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ABSTRACT

Psychologists assert that human beings possess fundamental
psychological needs. According to Erich Fromm, one of these is the
need for self-actualization. This intrinsic drive distinguishes humans
from other animals and, when pursued constructively and creatively,
fosters personal growth and productivity. Children’s literature—
particularly storybooks—plays a vital role in nurturing this aspect of
development in young readers. This study examines 19 award-
winning children’s stories to explore how their characters respond to
the need for self-actualization. The analysis encompasses both main
and secondary characters, evaluating whether their responses lead to
constructive or destructive outcomes. Findings reveal that in 16 of
these stories, characters' efforts to achieve self-actualization result in
personal growth, creativity, and positive transformation—both
within themselves and in their surroundings. In most cases, the
protagonists take on constructive roles, while opposing secondary
characters setve as obstacles. In the remaining three stories, both
primary and secondary characters exhibit destructive responses to the
same need, although some ultimately strive to amend their actions.
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Introduction

Humanistic psychologists outline specific characteristics of a healthy individual. Erich Fromm
is among those psychologists who “provide a clear image of a healthy personality. Such a
person loves deeply, is creative, has fully developed their capacity for reason, perceives their
world objectively, possesses a stable sense of identity, is connected to and rooted in the world,
is the master and active agent of their own fate, and is free from sinful inclinations” (Schultz,
2021, p. 71). From a psychological perspective, humans possess innate needs, and their mental
well-being depends on how these needs are addressed at the moment of their arousal. Fromm
identifies several fundamental human needs: relatedness, transcendence, rootedness, identity,
a frame of orientation, and excitation/stimulation. He asserts, "The most potent force in
human personality is psychological needs. Lower animals lack these needs. Human motivation
stems from these psychological needs, and individuals differ in how they satisfy them. Healthy
individuals fulfill their psychological needs through productive, fertile, and creative means,
whereas unhealthy individuals resort to irrational methods" (Schultz, 2021, p. 64).

These six needs—distinct from physiological or animalistic needs such as eating and
sleeping—dtive humans toward reunification with the natural world. Fromm argues that
individuals strive to fulfill these needs in various ways, whether positively or negatively (Feist
& Feist, 2009, p. 229). In other words, humans insist on satisfying these needs, whether
through desirable and constructive means or through negative and deviant behaviors, because
neglecting them exacerbates feelings of loneliness, emptiness, and depression. From
childhood, individuals fulfill their fundamental needs based on societal or environmental
conditions, and their choices gradually shape their personalities. Fromm posits that one of the
key distinctions between humans and animals is the emergence of the need for
transcendence—a need arising from reason and awareness. “Endowed with intellect and
thought, humans cannot resign themselves to the passive role of a social animal, like a cast
die. They must become creators to transcend passivity” (Fromm, 1989, p. 56). The need for
transcendence manifests in various forms. According to Schultz, “through creation—whether
a child, an idea, art, or material goods—humans rise above the passive and accidental nature

of existence, thereby attaining a sense of freedom and purpose” (Schultz, 2021, p. 66).

The method of engaging with diverse human needs should be taught from childhood. Various
educational tools have been developed for child rearing, among which children's storybooks
hold significant importance. These books can play a pivotal role in nurturing young readers.
By identifying with fictional characters, children reassess their prior behaviors. The core needs
of these characters drive the narrative’s pivotal moments, prompting them to take action,
engage in conflicts with others, and interact with their surroundings. Child readers observe
these characters' responses to obstacles, evaluate them, and, when faced with similar needs in
real life, may emulate these behaviors. Even if this emulation is superficial, it serves as valuable
practice for healthy living. According to Fromm, a healthy individual chooses constructive
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behaviors when the need for transcendence is aroused, and the ultimate outcome of this

arousal is the creation of art in life.

Previous research has demonstrated the influence of books, particularly fiction, on child
development and therapy through content analysis, experimental studies, and field tests.
However, the examination of this human need in children's stoties from this perspective
remains unexplored. This study analyzes the protagonists (and occasionally secondary
characters) of award-winning children's stoties, focusing on their responses to the arousal of
the need for transcendence, their behaviors, and the outcomes they achieve by the story’s
conclusion.

Literature Review

Several studies have examined the educational aspects of children's and young adult literature.
Some have analyzed these works in terms of their attention to life skills components, while
others have explored their pedagogical functions. For instance, Khodaei Majd (2016), in a
study titled “Evaluating Psychological Methods of Teaching Self-Confidence in Iranian
Children’s Stories,” demonstrated that Iranian children’s stories employ various psychological
techniques—such as fostering positive thinking, enhancing self-esteem, cultivating empathy,
nurturing creativity, promoting self-awareness and self-acceptance, reducing feelings of
inferiority, and moderating grandiosity—to bolster self-confidence.

In other studies, the same researcher has analyzed fundamental human needs in different
narratives. Rezaei (2022), in “A Comparison of Needs (Survival, Love, Fun, Freedom, Power)
in Selected Children’s and Young Adult Stories Based on Glasset’s Theory,” conducted a
psychological analysis of children's books using Glasser’s five basic needs. While other
psychologists have also identified essential human needs, Erich Fromm’s framework remains
distinct. Although some studies have applied Fromm’s theories to literary works, none have
analyzed characters in award-winning children’s stories through the lens of the need for
transcendence.

Method

This study is applied research, with findings directly applicable in educational and therapeutic
settings for teachers, educators, psychologists, and librarians. The dominant approach is
qualitative, employing qualitative content analysis. The statistical population consists of
children’s stories, with a sample of 22 purposively selected award-winning narratives. After
reviewing 100 acclaimed children’s stories, the researcher selected 22 that explicitly addressed
the need for transcendence. The analysis focused on how this need was aroused in characters,
their behavioral responses, and their ultimate achievements. This theoretical research relied
on library-based data collection using note-taking tools.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis revealed that the “need for transcendence,” as a fundamental human need,
manifests in fictional characters in two distinct ways: constructive and destructive. According
to Fromm, when this need is fulfilled through creativity, it fosters personal growth,
innovation, and positive connections with oneself, others, and the world. Conversely, failure
to address this need healthily may lead to destructive behaviors.

In most stories (16 out of 19), characters transcend passivity through imagination, art, or
creative action, achieving transcendence by generating meaning or positive outcomes.
Typically, protagonists embody this role, while secondary characters often act destructively,
creating obstacles—evident in stories such as “My Blue Giraffe,” “The Little Black
Fish,” and “The Metro Mouse.” These narratives play a crucial role in implicitly teaching
healthy behavioral models, especially when children internalize characters’ actions through
identification and apply them to real-life challenges.

In a few stories (3 cases), the need for transcendence is met destructively. Initially, characters
exhibit harmful behaviors but later reconsider and amend their actions. This narrative arc
offers young readers insight into why constructive paths are preferable.

In stories where destructive tendencies emerge, recurring themes include “the manifestation
of art in characters, reevaluation of creation, attention to motives and consequences, the
depressive nature of destruction, and the vitality of creativity.” Overall, this study
demonstrates that children’s literature—when produced or analyzed with an awareness of
psychological frameworks like Fromm’s theory—can effectively foster personality
development, moral education, and creative imagination. Creativity, resilience, and

imaginative problem-solving are values effectively conveyed by the selected stories.
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