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Beauty and the Beast

A sociolinguistic analysis





INtRoDuctIoN

Inside the world of Beauty and the Beast

This book was originally intended to provide a unified 
and comprehensive collection of the world of Beauty 
and the Beast. However, along the way, my goals grad-
ually increased. 

One of the main and most important goals of this 
book is to show that differences between the American 
English language and the British English one do exist. 
Another goal is to show that a product that is already 
finished, and that sometimes is packaged for centuries, 
can be reinterpreted. A book, a story, a song, a poem, 
a theory… may be subject to countless interpretations. 
There is no limit to either intelligibility or interpreta-
tion. My aim is for readers to be able to revisit, deepen 
and reinterpret not only a Disney product, but also any 
product they come across after examining this book. It 
is important to awaken the critical spirit of society, so 
that critical citizens can be shaped, that is to say citizens 
and people who are able to think critically, with their 
minds. 

It is desirable that, after reading this book, the reader 
will no longer be able to see a film, read a poem or listen 
to a song without thinking back about the words writ-
ten here. 
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What I want the reader to understand is that by 
watching or listening to different versions of the same 
product (that may be an animated film, a live-action or 
a musical) in different languages, a version in American 
language and a version in the British language, differ-
ences in pronunciation can be found. In this work I 
will compare two Disney versions of the same product: 
the 1991 Beauty and the Beast animated film, in which 
the characters speak mainly American English, and 
the 2017 Beauty and the Beast live-action, in which the 
actors speak mainly British English. Since the dialogues 
of the two versions differ, my attention will be on the 
songs, which are instead the same in both versions. 

After an explanation of the differences in phonetics 
between the two languages, in my linguistic analysis I 
will highlight some words taken from the lyrics of the 
songs and I will show the differences in pronunciation 
between the 1991 version, in which the pronunciation 
is American, and the 2017 version, in which the pro-
nunciation is British. 

After that, I will move on to sociological analysis. 
Furthermore, each chapter of this book is founded on 
a purpose. 

At the beginning of the book there is the best-known 
version of the story of Beauty and the Beast: the fairy-
tale written by Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont 
that acts as a nodal point. Beaumont’s version is in 
turn inspired by the first version of Gabrielle-Suzanne 
Barbot de Villeneuve. This French author is particu-
larly famous for her original 1740 story of La Belle et la 
Bête, that is the primogenital known modern version of 
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the fairy tale Beauty and the Beast discovered in her La 
jeune américaine, et les contes marins. Villeneuve’s tale 
has the same length as a novel and it is influenced by the 
style of seventeenth-century novels, since it contains 
many subplots or added stories and it is set in a slightly 
more magical world, made up of fairies and spells. 

My goal is to enter the heart of the story: in the pages 
of this work, it is possible to find new interpretations of 
Beauty and the Beast. 

The book is structured in six chapters: 
1) Beauty and the Beast (Beaumont’s version) : the 

tale and the author. 
2) Beauty and the Beast: the 1991 Disney animated 

film. 
3) Beauty and the Beast: the 2017 Disney live-ac-

tion remake. 
4) American English and British English: the story 

and the process of standardization of the Amer-
ican language and the differences with British 
English). 

5) The differences in phonetics that can be found 
between the lyrics of the 1991 animated film 
(in which the characters speak with an Amer-
ican English accent) and the 2017 live-action 
(in which the characters use a British English 
accent). 

6) The Beauty versus the Beast: a sociological and 
gender analysis of Beauty and the Beast that 
ends with a contemporary interpretation. 

After an introduction on the origins of the story, in 
the first chapter I will write about the plot, I will define 
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the characters, and then I will move on to the author’s 
life. I will also show the way in which it is linked to the 
context and to the fairytale. For this chapter Griswold’s 
work The meanings of Beauty and the Beast has been 
of fundamental significance. At the end of the chapter, 
psychological, socio-historical and feminist critique 
about the fairytale will be discussed. 

In the central chapters I will examine how some 
contemporary authors have rewritten the story, analyz-
ing the Disney versions: the animated film of 1991 and 
the live-action remake of 2017. Analogies and differ-
ences between these two versions and the fairytale by 
Jeanne-Marie Leprince de Beaumont will be outlined 
in this section. 

In the second chapter, after the introduction to the 
animated film, after its plot and a comparison with 
Beaumont’s version, I will demonstrate the Disney 
Company’s complicity in magnifying all sorts of lan-
guage-based stereotypes. My goal is to show that 
animated films are a vehicle of linguistic stereotypes 
and sociopolitical ideologies. After showing the rea-
sons why different accents are used for the characters’ 
roles (heroes or heroines and villains), I will explain the 
several accents (American, British and French-oriented 
English) that can be found in the animated film. 

In the third chapter the focus will be on the 2017 
live-action remake of Beauty and the Beast. At the 
beginning of the chapter, I will give some probable rea-
sons why it was possible to restore a masterpiece like 
Beauty and the Beast. Next, I will write about the plot, 
the differences with the 1991 version and the reasons 
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for the choice of the leading character Belle. I will finish 
this chapter by explaining the choice to hire British 
English actors for the 2017 version, even though the 
Disney Company is an American film distributor; and 
by presenting the several accents that can be found in 
the live-action (British, French-oriented, Italian-ori-
ented and American English). 

In the fourth chapter of my work, after a detailed 
excursus of the history and the process of standardiza-
tion of the American language, my goal will be to show 
the differences that can be found today between the 
British English phonetics and the American English one. 

In the fifth chapter of the book, the musical tracks of 
both 1991 animated film and 2017 live-action remake 
will be presented. I will first expose the meaning of the 
songs one by one; then I will present the differences in 
phonetics (1991 songs are sung in American English and 
the 2017 version in British English) between the two ver-
sions. Finally, four new songs from the live-action will be 
presented. My aim is to demonstrate the differences in 
pronunciation between the two Disney films. 

Finally, in the last chapter, I will provide a sociologi-
cal analysis on a literary basis; I will also provide a very 
personal reinterpretation of Beauty and the Beast. 

Providing new interpretations of a story is equiva-
lent to translating the same story into other languages. 
My aim is, therefore, to show various “translations” of 
the fairytale. I have brought this work forward hoping 
that anyone who reads my book will, through a pro-
gressive understanding of the story, enter the world of 
Beauty and the Beast. 
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This book contains materials that I have been study-
ing, things that I have always known and information 
that I have been collecting over the years about the story 
of Beauty and the Beast, until the most recent research. 
The sources I used can be found in the bibliography 
and in the webography. The translation of some pas-
sages and some sites is my work. 



What counts for us in a work of 
literature is the possibility of being 
able to continue to unpeel it like a 
never-ending artichoke, discovering 
more and more new dimensions in 
reading. 

Italo calvINo



FIRSt chapteR

Beauty and the Beast by Jeanne-Marie 
Leprince de Beaumont 

For this chapter Griswold’s work The meanings of 
Beauty and the Beast has been of fundamental impor-
tance. Jerry Griswold is a specialist in children’s 
literature and in American literature and culture. 

For eras and centuries, through the Middle Ages 
and the Renaissance, Beauty and the Beast has been 
told and retold. As the song in the Disney film suggests, 
Beauty and the Beast is a “tale as old as time,” and its 
strength is one measure of the story’s impact and influ-
ence. Researchers trace the story back to the legend of 
Cupid and Psyche. It is the Frog Prince; it is the Phan-
tom of the Opera. It is a story that exists in every culture, 
from Japan to Native American cultures. It considers 
matters that are universal: changes, journeys in life, a 
woman leaving her father and home to marry her huge, 
beastie lover. There exist many versions of the story, 
and generations retell the tale in their own way. An end-
less story, then, that can be found in every corner of the 
world, and that is loved and appreciated by women, 
men and children.1

1. J. Griswold, The meanings of Beauty and the Beast, Ontario, 
Broadview Press, 2004, p. 17.
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The oldest story with strong similarities to Beauty 
and the Beast appears in The Golden Ass, the sec-
ond-century work by Lucius Apuleius. In Book V, 
a dishonorable old woman tells the story of Cupid 
and Psyche to Charite, a young bride who has been 
imprisoned by bandits. But Apuleius’s version was 
based on an earlier Greek text that is now lost, hence 
it is not possible to get to the true origin of the story.2 

As we can see, many authors have told the story of 
Beauty and the Beast, but the version that is generally 
considered to be final and the most influential one 
was written by a Frenchwoman, Jeanne-Marie Lep-
rince de Beaumont.

Beaumont’s Beauty and the Beast first came out 
in French in her book Le Magasin des enfans, ou dia-
logues entre une sage gouvernante et plusieurs de ses 
élèves de la première distinction, published in London 
in1756. Three years later Beaumont translated it 
into English, as part of the anthology Young Ladies’ 
Magazine or Dialogues between a Discreet Governess 
and Several Young Ladies of the First Rank under Her 
Education. Since then, other writers have not been 
satisfied with Beaumont’s English version and modi-
fied it to make the story more understandable, often 
taking great liberties with it.

Among the best contemporary translations is one 
by Jack Zipes in his Beauty and the Beast and Other 
Classic French Fairy Tales. 

2. C. Solomon, Tale as old as time, Los Angeles – New York, 
Disney Editions, 2017, p. 17.


