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Abstract

Sports literature serves as a powerful medium to explore the intersections of competition, community
and human emotion. It offering deep insight into how sports mirror the structures and values of society. It
transcends the boundaries of mere athletic performance to explore the deeper psychological, moral and social
dimensions of human experience. Within this field, Fredrik Backman’s Beartown Trilogy, the novels like
Beartown (2016), Us Against You (2017) and The Winners (2022) presents a compelling narrative where the
game of ice hockey becomes the lifeblood of a small Scandinavian town. The global rise of sports has moved
from simple depictions of athletic achievement to sophisticated explorations of psychological depth, ethical
complexity and social commentary. This change emphasizes how important sports isas a symbol of identity,
power and social connection. The primary aim of this paper is to examine how ice hockey functions as a
metaphor for personal identity formation in Backman’s trilogy. It seeks to uncover how individual
psychological growth interacts through the lens of sports, that revealing the dual nature of inner conflict. The
adolescent players in Beartown face immense pressure to define themselves through the sport, making ice
hockey a central site of identity formation. The research article employs Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory,
particularly the stage of Identity versus Role Diffusion to interpret psychological development. It argues that
ice hockey in Beartown symbolizes far more than recreation. It becomes a structure that shapes identity,
morality and endurance. Also, this article demonstrates how sports serve as a profound metaphor for
individual transformation.

Key Words: Sports Literature, Ice Hockey, Identity, Power, Social Connection, Adolescent, Role Diffusion,
Psychosocial and Morality.

Sports literature occupies a significant position within literary studies as it examines the relationship
between athletic practices, society and human experience beyond the boundaries of the playing field. Rather
than viewing sport solely as physical activity, it approaches athletic spaces as cultural sites where identity
formation, value systems and emotional struggles are negotiated. “Sport provides an opportunity for
countries, communities, and individuals to come together in shared celebration-or commiseration-of their
teams.” (Sport and Its Impacts) Competitive arenas are frequently represented as intensified social
environments in which personal conflicts and psychological pressures surface with greater force. Through
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such representations, sports narratives explore ethical dilemmas, internal conflicts and the tension between
personal aspirations and collective expectations. These narratives reflect not only the bodily demands of sport
but also the emotional and psychological challenges faced by individuals striving for self-definition.

From a developmental perspective, sport becomes especially meaningful during adolescence, a period
marked by uncertainty, self-exploration and identity crisis. Literary representations of sport provide insight
into how young individuals negotiate authority, ambition and belonging while attempting to establish a
coherent sense of self. In this context, Scandinavian literature has emerged as a compelling space for
examining psychological depth and moral conflict. Contemporary Scandinavian writers increasingly employ
sports narratives to depict inner turmoil, emotional growth and the struggle for personal authenticity within
social constraints. The transformation of sports narratives from simple celebrations of victory to complex
explorations of psychological struggle reflects a broader shift in literary focus. Sport is no longer presented
merely as achievement but as a powerful symbol of identity, emotional resilience and personal development.
“The problem with both hockey and life is that simple moments are rare.” (The Winners 2) Fredrik Backman’s
Beartown Trilogy exemplifies this shift by using ice hockey as a lens through which adolescent identity,
moral responsibility and inner conflict are explored. Through the pressures faced by young players, the
trilogy illustrates how sport functions as a critical space for identity formation and psychological negotiation.

Fredrik Backman, a prominent contemporary Swedish writer, has gained global recognition for his
sensitive and human-centred depictions of individuals negotiating emotional dilemmas and moral
uncertainty. His narratives frequently focus on small-town settings where questions of belonging,
responsibility and ethical choice are intensified. One of his most significant contributions to contemporary
fiction is The Beartown Trilogy Beartown (2016), Us Against You (2017) and The Winners (2022) which
collectively explores how a community’s shared identity is shaped, challenged and transformed through its
dependence on sport, particularly ice hockey.

The opening novel, Beartown, presents a declining town in northern Sweden whose sense of worth
and future prospects are invested almost entirely in the achievements of its junior hockey team. Central
figures such as Kevin Erdahl, the celebrated yet pressured athlete; Amat, a gifted player from an economically
marginalised immigrant family; Benji, whose outward loyalty masks an unresolved struggle with sexual
identity; and Maya Andersson, whose life is altered by a traumatic assault, reveal the psychological costs of
communal obsession. Through Maya’s experience, Backman exposes how the desire to protect sporting
success and collective pride suppresses moral accountability, revealing a crisis of ethical judgment within
the community. In Us Against You, the narrative shifts toward the psychological aftermath of scandal and
division. As the hockey club faces disintegration and rivalry with the neighbouring town of Hed intensifies,
characters confront fractured identities and emotional displacement. Peter Andersson’s attempt to rebuild the
team parallels the community’s struggle to restore meaning and trust. Figures such as Bobo, Vidar and Benji
grapple with inner conflict, guilt and loyalty, illustrating how identity is continually reshaped through
adversity and opposition.

The final novel, The Winners, broadens the temporal scope, revisiting characters years later to
examine loss, healing and reconciliation. As grief and forgiveness emerge as dominant themes, ice hockey
remains a symbolic anchor representing endurance and renewal. Across the trilogy, Backman constructs a
psychologically layered narrative that traces identity formation over time, portraying adolescence and
adulthood as ongoing processes shaped by moral choice, trauma and resilience. In The Beartown Trilogy,
Fredrik Backman reconfigures ice hockey from a simple competitive activity into a meaningful cultural
symbol that reflects the moral and emotional framework of the community. The ice rink emerges as a
psychologically charged space where individual aspirations, shared identities and ethical conflicts intersect.
Within Beartown, hockey functions simultaneously as a source of hope and pressure, embodying communal
pride while revealing the town’s emotional vulnerability. Through moments of triumph and failure, Backman
explores how a collective passion fosters belonging yet excludes those who challenge its values.
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The influence of sport extends beyond the rink, shaping moral decisions and interpersonal
relationships that form the town’s shared conscience. Hockey thus operates as a central metaphor for
Beartown’s identity, continuity and self-worth. “Hocky is becoming more than hocky, it’s becoming tourism,
a trade market, capital, survival.” (Beartown 30) While the sport symbolizes perseverance and ambition, it
also exposes ethical compromise, silenced voices and the psychological cost of unquestioned loyalty.
Through this lens, Backman captures the emotional tensions of adolescence, the instability of moral judgment
and the human need for meaning through collective attachment. Ice hockey therefore becomes a narrative
device through which questions of identity, belonging and ethical responsibility are examined. Despite the
international popularity of The Beartown Trilogy, scholarly engagement with the texts remains limited,
particularly from a psychosocial perspective. Although critics have praised the novels for emotional depth
and moral realism, academic discussions have largely overlooked their engagement with identity formation,
communal ethics and psychological conflict. Studies of Scandinavian fiction rarely consider how Backman
uses sport as a symbolic structure to explore developmental crises and moral consciousness. This gap calls
for focused analysis of how hockey functions as a medium through which identity and belonging are
negotiated.

This paper argues that ice hockey in The Beartown Trilogy functions as a symbolic arena in which
identity, belonging and survival are negotiated through psychosocial development. By tracing the
interconnected lives of Beartown’s residents, Backman demonstrates that sport operates beyond recreation,
becoming a meaningful space where moral values, emotional endurance and personal self-definition are
continually shaped and challenged. “Why does anyone care about hocky? Because it tells stories.” (Beartown
42) The Beartown Trilogy presents ice hockey as a powerful metaphor for the formation of individual identity
and communal belonging. Drawing upon Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory, particularly the stage of
Identity vs. Role Diffusion, the novels reveal how adolescents struggle to establish a coherent sense of self
under intense moral, emotional and social pressure. “The sense of ego identity, then, is the accrued confidence
that the inner sameness and continuity are matched by the sameness and continuity of one’s meaning of
others.” (Erikson 228)

The young players in Beartown experience overwhelming pressure to define themselves through
hockey, positioning the sport as a central site of identity construction. Kevin Erdahl’s self-concept is bound
to his performance on the ice, with public admiration reinforcing his sense of invincibility. In contrast, Amat’s
journey reflects the tension between personal aspiration and social background, as he navigates talent
alongside class and immigrant identity. Erikson’s conflict between authentic selthood and imposed roles
becomes evident in Benji, whose admired toughness conceals deep internal conflict regarding sexuality.
Maya’s trauma following Kevin’s assault further illustrates how adolescent moral and emotional
development is shaped by collective attitudes and silence. Together, these struggles suggest that adolescence
in Beartown is not simply a life stage but a psychosocial site where identity is repeatedly tested and
reconfigured.

Ice hockey in Beartown functions as a powerful psychosocial arena in which adolescents negotiate
identity, belonging and moral legitimacy. Although structured socially, the rink becomes a space where
emotional validation and self-definition are intensely experienced. The rivalry with the neighbouring town
Hed heightens this pressure, transforming sport into a collective test of worth and recognition. Kevin’s
dominance and the privileges associated with his success reinforce his developing self-image, while Amat’s
marginal position reveals how social background complicates personal identity formation. When the
Beartown ice hockey players entered into the rink, they were representing the whole Beartown community.
The game is not about winning the tournament; it’s about proving what real Beartown ice hockey team is.
their  sists clenched behind his back. And they sing, louder, more insistently;
‘WE ARE THE BEARS! WE ARE THE BEARS!”
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Love and hate. Joy and sorrow. Anger and forgiveness. Sports carry the promise that we can have everything
tonight. Only sports can do that. (Us Against You 313)

These moments illustrate how collective emotion intensifies adolescent vulnerability, shaping moral
judgment and emotional endurance. The town’s shared values of loyalty, toughness and silence influence
how young individuals respond to crisis, particularly in moments that demand ethical clarity. The decision
to protect Kevin by suppressing Maya’s testimony demonstrates how communal pressure affects moral
development, forcing individuals to choose between belonging and conscience. The recurring conflict
between collective loyalty and individual ethics defines the psychosocial struggle of Beartown’s youth.
Maya’s decision to speak out and Benji’s withdrawal from the team expose the emotional cost of resisting
group expectations. Through these conflicts, Backman reveals how identity formation is deeply shaped by
communal approval and rejection, making adolescence a site of intense psychological negotiation.

The competitive ice hockey culture in Beartown intensifies psychosocial pressures and reinforces
gendered expectations that shape adolescent development. Players internalize values of toughness, endurance
and loyalty, which regulate both their behaviour on the ice and their emotional responses within the
community. Masculine ideals are celebrated, equating physical strength and emotional restraint with moral
worth. Kevin’s aggression, the collective silence surrounding Maya’s assault and the demanding training
imposed on young players illustrate how competitiveness and masculinity are normalized. In the trilogy ice
hockey not just as a game, it changes the overall Bearfown community and representing player’s identity.
“He had no team. So they game him an army.” (Us Against You 112) Hockey thus functions as a formative
environment where identity is shaped through discipline, expectation and emotional suppression.

Ethical tension runs throughout the narrative, revealing the conflict between success, reputation and
individual conscience. The assault incident becomes a defining moment, exposing how communal loyalty
overrides moral responsibility. The town’s preference for sporting success and symbolic recognition over
justice reflects a value system that discourages dissent. At the same time, Backman presents characters who
resist these pressures, suggesting the possibility of moral choice within restrictive environments. These
conflicts reveal the psychological cost of loyalty and the fragile process of ethical self-formation during
adolescence. Ice hockey also embodies Beartown’s collective hope and emotional investment. The team’s
victories and losses directly affect the town’s morale and the psychological stability of its youth. “All sports
are fairy tales, that’s why we lose ourselves in them. So of course there’s only one wat for this one to end.”
(Us Against You 349) Moments of triumph generate affirmation, while defeat produces despair, shaping
emotional resilience. In this context, Erikson’s focus on identity formation clarifies how personal growth
unfolds through communal pressure. Ice hockey becomes a symbolic space where identity, morality and
belonging intersect. Backman’s Beartown Trilogy demonstrates the ability of sports literature to represent
both individual and collective struggle through the lens of psychological development. Ice hockey is
portrayed not merely as competitive practice but as a formative space where identity emerges, loyalty is
questioned and moral understanding evolves. The trilogy emphasizes the close relationship between
adolescent aspiration and communal expectation, revealing that personal growth is inseparable from the
pressure to conform to shared values. Through its depiction of adolescence, ethical conflict and community
influence, the narrative confirms the capacity of sport to illuminate the inner conflicts that shape human
development, offering insight into how identity is constructed within demanding social environments.

Through this study, The Beartown Trilogy reveals ice hockey as a metaphor that captures the
intertwined processes of identity formation, emotional resilience and communal survival. The sport reflects
the psychological development of individuals as they negotiate loyalty, conscience and belonging. Moments
of victory and loss on and off the ice illustrate how resilience is forged through struggle and moral choice.
Ultimately, ice hockey becomes a symbol of Beartown’s collective experience, embodying both fracture and
healing. Its ability to unite and divide affirms the psychological depth of sports literature as a medium for
exploring human endurance and ethical complexity.
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