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Abstract 

This study examines Beauty and the Beast across three adaptations: Villeneuve’s 1740 original, Beaumont’s 1756 
abridgment, and Disney’s 2017 live-action film. Utilizing a New Historicist framework, the paper explores how these 
versions reflect and negotiate societal norms related to class, gender, and beauty. Villeneuve’s original tale 
critiques the rigid hierarchies and patriarchal structures of pre-revolutionary France, while Beaumont’s version 
aligns with Enlightenment ideals of rationality and moral education. Disney’s adaptation, though outwardly 
feminist, juxtaposes modern ideals of empowerment with traditional romantic structures. By engaging with 
Hutcheon’s concept of palimpsests, the study underscores how each adaptation layers contemporary cultural 
anxieties and values over the original narrative, maintaining its core themes while engaging in a dialogic exchange 
with its predecessors. Through Hutcheon’s dialogic adaptation and Greenblatt’s circulation of social energy, this 
study reveals how Beauty and the Beast functions as both a mirror to its historical contexts and a dynamic site for 
cultural negotiation, addressing evolving societal values while preserving core themes. 
 

Keywords: Beauty and the Beast, new historicism, adaptations, gender, cultural negotiation, palimpsests 

 

 

Introduction 

Beauty and the Beast (La Belle et la Bête), written by Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve in 1740, is a story 
that has continually evolved across centuries, reflecting the societal norms and cultural anxieties of different eras. 
Adapted into countless literary and cinematic versions, including Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont’s 1756 
abridgment and Disney’s animated (1991) and live-action (2017) films, the tale has been reimagined to appeal to 
the tastes and values of each generation.13 As a result, Beauty and the Beast is not only a story of transformation 
and love but also a cultural artifact that glimpses into the values and ideologies of its time. 

In this context, the story demonstrates Hutcheon’s (2006) dialogic nature, as each adaptation engages in a 
conversation with its predecessors while responding to the societal and cultural concerns of its time. Moreover, 
Stephen Greenblatt’s (1988) concept of the “circulation of social energy” is evident in how the themes of class, 
gender, and beauty are continuously reshaped to resonate with evolving audiences. According to Hutcheon (2006: 
7), adaptation is a process of “repetition without replication,” blending reinterpretation and recreation to 
resonate with contemporary cultural contexts. Elaborating on this, Hutcheon (2006: 8) references Priscilla 

                                                             
13 For comprehensive lists of various adaptations, see: 

 Beauty and the Beast adaptations and references - IMDb 

 Category: Films based on Beauty and the Beast - Wikipedia 

 Beauty and the Beast Adaptations - IMDb 

 Beauty and the Beast (disambiguation) - Wikipedia 
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Galloway, who explains that her motivation for adapting myths and historical narratives for children and young 
adults is to preserve stories “worth knowing” while using creative “reanimation” to make them resonate with 
modern audiences (Galloway, 2004). Beauty and the Beast exemplifies this process through its unorthodox 
portrayal of its fairy-tale heroine. 

As noted by Budidarma et al. (2023), Grimm’s Snow White and Cinderella reinforce traditional gender 
stereotypes, portraying masculinity as dominant and femininity as submissive. In contrast, Beauty and the Beast 
challenges these traditional roles, as its female protagonist is “free to determine her life” (Budidarma et al., 2023: 
11). This distinction underscores how Beauty and the Beast diverges from the trope of passive heroines awaiting 
rescue by a prince or magical intervention. Instead, it is the Beast who requires saving, as his fate ultimately hinges 
on Belle's transformative kiss. 

This paper examines Belle’s portrayal in Villeneuve’s (1740), Beaumont’s (1756), and Disney’s 2017 cinematic 
adaptations, juxtaposing these representations with their respective historical contexts. By situating Villeneuve’s 
original within the atmosphere of pre-revolutionary France, Beaumont’s version alongside Enlightenment ideals, 
and the 2017 adaptation within modern feminist aspirations, this study demonstrates how Belle’s characterization 
evolves to reflect shifting societal norms surrounding gender, class, and beauty. Despite these changes, her 
narrative arc remains consistent, as she ultimately ends up with the Beast, preserving the story’s core themes 
even as its interpretations shift. 

Feminist and anti-feminist critiques are essential to this discussion, as they highlight the ideological 
complexities of Belle’s portrayal and the broader cultural tensions within Beauty and the Beast. Scholars like 
Rashed and Al-Shaqri (2021) celebrate Disney’s 2017 adaptation as a feminist reinterpretation, while Kunze (2021) 
critiques its adherence to patriarchal romantic conventions. Meanwhile, Hardman (2021) recognizes the 
contradictions within the narrative, acknowledging the coexistence of conventional storytelling and feminist 
representation. These perspectives illustrate the ongoing debate about the role of adaptations in balancing 
continuity with cultural evolution. 

Through Greenblatt’s (1988) new historicist lens, this paper positions Beauty and the Beast as a mirror of the 
dominant values of its time. While adaptations introduce incremental shifts in representation, their primary 
function lies in reflecting societal norms rather than initiating systemic change. By examining how themes of 
gender, class, and beauty are negotiated within Villeneuve’s, Beaumont’s, and Disney’s versions, this study 
underscores how the tale resonates with its historical and cultural contexts. 
 

Literature review and methodology 

Scholarly debates surrounding Beauty and the Beast have long centered on its portrayal of gender, class, and 
societal values, particularly in its cinematic adaptations. These discussions position the tale as a cultural artifact 
that reflects the dominant ideologies of its time, emphasizing the adaptive nature of fairy tales as cultural texts. 
This study situates Beauty and the Beast within this framework, exploring its role as a narrative that negotiates 
societal norms across its adaptations. 

Stephen Greenblatt’s (1988) New Historicism serves as a foundational lens for this analysis. New Historicism 
interprets literary texts as products of their time, emphasizing their interconnection with the historical and social 
forces that shaped their creation. This approach challenges the idea of literature as isolated from its context, 
instead viewing it as a dynamic participant in cultural exchanges. Greenblatt’s concept of 'the circulation of social 
energy' underscores how texts reflect and shape societal values, engaging in a dynamic exchange between art and 
culture. As Greenblatt explains, “the social energies that circulate very broadly through a culture… pass from zones 
designated as art to zones apparently indifferent or hostile to art, pressing up from below to transform exalted 
spheres and down from on high to colonize the low” (Greenblatt, 1988: 6). This approach reveals the intricate 
interplay of cultural forces within literary works, demonstrating how Beauty and the Beast adaptations reflect and 
negotiate shifting societal ideologies. 
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Building on Greenblatt’s framework, Linda Hutcheon’s (2006) theory of adaptation provides a complementary 
perspective. Hutcheon views adaptations as "palimpsests" that layer new cultural meanings onto original texts 
while engaging with contemporary anxieties. As she explains, “adaptation is a form of intertextuality: we 
experience adaptations (as adaptations) as palimpsests through our memory of other works that resonate through 
repetition with variation” (Hutcheon, 2006: 8). Additionally, Hutcheon emphasizes that adaptations are inherently 
dialogic, functioning as spaces where past narratives interact with present ideologies. She asserts that “adaptation 
as adaptation is unavoidably a kind of intertextuality if the receiver is acquainted with the adapted text. It is an 
ongoing dialogical process, as Mikhail Bakhtin would have said, in which we compare the work we already know 
with the one we are experiencing” (Hutcheon, 2006: 21). This highlights how adaptations engage in a constant 
dialogue with earlier texts, allowing past narratives to be reinterpreted and recontextualized for contemporary 
audience. 

When it comes to the 2017 adaptation, feminist and anti-feminist interpretations dominate much of the 
current scholarship. Pro-feminist scholars, such as Rashed and Al-Shaqri (2021), praise Disney’s 2017 adaptation 
for evolving Belle’s essentially flat character from its original and earlier versions into an independent, 
intellectually curious woman, one who is “willing to stand outside of what is expected of her, and chase her 
dreams” (Rashed & Al-Shaqri, 2021: 133). This portrayal emphasizes her resourcefulness and defiance of 
traditional gender roles, aligning with feminist ideals and offering a departure from the passivity often associated 
with fairy-tale heroines. Furthermore, the 2017 adaptation is described as embracing a “transgressive feminist 
discourse” to reflect “Disney’s strategy of diversity and inclusion of gender, race, class, and sexual orientation as 
constantly evolving cultural categories” (Rashed & Al-Sharqi, 2021: 127). Consequently, Belle is portrayed as a 
figure who challenges patriarchal norms, aiming to inspire contemporary audiences to value independence and 
self-determination. 

Conversely, Kunze (2021) contends that the adaptation makes only superficial changes to appear feminist while 
primarily serving commercial interests. He highlights Disney’s decision to cast Emma Watson - renowned for her 
portrayal of the intelligent and independent Hermione in the Harry Potter series - as a calculated move to address 
criticism of the 1991 animated version’s depiction of female characters. This casting choice, according to Kunze, 
serves both as a response to concerns about gender representation and as a strategic marketing tactic to appeal 
to a wider audience. Despite these updates, Kunze argues that Belle’s narrative arc remains confined by 
conventional fairy tale romantic structures. While she is portrayed as more intelligent and independent than other 
women in her surroundings, her ultimate happiness is still tied to marrying the Beast. As he observes, "the 
storyline of both films, in its attempt to empower Belle, needs her to return. Her unselfishness selflessly - not the 
Beast’s - ensures the happy ending" (Kunze, 2021: 127). This, he concludes, reflects the film's inability to fully 
break away from traditional gender norms despite its outward gestures toward feminist ideals. 

Hardman (2021) adopts a balanced perspective on the 2017 adaptation of Beauty and the Beast, arguing that 
“to label a film such as Disney’s live-action Beauty and the Beast as purely feminist or strictly antifeminist ignores 
the potential for contradictory messages to be communicated” (Hardman, 2021: 13). She acknowledges Belle as 
a modern, intelligent, and ambitious heroine, reflecting progressive ideals. However, she also critiques how 
moments showcasing Belle’s strength are fleeting and “undercut by the film’s adherence to the traditional 
narrative structure in which Belle’s happiness is ultimately tied to her relationship with the Beast” (Hardman, 
2021: 16). In Hardman’s view, the adaptation exemplifies the contradictions inherent in postfeminist media, 
where feminist aspirations are juxtaposed with conventional storytelling that reinforces patriarchal norms. 

This interplay of progressive and traditional ideals extends beyond gender to include class dynamics. Marina 
Warner (1995) notes that fairy tales often reinforce societal hierarchies, portraying upward mobility as a reward 
for virtue rather than a challenge to systemic inequality. In Beaumont’s abridgment, this is evident in the contrast 
between Belle’s humility and her sisters’ vanity, with Belle’s eventual marriage to a prince reinforcing 
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Enlightenment ideals of meritocracy. However, Warner critiques how such tales often constrict women to roles 
of moral guardianship and arbiters of beauty, wealth, and virtue. 

Disney’s 2017 adaptation reinterprets these class dynamics to suit contemporary sensibilities. Gaston, as a self-
made man, embodies the ambition and arrogance associated with bourgeois values, contrasting with the Beast’s 
inherited wealth and privilege. The grandeur of the Beast’s castle, particularly the vast library that Belle admires, 
serves as both a symbol of intellectual empowerment and a marker of exclusivity. Hardman (2021) critiques this 
duality, noting that the adaptation glorifies wealth and privilege even as it gestures toward equality and 
empowerment. 

Despite the abundance of scholarship on Beauty and the Beast, a notable gap exists in tracing how these 
adaptations collectively engage in dialogic exchanges across versions while simultaneously participating in 
Greenblatt’s circulation of social energy. Much of the current literature either isolates specific adaptations or 
narrowly focuses on gender discourse, often overlooking the intersectionality of class, beauty, and historical 
contexts. This study aims to address this gap by offering a comparative analysis that integrates these dimensions, 
emphasizing how each adaptation negotiates societal norms while engaging with its historical and cultural 
contexts. 

Building on these perspectives, this study situates Beauty and the Beast within its historical contexts to 
examine how its adaptations reflect societal values while negotiating cultural tensions. Through a comparative 
analysis of Villeneuve’s original tale, Beaumont’s abridgment, and Disney’s 2017 live-action film, these works are 
analyzed as cultural artifacts that preserve core themes of transformation and morality while reinterpreting them 
to align with contemporary ideals. By engaging with themes of gender, class, and beauty, this study contributes 
to broader discussions on the role of adaptations in shaping cultural perceptions. In this way, Beauty and the Beast 
serves as both a mirror to societal norms and a platform for exploring the contradictions inherent in cultural 
memory and adaptation. 
 

Class, gender, and beauty representation in Villeneuve’s, Beaumont’s, and Disney’s versions of Beauty and the 
Beast 

Villeneuve’s Beauty and the Beast (1740) 
Gabrielle-Suzanne Barbot de Villeneuve, the author of the original Beauty and the Beast (La Belle et la Bête) 

(1740), experienced both privilege and struggle, a consequence of being a noble Parisian woman born in 1685. 
The start of her writing career marks the peak of societal tensions in pre-revolutionary France, with the burgeoning 
middle class revolting against the aristocracy's established Ancien Régime. Both Villeneuve’s personal and societal 
contexts are woven into the story, confirming the New Historicist claim that literary texts are deeply embedded 
within their historical and cultural contexts. Villeneuve’s Beauty and the Beast offers a complex portrayal of the 
class and gender dynamics of 18th-century France. The Beast’s aristocratic status and Belle’s eventual revelation 
as a high-born figure reflect the rigid social hierarchies of the time. The tale’s focus on beauty standards ties these 
elements to broader societal views on women’s worth, highlighting how the literature of the time both reflected 
and reinforced prevailing socio-cultural values. 

Villeneuve, as a noblewoman in a transforming society, encountered significant challenges. Her marriage to an 
aristocratic lieutenant colonel failed as he gambled their property, leaving her exposed and vulnerable in a society 
that did not encourage women’s independence (Wolfgang in Villeneuve 2020: 3). Even though she started writing 
to support herself financially and entered a relationship with a famous tragedian (Villeneuve 2020: 4-5), she 
endeavored to hide both as neither met societal approval of the times. As Aurora Wolfgang notes, Villeneuve 
published her writings anonymously not only as a female author in a “male authorship”-dominated era, “but as a 
member of the nobility who might have thought it below her station” (Wolfgang in Villeneuve 2020: 1). Her 
anxieties were not unfounded, as La Belle et la Bête received only mild approval (Wolfgang in Villeneuve 2020: 
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13), likely due to patriarchal constraints in a society unprepared to embrace a female heroine of humble descent, 
even if she turned out to be a fairy princess by the story’s conclusion. 

Villeneuve’s Beauty and the Beast is considerably longer compared to the popular Beaumont’s abridgment, 
both conforming to and challenging and class and gender related social restrictions, all undoubtedly influenced by 
her own experiences (Wolfgang in Villeneuve 2020: 28). The Ancien Régime14 characterized by rigid class 
hierarchies and gender norms declined during this period, as the rising bourgeoisie increasingly criticized the 
dominant aristocracy for its elitism. As Alexis de Tocqueville observes, "at no period in our history had the title of 
nobleman been more easily obtained than in 1789, and never had the middle classes and the nobles been further 
apart" (2008: 119). Villeneuve’s narrative aptly reflects the class dynamics of her time. The relationship between 
Belle, a merchant’s daughter, and the Beast, an aristocrat, symbolizes the shifting social dynamics, where the 
virtue and values of the bourgeoisie begin to challenge the established power of the nobility. Moreover, Beast’s 
aristocratic status is not merely a background detail but a central element of the story, since his transformation 
into a beast can serve as a metaphor of aristocracy’s moral corruption and detachment from the rest of society. 
The tale likewise emphasizes the importance of noble ancestry as the Amazon Queen, also Beast’s mother, 
explicitly forbids him from marrying beneath him, appalled by the thought of “the strange mixture… (of) the 
noblest blood in the world...united with the humble blood of this young woman” (Villeneuve 2020: 133). She only 
relents when Lady Fairy reveals Belle’s identity as that of a fairy princess. This plot twist reflects adapting to the 
rigid class structures of the time, where social mobility was restricted and marrying “down” was not an option, 
even when inspired by true love. According to Greenblatt’s notion of the "circulation of social energy," Villeneuve’s 
tale both critiques and absorbs the values of pre-revolutionary France. While the narrative challenges the rigid 
hierarchies of the Ancien Régime by portraying Belle, a merchant’s daughter, as the agent of redemption, it 
ultimately reaffirms the necessity of noble ancestry, as seen in Belle’s revealed status as a fairy princess. This 
duality underscores how literary texts negotiate societal tensions by embedding progressive critiques within 
traditional frameworks. 

Similarly, Belle’s character arc is restricted by the societal expectations of women during this period, 
particularly her willingness to sacrifice herself to save the monstruous looking Beast, despite her own physical 
allure. In Villeneuve's narrative, Belle's beauty emphasizes her moral purity and virtuous nature, her physical 
attractiveness serving as a visual cue to her inherent goodness, making her a fitting candidate for the role of the 
redemptive heroine who can see beyond the Beast's monstrous exterior to the nobility within. This aligns with the 
18th century interpretation of beauty as reflecting moral character, especially that of women. However, the idea of 
equating beauty with goodness and noble descent is not new, as the distressed heroines of traditional fairy tales 
are either high -born goodies (Snow White) or natural beauties turned princesses as a reward for their moral 
behavior (Cinderella). To emphasize the alignment of beauty with morality, virtuous female characters are 
contrasted with ugly, evil, and jealous women, such as the aging jealous queen in Show White, which reinforces 
the idea that being unattractive is tied to being morally bad (Grimm and Grimm, 1812). In Villeneuve’s Beauty and 
the Beast, Belle is contrasted with her ugly evil sisters, deformed by their jealousy of Belle. Therefore, even though 
Villeneuve’s narrative is not a derivative, the fact that it still engages with and employs the conventions of the 
traditional fairytales, demonstrates it’s having a dialogic nature, as described by Hutcheon.   

  Furthermore, as Enlightenment thinking evolved, beauty and gender roles were increasingly shaped by 
notions of "naturalness" where women were seen as inherently closer to nature and expected to embody not only 
                                                             
14

 The Ancien Régime, preceding the French Revolution, is referred to as "old" because it reflects the outdated social 
structures that were eventually overthrown, paving the way for France’s transformation into a republic and changing the 
course of history forever. See "Ancien Régime," Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/event/ancien-regime; and "Ancien 
Régime," Merriam-Webster, https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ancien%20r%C3%A9gime. 
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physical beauty but also moral virtue. This concept of "natural" femininity further demoted women by allowing 
men “to define them as ‘the other’: as that which has to be defined, rather than that whose nature is obvious and 
right" (Outram 2013: 95). The idea that beauty equals goodness follows the traditional belief in fairy tales that 
beauty is connected to morality and higher social status or can be used to improve one's social standing. Ugly 
characters in these stories are often old, evil, jealous, and usually women, reinforcing the idea that being 
unattractive is tied to being morally bad. 

Villeneuve’s Beauty and the Beast subtly critiques these societal norms by presenting Belle as a figure who can 
redeem the Beast despite her lower social standing. Yet, this redemption is only possible because Belle is a fairy 
princess (Villeneuve 2020: 136), reinforcing that social class and beauty are inextricably linked to one’s destiny. 
The text, as a palimpsest, blends traditional fairy-tale conventions with Villeneuve's critique of societal structures, 
dialogically engaging with the cultural and historical shifts of its time. Through its layers, the story reflects both 
the challenges and the persistence of class hierarchies and gender expectations in pre-revolutionary France. 
 
Beaumont’s Beauty and the Beast (1756) 

The societal restrictions of the Ancien Régime, reflected in Villeneuve’s original story, were replaced by the 
evolving 18th century society’s Enlightenment ideals of rationality, moral education, and the evolving role of 
women in society. Enlightenment thinkers, such as Moses Mendelssohn, stressed the importance of spreading 
“education in the use of reason, which should be open to all” (Outram 2013: 2). This transformation was reflected 
in the story’s most popular adaptation by Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont’s published in 1756, which 
demonstrates Greenblatt’s notion of the “circulation of social energy”, as the text does not only reflect societal 
changes, but also endeavors to influence their general acceptance.  

As Villeneuve’s original, this text too demonstrates its dialogic nature engaging in an intertextual discourse 
with its original by retaining the core of its plotline and characterization. For instance, Beaumont’s adaptation 
depicts Belle as the embodiment of Enlightenment virtues, or one of the “the custodians of morality and religion 
within the domestic setting” (Outram, 2013: 92). This shows that a woman’s position within the new social setting 
is not drastically changed, especially since her humble, dutiful and self-sacrificing nature is shown in stark contrast 
to her materialistic and vain sisters, complying with traditional fairytale conventions of simplifying female 
characters to binaries.  

Moreover, Beaumont’s abridgment is also an example of Hutcheon’s palimpsest, as it reflects the slight societal 
changes without completely breaking from the tradition. As noted by Warner (1995: 292), to adjust to the times, 
Beaumont’s abridgment disposed of Villeneuve’s intricate subplots and character backstories, simplifying the tale 
with focus on its moral lesson and an attempt to appeal to young readers. This shift aligns with the Enlightenment's 
emphasis on didacticism, where literature was increasingly seen as an ethical and intellectual education tool, 
especially for the young. In this context, Beauty and the Beast is a parable about virtue, obedience, and the 
rewards of moral integrity. This focus on moral and intellectual development is reflected in the growing role of 
literature as a tool for teaching societal values. Beaumont’s abridgment exemplifies Hutcheon’s notion of 
adaptations as “palimpsests,” layering Enlightenment ideals over Villeneuve’s critique of the Ancien Régime. By 
simplifying the narrative to emphasize moral education, Beaumont engages in a dialogic process that reflects the 
period’s broader cultural transition. As Greenblatt posits, literature not only reflects societal values but also 
endeavors to influence them, evident in Beaumont’s emphasis on Belle’s virtue and reason as markers of ideal 
womanhood within the Enlightenment framework. 

 Beaumont’s adaptation subtly reaffirms traditional gender norms. According to Warner (1995: 280), the story 
reflects the broader societal belief that "the Beast is identified with male sexuality which must be controlled or 
changed or domesticated through civilité, a code chiefly established by women." While Belle is intelligent and 
moral, she uses those virtues primarily within the domestic sphere, which concurs with the period’s view of 
women as nurturers and moral guides within the home. Specifically, Belle redeems the Beast through her 
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goodness, transforming him into a prince. This dynamic supports the idea that the power of women lies within 
their ability to inspire and change men. Therefore, while women are given a form of agency through this, it 
ultimately confines them to roles that support and sustain the patriarchal order. Essentially, Belle - domestic and 
moral, yet graceful, is an epitome of an ideal Enlightenment woman, which confirms Greenblatt’s new historicist 
notion of literary works’ reflecting societal values of their times.  

Beaumont’s adaptation of Villeneuve’s original can also be characterized as Hutcheon’s palimpsest, as it 
acknowledges tensions occurring form the shifts in societal hierarchies but also reaffirms the dominance of the 
ruling class. In Beaumont’s version, Belle’s virtue is rewarded through the Beast’s metamorphosis into a handsome 
prince, symbolizing how virtue aligns with nobility, suggesting that morality is not only desirable but is ultimately 
recognized and rewarded within the social hierarchy.  The tale thus reinforces the notion that those who embody 
virtuous qualities deserve higher status, a concept that mirrors the rigid class structures of 18th-century France. 

As in Villeneuve's original, Belle’s beauty in Beaumont’s version reflects her goodness, which clashes with her 
sisters’ inner physical unattractiveness but also their shallowness and stupidity stemming from their jealousy and 
materialistic greed. The contrast serves to highlight the Enlightenment ideals of virtue and rationality, with Belle’s 
physical appearance becoming a symbol of her superior moral character. In Beaumont's tale, beauty is a reward 
for virtuous living, and Belle’s ultimate happiness and elevation in social status are portrayed as the natural 
outcomes of her moral and physical excellence. Therefore, beauty is not only a personal attribute but also a social 
currency that dictates a woman's role and destiny. The association of beauty with moral goodness reflects a 
broader cultural attitude that valued women primarily for their physical appearance and the virtues it was believed 
to represent. This portrayal reinforces the gender norms of the time, which confined women to roles that 
emphasized passivity, obedience, and domesticity. 

Ultimately, Beaumont’s Beauty and the Beast serves as a palimpsest, layering Enlightenment ideals of moral 
education and rationality over the traditional structures of class and gender. It simplifies the narrative to 
emphasize the virtues of domesticity and moral integrity, further reinforcing class hierarchies and gender norms 
by rewarding Belle’s virtue with nobility and portraying her influence within the domestic sphere as the ideal form 
of female power. Through these changes, Beaumont’s version functions as a dialogic text, engaging with 
Villeneuve’s original while reflecting and perpetuating the socio-cultural values of 18th-century France. By 
circulating cultural energy, the tale participates in the broader discourse of its time, reinforcing dominant 
ideologies while subtly negotiating shifts in societal hierarchies. 
 

Disney’s 2017 Adaptation of Beauty and the Beast 

The 2017 live-action adaptation of Beauty and the Beast by Disney was released in a socio-political climate 
heavily imbued with contemporary feminist movements such as #MeToo.15 Generally, this era increasingly focuses 
on issues of gender equality, diversity, and inclusion, which Disney attempted to address in reimagining the classic 
tale. The film is a modern interpretation meant to appeal to a new generation of viewers, particularly feminists. 
However, even though the adaptation supports progressive values on the surface, it remains deeply faithful to 
traditional gender roles, reflecting the complexities and contradictions in postfeminist media. This tension 
between the contemporary and traditional exemplifies Beauty and the Beast as a Hutcheon palimpsest, layering 
modern feminist ideals atop the underlying traditional frameworks of gender and class. 

Disney’s broader diversity and inclusion agenda is evident in the casting choices, costume design, and subtle 
narrative adjustments. Emma Watson (Belle), a celebrated actress and feminist activist in real life, became the 
                                                             
15 The #MeToo movement, founded by an activist Tarana Burke, started in 2006 with an idea of supporting sexual violence 
survivors. However, it became widely recognized in 2017 after a number of celebrities spoke out about their buried traumas 
encouraging other survivors, especially those working in the entertainment industry to speak out. It was Alyssa Milano's viral 
tweet in October 2017, which sparked the global wave of #MeToo: Time, 2017. Available at: https://time.com/5052770/me-
too-movement-origin-history/ 
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face of the 2014 UN HeForShe Campaign, which intended to mobilize men to join women in their perpetual fight 
for gender equality (Kunze, 2021: 126-27). Apparently, the casting decision and the most empowered and 
provocative characterization of Belle so far strategically align the film with current feminist ideals. Moreover, the 
overall representation of Belle is modernized, as the film shows her as intellectually curious, rebellious, and 
independent. For example, the scene where Belle invents the washing machine highlights her resourcefulness and 
intelligence, demonstrating her autonomy and desire to break societal norms (Condon, 2017: 14:37). This 
adaptation further illustrates Greenblatt’s concept of "circulation of social energy," as it integrates contemporary 
feminist discourses like #MeToo into the classic narrative. However, its depiction of Belle as a modern heroine is 
juxtaposed with the enduring association of female happiness with romantic fulfillment, revealing the dialogic 
nature of adaptations. As Hutcheon notes, adaptations are inherently intertextual, drawing upon earlier works to 
resonate with contemporary audiences while retaining their core structures. 

Nevertheless, as Kunze (2021: 128) wonders, the question remains whether these upgrades in Belle’s 
characterization are “conscientious improvements - or opportunistic attempts to maintain a profitable work of 
Disney culture.” Indeed, the feminist elements added to the film fade, since Belle “for all of her boldness… 
ultimately assumes the role imagined for her in the very romances she reads…(and) the film remains inherently 
conservative in its politics because it does little to reimagine the troubling romance plot or the logics therein” 
(Kunze, 2021: 128). Generally, while the adaptation embraces modern sensibilities, it stays faithful to the 
conventional gender dynamics inherent to the original story, which is closely tied to Belle’s romantic relationship 
with the Beast (Kunze, 2021: 128). This reveals its dialogic nature, as the film engages with its predecessors by 
simultaneously critiquing and reinforcing the traditional roles embedded in the original text. 

As Greenblatt proposed in his critical theory of new historicism, literary texts inevitably reflect their societal 
circumstances, and the same can be claimed of its cinematic adaptations. The 2017 live-action version of Belle 
embodies the conflicting qualities of contemporary female characters in popular culture. On the one hand, she is 
depicted as a forward-thinking figure who challenges the norms of her small-town society. Belle places a high 
value on education and independence, reflecting female aspirations in the 21st century. For example, the scene 
where she invents the washing machine shows her engrossed in her complex drawings and calculations, 
demonstrating her resourcefulness, intelligence, and desire for autonomy, setting her apart from the more passive 
heroines of traditional fairy tales (Condon, 2017: 14:37). Her interactions with the townspeople further emphasize 
her nonconformity, as she refuses to be limited by the roles imposed on her by society, such as marrying and 
having children. “I want adventure in the great wide somewhere... I want so much more than they've got planned," 
she sings passionately, gazing out from the hilltop at the natural, fenceless, and borderless landscape as a symbol 
of freedom (Condon, 2017: 18:46). 

Despite the scenes emphasizing her empowerment, Belle's character remains confined within traditional 
gender roles, as the central storyline revolves around her relationship with the Beast, suggesting that her 
happiness depends on romantic love. This dynamic reinforces the palimpsestuous nature of the text, as it layers 
contemporary feminist ideals over a deeply rooted patriarchal framework. As Hardman (2021: 62-70) points out, 
in the 21st-century context, this is extremely problematic, especially since the Beast in the 2017 live-action is a true 
monster who initially locks Belle up and shows no empathy, isolating her from her father. However, in the 2017 
live-action version, it seems like Belle, eventually captivated by the glamour of the castle and its luxuries, overlooks 
the Beast's earlier rough behavior. This dynamic reflects the circulation of social energy, as modern values of 
empowerment are intertwined with the enduring association of female worth with beauty and wealth. This sends 
a troubling message to young girls about what they should aspire to and tolerate in a relationship. As Hardman 
(2021: 62-70) notes, this representation is a significant step backward, as even in the traditional retellings of the 
original Beauty and the Beast, the Beast is consistently kind to Beauty and tries to win her affection.  

Furthermore, the 2017 version emphasizes the 21st-century trend of natural beauty. Belle is portrayed as 
stunning, even while wearing simple clothes and no makeup. However, as it is noticeable in the ballroom dance 
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scene (Condon, 2017: 01:24:48), Belle's beauty truly shines only when she wears the luxurious dress provided for 
her, which subtly links her happiness to marrying somebody rich. Disney’s layering of feminist ideals over 
traditional frameworks is characteristic of what Hutcheon describes as “repetition without replication.” While 
Belle’s intellectual pursuits and independence align with contemporary feminist values, the narrative’s resolution 
reinforces patriarchal norms, reflecting the palimpsestuous nature of adaptations that balance cultural critique 
with commercial appeal. 

Class representation in Disney’s 2017 live-action adaptation of Beauty and the Beast is reimagined to align with 
contemporary sensibilities while still echoing the themes of the original narratives. The glamour of the Beast’s 
castle, its visual opulence, and grandeur symbolize higher-class dominance, especially when juxtaposed with the 
modest living of the village people, who are not poor but live far below the living standards of the high class that 
the Beast represents. Moreover, the 2017 adaptation of Beauty and the Beast introduces new characters, such as 
Gaston, as symbols of bourgeois aspirations. Gaston, a former soldier and self-made man, is determined to marry 
Belle, whom he perceives as the most desirable woman in the village (Condon, 2017: 00:16:00–00:17:57). His 
ambition and aggressive pursuit of Belle are portrayed negatively, critiquing the bourgeois drive for social 
advancement at the expense of moral integrity. 

Belle’s intellectual pursuits and rejection of Gaston’s advances further underscore the film’s engagement with 
class themes. Unlike her sisters in Beaumont’s version, who are consumed by their desire for wealth and status, 
Belle is portrayed as a lover of books and knowledge, signifying her alignment with middle-class values of self-
improvement and education. As Lareau (2003: 5) observes, "Middle-class parents across racial differences actively 
engage in a concerted cultivation of their children, which generates a robust sense of entitlement and produces 
cultural advantages in institutional settings such as the school." However, scenes such as the grand library 
encounter reveal that knowledge and education are commodified, reflecting the contemporary reality of the high 
costs associated with elite education. 

Ultimately, the 2017 adaptation of Beauty and the Beast functions as a dialogic text, simultaneously critiquing 
and reinforcing societal values surrounding class, gender, and beauty. The interplay between its modern elements 
and traditional frameworks underscores the circulation of social energy, as the story continues to evolve while 
retaining its core. By framing the narrative as a palimpsest, Disney both acknowledges the changing socio-political 
landscape and reaffirms enduring power dynamics, offering a rich site for examining the tensions between 
progress and tradition. 
 

Conclusion 

The enduring appeal of Beauty and the Beast lies in its adaptability, a quality that allows it to engage with 
evolving societal norms while maintaining its core themes of transformation, morality, and love. Villeneuve’s 
original tale reflects the tensions of pre-revolutionary France, critiquing rigid class hierarchies and gender roles, 
while Beaumont’s abridgment aligns with Enlightenment ideals, simplifying the narrative to emphasize virtue and 
domesticity. Disney’s 2017 adaptation, situated in a postfeminist context, attempts to modernize Belle as an 
empowered heroine, yet it remains tied to conventional gender and class structures, highlighting the persistent 
interplay between progress and tradition. 

Through Hutcheon’s framework of dialogic adaptation and Greenblatt’s concept of circulating social energy, 
this study demonstrates how Beauty and the Beast evolves as a palimpsest, layering contemporary values onto its 
original narrative. Each adaptation mirrors the dominant ideologies of its era, from Villeneuve’s nuanced critique 
of aristocratic privilege to Beaumont’s moral didacticism and Disney’s complex negotiation of feminist ideals within 
a commercial framework. 

By situating these adaptations within their historical contexts, this analysis underscores the tale’s role as a 
cultural artifact that not only reflects societal anxieties and aspirations but also participates in their negotiation. 
This comparative approach addresses a gap in existing scholarship, which often isolates specific versions or 
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narrowly focuses on gender discourse. Ultimately, Beauty and the Beast serves as a dynamic text, inviting critical 
engagement with the societal norms it reflects, reaffirms, and challenges. 
 

 

References 

Beaumont, J.M.L. de. (1756). Beauty and the Beast. In: Le Magasin des Enfants. 
Budidarma, D., Sumarsono, I., Abida, F.I.N., Moybeka, A.M. (2023). Gender Representation in Classic Fairy Tales: 

A Comparative Study of Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Cinderella and Beauty and the Beast. World Journal 
of English Language, 13(6): 11-19. https://doi.org/10.5430/wjel.v13n6p11. 

Condon, B. (Director) (2017). Beauty and the Beast [Film]. Walt Disney Pictures. 
Galloway, P. (2004). Interview with the Author. 25 April. 
Greenblatt, S. (1988). Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance England. 

Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Grimm, J., Grimm, W. (1812). Grimm's Household Tales. Translated by Margaret Hunt. Available at: 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2591 (Accessed 22nd December 2024). 
Hardman, C. (2021). Tale as Old as…Feminism? The (Re)making of Beauty and the Beast. [Master’s thesis]. 

Syracuse University. Available through ProQuest. 
Hutcheon, L. (2006). A Theory of Adaptation. New York: Routledge. 
Kunze, P.C. (2021). Revise and Resubmit: Beauty and the Beast (2017), Live-Action Remakes, and the Disney 

Princess Franchise. Feminist Media Studies, 23(1): 121-136. https://doi.org/10.1080/14680777.2021.1944259. 
Lareau, A. (2003). Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
Merriam-Webster. (n.d.). Ancien Régime. In: Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary. Available at: 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ancien%20r%C3%A9gime. 
Outram, D. (2013). The Enlightenment. 4th ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Rashed, A.A., Al-Shaqri, L.M. (2021). Roses in Amber: Gendered Discourse in Disney’s 2017 Adaptation of 

Villeneuve’s Fairytale Beauty and the Beast. Arab World English Journal for Translation & Literary Studies, 5(1): 
126-143. https://doi.org/10.24093/awejtls/vol5no1.9. 

Time (2017). Me Too: A Timeline of Events. Available at: https://time.com/5052770/me-too-movement-origin-
history/. 

Tocqueville, A. de. (2008). The Ancien Régime and the French Revolution. Translated by G. Bevan. London: Penguin 
Classics. 

Villeneuve, G.S.B. de. (2020). Beauty and the Beast: The Original Story. Edited and translated by A. Wolfgang. 
Toronto: Iter Press. 

Warner, M. (1995). From the Beast to the Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers. New York: Farrar, Straus and 
Giroux. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ERL Journal - Volume 2024-2(12) - BELIEFS IN LINGUISTIC EDUCATION


	(towards new beliefs about healing education)
	Literature review and methodology
	Class, gender, and beauty representation in Villeneuve’s, Beaumont’s, and Disney’s versions of Beauty and the Beast



