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Transactional Analysis theory, with its focus on the three ego states-Parent, Adult, and Child-
provides a systematic framework for analyzing personality and social interactions. This study
aims to examine the behavior of Sohrab, the tragic character of Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, based
on the theory, in order to identify the psychological roots of his actions in various situations,
as well as the ramifications resulting from the imbalance among his ego states. Using this
theoretical approach, the research investigates how Sohrab acts in different contexts, how he
reveals himself through his behaviors, and what emotional and psychological tensions underlie
those behaviors. The research method is descriptive—analytical, and the main questions are:
According to Transactional Analysis theory, which of the three ego-state dimensions are
reflected in Sohrab’s behaviors? And what damages or contaminations can be observed in his
actions? Findings indicate that Sohrab’s behavior predominantly manifests the Child and Parent
states. His Child state appears in his simplicity, hastiness, irrational decisions, and susceptibility
to deception. On the other hand, the Parent state is reflected in his humiliating manner, excessive
self-centeredness, and inclination toward violence. The absence of an effectively functioning
Adult state-responsible for logical mediation-intensifies his internal conflicts and ultimately
contributes to the tragedy of his death. Damages such as the Child-state contamination with anger
and the Parent-state contamination with tendencies to belittle others disrupt his psychological
balance and drive his actions toward destruction. This study emphasizes the importance of
balance among ego states for an individual’s adaptation to the environment and demonstrates
how the lack of such balance in Sohrab’s personality mirrors the psychological conflicts of
human nature depicted in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh.
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Introduction

The tragedy of Sohrab in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh stands as one of the most profound and influential epic narratives in Persian
literature, consistently raising fundamental questions regarding the underlying causes of this catastrophe. Eric Berne’s theory
of transactional analysis, with its focus on the three ego states—Parent, Adult, and Child—offers a systematic framework for
analyzing personality and human interactions. This theory is predicated on the assumption that human personality comprises
these three states, each constituting a distinct source of thought, emotion, and behavior. The Child ego state embodies the
emotions, needs, and spontaneous reactions rooted in childhood experiences. The Parent ego state reflects internalized
behavioral patterns, beliefs, and values adopted from authority figures, and is further subdivided into the Controlling Parent
and the Nurturing Parent. The Adult ego state functions as the rational, reality-based component of personality, serving
as a mediator between the Parent and Child. Furthermore, the concept of contamination within this theory refers to the
unnatural interference between ego states, which impairs the Adult’s capacity for realistic analysis. The present study aims
to scrutinize Sohrab’s character through the lens of this theory to identify the psychological underpinnings of his actions
across various situations and the pathologies arising from the imbalance among his ego states. The primary research question
is: according to transactional analysis theory, which of the three dimensions of personality underlie Sohrab’s behaviors, and

what pathologies and contaminations are observable in his conduct?

Method

This research employs a descriptive-analytical method. The data were gathered through a meticulous examination of the
verses pertaining to the character of Sohrab in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh (Khaleghi-Motlagh edition, Vol. 2). Data analysis
was conducted based on the core concepts of Eric Berne’s transactional analysis theory, encompassing the three ego states—
Parent (with its subcategories of Controlling Parent and Nurturing Parent), Adult, and Child—as well as the concept of
contamination among these states. To this end, Sohrab’s actions, dialogues, and reactions in various narrative situations were

extracted, classified, and analyzed according to these theoretical components.

Results

The findings indicate that Sohrab’s behavior is predominantly manifested in the Child and Parent ego states, with the
Adult state playing a notably diminished role in his personality structure. Sohrab’s Child state is evident in three prominent
characteristics: first, his naivety and susceptibility to deception, manifested in his encounters with Afrasiab’s intrigue,
Gordafarid’s ruse, and his acceptance of Rostam’s trick during their initial combat. Second, his impulsiveness and haste in
decision-making, which, without adequate deliberation, led to unwise actions. Third, irrational decisions stemming from the
dominance of emotions over rationality, observable in numerous instances throughout the narrative.

Sohrab’s Parent ego state manifests in the two contrasting aspects of the Controlling Parent and the Nurturing Parent.
The Controlling Parent (negative aspect) is revealed in behaviors such as humiliating and mocking Rostam and other
adversaries, excessive self-glorification and self-aggrandizement, instilling fear and anxiety among the Iranian troops,
rebuking Kay Kavus and uprooting his pavilion, and employing games of power and degradation to undermine opponents’
morale. Conversely, the Nurturing Parent (positive aspect) is evident in behaviors like sparing Rostam during their first
encounter and proposing peace and reconciliation, showing affection and seeking connection with Rostam, protecting the
lives of his Turanian soldiers on the verge of death, offering solace and consolation despite profound personal suffering, and
demonstrating a deep sense of responsibility towards his companions.

Although Sohrab’s Adult state is observable in instances such as his praise of wisdom and truthfulness as accepted
values, his logical reasoning regarding Rostam’s necessary presence on the battlefield, his realistic assessment of situations,
and his employment of strategic measures to acquire information, this state fails to exert significant influence during critical
moments when confronted with powerful emotions. The pathological analysis of Sohrab’s behavior based on transactional
analysis theory reveals four primary types of pathology: his susceptibility to deception, stemming from the dominance of
an approval-seeking Child and the influence of naively internalized Parental beliefs; his aggressiveness, arising from the
eruption of the Critical Parent and the Adult’s failure to regulate it; his pride and arrogance, resulting from Parent-Adult
contamination where imposed beliefs supplant reality testing; and his anxiety and confusion, emanating from the conflict

between Parent and Child, evident in the behavioral contradictions arising from his dual Iranian-Turanian identity. A crucial
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point in the pathology of Sohrab’s personality is the significant underdevelopment of the Adult ego state as the mediating
agent; according to Berne’s theory, the Adult is the sole state capable of managing Parent-Child conflicts through reality
analysis. Due to incomplete psychological development and limited life experience, Sohrab never attained the necessary
psychological maturity to effectively activate this state.

Conclusions

The research findings demonstrate that Sohrab’s tragedy is not a mere accident or an inescapable fate, but rather the logical
consequence of his psychological constitution and the social context that shaped him. Although Sohrab achieved physical
maturity, he remained psychologically ensnared by the Child and Parent states throughout his life, failing to establish
a healthy equilibrium between them. The predominance of the Child state is manifested in his naivety, gullibility, and
impetuosity, exemplifying Child-Adult contamination. Sohrab’s Parent state is also active in the opposing poles of Nurturing
and Controlling, reflecting his internalized Parent. The Nurturing Parent is expressed through his compassion and sense of
responsibility, while the Controlling Parent manifests in his pride and degradation of others. The study’s most significant
finding underscores the pivotal role of the Adult state as the mediating agent, a function severely underdeveloped in
Sohrab’s personality. The effective absence of this state prevented the management of conflicts between Parent and Child,
leading to an escalation of internal tensions and ultimately culminating in the tragedy of his death. This research emphasizes
the importance of balanced ego states for an individual’s adaptation to their environment and illustrates how the lack of
such balance in Sohrab’s character reflects the broader spectrum of human psychological conflicts depicted in Ferdowsi’s
Shahnameh. Sohrab’s elegy can be interpreted as a symbol of psychological disintegration resulting from the absence of
balanced ego states, a theme resonating within Persian epic literature, demonstrating how dysfunctional developmental

structures and a unidimensional cultural milieu can precipitate destructive behaviors in individuals.
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