
© 2025 JETIR May 2025, Volume 12, Issue 5                                                                  www.jetir.org (ISSN-2349-5162)  

JETIR2505627 Journal of Emerging Technologies and Innovative Research (JETIR) www.jetir.org f258 
 

FAIRY TALES REIMAGINED: THE ROLE OF 

MODERN RETELLINGS IN SHAPING FANTASY 

NARRATIVES FOR CHILDREN 
 

*MS M SAJITHA HASEEN RESEARCH SCHOLAR ASSISTANT PROFESSOR OF ENGLISH 

ERODE SENGUNTHAR EHGINERING COLLEGE (AUTONOMOUS) 

 

*DR UMAKANT S PATIL RESEARCH GUIDE DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH SHRI 

VENKATESHWARA UNIVERSITY 
 

ABSTRACT 

Modern retellings of fairy tales have transformed traditional narratives into powerful tools for cultural 

commentary, moral exploration, and creative expression in children's fantasy literature. This paper examines how 

contemporary authors reinterpret classic tales to reflect modern values, challenge outdated norms, and present 

complex, empowering characters. By analysing various adaptations across different cultures and media, the paper 

reveals how reimagined fairy tales both preserve the enchantment of the original stories and expand their potential 

to teach critical thinking, empathy, and resilience. These retellings serve not only to entertain but also to foster 

inclusive, diverse, and morally nuanced understandings of the world in young readers. 

Keywords: Modern Retellings, Children’s Literature, Fantasy Narratives, Storytelling, Narrative Structure & 

Cultural Adaptation  

SUMMARY 

Fairy tales have enchanted children for centuries, passed down through oral traditions and eventually immortalized 

by authors like the Brothers Grimm, Charles Perrault, and Hans Christian Andersen. These tales were often filled 

with magic, moral lessons, and symbolic characters meant to warn, inspire, or instruct. However, the versions 

most familiar to readers today have undergone dramatic transformations. In recent decades, modern authors have 

begun to reinterpret and reimagine classic fairy tales to better align with contemporary values and address the 

evolving needs of young readers. These modern retellings not only update the language and plotlines of older 

stories but also subvert traditional tropes, empower marginalized voices, and create space for more complex 

emotional and moral experiences. 

 

The appeal of fairy tales lies in their familiarity and timelessness. They are often among the first narratives a child 

hears or reads, providing foundational storytelling frameworks that shape early understandings of good and evil, 

right and wrong, heroism and adversity. Characters like Cinderella, Snow White, and Little Red Riding Hood are 

deeply embedded in global cultural consciousness, appearing not only in books but in toys, films, and daily 

language. These archetypes become a shared reference point across generations and cultures, creating a sense of 

continuity and wonder. 

 

The traditional fairy tales have also been increasingly scrutinized for promoting outdated gender roles, simplistic 

moral binaries, and Eurocentric worldviews. In many of the older versions, especially those adapted and sanitized 

during the Victorian era or by companies like Disney, heroines are depicted as passive, submissive, and ultimately 

rewarded for their beauty, obedience, or suffering. Conversely, villains—especially women such as witches, 

stepmothers, or old crones—are often characterized by their nonconformity, independence, or ambition, traits 
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portrayed as dangerous or wicked. These narrative patterns reflect the patriarchal and moralistic values of the eras 

in which they were written, reinforcing narrow ideas about virtue, femininity, and power. 

The worldviews presented in classic fairy tales often exclude cultural diversity and present a homogenized, 

European-cantered vision of fantasy. Castles, forests, and monarchies dominate the landscapes of these tales, 

while non-Western settings and characters are either exoticized or absent entirely. This lack of representation can 

be alienating for children from diverse backgrounds, reinforcing the idea that only certain kinds of people or 

places belong in stories worth telling. 

 

In response to these limitations, contemporary writers and educators have actively sought to retell and reframe 

fairy tales to reflect modern sensibilities and social progress. These retellings often infuse the old stories with 

fresh perspectives, exploring themes such as gender equality, racial justice, LGBTQ+ identities, neurodiversity, 

and environmental consciousness. For instance, reimagined tales may feature princesses who rescue themselves 

or each other, characters who challenge binary notions of gender, or protagonists who come from varied racial 

and cultural backgrounds. 

 

Modern educators incorporate these retellings into curriculum to teach critical literacy—helping students not just 

consume stories, but question the messages they convey. Children are encouraged to examine why certain 

characters are portrayed as “good” or “bad,” how beauty standards are constructed, and who gets to be a hero. 

This critical engagement fosters empathy, self-awareness, and a more nuanced understanding of narrative and 

morality. 

 

By evolving with the times, these reimagined fairy tales maintain the enchantment and imaginative power of their 

originals while opening up space for more inclusive, diverse, and psychologically realistic storytelling. They 

honor the tradition of fairy tales as tools for moral instruction and emotional exploration; while ensuring they 

remain relevant and meaningful in the lives of today’s children. 

 

One of the most significant trends in modern retellings is the revision of gender roles. In many original tales, 

female characters are either damsels in distress or wicked stepmothers and witches. Modern retellings have 

challenged these portrayals by creating heroines who are brave, intelligent, and active participants in their own 

destinies. For example, in Ella Enchanted by Gail Carson Levine, the Cinderella figure is placed under a magical 

obedience curse but fights against it with wit and determination. This narrative not only empowers the protagonist 

but also subtly critiques the expectation of female compliance. Similarly, Princess Smarty-pants by Babette Cole 

turns the traditional marriage-focused princess tale on its head, celebrating independence and self-love instead of 

romantic resolution. These reimagining’s help young readers understand that strength and self-worth are not tied 

to appearance or romantic success. 

 

Another important aspect of modern retellings is the inclusion of diverse cultural voices and settings. Classic fairy 

tales were largely rooted in European traditions, but contemporary authors have drawn on folklore from Africa, 

Asia, Latin America, and Indigenous communities to enrich the genre. These adaptations offer children from 

different backgrounds the opportunity to see themselves reflected in magical narratives. For instance, The Jumbies 

by Tracey Baptiste reimagines Caribbean folklore in a thrilling fantasy setting, introducing children to mythic 

creatures like the soucouyant and lagahoo while exploring themes of community, courage, and belonging. Such 

stories broaden the moral and cultural scope of fairy tales and affirm the value of multicultural storytelling in 

children’s literature. 

 

Modern fairy tale retellings also serve as platforms for exploring deeper psychological and social themes. While 

traditional tales often ended with simple moral resolutions—good triumphs over evil—contemporary versions 

embrace moral ambiguity and character complexity. This shift helps children engage with difficult emotions and 

understand that life is not always black and white. In Breadcrumbs by Anne Ursu, a retelling of The Snow Queen, 

the story delves into issues of grief, friendship, and mental health, using fantasy as a metaphor for internal 

emotional struggles. These nuanced narratives foster emotional intelligence and encourage readers to develop 

empathy, resilience, and critical thinking. 

 

Retellings can also serve as powerful tools for addressing social justice issues and encouraging activism. For 

example, The Paper Bag Princess by Robert Munsch deconstructs the typical “prince saves princess” trope by 

having the princess rescue the prince, only to reject him when he criticizes her appearance. The story celebrates 

autonomy and questions superficial values, encouraging young readers to challenge social expectations. In another 
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example, Cinder by Marissa Meyer, a science fiction retelling of Cinderella, features a cyborg protagonist in a 

dystopian future, tackling themes such as identity, discrimination, and political resistance. These innovative 

approaches show how fairy tales can be reinvented to empower young readers to think critically about fairness, 

equality, and their role in society. 

 

The elements are often appeal to readers through their use of humor, irony, and satire. These elements make 

classic tales more engaging and accessible while also offering commentary on the original narratives. Works like 

Revolting Rhymes by Roald Dahl present twisted, often darkly humorous versions of traditional stories that reveal 

the absurdities of certain fairy tale conventions. By laughing at these tropes, children learn to question and analyze 

them. This metatextual engagement—where a story refers to or plays with another story—fosters literary 

awareness and helps readers appreciate narrative structure and voice. 

 

Digital media and pop culture have also influenced how fairy tales are retold. Animated films, graphic novels, 

web series, and video games now present modernized versions of old stories, extending their reach and impact. 

Disney’s reinterpretations, such as Frozen (based on The Snow Queen), prioritize sisterhood and personal growth 

over romantic love, appealing to a generation of children raised on more progressive values. However, critics 

argue that such mass-market adaptations can oversimplify complex stories or erase their original cultural 

meanings. The challenge, then, is to balance accessibility with authenticity and depth. 

 

In educational contexts, fairy tale retellings can be valuable tools for literacy, character education, and cross-

cultural learning. Teachers often use retellings to introduce children to themes such as justice, honesty, 

perseverance, and respect for differences. These stories serve as familiar frameworks through which complex 

moral and ethical discussions can be initiated in an age-appropriate manner. For instance, a modern version of 

Cinderella that emphasizes self-worth and independence rather than rescue by a prince can prompt discussions 

about gender equality and personal agency. 

 

By comparing traditional and modern versions of the same tale, students develop analytical skills and gain insights 

into how stories evolve across time and cultures. This not only strengthens their reading comprehension and 

critical thinking but also encourages them to explore the reasons behind changes in character roles, plot 

developments, and moral outcomes. Children learn to ask thoughtful questions: Why was the original tale told 

this way? What message was it trying to send? How does the new version differ, and why might those differences 

matter today? 

 

This comparative approach also helps children understand the power of narrative perspective and voice in shaping 

meaning. When retellings present the same events from a different point of view—such as the villain’s or a 

marginalized character’s—they reveal how storytelling can influence perceptions of right and wrong, heroism and 

villainy. Students begin to recognize that stories are not fixed truths but interpretations shaped by cultural values, 

historical context, and the storyteller’s intentions, engaging with multiple versions of a tale encourages creativity 

and personal expression.  

 

Many educators encourage students to write or perform their own fairy tale adaptations, allowing them to 

reimagine classic stories with contemporary themes or diverse characters. This not only reinforces writing and 

language skills but also nurtures empathy, innovation, and a sense of ownership over narratives. Such activities 

empower students to see themselves as active participants in the storytelling tradition, capable of reshaping the 

narratives they inherit to reflect their own identities and values. 

 

In conclusion, modern retellings of fairy tales have significantly shaped the landscape of children’s fantasy 

literature. By reinterpreting familiar narratives through contemporary lenses, these stories retain their enchantment 

while expanding their relevance and resonance. They challenge outdated norms, celebrate diversity, and present 

moral dilemmas that reflect the complexity of the real world. Most importantly, they empower young readers to 

see themselves as active agents of change—heroes of their own stories. In reimagining fairy tales, we not only 

preserve their magic but also harness their enduring power to educate, inspire, and transform. 
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