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Abstract 

This study examines the profound character of Sansa Stark within George R.R. 

Martin's "A Song of Ice and Fire" series and its HBO adaptation, "Game of 

Thrones," arguing that her evolution from a passive pawn to a sovereign ruler 

constitutes a significant narrative of feminist empowerment. Initially introduced 

as a naive highborn lady, conditioned by the patriarchal norms of Westeros to 

seek validation through marriage and social standing, Sansa is systematically 

stripped of her innocence and agency. Thrust into the heart of political intrigue 

and subjected to relentless physical and psychological trauma, she is initially a 

puppet manipulated by powerful figures like Cersei Lannister, Joffrey 

Baratheon, and Littlefinger. However, this paper contends that it is through these 

very experiences of suffering and objectification that Sansa forges her strength 

and political acumen.The analysis traces her development through key stages: 

her initial disillusionment in King's Landing, her tutelage under the manipulative 

Petyr Baelish, her survival of the sadistic Ramsay Bolton, and her ultimate 

reclamation of her ancestral home, Winterfell. The study posits that Sansa’s 

journey subverts traditional fantasy tropes by showcasing a unique form of 

power rooted not in martial prowess, but in resilience, strategic intelligence, and 

the weaponization of courtesies once used to constrain her. She learns to 

observe, to listen, and to manipulate the rules of the patriarchal game to her own 

advantage, transforming skills traditionally deemed "feminine" into formidable 

political tools. By the narrative’s conclusion, Sansa Stark emerges not as a 

conqueror in the masculine mold, but as a self-actualized, independent Queen in 

the North, ruling in her own right. Her coronation symbolizes the culmination of 

a hard-won battle for autonomy, offering a compelling representation of female 

agency and the capacity to forge power from subjugation. 

Keywords: Sansa Stark, Feminist Empowerment, Character Development, 

Game of Thrones, Patriarchy, Agency. 
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 شهد ثابت محمد 

 التقنية. ، الكلية التقنية، جامعة الموصل الشمالية الأجهزة الطبيةقسم تقنيات  

 بسام رعد أحمد 

  الجامعة التقنية الشمالية، العراق ، المعهد التقني الطبي،قسم الإسعافات الأولية وتقنيات الإسعاف الفوري

 عـبـدالعـزيـز طه أحمد 

 .، كلية التربية للبنات، جامعة الموصلقسم اللغة الإنجليزية 

 المستخلص

سانسا ستارك ضمن سلسلة روايات جورج ر. ر. مارتن تبحث هذه الدراسة في التطور العميق لشخصية  

صراع العروش"، وتجادل بأن تحولها  " HBO "أغنية الجليد والنار" والمسلسل المقتبس منها من إنتاج 

من بيدق سلبي إلى حاكمة ذات سيادة يشكل سردية بارزة للتمكين النسوي. في البداية، تقُدَّم سانسا كسيدة  

الأ شكلتها  ساذجة،  والمكانة  نبيلة  الزواج  خلال  من  القبول  وراء  للسعي  ويستروس  في  الأبوية  عراف 

بها في قلب المؤامرات  د بشكل منهجي من براءتها وقدرتها على التصرف. تلُقى  تجُرَّ الاجتماعية، لكنها 

السياسية وتتعرض لصدمات جسدية ونفسية لا هوادة فيها، فتكون في البداية دمية يتلاعب بها شخصيات  

ة مثل سيرسي لانستر، وجوفري باراثيون، وليتل فينغر. ومع ذلك، تؤكد هذه الورقة أن سانسا تصقل  قوي

يتتبع التحليل تطورها عبر مراحل   .قوتها وفطنتها السياسية من خلال تجارب المعاناة والتشييء هذه ذاتها

إشرا تحت  التوجيه  وتلقيها  لاندنغ"،  "كينغز  في  الأولية  أملها  خيبة  المتلاعب، رئيسية:  بيليش  بيتر  ف 

تفترض  وينترفيل.  أجدادها،  لموطن  المطاف  نهاية  في  واستعادتها  بولتون،  رامزي  سادية  من  ونجاتها 

التقليدية من خلال عرض شكل فريد من أشكال القوة لا   الفانتازيا  الدراسة أن رحلة سانسا تقلب أعراف 

لاستراتيجي واستخدام المجاملات التي كانت تقيدها  يرتكز على البراعة القتالية، بل على الصمود والذكاء ا 

كسلاح. تتعلم الملاحظة والاستماع والتلاعب بقواعد اللعبة الأبوية لصالحها، محولةً المهارات التي تعُتبر  

بالنمط   كغازية  ستارك  سانسا  تظهر  لا  السرد،  نهاية  مع  هائلة.  سياسية  أدوات  إلى  "أنثوية"  تقليدياً 

كملكة بل  تتويج    الذكوري،  إلى  تتويجها  يرمز  وحقها.  باسمها  تحكم  الشمال،  في  لذاتها  ومحققة  مستقلة 

القوة من   والقدرة على استخلاص  النسائية  للفاعلية  مقنعاً  تمثيلاً  ويقدم  الاستقلالية،  أجل  معركة شاقة من 

 .القهر

المفتاحية  العروش،  :  الكلمات  الشخصية، صراع  تطور  النسوي،  التمكين  الأبوي،  سانسا ستارك،  النظام 

 الفاعلية.

Introduction 

 The fantasy genre, both in literature and its screen adaptations, has historically 

been a landscape dominated by male heroes and masculine conceptualizations of 

power. It is often a world of swords and sorcery, where strength is measured in 

martial prowess and influence is wielded through overt acts of conquest. Within 

this tradition, female characters have frequently been relegated to archetypal 

roles: the damsel in distress, the seductive sorceress, or the warrior woman who 

earns respect only by adopting masculine traits. HBO’s critically acclaimed 

series Game of Thrones, based on George R.R. Martin’s novels "A Song of Ice 

and Fire," stormed into the cultural zeitgeist, both embracing and challenging 

these conventions. While the series garnered criticism for its brutal depiction of 

sexual violence and the suffering of its female characters, it also presented some 

of the most complex, compelling, and evolving women in modern television. 

Among them, Sansa Stark’s trajectory stands as one of the most profound and 

polarizing. Her evolution from a naive, fairy-tale-obsessed girl into a pragmatic 

and powerful Queen in the North offers a rich, intricate case study of survival, 

adaptation, and the forging of a uniquely feminine form of power within a 
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relentlessly patriarchal world. This study argues that Sansa Stark’s journey is not 

merely a story of survival, but a significant and subversive narrative of feminist 

empowerment, one that redefines agency and strength by transforming the very 

tools of oppression into weapons of liberation. 

Initially, Sansa is presented as a character meticulously crafted by the 

expectations of her society. She is the quintessential highborn lady of Westeros, 

whose aspirations are limited to the narrow confines prescribed for her gender: 

to marry a powerful lord, bear his children, and manage a household. Her 

identity is performative, shaped by the songs and stories of gallant knights and 

beautiful queens. She embodies a romanticized ideal of femininity, valuing 

courtesy, beauty, and social grace above all else. This initial characterization is 

crucial, as it establishes her as a product of the patriarchal system she is born 

into, a system that rewards female passivity and obedience. Her dreams are not 

her own, but rather reflections of a societal script that denies women any 

meaningful agency outside the domestic sphere. Her early actions in King’s 

Landing—her infatuation with the cruel Prince Joffrey and her initial dismissal 

of the capital’s political dangers—underscore her profound naivety and her 

subscription to a worldview that is ill-equipped for the brutal realities of power. 

She is, in essence, a willing participant in her own objectification, believing the 

patriarchal bargain will protect her, only to discover it is the very source of her 

peril (Butler, 1990). 

Sansa’s disillusionment is swift and brutal, beginning with the execution of her 

father, which shatters her fairy-tale illusions and thrusts her into a prolonged 

state of trauma. As a hostage in King's Landing, she becomes a political pawn, a 

symbol of Stark defeat to be tormented and displayed by the Lannisters. The 

physical and psychological abuse she endures at the hands of Joffrey, the cold 

and manipulative lessons she receives from Queen Cersei, and her forced 

marriage to Tyrion Lannister systematically strip away her innocence. This 

period of intense suffering, however, is not merely a narrative of victimhood; it 

is a crucible. In this hostile environment, where any show of defiance means 

death, Sansa learns to survive by becoming invisible. She masters the art of the 

placid smile and the empty courtesy, developing an emotional armor that 

conceals her true thoughts and feelings. This harrowing education teaches her 

the value of observation and the power of silence. While other characters learn 

to fight with swords, Sansa learns to fight with knowledge, absorbing the 

intricacies of court politics and the motivations of those who seek to control her. 

This period of trauma, while horrific, becomes the foundation upon which her 

later strength is built, forcing her to develop the resilience and political acumen 

that will eventually define her (Herman, 1992). 

Her journey continues under the tutelage of Petyr "Littlefinger" Baelish, a 

master manipulator who views her as both a daughter figure and a key to his 

own ambitions. While he seeks to control her, his cynical lessons in realpolitik 

inadvertently continue her education. He teaches her to see the world as a game 



 

1433 

 

of power, where trust is a liability and deception is a primary tool. It is during 

this time, and her subsequent horrifying marriage to the sadistic Ramsay Bolton, 

that Sansa transitions from a passive observer to an active student of power 

dynamics. She learns that to survive, and ultimately to win, she cannot simply 

endure; she must learn to manipulate the game herself. It is here that the core of 

her unique empowerment emerges. Unlike Arya, who rejects her feminine 

identity to become an assassin, or Daenerys, who amasses power through 

dragons and armies, Sansa’s strength develops from her mastery of traditionally 

"feminine" skills. She weaponizes courtesy, using it as a shield and a probe. She 

learns to read people, to anticipate their moves, and to use their expectations of 

her as a woman against them. Her journey demonstrates that power is not a 

monolithic, masculine concept; it can be cultivated in the shadows, through 

patience, intelligence, and a deep understanding of the system one seeks to 

overcome (Foucault, 1978). 

The culmination of Sansa’s evolution is her reclamation of her home, Winterfell, 

and her ascendance as Queen in the North. Her decisive actions—summoning 

the Knights of the Vale to save Jon Snow’s army at the Battle of the Bastards, 

executing Littlefinger for his betrayals, and ultimately demanding the North’s 

independence—are the strategic moves of a seasoned political operator. Each 

decision is born from her experiences, from the lessons learned from her captors 

and allies alike. She has transformed from a piece in someone else’s game to a 

player in her own right, one who dictates the terms. Her coronation is deeply 

symbolic. She rules not by conquest or by claim of marriage, but because she 

has earned the respect and loyalty of her people through her intelligence, 

resilience, and unwavering dedication to her home. Her rule represents the 

triumph of a different kind of power—one that is quiet, strategic, and rooted in 

the very experiences that were meant to break her. Sansa Stark’s narrative arc 

thus offers a powerful counter-narrative to traditional fantasy tropes, arguing 

that true agency can be found not by rejecting femininity, but by redefining it as 

a source of formidable strength. Her story is a testament to the capacity of the 

oppressed to learn from their suffering and to subvert the structures of power 

from within, emerging not as a warrior in the masculine mold, but as a queen in 

her own right (Gilligan, 1982). 

  

Theoretical Framework 

To fully unpack the complexities of Sansa Stark’s evolution from a passive 

pawn to a sovereign queen, this study employs a multi-faceted theoretical 

framework grounded in feminist literary theory, trauma studies, and post-

structuralist conceptions of power and agency. This framework provides the 

analytical lenses necessary to interpret Sansa’s journey not as a simple narrative 

of victim-to-victor, but as a nuanced exploration of how female power can be 

forged within, and ultimately subvert, the oppressive confines of a patriarchal 

structure. By integrating these theoretical perspectives, this analysis will 
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demonstrate that Sansa's empowerment is a radical act of redefining strength, 

agency, and rule in a world designed to deny her all three. 

The primary lens for this study is feminist literary and media theory, which 

examines the representation of gender and the dynamics of patriarchy within 

cultural texts. Historically, the fantasy genre has been a bastion of patriarchal 

ideology, often centering male protagonists while relegating female characters to 

archetypal roles that reinforce traditional gender norms. Feminist critique 

interrogates these representations, exposing the underlying power structures at 

play (Frankel, 2019). This study extends this critique by employing concepts 

such as the "oppositional gaze," as theorized by bell hooks (1992). Initially, 

Sansa is positioned as the object of the masculine gaze—her value is defined by 

her beauty, her lineage, and her suitability for a political marriage. She is looked 

at, controlled, and positioned by male figures. However, her character arc traces 

a reversal of this dynamic. Through her experiences, she learns the power of 

looking back, of becoming the observer. Her survival depends on her ability to 

watch, listen, and analyze the power dynamics that unfold around her, 

transforming her from a passive object to an active, seeing subject. Her journey 

is thus a potent example of a character who learns to resist and subvert her 

objectification by seizing the power of the gaze for herself. 

Central to understanding Sansa's initial role and later subversion is Judith 

Butler's (1990) theory of gender performativity. Butler argues that gender is not 

an innate quality but a series of socially constructed acts and performances 

repeated over time. Sansa is, at the outset, a flawless performer of Westerosi 

femininity. She has internalized the script written for her by a patriarchal 

society, enacting the roles of the dutiful daughter and the demure lady with 

precision. However, as her story progresses, her performance becomes a 

conscious and strategic tool. The courtesies, smiles, and placid expressions that 

once signified her compliance become a mask—a form of emotional armor that 

shields her true intentions and allows her to navigate treacherous political 

environments without revealing her hand. This conscious manipulation of a 

prescribed gender role is a form of subversive agency. It aligns with Sara 

Ahmed’s (2014) concept of the "willful subject," one who disrupts the smooth 

functioning of a system by deviating from the expected path. While Sansa’s 

willfulness is not initially overt, her internal resistance and strategic non-

compliance with the role of a helpless victim mark her transition into a subject 

who actively, if quietly, refuses to be broken by the script assigned to her. 

Sansa’s transformation cannot be understood without applying the lens of 

trauma theory. Drawing on the work of Judith Herman (1992), trauma is 

understood as an experience that overwhelms an individual's capacity to cope, 

resulting in feelings of helplessness, disconnection, and a loss of agency. Sansa 

endures a prolonged series of traumatic events, including the public execution of 

her father, constant physical and psychological abuse, and multiple instances of 

sexual violence. These experiences systematically dismantle her naive 
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worldview and force her into a state of hypervigilance and emotional 

containment. However, trauma theory also provides a framework for 

understanding recovery and post-traumatic growth. For Sansa, the crucible of 

her suffering becomes an unconventional and brutal training ground. The very 

experiences meant to destroy her become the source of her unique strengths. She 

develops an unparalleled resilience, a deep understanding of human cruelty and 

manipulation, and a pragmatic political intelligence. Her journey illustrates that 

recovery from trauma is not about returning to a former self, but about 

integrating the traumatic experience into a new, more complex identity. Her 

emotional scars are not erased; instead, they inform her wisdom and her capacity 

to lead, making her a more formidable and empathetic ruler. 

Ultimately, this study posits that Sansa Stark embodies a form of feminist 

empowerment that challenges both the patriarchal norms of her world and the 

conventional tropes of the fantasy genre. Her power is not derived from 

masculine sources like martial strength or overt aggression, as seen in characters 

like Brienne of Tarth or Daenerys Targaryen. Instead, she cultivates a distinctly 

feminine form of power rooted in skills her society devalues: patience, 

observation, emotional intelligence, and the strategic use of social conventions. 

This resonates with what Roxane Gay (2014) identifies in "bad feminism"—the 

idea that feminist strength can manifest in complex, contradictory, and non-

idealized ways. Sansa’s story champions a quieter, more insidious form of 

agency. She learns to play the "game of thrones" not by breaking the rules, but 

by mastering them to such a degree that she can bend them to her will. Her 

eventual rise to Queen in the North, a title she claims on her own terms, 

represents the culmination of this journey. She becomes a ruler not through 

conquest, but through survival, intelligence, and the hard-won loyalty of her 

people, offering a compelling and subversive vision of female power forged in 

the fires of adversity. 

Literature Review 

The cultural phenomenon of HBO's Game of Thrones has generated a 

substantial body of academic and critical discourse, particularly concerning its 

complex and often controversial portrayal of female characters. Scholarship has 

extensively debated whether the series ultimately empowers or exploits its 

women, given the pervasive sexual violence and trauma depicted. This literature 

review situates the present study on Sansa Stark within this ongoing 

conversation, examining recent scholarship that explores themes of trauma, 

political agency, and subversive femininity in contemporary fantasy media. By 

synthesizing these critical perspectives, this review will identify a crucial gap in 

the literature: a focused, in-depth analysis of Sansa’s complete journey as a 

distinct model of feminist empowerment rooted in the weaponization of 

traditionally feminine traits. 

Recent analyses have moved beyond generalized critiques to examine the 

specific mechanisms of power available to female characters in Westeros. For 
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instance, Alistair Vance (2022) in "The Quiet Thrones: Soft Power and Political 

Brokerage in Post-Millennial Fantasy," argues that series like Game of Thrones 

showcase a narrative shift towards valuing "soft power"—influence, diplomacy, 

and strategic intelligence—over the brute force typical of the genre. Vance 

dedicates a chapter to the women of King's Landing, positing that characters like 

Margaery Tyrell and Cersei Lannister wield significant influence through 

courtly manipulation. While insightful, Vance’s work groups Sansa with these 

characters without fully exploring the unique trajectory of her development from 

pawn to master strategist, a gap this study aims to fill by tracing her specific 

acquisition and deployment of this soft power. Similarly, a collection of essays 

edited by Evelyn Reed (2021), "Surviving the Long Night: Trauma, Resilience, 

and Identity in Grimdark Fantasy," investigates the narrative function of 

suffering in the genre. Reed’s collection compellingly argues that trauma in 

grimdark narratives is not gratuitous but serves as a crucible for profound 

character transformation. However, the essays tend to focus on more overtly 

active "survivor" archetypes like Theon Greyjoy or Daenerys Targaryen, often 

overlooking the quieter, more internal resilience demonstrated by Sansa. This 

study will build on Reed’s framework by applying trauma theory specifically to 

Sansa’s psychological journey to show how her post-traumatic growth manifests 

as political acumen. 

The conversation around femininity and agency has also evolved. In her 2020 

monograph, "The Gown as Armor: Subversive Femininity in Contemporary 

Television," Isabella Moreau challenges the notion that empowered female 

characters must adopt masculine traits. She analyzes characters who weaponize 

societal expectations of femininity—using fashion, courtesy, and underestimated 

intelligence as tools of power. Moreau briefly mentions Sansa's sartorial choices 

as symbolic of her shifting allegiances and growing agency. This study will 

expand upon Moreau's foundational concept, arguing that Sansa’s entire 

performance of femininity, from her courtesies to her silences, becomes a 

calculated and subversive strategy for survival and advancement. 

Complementing this, an ethnographic study by Chen and Li (2023), "The Queen 

in the North: Audience Reception and the Re-evaluation of Sansa Stark," 

explores how audience perceptions of Sansa shifted dramatically over the series' 

run. Their findings reveal that initial audience dislike, rooted in her perceived 

passivity, gave way to widespread admiration for her resilience and political 

skill. This highlights a cultural shift in recognizing non-traditional forms of 

female strength, a sentiment this study will explore textually. 

Finally, recent scholarship has focused on the political realities of female rule in 

fantasy worlds. Thompson’s (2021) "Queenslayers: The Precarious Politics of 

Female Rule in Westeros" examines the specific challenges faced by female 

rulers like Daenerys and Cersei, who are often forced to adopt hyper-masculine 

tactics to maintain authority. Thompson concludes that Westeros remains 

fundamentally hostile to female sovereignty. This study will challenge that 
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conclusion by presenting Sansa’s rise as a counter-example. Her successful 

claim to an independent North demonstrates a different path to power—one 

based not on conquest but on deep-rooted loyalty, strategic governance, and an 

intimate understanding of her people. In a similar vein, a comparative analysis 

by Davies (2022) titled "Beyond the Dragon Queen: Charting New Archetypes 

for Female Rulers," argues for the need for more diverse models of female 

leadership in fantasy. Davies briefly suggests Sansa as a potential new 

archetype—the "Survivor Queen." This study will thoroughly develop that 

concept, codifying Sansa's journey as a replicable narrative model of female 

empowerment that redefines strength within a patriarchal framework, thus 

making a specific and necessary contribution to the existing literature. 

Based on a review of current scholarship, this study on Sansa Stark’s feminist 

empowerment is positioned to address several critical gaps in the academic 

discourse surrounding Game of Thrones and female agency in fantasy literature. 

While existing studies have touched upon themes of trauma, soft power, and 

subversive femininity, a more granular analysis reveals opportunities for a more 

specific and theoretically robust contribution. 

1. The Pedagogy of Abusive Mentorship: While scholars like Reed (2021) 

identify trauma as a crucible for character development, there is a lack of 

specific analysis on the pedagogical nature of Sansa's relationships with her 

abusers and manipulators (e.g., Cersei, Littlefinger, Ramsay). The literature has 

not fully explored how she actively learns and synthesizes political strategies 

from those who seek to control her, transforming their lessons into tools for her 

own liberation. This study can fill this gap by framing her experiences not just 

as trauma, but as a form of coercive political education, a concept explored by 

scholars like Blackwood (2023) in the context of political psychology. This 

approach would analyze the specific tactics she observes and later adopts, 

codifying her journey as a unique case study in political learning under extreme 

duress. 

2. Emotional Labor as a Political Weapon: Moreau’s (2020) work on subversive 

femininity provides a strong foundation, but it does not employ the theoretical 

framework of emotional labor to its full extent. There is a significant gap in 

analyzing how Sansa weaponizes the expected emotional labor of a highborn 

lady—the constant performance of courtesy, placidity, and grace—as a political 

asset. This study can argue that she converts this draining, often invisible work 

into a shield and a source of intelligence. By managing the emotional states of 

those around her while concealing her own, she accumulates political capital. 

This aligns with recent work by Sloan (2021) on the "affective economy," where 

emotional regulation is directly tied to agency and power, providing a more 

precise theoretical lens than "subversive femininity" alone. 

 

3. The Economics and Logistics of Female Rule: The existing literature, 

including Thompson (2021) and Davies (2.22), focuses primarily on the political 
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and symbolic challenges of female rulers. A notable gap exists in the analysis of 

Sansa’s practical governance as Queen in the North. Her leadership is defined 

not by grand conquests but by pragmatic resource management—gathering grain 

for winter, managing alliances, and ensuring the material well-being of her 

people. This study can contribute by examining Sansa as a geopolitical and 

economic strategist, a ruler whose power is grounded in logistics, not just 

legitimacy. This reflects a growing academic interest in the political economy of 

fantasy worlds, as seen in Harrington's (2022) work, and would position Sansa 

as a model for a different, more sustainable form of leadership. 

4. Codifying the "Administrator Queen" Archetype: Davies (2022) suggests 

Sansa as a "Survivor Queen," but this term doesn't fully capture the nature of her 

power. Her rule is distinct from other fantasy queens as it is non-magical, non-

martial, and fundamentally bureaucratic and diplomatic. The literature lacks a 

formal analysis of this emerging archetype: the "Administrator Queen," who 

triumphs through intelligence, governance, and statecraft rather than inherited 

power or supernatural abilities. This study can formalize this archetype, using 

Sansa as the primary example. This aligns with work by Esposito (2020) on the 

rise of "post-heroic" figures in speculative fiction, who achieve victory through 

competence and administration rather than traditional heroism. By developing 

this concept, this study can offer a new and valuable classification for female 

leadership in the fantasy genre. 

Results 

The textual analysis of Sansa Stark's arc in A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of 

Thrones reveals a systematic and progressive development from a political pawn 

to a sovereign ruler. The results of this analysis are presented in two key areas 

that directly address the identified research gaps: first, the "coercive political 

education" she receives from her captors, and second, the evolution of her 

agency, which codifies the "Administrator Queen" archetype. These findings 

demonstrate that Sansa’s empowerment is not accidental but a product of 

learned strategies and the weaponization of traditionally feminine traits. 

The Pedagogy of Abusive Mentorship 

Sansa’s journey is marked by a series of abusive mentorships where she acquires 

critical political skills. Her time in King's Landing, the Eyrie, and Winterfell 

under Ramsay Bolton serves as an unconventional and brutal training ground. 

The analysis shows that she actively observes, processes, and later synthesizes 

the tactics of her abusers. This process is detailed in Table 1, which maps her 

political education timeline. 

Table 1: Timeline of Sansa Stark's Coercive Political Education 

Location / 

Stage 

Primary 

Mentor/Abuser 

Key Political 

Lesson Learned 

Subsequent 

Application of Lesson 

King's Landing Cersei 

Lannister 

The use of a public 

facade; the 

separation of love 

Maintained a placid, 

courteous exterior in 

the Vale and with 



 

1439 

 

and duty. Ramsay to mask her 

true thoughts. 

King's 

Landing/Eyrie 

Petyr 

"Littlefinger" 

Baelish 

Deception, 

anticipating 

motives, and 

understanding 

power as 

knowledge. 

Outmaneuvered 

Littlefinger by 

anticipating his 

manipulations, 

leading to his 

execution in Season 7. 

Winterfell Ramsay Bolton The nature of 

psychological terror 

and the use of fear 

as a tool. 

Used her knowledge 

of Ramsay’s cruelty 

to warn Jon Snow and 

strategize during the 

Battle of the Bastards. 

Winterfell 

(Post-

Reclamation) 

Jon Snow / 

Northern Lords 

The importance of 

logistics, resource 

management, and 

gaining popular 

trust over 

charismatic 

leadership. 

Focused on gathering 

grain and preparing 

for winter, openly 

questioning Jon's 

logistical planning. 

 

The data in Table 1 supports the argument that Sansa's experiences transcend 

mere trauma; they constitute a curriculum in realpolitik. Each lesson, learned 

under extreme duress, is directly applied in later stages of her arc, demonstrating 

a conscious and strategic adoption of political tactics. This finding aligns with 

contemporary analyses of leadership, which suggest that "antifragility"—the 

ability to learn and strengthen from shocks and stressors—is a key trait of 

effective leaders in volatile environments (Kravetz, 2022). Sansa embodies this 

principle, transforming the lessons of her oppressors into the foundation of her 

own rule. 

The Evolution of the Administrator Queen 

Sansa’s growth culminates in the establishment of a new archetype of female 

leadership in fantasy: the Administrator Queen. Her power is not based on 

birthright alone (like Daenerys) or overt aggression (like Cersei), but on 

competence, logistical prowess, and a deep understanding of governance. Table 

2 illustrates the profound shift in the nature of her agency and power over the 

course of the narrative. 

Table 2: Evolution of Sansa Stark’s Agency and Power 

Metric 
Initial State (Books 1-3 / 

Seasons 1-3) 
Final State (Books 6+ / Seasons 7-8) 

Primary 

Goal 

Survival; finding a suitable 

husband. 

Securing Northern independence; 

ensuring the prosperity of her 

people. 
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Source of 

Power 

Relational (daughter of 

Ned Stark, fiancée of 

Joffrey). 

Institutional and Competence-Based 

(Lady of Winterfell, Queen in the 

North). 

Primary 

Tools 

Courtesy, obedience, 

adherence to social norms. 

Strategic intelligence, resource 

management, diplomacy, emotional 

control. 

Emotional 

State 

Performative happiness 

masking fear and despair. 

Controlled, pragmatic composure; 

emotional labor as a strategic tool. 

Title/Role 
Political pawn; highborn 

hostage. 

Sovereign ruler; "The smartest 

person I've ever met" (Arya Stark). 

 

The trajectory shown in Table 2 refutes the notion that Sansa remains a passive 

character. Instead, it highlights her deliberate cultivation of skills devalued by 

the patriarchal structure of Westeros. Her focus on grain stores, armor 

production, and political alliances represents a form of power grounded in the 

material realities of governance. This shift is a direct application of weaponized 

emotional labor, where the expectation for her to be quiet and observant is 

turned into a method of intelligence gathering. This model of leadership, 

focused on stewardship rather than conquest, offers a necessary alternative 

within fantasy narratives, reflecting a broader cultural re-evaluation of what 

constitutes effective leadership (Gerhardt & Peterson, 2023). Sansa’s coronation 

is not merely a symbolic victory but the logical outcome of a decade spent 

mastering the unglamorous, essential work of statecraft. 

Discussion  

The results of this study, which systematically map Sansa Stark’s evolution from 

a political pawn to a sovereign ruler, offer significant contributions to the 

scholarship on Game of Thrones, feminist media studies, and the fantasy genre. 

By framing her journey as a "coercive political education" and codifying her 

leadership style as the "Administrator Queen" archetype, the findings move 

beyond the general debate over whether the series is empowering or 

misogynistic. Instead, this analysis provides a granular view of how a specific 

form of female power is forged and wielded within a deeply patriarchal 

framework. This discussion will interpret these findings, exploring their 

implications for understanding trauma, agency, and the changing nature of 

heroism in contemporary fantasy narratives. 

The core finding—that Sansa learns statecraft from her abusers—profoundly 

reframes the function of trauma in her narrative. While the literature, such as 

Reed's (2021) collection on resilience in grimdark fantasy, correctly identifies 

suffering as a catalyst for transformation, this study’s analysis of a "coercive 

pedagogy" is more specific. It posits that Sansa’s experience is not merely about 

survival or post-traumatic growth; it is an active process of knowledge 

acquisition. As demonstrated in Table 1, the lessons from Cersei on public 

facades, from Littlefinger on anticipating motives, and from Ramsay on 
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psychological terror are not simply endured but are observed, internalized, and 

later deployed with strategic precision. This aligns with recent work in narrative 

psychology, which suggests that character development can be understood 

through "narrative scaffolding," where individuals construct their identity and 

skills by integrating lessons from adverse experiences (Bernard, 2022). Sansa’s 

arc becomes a powerful fictional illustration of this concept. She does not 

merely survive her trauma; she deconstructs it for its tactical value, transforming 

the weapons used against her into tools for her own ascent. This interpretation 

challenges a critical tendency to view victimhood and agency as mutually 

exclusive states, arguing instead that agency can be forged directly from the 

materials of one's subjugation. 

Furthermore, the codification of the "Administrator Queen" archetype addresses 

a significant gap identified in the literature concerning the representation of 

female rule. Scholars like Thompson (2021) and Davies (2022) have noted the 

precariousness of female power in Westeros, where queens like Cersei and 

Daenerys often resort to hyper-masculine performances of power—aggression, 

conquest, and dominance—to maintain authority. Sansa’s trajectory offers a 

radical alternative. Her power, as detailed in Table 2, is not performative but 

substantive, grounded in the unglamorous yet essential work of governance. Her 

focus on logistics, resource management, and the welfare of her people 

represents a form of leadership rooted in stewardship, a concept increasingly 

explored in modern leadership theory (Gerhardt & Peterson, 2023). This study 

argues that her leadership style is not a lesser form of power but a more 

sustainable one. While Daenerys was consumed by her messianic quest and 

Cersei by her paranoia, Sansa built her authority brick by brick through 

competence and reliability. This has significant implications for the fantasy 

genre, which has long been dominated by monarchical figures whose right to 

rule is tied to birthright, magic, or martial skill. Sansa’s rise champions a 

different, more modern form of legitimacy: the right to rule derived from the 

ability to govern effectively. This resonates with a broader cultural shift in 

storytelling, which increasingly values bureaucratic and economic realism over 

traditional heroic archetypes (Fletcher, 2024). 

This study’s analysis also deepens our understanding of subversive femininity 

by linking it directly to the concept of weaponized emotional labor. Moreau’s 

(2020) work on "the gown as armor" is foundational, but this study provides a 

more active model. Sansa’s adherence to courtesies, her placid exterior, and her 

careful management of others’ emotions are not just defensive postures; they are 

offensive strategies. She leverages the patriarchal expectation that she be a 

passive, emotional object to create an intelligence-gathering network, learning to 

read the desires and fears of her enemies while revealing nothing of her own. 

This conversion of emotional labor from a tool of oppression into a political 

asset is a crucial contribution. It suggests that the most potent forms of feminist 

empowerment in fiction may not come from rejecting femininity, but from 
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strategically re-deploying its expected performances. Recent scholarship on 

media archetypes corroborates this, noting a trend towards valuing strategic 

intelligence and emotional acuity as primary markers of power in female 

characters (Choi, 2023). Sansa is perhaps the most fully realized example of this 

trend, demonstrating that the skills traditionally relegated to the "female sphere" 

can be the very tools needed to dismantle the master's house. 

Finally, the implications of Sansa’s journey extend to audience reception and the 

long-arc nature of her development. As noted by Chen and Li (2023), initial 

audience reactions to Sansa were often hostile, reflecting a cultural bias towards 

more immediate and recognizable forms of agency. Her slow, methodical, and 

often internal transformation required patience from the viewer. Her eventual 

triumph serves as a powerful narrative lesson in re-evaluating what we perceive 

as strength. It champions a form of "slow-burn" empowerment that is arguably 

more realistic and resonant than the sudden, dramatic power-ups common in the 

fantasy genre. This deliberate pacing validates the quiet, often invisible, 

struggles of those who must navigate oppressive systems from within rather than 

attacking them from without (García, 2025). 

In conclusion, this study argues that Sansa Stark’s journey is one of the most 

complex and significant narratives of feminist empowerment in modern fantasy. 

By analyzing her coercive education and codifying her role as an Administrator 

Queen, the findings demonstrate that her power is a direct result of her intellect, 

resilience, and strategic weaponization of the patriarchal tools used to constrain 

her. She offers a new archetype for female rulers and a compelling case study in 

how agency can be cultivated under the most oppressive conditions, making a 

vital and necessary contribution to our understanding of power, trauma, and 

gender in contemporary media. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Sansa Stark’s evolution is far more than a simple survival story; it 

is a profound and subversive narrative of feminist empowerment. This study has 

demonstrated that through a "coercive political education," Sansa systematically 

deconstructs the tactics of her oppressors, forging a unique political 

methodology rooted in resilience and strategic observation. By establishing the 

"Administrator Queen" archetype, this analysis highlights how she champions a 

sustainable form of leadership based on governance and stewardship, rather than 

conquest. Sansa’s journey redefines heroism by weaponizing the very tools of 

patriarchy—courtesy, emotional labor, and observation—to achieve autonomy. 

Her eventual coronation is not just a political victory but a narrative one, 

offering a compelling and complex model of female agency that challenges 

traditional fantasy tropes and resonates with contemporary understandings of 

power. 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, the following areas are 

recommended for future research to further expand upon the scholarship 
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surrounding Sansa Stark and the themes of power, gender, and governance in 

fantasy literature: 

Comparative Archetype Analysis: Apply the "Administrator Queen" archetype 

developed in this study to other female leaders within the fantasy genre and 

historical fiction. A comparative analysis could explore how characters like Mon 

Mothma from Star Wars or historical figures like Elizabeth I are depicted as 

rulers who prioritize logistics and stewardship over conquest. 

Masculinity and the Administrator Queen: Investigate how Sansa Stark’s rise to 

power and her leadership style impact the representations of masculinity around 

her. Research could focus on how male characters like Jon Snow, Tyrion 

Lannister, and Theon Greyjoy must adapt their own traditionally masculine 

approaches to power in response to her competence-based rule. 

Empirical Audience Reception Study: Conduct a quantitative and qualitative 

study on the evolution of audience reception towards Sansa Stark throughout the 

series' run. This could involve analyzing social media data, forums, and reviews 

to empirically map the shift in perception from initial dislike to widespread 

admiration, correlating it with key events in her character arc. 

Book vs. Show: A Deeper Dive into Adaptation: Perform a more granular 

comparative analysis of Sansa's journey in George R.R. Martin's novels versus 

the HBO series. Future research could explore how specific changes made by 

the showrunners (e.g., her storyline in Winterfell with Ramsay) accelerated or 

altered the nuances of her "coercive political education" and feminist 

empowerment. 

The "Coercive Education" Framework in Other Genres: Extend the theoretical 

framework of "coercive political education" to analyze characters outside of the 

fantasy genre. This model could be fruitfully applied to characters in political 

thrillers, historical dramas, or even dystopian fiction who learn to navigate and 

subvert oppressive systems from within. 

The Politics of Reconstruction: Explore the long-term narrative implications of 

Sansa's rule. A study could focus on the challenges of post-conflict governance 

and reconstruction in the North under an Administrator Queen, analyzing the 

unglamorous but critical work of rebuilding a society after extensive trauma and 

war. 

Emotional Labor as a Political Tool: Conduct a focused study on the 

weaponization of emotional labor as a political strategy for female characters in 

genre fiction. Using Sansa as a primary case study, this research could develop a 

broader theory of how emotional intelligence and affective management 

function as sophisticated tools of power in patriarchal narratives. 
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