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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to analyze the stimulation and fulfillment of the need for identity in the
fictional characters of selected children’s and adolescents’ stories based on Erich Fromm’s theory
and to propose strategies for enriching primary school curriculum content.

Methodology: This applied qualitative study was conducted using qualitative content analysis.
The research population consisted of award-winning children’s and adolescents’ books, from which
27 titles were purposively selected. The researcher initially compiled a list of highly awarded
children’s books and then selected stories in which the need for identity was activated in fictional
characters. The collected data were classified and analyzed according to Fromm’s theory under two
major categories: “authentic identity” and “imitative or unhealthy identity.” Themes related to self-
awareness, independence, creativity, identity crisis, imitation, travel, education, and national
identity were extracted and examined throughout the analysis process.

Findings: The findings revealed that in most of the examined stories, characters strive to achieve
authentic identity through self-discovery, recognition of personal talents, experience, travel, study,
critical thinking, and individual independence. In stories such as The Little Black Fish, Subway
Mouse, Fish in a Tree, and Mockingbird, characters attained independent identities by accepting
their differences and focusing on their abilities. In contrast, several stories portrayed unhealthy and
imitative identities in which characters sought social acceptance and psychological security through
conformity, dependence on groups, or externally imposed identities. The results further
demonstrated that children’s literature can contribute significantly to the development of healthy
identity formation by fostering critical thinking, creativity, self-awareness, and independence
among children.

Conclusion: Children’s and adolescents’ stories, particularly award-winning literary works,
possess substantial potential for indirectly teaching identity formation and guiding children toward
self-awareness, intellectual independence, self-acceptance, and authentic identity achievement.
Integrating such literary works into primary school curriculum content can effectively strengthen
students’ psychological well-being, individuality, and development of a healthy and authentic sense
of identity.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Identity is one of the most fundamental dimensions of human personality and plays a decisive role in psychological growth, self-awareness,
social adaptation, and the formation of an independent self. From early childhood, individuals attempt to understand themselves,
distinguish their existence from others, and define their position in relation to family, society, culture, and the surrounding world. In
humanistic psychology, identity is not regarded as a fixed or inherited structure; rather, it is considered a dynamic and developmental
process that gradually emerges through experience, reflection, social interaction, and self-discovery. Erich Fromm considers the need for
identity one of the essential human needs and argues that a psychologically healthy individual is someone who achieves an authentic sense
of self through freedom, creativity, productive activity, and awareness rather than through conformity and dependence on external
authorities (Fromm, 2015, 2023). According to Fromm, individuals who fail to develop an authentic identity often attempt to escape
loneliness and insecurity by adopting imitative or socially imposed identities, thereby sacrificing individuality for social acceptance

(Fromm, 2011a, 2011b).

Children’s literature occupies a unique position in the process of identity formation because fictional narratives provide symbolic and
emotional opportunities for children to encounter experiences of difference, independence, belonging, fear, self-acceptance, and
creativity. Through identification with fictional characters, children can indirectly experience psychological conflicts and solutions
associated with identity formation. Literary narratives may therefore function as educational and developmental tools that support self-
awareness and emotional growth. Studies in the field of children’s literature have emphasized that stories can significantly influence
children’s social, emotional, and cultural identity construction (Abdoli et al., 2024; Zakeri & Shamshiri, 2015). Research has also
demonstrated that literary narratives shape children’s understanding of self and others by presenting symbolic models of belonging,

individuality, resistance, and transformation (Horr & Razi, 2020; Hosseini et al., 2019).

Many award-winning children’s stories depict protagonists who struggle with loneliness, exclusion, comparison with others,
dissatisfaction with imposed identities, or the desire to become someone else. However, these characters often move toward self-
recognition and authentic identity through creativity, courage, travel, learning, or acceptance of personal differences. For example, stories
such as The Little Black Fish, Subway Mouse, and Rhinoceros Journeys portray travel as a metaphor for separation from dependency and
movement toward authentic selthood (Behrangi, 1967; Kalhor, 2011; Reid, 2008). Likewise, stories such as Fish in a Tree, Spork, and
The Torn Sock emphasize seclf-acceptance, reconstruction of identity, and recognition of individual uniqueness (Hunt, 2015; Maclear,
2016; Taghdis, 2003). Other stories, including Those Shoes and If I Were a Pilot, illustrate the dangers of imitation and superficial
identification with external models (Akbarpour, 2006; Boelts, 2016).

Educational scholars increasingly argue that identity development should be considered one of the central functions of curriculum and
schooling. Identity-oriented education connects students’ lived experiences, emotions, and aspirations to learning processes and
educational content (Esteban-Guitart, 2019). Furthermore, culturally responsive educational approaches and creative learning
environments have been shown to strengthen students’ self-concept, emotional growth, and identity development (Alamha et al., 2024;
Wang et al., 2025). Consequently, integrating literary works that support authentic identity formation into primary school curricula
may contribute to psychological well-being, creativity, self-confidence, and independent thinking among children. Despite the growing
importance of identity studies in children’s literature, limited research has specifically analyzed the need for identity in award-winning
children’s stories based on Erich Fromm’s theory. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate identity needs and identity formation
in selected award-winning children’s and adolescents’ stories according to Fromm’s perspective and to propose strategies for enriching

primary school curriculum content.
Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative approach using qualitative content analysis. The research population consisted of award-winning
children’s and adolescents’ literary works. Initially, a comprehensive list of highly awarded children’s books was compiled from available
bibliographic and literary sources. After reviewing approximately one hundred selected works, stories in which the need for identity was

clearly activated within fictional characters were purposively selected. Ultimately, twenty-nine stories were chosen for detailed analysis.

The selected stories included both Iranian and translated literary works representing diverse narrative structures, themes, and age groups.

Data collection was conducted through close reading and document analysis. During the analytical process, themes, narrative patterns,



were extracted and coded. The stories were classifie
itative or false identity. Within these br

character motivations, identity conflicts, and modes of identi

principal categories derived from Fromm’s theory: authentic iden

additional subthemes such as self-acceptance, creativity, crisis of identity, endence, conformity, recon

critical thinking, and social belonging were identified.

To ensure analytical consistency, repeated coding and comparative interpretation of them
process. The extracted themes were then interpreted in relation to educational implications for pri

Finally, practical recommendations were proposed for integrating identity-related themes into e ¢es, classroo

discussions, storytelling practices, and curriculum enrichment programs.
Findings

The findings revealed that authentic identity was the dominant identity pattern represented in the majority of the analyzed stories. In
many narratives, protagonists initially experienced feelings of exclusion, inadequacy, confusion, loneliness, or dissatisfaction with
imposed identities; however, they gradually moved toward authentic selthood through self-awareness, creativity, courage, travel,

independent decision-making, and acceptance of personal uniqueness.

One of the most recurring themes identified in the stories was travel as a symbolic process of identity formation. In narratives such as The
Little Black Fish, Subway Mouse, Rhinoceros Journeys, and An Ocean in Mind, travel represented liberation from restrictive environments and
movement toward autonomy and self-discovery. The protagonists separated themselves from familiar spaces and entered uncertain worlds

where they encountered challenges, developed resilience, and reconstructed their identities.

Another prominent theme involved the reconstruction of identity following identity crisis or feelings of worthlessness. In stories such as
The Torn Sock, The Horn That the Little Rooster Had Taken, and Mockingbird, characters experienced loss of function, social rejection, or
emotional isolation but ultimately rebuilt their identities through creativity, empathy, and meaningful relationships. Similarly, stories
such as Fish in a Tree and The Short Prince emphasized acceptance of personal limitations and recognition of hidden abilities as essential steps

toward authentic identity formation.

The analysis also showed that several stories criticized imitative identity and conformity. In Those Shoes, If I Were a Pilot, and The Story of
the Little Green Lizard, characters initially sought validation through imitation or comparison with others. However, the narratives
eventually revealed the inadequacy of externally imposed identities and encouraged self-acceptance and independent thinking. Likewise,

Spork portrayed the anxiety of not fitting into predefined categories while ultimately affirming the value of uniqueness and hybrid identity.

Creativity and productive activity emerged as significant mechanisms for identity development. Stories such as The Trouser-Wearing Worm,
The Day the Crayons Quit, and I Am a Scarecrow, but I Am Afraid highlighted imagination, innovation, and creative action as means of
constructing meaningful identities. The findings further demonstrated that educational settings and books themselves were frequently
portrayed as transformative spaces for identity formation. In Time to Caw, Morris and the Flying Books, and Rhinoceros Detective 3, learning,

reflection, and critical thinking enabled characters to recognize their own voices and individuality.

Based on the extracted themes, the study proposed several curriculum enrichment strategies for primary education, including storytelling
activities, role-playing exercises, self-awareness workshops, creative writing, empathy-based discussions, critical thinking tasks, and

collaborative projects designed to strengthen authentic identity formation among students.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that award-winning children’s and adolescents’ stories possess substantial psychological and
educational potential for supporting authentic identity formation. The analyzed narratives consistently emphasized self-awareness,

creativity, courage indiya ahty, and freedom of choice while critically portraying conformity, imitation, dependency, and externally

protagonists achieved psychological growth only after confronting uncertainty, difference, or failure,

sented as an active and transformative process rather than a predetermined condition.

erspective that authentic identity emerges through productive living, independent

freedom. Characte ted their uniqueness and developed their inner capacities were portrayed

aracters who relied on imitatio 1 approval experienced dissatisfaction and confusion. Furthermore, the

of travel symbolized separation from depe movement toward individuality, reinforcing the developmental

¢ of exploration and self-discovery.
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Another important conclusion of the study is that children’s literature can serve as an indirect but highly effective educational medium
for psychological and social development. Through symbolic narratives and emotional engagement with fictional characters, children may
learn to accept differences, confront fears, express emotions, and develop independent identities. The stories analyzed in this research

not only reflected identity-related conflicts but also offered constructive pathways toward self-acceptance and psychological resilience.

The study also highlights the importance of integrating identity-oriented literary works into primary school curricula. Educational
practices that combine storytelling, reflective dialogue, creative expression, and critical thinking can help children connect educational
experiences with their personal and emotional lives. Such approaches may strengthen self-confidence, empathy, creativity, and
responsible autonomy among students. Consequently, children’s literature should be regarded not merely as entertainment or language

instruction but as a powerful educational resource for cultivating healthy and authentic identities in future generations.
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