.

- ) Tampere University

Milla Ekstrom

FROM “LITTLE BIRD” TO “QUEEN IN THE
NORTH”

Sansa Stark’s Transformation in Game of Thrones

Faculty of Information Technology and Communication Sciences
Bachelor’s Thesis
May 2025



ABSTRACT

Milla Ekstrom: From “Little Bird” to “Queen in the North”: Sansa Stark’s Transformation in Game of Thrones
Bachelor’s Thesis

Tampere University

Bachelor's Programme in Languages / English Language

May 2025

Sansa Stark is a fictional character in the fantasy television series Game of Thrones (2011-
2019). Utilising gender studies and feminist television criticism, this thesis conducts a feminist analysis of
Sansa’s character development. The thesis argues that her transformation from a more passive female
character into an agentive “Queen in the North” exposes how patriarchal society has oppressed and controlled
women.

The thesis identifies Sansa’s traditional female gender roles and the unjust treatment she must endure, as
well as examines her transformation and ultimate success that subvert the expectations of the patriarchal
society. The analysis includes examples from the television series that demonstrate how Sansa conforms to
and embodies three different roles: a lady who is defined by her beauty, a political pawn that is played with for
the benefit of others, and a wife whose duty is to obey her husband and produce children. The transformation
of Sansa is explored in the thesis by presenting the changes in her character, most notably in her agency and
independence.

The thesis demonstrates how a television series can critique patriarchy through female representation and
female character’s story. The character of Sansa is built upon traditional conventions of the fantasy genre, but,
as the thesis shows, these conventions are ultimately subverted to create a more complex female character.
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Sansa Stark on fiktiivinen hahmo televisiosarjassa Game of Thrones (2011-2019). Tutkielma analysoi Sansan
hahmon kehitysta sukupuolentutkimuksen ja feministisen televisiotutkimuksen nakdkulmista ja esittaa, etta
hahmo muuttuu passiivisemmasta naishahmosta toiminnallisemmaksi “Pohjoisen kuningattareksi’; tama
muodonmuutos paljastaa, kuinka patriarkaalinen yhteiskunta on alistanut ja hallinnut naisia.

Tutkimus seka tarkastelee Sansan perinteisia naissukupuolirooleja ja epaoikeudenmukaista kohtelua, jota
hanen on siedettava, ettd tutkii hanen lopullista muodonmuutostaan, joka haastaa patriarkaalisen
yhteiskunnan odotukset. Tutkielma sisaltda esimerkkeja televisiosarjasta, jotka osoittavat, kuinka Sansa
mukautuu ja edustaa kolmea naisroolia sarjan aikana: ylhaisGnaisen roolia, jonka maarittelee hanen
kauneutensa, poliittisen pelinappulan roolia, jolla muut pelaavat omaksi edukseen, ja vaimon roolia, jonka
velvollisuus on totella aviomiestd ja synnyttdad lapsia. Sansan muodonmuutosta tutkitaan esittelemalla
muutokset hdnen hahmossaan erityisesti hanen toimijuudessaan ja itsendisyydessaan.

Tutkielma osoittaa, kuinka televisiosarja voi kritisoida patriarkaattia naisrepresentaatiota ja -tarinaa
hyddyntden. Sansan hahmo perustuu fantasiagenren traditioon, mutta tata traditiota haastetaan luomalla
monimuotoisempi naishahmo.
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1. Introduction

Game of Thrones (2011-2019) is an HBO fantasy television series that is based on the book series
A Song of Ice and Fire by author George R. R. Martin. Set in the fictional world of Westeros, the
series focuses on relationships between noble families as they fight to gain power and control over
the seven kingdoms of Westeros. The series includes a variety of characters and storylines. Sansa
Stark, whose character development is examined in this thesis, is the eldest daughter of Lord
Eddard Stark of Winterfell, warden of the northern most kingdom known as the North. Her story
begins in Winterfell (the Stark family home) where she is betrothed to Prince Joffrey, the future
king of Westeros. She leaves her home and moves to the capital called King’s Landing. There,
Sansa becomes a prisoner after a war breaks out between the Starks and another powerful family,
the Lannisters. Confronted with loss, betrayal and abuse, Sansa is eventually able to escape King’s
Landing with the help of Lord Petyr Baelish, also known as Littlefinger. Sansa briefly hides in her
aunt Lysa’s castle, the Eyrie, before Littlefinger convinces her to reclaim Winterfell by marrying its
current heir Ramsay Bolton, the son of a man who betrayed Sansa’s family. Whilst back in
Winterfell, Sansa is forced to escape again after being repeatedly abused by her sadistic husband.
Sansa is reunited with her half-brother Jon Snow and together they defeat Ramsay and reclaim their
home. When Jon forms an alliance with Daenerys Targaryen, who intends to rule the seven
kingdoms including the North, Sansa is hesitant to trust anybody outside of her family after
everything she has been through. In the end, Sansa secures independence for the North and becomes
“the queen in the North”. Through the course of the series, Sansa transforms from a naive young
girl to a significant player in the game for power that has previously been dominated by men. This
thesis examines the patriarchal dominance in Sansa’s story.

Game of Thrones is one of the most popular television series of all time, which has made it a
subject of research and discussion. The series features many complex female characters who

struggle in different ways for their place in a male-dominated society. The series has been hailed as



both feminist and anti-feminist because of its portrayal of women (see Gjelsvik and Schubart). It
has gained praise for the complexity and norm-breaking of its female characters but also criticism
for the exploitation of female nudity and exposure of sexual violence towards women (see
Ferreday). Sansa is initially a passive, one-dimensional character who seems to lack agency and
power. Unlike other female characters such as the cunning Cersei Lannister, the ambitious
Daenerys, or Sansa’s courageous mother Catelyn, Sansa does not show signs of strength or
determination in the earlier seasons of the series. What justifies her as a subject for analysis,
however, is her significant character development to a complex, powerful female character. I argue
in the thesis that Sansa Stark’s character development from a more passive female character into an
agentive “Queen in the North” exposes how patriarchal society has oppressed and controlled
women.

The thesis aims to conduct a feminist analysis of Sansa’s character development. First, I
introduce the theoretical approaches that are employed to support my arguments. The thesis
includes concepts and issues relating to both feminist and gender studies. I utilise feminist
television theory to explore how the series represents women, their roles in a patriarchal society and
the oppression conducted by the patriarchy through the character of Sansa, while also analysing
Sansa’s character story as part of the genre of fantasy and its representation of women. Second, I
have divided the analysis section into two parts: the first part identifies Sansa’s traditional female
roles in the series, and the oppression she faces because of her gender, and the second part analyses
Sansa’s transformation, including the changes in her behaviour, appearance and attitude as well as
how she subverts the expectations of the patriarchal society. The thesis analyses Sansa’s story
throughout the whole series and includes relevant excerpts from chosen episodes. The objective of
the thesis is to examine how a television series can expose patriarchal oppression and control

through female representation and female character’s story.



2. Female Representation and Patriarchal Oppression on Television

As mentioned in the introduction, Game of Thrones has divided audiences and scholars when it
comes to its portrayal of female characters. I aim to contribute to this discussion by analysing
Sansa’s character story from the perspective of feminist studies, where the central concern is the
inequality between genders both on a material and ideological level. According to Christie Launius
and Holly Hassel, feminism assumes that gender is socially constructed, and that it can be
understood as “a system of privilege and oppression” (36). Included in this system are gender roles
that refer to the social norms and expectations for gender (Launius and Hassel 59). In a traditional
male-dominated society, women are socially taught to be submissive and docile, with a duty of
taking care of the family and supporting the man, while in contrast, men are taught to be
dominating, aggressive, competitive and providers for the family (York 15-16). These societal roles
are embedded in the system of patriarchy.

Lorna Finlayson defines patriarchy as “a system in which men rule or have power over or
oppress women, deriving benefit from doing so, at women’s expense” and they also state that “a
central purpose of feminism is that of opposing the system of patriarchy” (6). As this thesis
demonstrates, patriarchy is a prominent element in Game of Thrones and while the series is set in a
fantasy world with medieval elements, the modern viewer can recognise patterns of modern
patriarchy in the series and in its representation of women. For example, sexual harassment, beauty
standards and the pressure to become a mother are issues that modern women are often confronted
with just as Sansa is in the series. The patriarchal society of the series restricts Sansa’s agency,
which is another important concept in feminist and gender studies. Peta Bowden and Jane
Mummery define agency as “having the power and capacity to act as one chooses” (124). Feminism
is concerned with agency because historically women have not always been allowed to have
agency, or their agency has been limited. A woman’s agency is essential against the oppression she

faces, however, sometimes women might be unable to take control of their lives and resist



oppression because of their social conditioning (Bowden and Mummery 123-24). This is true for
Sansa as she does not have the power to act as she chooses and decisions about her life are made for
her — even her body becomes an object for others to govern over and abuse. She is initially unable
to resist this oppression; instead, she conforms to the patriarchal norms. Gaining agency is a
significant part of Sansa’s character development. Examining Sansa’s character development not
only exposes how patriarchy uses power to oppress women but also reveals how the series critiques
the patriarchal social structure.

Studying televisual representations of gender matters because television series is a complex
product of culture, which can have political and ideological influence (Mumford 126). When
connecting feminism to television studies, Laura Stempel Mumford states that the medium of
television “functions ideologically, working with other social and cultural institutions to reflect,
reinforce and mediate existing power-relations and ideas about how gender is and should be lived”
(117). The representation of women in television reflects the roles of women in the real world and is
thus worth studying. While a series like Game of Thrones is made for entertainment, it can also
provide subtle social commentary, which in turn can influence the viewer’s perception of the world.
Mumford lists three main elements which generate meanings in television: production, reception
and text (117). This thesis does not focus on the production or the audience reception of the
television series. Instead, I analyse the series from a thematic perspective, aiming to identify how it
represents gender, gender roles and patriarchy, specifically in Sansa’s storyline. While the thesis is
mainly concerned with the character story of Sansa, it includes some visual and auditory analysis to
support my argument when applicable.

My analysis of Sansa also expands to the specific television genre of fantasy. Game of
Thrones is a contemporary fantasy television series that applies the genre’s traditional conventions
and tropes, while purposely expanding and subverting them (Gjelsvik and Schubart 6). The series

includes archetypes such as the princess and the damsel in distress, which are traditional female



gender roles in the fantasy genre that limit the ability and agency of women. Sansa embodies these
roles for a time, but she is able to transform beyond the limits of them and become an active agent.
Similarly, the series itself subverts the traditional expectations of the genre, as Yvonne Tasker and
Lindsay Steenberg state that “[i]n [the series’] open acknowledgment of the brutal, gendered
realities of a pre-feminist medieval patriarchal society it defies the nostalgia of chivalric codes and
of other fantasy fictions” (189). Instead of romanticising its fantasy world, the series exposes the
unjust and cruel elements of a patriarchal society. Therefore, both the character of Sansa and the
television series are good representatives of contemporary fantasy that challenges traditional

conventions of the genre and its representations of gender.

3. Traditional Female Gender Roles of Sansa

Sansa is introduced in the first episode of the series along with her family and House Stark is
established as a noble house with power and wealth. Sansa, as a daughter of a noble lord, is a lady;
she has one sister, three brothers and one half-brother. The introduction to the sons and daughters of
House Stark reveals the contrast between men and women, as well as the patriarchal structure of the
world of Game of Thrones (“Winter is Coming” 10:09). Sansa’s brothers are outside on the castle
grounds of Winterfell practising archery, but Sansa and her sister Arya are inside doing needlework
with other young women. This division based on gender reflects the traditional position of women
in the domestic realm of the society, excluded from the public sphere of men (Launius and Hassel
45). In other words, the series introduces a traditional patriarchal society where men belong outside
and women inside. In addition to this spatial placement of characters based on their gender, the
activities they are participating in are gendered, suggesting how men have gone to war and women
have stayed at home where they are expected to take care of the household: the men are training for
fighting and the women are sewing. Thus, this introduction to the Stark children seems to reaffirm

traditional gender roles.



However, the introductory scene of Sansa and Arya shows that there is a difference between
the two sisters. Sansa is in the foreground of the scene, she is praised for her fine work, and she
smiles proudly. The camera moves to show Arya who is sitting behind Sansa, looking at her with
annoyance; it is also shown that Arya’s needlework is not as good as Sansa’s. Placing Sansa in the
foreground in this scene emphasises that she represents the traditional woman more than her sister.
In contrast, Arya seems to have contempt towards this role and this contrast between the two sisters
is highlighted throughout the series. In this scene, the contrast introduces the two differing paths the
sisters are heading towards: one conforming to the traditional female role, another opposing it.
While Arya’s storyline has her abandoning this role as she ends up disguising herself as a boy and
later training to become a “faceless man”, Sansa’s adopts the traditional roles that are expected of a
noble woman in this society. The following analysis identifies and examines in closer detail the
three traditional female roles Sansa conforms to in the series: the Lady, the Political Pawn and the

Wife. Examining these roles exposes the patriarchal control and oppression of women.

The Lady

Sansa’s femininity and role as a lady are visible in her behaviour, appearance and mindset. Her
gendered hobbies of needlework and dressmaking appear multiple times in the series (see “Winter
is Coming”, “Golden Crown”, “The Mountain and the Viper”). Sansa’s ability to excel at these
feminine tasks gains praise from other characters, encouraging her in the role. This kind of social
rewarding for demonstrating feminine traits reinforces the expected gender role (York 18), which is
consequently internalised by Sansa. For example, in “Winter is Coming”, Cersei admires Sansa’s
dressmaking skills and insists she makes a dress for her (45:37). Sansa is pleased with herself
because for her Cersei, along with her own mother, represents a role model for a lady. Moreover,
Sansa is praised for her beauty in several episodes (see “Winter is Coming”, “Dark Wings, Dark

Words”, “The Bear and the Maiden Fair”, “Mockingbird”, “High Sparrow”). In fact, in the earlier



seasons of the series Sansa is primarily defined by her appearance rather than her personality, which
reflects the objectification of women in a patriarchal society. She is wearing pretty, colourful
dresses often with a low neckline to reveal skin. She is dressed to please the eye — the male gaze —
not for comfort or practicality. Her hair is often done elaborately: she feels pressure to wear it in a
similar fashion as the southern ladies, and she also mimics the way beautiful Lady Margaery wears
her hair (“Golden Crown”, “Kissed by Fire”). Sansa seems eager to conform to the beauty standards
of her society, having internalised the social norms of the patriarchy.

As a fantasy series, Game of Thrones utilises tropes from fairytales, only to subvert them
later on and expose its patriarchal society as a cruel world, where there is no happily ever after.
Sansa is initially oblivious to the cruelness of her world as she embodies the princess archetype,
which according to Shiloh Carroll includes themes of “courtly love and chivalric romance” and
belief in romantic fantasies such as “love at first sight” (61). Sansa admires chivalry and the honour
and goodness that it represents for her. When Sansa attends a tourney in “The Wolf and the Lion”,
she is visibly smitten by Ser Loras, a handsome and talented knight. Before his joust, Loras hands
Sansa a red rose, encouraging her innocent fantasies. Stacey Goguen argues that chivalry is a
problematic concept as it “creates rigid social roles” and “inherently endorses and promotes
[sexism]” as “[m]en and women are held to the ideals of knight and lady — the protector and the
protected — regardless of an individual’s need for such protection” (208). Sansa believes that honest
and honourable men prevail in the world and accepts the role of the protected for herself. This is
demonstrated when King’s Landing is attacked, and the women are secured inside a holdfast during
the battle: again, men are placed outside and women inside. Sansa encourages the other women
during the battle when she notes “Don’t be afraid. The queen has raised the drawbridge. This is the
safest place we can be. Joffrey’s not hurt. He’s fighting bravely. His knights have rallied behind

him. They will save the city. Shall we sing a hymn?” (“Blackwater” 46:17). Sansa reaffirms the role



of men as the protectors and saviours and instead of fighting, the women are expected to pray and
sing hymns in support of the men.

Like a princess, Sansa dreams about marrying her Prince Charming. She is enamoured by
Prince Joffrey from the moment she sees him in episode one, where her own expectations and hopes
are made clear to the viewer. She is eager to get married to the “handsome” prince and begs her
mother to make her father agree to the marriage pact (“Winter is Coming” 39:53). She is innocent
and naive, dreaming about a fairytale life. Her romantic view of the world is emphasised in “Golden
Crown” when she receives a necklace as gift from Joffrey: “Like the one your mother wears” she
notes, demonstrating her admiration for the queen and the role she represents (41:19). Joffrey tells
Sansa “You’re my lady now” and simultaneously gently holds Sansa’s face in his hands. For Sansa,
this gesture, along with the setting of the scene, is romantic: the warm light of the sunset shines
behind the characters, the music is soft and hopeful, and the two characters are standing closely face
to face before sharing a kiss which leaves Sansa beaming with joy. For the viewer, however, this
scene is not romantic but rather ironic because Joffrey’s true nature has already been revealed. In
fact, Joffrey’s words and the act of physically holding Sansa’s face foreshadow the control and
abuse he will later demonstrate over her.

While many of the female characters of Game of Thrones are threatened with sexual assault
at some point in the series, it is evident that more feminine characters such as Sansa are sexualised
further than more masculine characters like Arya. According to Melinda York, women “are at a
disadvantage when it comes to sexual assaults because of their diminished status in society, the
aspect of socialization into traditional gender roles that require women to accept men’s violence
against them, and the natural physical strength of males relative to females” (26). The series
demonstrates this specifically in the treatment of Sansa: she is a victim of sexual assault early in the
series as well as later when she is married, which I will elaborate on later in this section. In “Garden

of Bones”, Joffrey commands Ser Meryn to beat Sansa in front of the whole court, emphasising his



dominant status and affirming his power. He insists: “Leave her face, I like her pretty” (10:28). He
also commands Ser Meryn to undress Sansa; Sansa is violently abused, yet she is still expected to
be a target of lust. Joffrey wants to expose Sansa’s body in front of everyone not only to humiliate
her, but also to his own sexual satisfaction. In “The Old Gods and the New”, Sansa is chased in an
alleyway by three peasant men who take her down and start ripping her clothes off. In the scene,
two of the men try to hold her down as the third man asks her “Have you ever been fucked little
girl?” (30:01). Even though Sansa is of higher social class than the men, as a woman she is
diminished to a helpless “little girl” just as she was in front of Joffrey: Sansa is defined by her
gender instead of her social class. When Sansa is saved by a knight called the Hound, he tells Sansa:
“You’re all right now Little Bird” (30:47). This gendered nickname, which is repeated multiple
times in the series, reflects the helpless, insignificant and feminine nature of Sansa as well as her

position as a caged prisoner.

The Political Pawn

By the end of season one, Sansa is left as a hostage in King’s Landing. This role echoes the
traditional and passive female role of the gendered tale of the damsel in distress, a character who is
in danger or held prisoner waiting to be rescued by a prince or a hero. However, Sansa is not just
waiting locked up in her tower — she is explicitly abused, which subverts the traditional fairytale
narrative. It is then not surprising that she is not saved by the prince/hero either. Like the damsel in
distress, Sansa lacks agency and is unable to save herself as the war between the Starks and the
Lannisters continues. Instead, Sansa can only hope that her brother Robb will prevail and save her.
The contrast between Sansa and Robb reflects the different expectations and limitations based on
gender and agency in this society. When their father is imprisoned, Sansa is manipulated into
writing a letter to Robb, persuading him to swear loyalty to King Joffrey because Robb is now the

patriarch of their house and therefore, he decides how the family responds. Sansa is only used as a



messenger to reach Robb. Sansa also begs for mercy for her father in front of the court, trying to
convince Joffrey: “If you still have any affection in your heart for me, please do me this kindness,
Your Grace” (“The Pointy End” 57:39). Sansa tries to plead emotionally with her words, the only
weapon she has as a woman: meanwhile, Robb raises an army to go to war for their family. Even
though Robb is inexperienced with warfare, he transforms into a brave warrior when it is needed
and, unlike Sansa, he also holds power and influence. Sansa knows this and when Joffrey threatens
to give Sansa her brother’s decapitated head, Sansa replies in a moment of defiance: “Or maybe
he’ll give me yours” (“Fire and Blood” 14:06). Again, Sansa has accepted her role as the one who
needs protection and saving, as she views Robb as the capable male hero who will save her.

While Robb succeeds in the battlefields, Sansa is punished for the crimes of her brother. In
“Garden of Bones”, Robb has won another victory and after the battle he meets Talisa, a woman
who he falls in love with and marries. In the next scene, Joffrey calls on Sansa to answer for her
brother’s treason. Joffrey stands up in front of his throne and points a crossbow down at Sansa who
is kneeling in front of him and begging for mercy. The juxtaposition of these two scenes is
thematically and visually notable: victorious Robb meeting the love of his life and Sansa being
abused by Joffrey, the man she once wanted to love and marry. Robb is rewarded for his brave
masculine behaviour and Sansa is punished seemingly simply for being a woman — Sansa herself
has not done anything to deserve this punishment: her treatment reflects the oppression of innocent
women in a patriarchal society. Moreover, while Joffrey is tormenting Sansa, he says: “Killing you
would send your brother a message” (10:04). Sansa is a pawn, an object in a game between two
men and their houses.

In fact, Sansa's role as a political pawn begins in the series’ first episode, when she is
betrothed to Joffrey. This decision is made by their fathers as is appropriate in the patriarchal
society and the marriage pact is made to join the two houses and further strengthen their alliance.

Again, Sansa’s life is determined for her — she is not agentive. This alliance ends after both fathers
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are killed. Due the course of the series, different families aim to use Sansa to gain more power, and
she is betrothed either officially or unofficially to five different men: Joffrey Baratheon, Loras
Tyrell, Tyrion Lannister, Robin Arryn and Ramsay Bolton. Arranged marriages are common in
Game of Thrones, and both men and women are forced into them in order to make alliances. Robb
agrees to marry a daughter of Lord Frey in exchange for the use of his bridge, which he needs for
strategic advantage in the war. However, Robb does not honour this agreement and marries Talisa
instead, which eventually costs Robb his life and nearly marks the end of House Stark entirely. The
series therefore shows that both men and women suffer under patriarchy and exposes “the fragility,
hollowness, and vulnerability of a paternalistic gender order in which male rule is based on acts of
gendered strength” (Genz 248). While it is evident that women are in a greater disadvantage than
men in a patriarchal society — Robb is allowed to make choices for himself, Sansa is not — men fall
victim to the societal pressures as well: Robb is punished for stepping outside the role he is meant to
assume. Sansa continues to play her part and after the death of Robb and presumed deaths of her
two younger brothers, she becomes “the key to the North” and the heir to Winterfell, a role she
inherits only after her male siblings are gone (“Kissed by Fire” 54:51). Sansa’s political value is the

motivation behind her marriages to Tyrion Lannister and Ramsay Bolton.

The Wife

Similarly to the two roles already mentioned, Sansa’s role as a wife is introduced in the first episode
of the series. After learning about her potential marriage to the prince, Sansa and her mother
Catelyn discuss her future (“Winter is Coming”). Catelyn is wary of the match and worries about
Sansa having to leave her home and move to King’s Landing. Sansa reminds Catelyn that she
herself had to leave her home when she was young to marry her father and move to the North. The
juxtaposition of Sansa and Catelyn is evident in the scene as they both have similar auburn hair, and

they are dressed in the same colour. Sansa is sitting in a chair in front of Catelyn as she motherly
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helps Sansa get ready for a feast: Sansa is being prepared not only for the feast but also for her duty
as a woman, which is to become a wife and a mother. Catelyn stands symbolically behind her: she
had to do her duty in the past and now it is Sansa’s turn.

Again, it is worth comparing Sansa to her siblings. Sansa and Arya are required to move to
King’s Landing with their father, eventually to be married off. In contrast, her brothers all stay in
Winterfell. Other female characters such as Cersei, Lysa and Margaery are forced to leave their
homes as well to become wives of noble lords and kings, while male characters either inherit their
fathers’ homes or become knights, warriors or political figures. The women of the series are the
property of their fathers until they marry and become the property of their husbands. The wedding
ceremony itself is indicative of this patriarchal possessiveness. Sansa’s first wedding includes her
being walked down the aisle by King Joffrey as Sansa’s own father is dead and ““as the father of the
realm, it is [the King’s] duty to give [Sansa] away to [her] husband” (“Second Sons” 24:35). The
ceremony includes the husband “cloaking” the bride to bring her under his protection and
ownership. Sansa’s second wedding, which is held back at Winterfell, includes Sansa being “given
away”’ by Theon, who was her father’s ward and is now the servant of Ramsay, and “claimed” by
Ramsay (“Unbowed, Unbent, Unbroken 47:50). Sansa is being moved from one owner to another
like an object.

The primary duty of the wife is to have children. Even though she is married twice, Sansa
does not become a mother during the series. However, her duty to carry children, particularly sons
and give birth is a continuous theme in her story. As a 13-year-old, she is reminded of this duty
when Queen Cersei asks Sansa if she has bled yet (“Winter is Coming”). While betrothed to Joffrey,
Sansa’s menstruation is a long-awaited event because her son would be the heir to the crown. In
“Fire and Blood” Joffrey tells Sansa: “as soon as you’ve had your blood, I’ll put a son in you”
(12:47). Initially excited to have children with Joffrey, Sansa begins to dread the day she is fit to

have children after learning Joffrey’s true nature. In “A Man Without Honor”, Sansa wakes up from
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a nightmare, and finds her sheets covered in blood. She becomes terrified and desperately tries to
hide the evidence of her “flowering” but is unable to. During the battle of Blackwater, Cersei notes
how fitting it is that “the men will bleed out there and [Sansa] will bleed in here”, emphasising the
duties of men as warriors and women as mothers (“Blackwater” 22:50).

Joffrey’s statement about “putting a son in Sansa” demonstrate the passive role of the
woman in the conception. Similarly, when Sansa in engaged to Tyrion, his father Tywin instructs
Tyrion to “wed her, bed her and put a child in her” (“Kissed by Fire” 56:06). These sentiments are
common in the series as is the acceptance of domestic rape. In the past, the assumption that rape
cannot occur within a marriage was widely accepted, at least in western societies, as “husbands
legally possessed total sexual rights to their wives regardless of their wives’ desires” (Bowden and
Mummery 78). After Sansa’s second wedding, she is taken into a candlelight bedroom by her
husband Ramsay and Theon. Ramsay insists that Sansa takes her clothes off and when Theon is
about to leave the room, Ramsay tells him to stay and watch. The music in the scene resembles that
of a horror film: Sansa is not able to leave the situation or refuse Ramsay. Ramsay tells Theon:
“You’ve known Sansa since she was a girl. Now watch her become a woman™ (53:37). Ramsay
seems to declare that he has the power to make Sansa a woman as she is a virgin. During the rape,
there is a closeup of Sansa’s terrified face: she is pressed up against the bed and she closes her teary

eyes. The scene demonstrates the powerlessness of women in a patriarchal society.

4. Sansa’s Transformation

During the first five seasons of the series, Sansa’s story is mainly determined by men who oppress
and control her. However, Sansa begins to take charge of her own life, which includes her
challenging the gender roles she has previously conformed to. Sansa’s character development is the
result of her learning how the patriarchal society operates around her and how to play the game

made by men. While the series never demolishes the patriarchal structure of its society, Sansa’s
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success is one of the ways in which the series exposes the injustice of patriarchy and highlights
female empowerment. In “The Last of the Starks”, Sansa emphasises her own transformation by
telling the Hound: “Without Littlefinger, Ramsay and the rest, I would have stayed a Little Bird all
my life” (56:09). In this section, I examine how Sansa is transformed and how she succeeds in
becoming an independent and agentive woman at the end of the series.

While Sansa never abandons her status as a lady, her behaviour and attitude change from the
ideal image of a lady she had previously believed in. As mentioned in chapter 3, Sansa admired
chivalry and general goodness, believing in season one that “there’s no honour in tricks” (“The
Wolf and the Lion” 10:08). However, in season four, after witnessing her aunt Lysa being killed by
Littlefinger, Sansa lies about what had happened to the council in the Eyrie (“The Mountain and the
Viper”). Sansa convinces them that Littlefinger is innocent and Lysa had killed herself. In the scene
Sansa tearfully hugs one of the people questioning her after she finishes her tale, using the feminine
role of an innocent girl to her make her story believable. Behind them Littlefinger looks up at Sansa
with a slight smile, with Sansa returning the smile with a knowing look. The eerie music of the
scene supports the change in Sansa: she has made the decision she believes will benefit her instead
of playing the role of a dutiful, honest lady she is expected to play. This transformation is
emphasised by her physical transformation at the end of the episode: she has dyed her hair black,
and her wardrobe is dark and more mature than before. Moreover, Sansa utilises Littlefinger’s
infatuation with her to her own advantage: first for protection and later when she needs his army to
reclaim Winterfell. However, Sansa learns not to trust Littlefinger and once she realises that he is
trying to turn her against her sister, she has him killed. Sansa outsmarts Littlefinger, demonstrating
that she is one of the most intelligent characters in the series. Moreover, contrary to the traditional
princess character of fairytales who is passive and relies on others (Attebery 92; Duggan 113),

Sansa begins to exhibit agency and identity.
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The series’ later seasons reveal that Sansa has matured from the naive “stupid girl” she
herself and others believed her to be. In fact, the series begins to highlight Sansa’s intelligence and
understanding of past mistakes as Arya states that “[Sansa] is the smartest person [she has] ever
met” (“Winterfell” 17:18). Her cleverness is contrasted specifically to male characters as
demonstrated already with Littlefinger. Sansa also urges Jon not to repeat the “stupid mistakes”
their father and brother Robb had made in the past and tells him he should not leave the North
because “the men in [her] family don’t do well in the capital” (“Dragonstone” 18:27; “The Last of
the Starks” 46:09). She is also concerned about Jon falling in love with Daenerys, asking him: “Did
you bend the knee to save the North or because you love her?” (“Winterfell” 41:25). Sansa has
witnessed how destructive love can be and how there is rarely a happy end: her brother was killed
for loving and marrying the wrong person and her aunt became mad over jealous love. Sansa is
proven correct as Daenerys goes mad during her conquest and Jon has to kill her. Jon represents the
archetypical hero, and in the later seasons he still believes in righteousness and honour after Sansa
has already abandoned these beliefs. In fact, even though Jon has witnessed many battles and
deaths, he still believes that they can save their brother Rickon from Ramsay during the Battle of
the Bastards, but Sansa knows that they will never be able to save him as he, a trueborn son of
Eddark Stark, is more of a threat to the Boltons than Jon or herself. Sansa also tells Jon not to fall
for Ramsay’s traps during the battle, which Jon does as he charges at Ramsay’s army alone to try
and save Rickon, who is killed before he can reach him. In the end, it is Sansa who secures the win
for the Starks when she recruits Littlefinger’s army to help win the battle. The contrast between Jon
and Sansa disputes the traditional patriarchal perspective that men are more rational than women
and that it is women who struggle to regulate their emotions (Bowden and Mummery 125).

After the battle when Jon is declared king in the North, he disagrees with Sansa about what
is the best way forward for the North. Sansa tells Jon that her counsel is valuable, realising that she

has more to contribute than what is expected of her: she is politically savvy and understands how
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dangerous people like Ramsay, Littlefinger and Cersei think. She is refusing the role of a
submissive and docile woman that the patriarchy expects of her. Later, when Tyrion and Sansa
discuss Cersei’s promise to bring her army to the North to help in the Great War, Sansa is surprised
how Tyrion would believe Cersei’s promises: “I used to think you were the cleverest man alive”
(“Winterfell” 15:48). Indeed, Tyrion has been known to be one of the cleverest characters in the
series, however, Sansa is correct again as Cersei’s army never comes. Contrasting Sansa to Tyrion
further emphasises how far she has come as a character: she can outsmart and outlast people. Tyrion
confirms this as he tells Sansa: “Many underestimated you. Most of them are dead now”
(“Winterfell” 15:15). Sansa did not begin as an influential character who was expected to survive.
However, during the final seasons of the series Sansa is not only surviving but she has become an
active female character whose choices and decisions have a great impact in the series.

A significant part of Sansa’s transformation is her claiming agency and independence. When
Sansa has escaped from Ramsay and reunites with Jon, she tells him that they have to reclaim
Winterfell for their family. She says to him: “I want you to help me. But I’'ll do it myself if I have
to” (“Book of the Stranger” 9:13). This statement differs significantly from her telling Joffrey in
season one that Robb could defeat him for her. Sansa is not waiting for her brother to make the
decisions or save her: she is determined and willing to do it herself. She is no longer the damsel in
distress, and she does not believe in protectors anymore as she tells Jon: “No one can protect me.
No one can protect anyone” (‘“Battle of the Bastards™ 21:45). According to Peta Bowden and Jane
Mummery, women’s agency and ability for self-determination and autonomy push women to be
effective in opposing their own oppression (123). Sansa’s character development is reflective of this
as she begins to make her own decisions and oppose the treatment she has had to endure. She also
claims her bodily agency at the end of season five. When Sansa is trying to escape Ramsay, she is
confronted by Myranda, who is one of Ramsay’s servants. She holds an arrow to Sansa, who says:

“If I'm going to die, let it happen while there’s still some left of me” (“Mother’s Mercy” 19:40).
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Similarly, before the battle against Ramsay, she tells Jon that “if Ramsay wins, I’m not going back
there alive” (“Battle of the Bastards™ 21:25). In both scenes, Sansa is determined to not have others
govern over her body again, suggesting that death is a better option than the physical and sexual
abuse she has had to endure. Sansa’s survival of abuse is later contrasted to Arya she the tells Sansa
that she “never could have survived what [Sansa] survived” (“The Dragon and the Wolf” 1:13:25).
The contrast between the kinds of suffering Sansa and Arya have gone through demonstrates the
adverse position of women in this society. Arya’s comment also illuminates how Sansa has, in fact,
been a resilient and strong female character all along.

Sansa’s desire for autonomy leads to her securing independence for the North, which
parallels her own independence. While other characters have accepted Daenerys as their new queen,
Sansa is discontent with the idea of a foreign ruler. She presses Daenerys about her plans, asking
her bluntly: “What about the North?”” (“Knight of the Seven Kingdoms” 22:18). When eventually
Sansa’s brother Brann becomes the king, Sansa demands independence for the North because she
does not want the northerners to be ruled by others and because she herself does not want to become
a pawn in someone else’s game again. Brann grants the North independence and consequently
Sansa becomes the queen in the North. Before this, Daenerys had told Sansa: “We’ve both known
what it means to lead people who aren’t inclined to accept a woman’s rule” (“Knight of the Seven
Kingdoms” 20:03). With this comment, the series is highlighting the society’s rejection of female
rulers, which reflects the patriarchal attitudes towards women as inferior and less capable than men.
However, Sansa proves herself to be a good ruler even before she is crowned queen. As the Lady of
Winterfell, Sansa showed that she is concerned about the wellbeing of her subjects: assuring that
there is enough food to feed everyone and insisting that soldiers’ armours are fitted with leather for
warmth. Before the Great War, she insists that the gates are kept open as long as possible for people
arriving from the countryside. She also insists that the army is granted rest before engaging in

another battle. Sansa’s care for the common people is unusual in the series, where most of the
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characters are members of the nobility and concerned with power and wealth. Perhaps for this
reason, Sansa is one of the few characters in the series who have a happy ending.

The end of the last episode of the series includes a montage of Sansa, Jon and Arya
beginning their new lives. Sansa walks down the great hall at Winterfell with men kneeling as she
passes. Finally, a crown is placed upon her head, and she sits down on her throne. The people chant
“the queen in the North” (“Iron Throne” 1:16:00). This chanting is significant because it is identical
to the chants Robb and Jon received in seasons one and six respectively, with the difference of
“king” instead of “queen”. Sansa is put on an equal platform with her brothers, and she has become
the first queen to rule the North against all expectations. She is no longer a caged little bird but an

agentive, independent queen.

5. Conclusion

As this thesis has shown, Game of Thrones is a television series that subverts the conventions and
tropes of the fantasy genre and includes many complex female characters who must find their way
in the patriarchal society. One of these characters is Sansa Stark, whose character story exposes the
oppression of women in a patriarchy as she is conditioned to conform to traditional female gender
roles that limit the freedom and agency of women: she is a lady who is defined by her beauty, she is
a political pawn that is played with for the benefit of others and she is a wife whose duty is to obey
her husband and produce children.

By identifying Sansa’s gender roles, this thesis demonstrates how the patriarchy oppresses
and controls women. In addition, the examination of Sansa’s transformation reveals how she
challenges the expectations of the patriarchy and rejects its control over her. Sansa’s character
development illuminates how the series critiques its social structure and highlights female
empowerment as Sansa transforms into an agentive female character who is one of the few

characters to ultimately be successful at the end of the series. Ultimately, the thesis demonstrates
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how a television series can expose patriarchal oppression and control by foregrounding a female

character and her suffering as well as her rise to power.
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