealing to their fear of death... those who behold this spectacle [see] that Polyneices truly has been annihilated, that he truly is no more, since he will be deprived of the burial that would confer a kind of immortality on him.

The problem with this is that Creon’s strength as a ruler comes from fear, but the fear is only borrowed from the gods, and the gods speak through Teiresias. Creon could have tried to rule other ways and left the gods out of it, but when he tries to use them to back up his power, he gets in to trouble when the support of religion is taken away.

Teiresias shows up and warns Creon that his rule about Polyneices will end up dooming him. Creon has already told everyone that there is nothing that can make him go back on the rule he has made, so he tries to resist being overruled by Teiresias, maybe because he knows that if he lets Teiresias tell him what he can and cannot do, the power is out of his hands. So he tries to take away Teiresias’ claim to speak for the gods by saying “No man’s act / Has power enough to pollute the goodness of God. / But great and terrible is the fall, Teiresias, / Of mortal men who seek their own advantage / By uttering evil in the guise of good” (Antigone 154). Teiresias responds by calling down the anger of the gods on Creon, and Creon caves and finally buries Polyneices and tries to free Antigone from the cave he had had her put in, but it does not work and it ends up with his whole family dead. If the gods were the ones who made this happen, they were sending a very clear message, and Creon and the kings that followed him would probably not very quickly go against what Teiresias told them to do. Teiresias, and the religion he represents, are truly “the stronger” in Thebes because they have shown that all laws in Thebes must be to their advantage.

Thrasymachus would identify this as a moment where Creon is not a ruler. Thrasymachus says that even though people say things like “a doctor is in error, or an accountant, or a grammarian” (Republic 340d), really “each of these, insofar as he is what we call him, never errs, so that according to the precise account... no craftsman ever errs. It’s when his knowledge fails him that he makes an error, and in regards to that error he is no craftsman” (Republic 340e). Creon’s knowledge failed him when he made a law that did not make advantage for his rule and the city. His law turned his family, and the religions and even the Chorus of elders against him, so the law was unjust. Both Creon and Thrasymachus think of politics as the way rulers rule over citizens, and not the way people relate to other people. This is why they both look at justice as the way that rulers impose their laws on citizens and not as a way of telling right from wrong the way a lot of people think of justice. Even when Creon eventually decides to do what Teiresias tells him to do and change his mind, he goes and buries the body of Polyneices first before going to get Antigone out of her tomb. Polyneices body has already been outside for a long time, but Antigone is still alive. If Creon were just doing what was right, he would have let her out first because her situation was more critical. Creon was actually doing the just thing which was following the laws that give advantage to the gods. Maybe if he had done things in the other way around, Antigone would not have died, Haemon would not have killed himself and Eurydice would not have committed suicide as well. Like Thrasymachus argues, justice is “harmful to the one who obeys and serves” (Republic 343c), and Creon might have proven this with his mistake. He followed the rules just like he expected the citizens to be following his own rules, and ended up having really bad things happen to him, while Teiresias’ power became stronger because everyone became more convinced that he did represent the gods, and that the law of the gods was more just than Creon’s.
Sophocles’ Antigone shows what happens when someone like Creon, who thinks about politics in a way a lot like Thrasymachus in Plato’s Republic, is not selfish enough. They both think that justice comes from obeying laws even if the laws are morally wrong, because justice is laws that are made to help “the stronger.” It does not matter if the stronger is a person or a city. Creon though thinks that this obedience makes a greater good for everyone, because if everyone obeys the laws then everyone will be safe. Thrasymachus says that “injustice, if it is on a large enough scale, is stronger, freer, and more masterly than justice. And as I said from the first, justice is what is advantageous to the stronger, while injustice is to one’s own profit and advantage” (Republic 344c). If Creon had been an unjust man, even once he found out that the laws of the gods were “the stronger” he could have just kept on doing what he wanted to do and maybe all of the people he loved would not have died. But because he actually wanted to do things in the interest of the city, when he stopped being really the ruler of Thebes he had to be just as obedient to the law as he had wanted the citizens to be to his laws or else he would not be a just man. Creon being a just man is what gives a real ruler like Tiresias political power, because people like Creon will put justice above anything else, and that means that they will put the interest of “the stronger” ahead of their own interest, even when it means something bad will happen to them.
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