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Beauty and the Beast
        The story of Beauty and the Beast is about a family consisting of a father with three sons and three daughters; the youngest daughter, Beauty, has the most admirable traits. The father comes into a situation where he must give up one of his daughters to the Beast; Beauty sacrifices herself and eventually breaks the Beast’s curse, where he turns into a prince and they live together happily. Analyzing the fairytale Beauty and the Beast by Madame Leprince de Beaumont through an archetypal perspective, psychoanalytical criticism, cultural criticism, and a feminist perspective reveal the underlying aspects of the story.
        Seen through a mythological perspective, the story of Beauty and the Beast has many archetypes. Beauty is the protagonist in this story, and she is an archetype herself. She is the heroine; “Just like many fairy tale heroines, Beauty is named for a physical trait, in this case, her beauty” (Heiner). She breaks the Beast from his curse, and he becomes a handsome prince. “Judge of her surprise now! At her feet she [sees] no longer the Beast, who [has] disappeared, but a prince, more beautiful than Love himself, who thank[s] [Beauty] for [putting] an end to his enchantment” (Beaumont 180). Beauty is kind, virtuous, and charming; she has all of the qualities of an ideal woman. One may assume that the female protagonist of a fairytale is the damsel in distress, but in the story of Beauty and the Beast, that is not the case. In fact, it is far from it. The damsel in distress archetype is described as a woman who “is always beautiful, vulnerable, and in need of rescue, specifically by a Knight and, once rescued, she is taken care of in lavish style” (Myss). This is the complete opposite of Beauty; when Beauty’s father suddenly becomes poor, she immediately takes care of herself, the family, and the house without any question. “Beauty rise[s] at four o’clock in the morning, and [is] busy all day looking after the house, and preparing dinner for the family” (Beaumont 172). The fact that Beauty is the one that uncovered the Prince’s true form instead of his cursed Beast disguise proves that she is not the damsel in distress at all. It is very clear that Beauty is the heroine in this fairytale.
        Also seen through an archetypal perspective in this fairytale is the Beast. The Beast’s archetype is the villain, but he is a specific type of villain called the outcast. “The lonely outsider, he wants desperately to belong. Tortured and unforgiving, he has been set off from others, and usually for good cause. He craves redemption, but is willing to gain it by sacrificing others” (Cowden). The Beast is essentially a beast; he looks like one and acts like one. “‘[I] [have] saved [the merchant’s] life by receiving [him] into [my] castle, and in return [he] steal[s] that which I love better than anything in the world—my roses. You shall pay for this with your life'” (Beaumont 174). When the merchant, Beauty’s father, leaves the Beast’s castle and takes a rose to give to Beauty, the Beast suddenly appears in a rage. The merchant was unaware that the Beast was the resident of the castle; Beauty’s father ate food, drank wine, and dressed in clean clothes without any consequence. There is no way that he could have known that the roses were off limits without any prior knowledge of the Beast. The Beast is completely out of line with his reaction. After the Beast and Beauty get engaged, the Beast transforms into a beautiful prince. “‘A wicked fairy condemned [him] to retain that form until some beautiful girl should consent to marry [him], and she forbade [him] to betray any sign of intelligence’” (181). This is the point when the Beast leaves the story and the prince takes his place. The prince’s archetype is the victim; “this archetype experiences the world at the mercy of outside forces that work against it”, “is always in a helpless state”, and is “totally reliant on partner, companion, family, [or] organization” (Santore). The Beast is seen as a victim because he could not show himself until a woman could see past his ugliness and agree to marry him. The prince has to completely rely on Beauty until she accepts his proposal. “One thing alone trouble[s] Beauty; every evening, before retiring to bed, the monster asked her if she [will] be his wife, and [seems] overwhelmed with grief when she refuse[s]” (Beaumont 178). He asks her because if she accepts, it will change him to a prince again. He becomes so upset with her refusal every night because it is another day that he has to spend in his enchanted disguise and not be able to show his true appearance and personality. The Beast’s outcast villain archetype and the prince’s victim archetype are very important in the fairytale Beauty and the Beast.
        Continuing the archetypal perspective, two other significant characters are the merchant and the fairy. The merchant is also Beauty’s father; the merchant archetype is portrayed as: 


A broker of material goods or information, the Merchant makes a 

living by buying and selling things. Typically, Merchants have an 


above average intellect and possess talents such as assessing 


the value of items, running a business, and charming customers. 

(Hargrove)
Being a merchant, he knows how to “charm” the Beast into sparing his life. The merchant falls to his knees and says to the Beast “‘Pardon, my Lord!’ he crie[s]; ‘one of my daughters [has] asked for a rose, and I [do] not dream I should be giving offence by picking one’” (Beaumont 174). The merchant calls the Beast his “Lord” and blames his offence on his daughter. This in turn led the Beast to spare the merchant’s life in place of his daughter’s. The last character archetype is the fairy; “She plays a critical part in taking care of the prince from a distance while he is enchanted and providing answers to Beauty's questions later” (Heiner). This particular fairy is a “celebrated fairy” (Beaumont 181) because she provides the prince with shelter and endless food and riches. Most importantly her enchantment on the Beast can be viewed as a good thing because it forces him to find a wife that does not care about his appearance or wealth. “‘Beauty…come[s] and receive[s] the reward of [her] noble choice. [She] prefer[s] merit to either beauty or wit, and [she] certainly deserve[s] to find these qualities combined in one person” (181). The fairy allows the prince to find an ideal woman to be his wife and has a happy marriage since “it [is] founded on virtue” (181). Both of these archetypes are essential in the ultimate marriage of Beauty and the prince.
        From a psychoanalytical perspective, Beauty’s unconscious motivations and desires are revealed throughout the story. The psychoanalytical perspective can be described as a character unconsciously exposing a hidden desire or an inner struggle. Beauty is seen to have Electra qualities; “The Electra complex is a psychoanalytic term used to describe a girl’s romantic feelings toward her father and anger towards her mother” (Cherry). Beauty’s mother is not mentioned at all during the story, so this may suggest that she died or left when Beauty was very young. Since Beauty’s two older sisters are extremely narcissistic and would “[go] off to balls and theatres” (Beaumont 171) all the time and she does not relate to them, she stays home most of the time. This may have caused Beauty to take her mother’s place in a sense. Of course Beauty is the most attractive and virtuous out of her sisters, so she has several suitors who ask for her hand in marriage. However, her response to each proposal is always the same: “that she [is] too young at present, and that she wishe[s] to keep her father company for several years yet” (171). Beauty has the chance to start lives with many other well-known men of the society, but she chooses to stay with her father instead because of her unconscious desire to be with him sexually. “When she offer[s] herself in sacrifice for her father, the exchange is not the only thing she [sacrifices]. She is portrayed as submissive; she is an only daughter taking care of her father, so she takes on the role of a Mother” (Almas). Beauty gives herself up to the Beast in place of her father so he does not have to die. She is also seen as taking over her mother’s abandoned place at this point in the story as well. “‘Although [she is] young [she is] not so very deeply in love with life, and [she] would rather be devoured by this monster than die of the grief which [her father’s] loss would cause [her]’” (Beaumont 175). Beauty would rather die in her father’s place than die of sadness for losing her intimate relationship with him. In another aspect, Beauty is thought to have created the prince’s disguise as a Beast in her mind. “She subconsciously sees the beast as ugly because she is not ready to give herself to him, and it is not until she gets over the enchantment, or the insane love that she feels for her father, that she sees the beast as beautiful and therefore attainable” (Almas). The Electra complex causes Beauty to not see the prince’s true nature, but as an unintelligent Beast. Adding onto this aspect, the entire character of the fairy can be viewed as made up by Beauty. “Often times fairy godmothers with magical powers are portrayed as [being] part of the conscious of the character involved. As we all know, fairy godmothers aren’t real and they’re just a product of the imagination” (Almas). This contributes to Beauty making up the Beast’s disguise on her own because she cannot feel passionate about any man, other than her father.  “[Electra complex] tendencies [are] very common in women that date abusers (or are attracted to abusers)” (Almas). Beauty’s father can portray certain acts of abuse in several instances. The first is when he does not punish his other daughters for not helping around the house or even asking them to for that fact. “He is greatly impressed by the girl’s good qualities, and especially by [Beauty’s] patience—for her sisters, not content with leaving [Beauty] all the work of the house, never miss an opportunity of insulting her” (Beaumont 172). It is not fair at all that Beauty is the only one to keep the household running smoothly and making dinner for seven people every night. “‘Take these roses, Beauty; it is dearly that your poor father will have to pay for them’” (174). Beauty’s father is passively blaming her for the horrible situation he is put in. This is a form of emotional abuse because he is putting all the pressure of the circumstance on Beauty. Using the Electra complex as a form of psychoanalysis, Beauty’s unconscious desire to be with her father intimately is exposed.
        Beauty and the Beast can be examined through a cultural criticism based on the Christian religion. This perspective shows how Christianity would interpret this fairytale according to their beliefs and values. “Beauty can symbolize Jesus Christ, based on the fact that she transform[s] the Beast to a ‘New Being’ in the presence of her love” (Shin). After Beauty confesses her love to the Beast, his true self, as a handsome prince, replaces the Beast’s cover-up. There are several instances throughout the story where Beauty acts like Jesus Christ. “When Beauty set[s] off with her father the two heartless girls [rub] their eyes with an onion, so as to seem tearful; but [Beauty’s] brothers [weep] in reality, as [does] the merchant. Beauty alone [does] not cry, because she [does] not want to add to their sorrow” (Beaumont 175). Here, Beauty is acting as a strong woman leading their family into the sad circumstance head on, to sacrifice herself for the sake of her family. “Love is the divine gift from God that leads human beings to the living existence from solitary existence” (Shin). With Beauty’s love, her father does not have to die in the Beast’s name. Also, the Beast can become a prince again and not have to live alone with the addition of Beauty’s love into his life. When Beauty returns to the Beast after seeing her family, she finds him barely alive near the canal in the garden: “[Beauty] [throws] herself on [the Beast’s] body, all her horror of his looks [are] forgotten, and feeling his heart [beating], fetche[s] water from the canal and [throws] it on his face” (Beaumont 180). This is fundamentally the Beast’s baptism; “When someone decides to “get right with God,” part of the “outward sign” of accepting Jesus as their savior is being baptized” (What is Baptism?). This is the moment where Beauty’s love transforms the Beast into the prince. This also represents the Beast’s acknowledgement that Beauty is his savior; he is completely committing himself to Beauty. Another character in this fairytale that is seen to take on a role of the Christian church is the fairy. She can be viewed as a guardian angel, “a person who looks after or is concerned with the welfare of another” (Guardian). She takes care of the Beast to make sure he is safe and healthy and ultimately helps him choose a wife that loves him for the right reasons. Christianity uncovers Beauty’s Christ-like attributes and other religious aspects of the story through cultural criticism.
        Analysis of Beauty and the Beast through a feminist perspective, declares that Beauty shows qualities of an ideal feminist. Beauty is not the typical female character of a fairytale; she carries herself with pride, is educated, and independent. “At first [Beauty] [finds] it very hard, for she [is] not accustomed to work[ing] like a servant, but [in] the end of a couple of months she [grows] stronger, and her health [is] improved by the work” (Beaumont 172). When Beauty’s wealth is unexpectedly taken away, she does not rely on her father for everything still. She takes care of herself along with the rest of the family and adjusts her life to fit this new way of living. “The written tale rejects such a classical fairy formula as a passive woman succumbing to the hand of omnipotent man. Rather, the heroine plays a dynamic role that displays contents of the story and solves the tensions between characters” (Shin). Beauty is like no other heroine fairytales have seen. She is a refreshing shock as she dismisses the all too familiar damsel in distress female character. “There were even several worthy men who [will marry] [Beauty], despite the fact that she [is] now penniless; but she [tells] them she [cannot] make up her mind to leave her poor father in his misfortune” (Beaumont 172). Beauty refuses to resort to a man providing for her in spite of her downfall of wealth. She must even help her father care for the family and house by cleaning and cooking, since nobody else can; she takes charge for the family. “She persists on exercising her own freedom to select her own life and death. This independent spirit is the most important virtue to define Beauty as the model of feminism” (Shin). Beauty willingly goes to the Beast’s castle in her father’s place, where she is sure that she will die at the Beast’s hand. “‘It [will] be quite useless to weep,’ said Beauty. ‘Why should I lament my father’s death? He is not going to die. Since the monster agrees to accept a daughter instead, I intend to offer myself to appease his fury’” (175). Beauty chooses to pursue her own death, on her own, without any pain or sorrow in her words. Her strength and independence shine through when it comes to the fate of her family. The feminist perspective shows that Beauty is not an average female fairytale character, but the epitome of a supreme feminist.
        An analysis of the fairytale Beauty and the Beast by Madame Leprince de Beaumont through an archetypal perspective, psychoanalytical criticism, cultural criticism, and a feminist perspective uncover the underlying aspects of the story. All of these perspectives can be applied beyond this story because the issues presented are seen across the world today.
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