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Analysis of Patrick Shanley’s Play Prodigal Son Based on Jean-Paul Sartre’s Existential
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Abstract
The present study aimed to conduct an existentialist analysis of Patrick Shanley’s play Prodigal Son based on

Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of existential psychoanalysis. Existentialism is a philosophical school that regards
human existence as the center and ultimate concern of all issues; it maintains that, because every human being
possesses a particular mode of existence, the human being cannot be interpreted and explained through
philosophical and metaphysical concepts alone. The research method was qualitative, and the method of data
analysis was descriptive-analytical, conducted through content analysis. The statistical population of the study
consisted of Patrick Shanley’s plays; however, due to time constraints and the impossibility of examining all of
these plays, only Prodigal Son was selected as the research sample and examined. The data were discussed and
interpreted descriptively. The findings indicate that all existentialist components can be examined in Prodigal

Son. These ten components include “existence,” “individualism,” “freedom and choice,” “commitment and
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responsibility,” “loneliness and alienation,” “anxiety and apprehension,” “loss of meaning and absurdity,” “self-
alienation and identitylessness,” “death-consciousness and suicide,” and “nostalgia,” all of which were extracted
from Prodigal Son. In response to the question of how the characters of Shanley’s selected play can be studied
and analyzed based on “existential psychoanalysis,” it can be stated that, in Prodigal Son, Jim’s disbelief in the
existence of God marks the beginning of his conflict with his surroundings.

Keywords: existentialist, Prodigal Son, Patrick Shanley, theory of existential psychoanalysis, Jean-Paul Sartre.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Heroism is one of the central concepts in epic

and mythological literature because it reflects
the moral ideals, cultural values, collective
imagination, and worldview of societies. In
literary and mythological studies, the hero is
not merely a strong or courageous individual,
but a symbolic figure through whom a culture
represents its understanding of virtue, fate,
social duty, human excellence, and the
relationship between the individual and the
community. Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, as the
most prominent national epic of Iran, and
Greek mythology, as one of the foundational
mythological traditions of Western civilization,
both contain rich heroic narratives that provide
valuable material for comparative analysis.
The present study aimed to analyze the
components of heroism in the Shahnameh and

compare them with heroic patterns in Greek
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myths. This comparison is significant because
both traditions present heroes who pass
through difficult trials, confront supernatural or
extraordinary forces, and embody cultural
ideals, yet they differ in the ethical, social, and
metaphysical meanings attributed to heroism
(1-3).
The theoretical foundation of the study is
based on the relationship between myth, epic,
archetype, and cultural identity. Myth can be
understood as a symbolic narrative through
which societies express their beliefs about
creation, destiny, divine forces, human nature,
and moral order, while epic literature
transforms these symbolic structures into
extended heroic narratives centered on
conflict, struggle, sacrifice, and collective
memory. In this framework, the hero functions

as an archetypal figure who moves between
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ordinary human existence and extraordinary
action. The hero’s journey, trials, victories,
defeats, and tragic fate reveal not only
narrative patterns but also the deeper cultural
structures of the society that produces the
epic. In the Shahnameh, the hero is closely
associated with Iranian identity, loyalty to the
land, ethical responsibility, and the
preservation of social order. In Greek
mythology, the hero often appears as a semi-
divine figure whose excellence is measured
through individual glory, physical superiority,
divine ancestry, and confrontation with fate (4,
6,7,9).

Methodologically, the study followed a
descriptive-analytical design with a
comparative approach. The main texts and
heroic narratives of the Shahnameh were
examined in relation to their major heroic
figures, including Rostam, Siavash,
Esfandiyar, and other prominent champions,
while Greek heroic patterns were analyzed
through figures such as Achilles, Heracles,
Odysseus, and Perseus. The comparison
focused on several major components: the
origin and lineage of the hero, the hero’s
relationship with supernatural forces, the role
of fate and destiny, the importance of moral
virtue, the position of society and homeland,
and the pursuit of individual honor. This
approach made it possible to identify both
shared archetypal structures and culture-
specific differences. The analysis also drew
attention to the fact that heroic narratives are

not isolated literary constructions; rather, they

are shaped by historical, social, ethical, and
symbolic systems that define what a culture
recognizes as heroic conduct (5, 8, 10, 11).
The findings indicate that the heroic model in
the Shahnameh is strongly grounded in moral
responsibility, social commitment, loyalty,
justice, and chivalric ethics. Heroes in the
Shahnameh are usually associated with noble
lineage and exceptional martial ability, but
their heroism is not limited to physical strength.
Rostam, for example, is a symbol of power,
courage, and defense of Iran, yet his heroic
value is also tied to his loyalty to the land and
his role in protecting collective order. Siavash
represents purity, truthfulness, innocence, and
ethical steadfastness, while Esfandiyar
embodies faith, obedience, strength, and
tragic destiny. Thus, the Iranian heroic model
is constructed through a combination of
physical power, ethical virtue, responsibility
toward society, and tragic awareness. The
hero is not simply an individual seeking
personal fame; he is a guardian of social order
and a bearer of cultural values. Even when
tragedy appears in the Shahnameh, it is often
connected to injustice, loyalty, political conflict,
moral testing, and the painful consequences of
human decisions (2, 8, 11, 12).

In contrast, Greek heroic patterns place
greater emphasis on semi-divine origin,
individual excellence, glory, divine
intervention, and the unavoidable force of
destiny. Many Greek heroes possess a mixed
human-divine lineage, which gives them

extraordinary abilities while also placing them
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within a complex relationship with the gods.
Heracles represents superhuman strength and
endurance through his twelve labors; Achilles
represents martial excellence and the tragic
pursuit of immortal fame; Odysseus

represents  intelligence, strategy, and
endurance in the face of prolonged hardship;
and Perseus represents a hero whose
success depends on both personal courage
and divine assistance. Compared with the
Shahnameh, Greek myths give more visible
narrative authority to gods and fate. The hero’s
achievement is often measured through
personal glory, reputation, and superiority,
while tragedy emerges from the tension
between human ambition, divine will, and
predetermined destiny. Therefore, although
both traditions value courage, trial, and heroic
endurance, the Greek model tends to
foreground individual distinction and fatalistic
struggle more strongly than the Iranian model
(1, 3, 10, 13).

In conclusion, the comparative analysis shows
that the Shahnameh and Greek mythology
share fundamental heroic components such
as courage, strength, difficult trials,
confrontation with danger, and tragic destiny,
but they differ significantly in the cultural
meaning assigned to heroism. In the
Shahnameh, the hero is primarily defined
through ethical conduct, loyalty to homeland,
responsibility toward society, and commitment
to justice, whereas in Greek mythology the
hero is more strongly associated with

individual excellence, personal glory, divine

ancestry, and the power of fate. These
differences demonstrate that the concept of
the hero is not universal in a simple or fixed
sense; rather, it is shaped by the moral, social,
and metaphysical structures of each culture.

The study therefore concludes that

comparative examination of heroic figures in
Iranian and Greek traditions can deepen our
understanding of epic literature, mythological
imagination, cultural identity, and the ways in
which civilizations construct exemplary human

figures through narrative.
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