Performing Femininity in Game of Thrones: Analysing Gender and Power Through Butler’s Theories
Adapted from George R.R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire series, Game of Thrones became one of the most culturally influential television series of the twenty-first century, generating widespread public discussion surrounding power, violence, sexuality and gender. As a globally consumed fantasy drama, the series was frequently praised for its complex and multifaceted female characters while simultaneously criticised for its representation of sexual violence, misogyny and patriarchal power structures.[footnoteRef:1] The cultural significance of Game of Thrones lies in its popularity, and the way it reflects and reproduced contemporary anxieties surrounding femininity, authority and acceptable womanhood. Although set within a fictional medieval world, the series engages with recognisable social expectations concerning gender performance, bodily regulation and female power, where women are frequently judged, rewarded or punished for their level of conformity.  As a cultural phenomenon, Game of Thrones therefore provides a valuable text through which modern constructions of gender can be examined. Through these characters, the series exposes gender not as a natural or innate truth, but as a socially enforced system of behaviours and expectations over time, which aligns with the ideas of Butler.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Rikke Schubart and Anne Gjelsvik, Women of Ice and Fire: Gender, Game of Thrones and Multiple Media Engagements, (London: Bloomsburg Academic, 2016), p. 2]  [2:  Judith Butler, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’, Theatre Journal, 40.4 (1988), pp. 519—531 (p. 519) <DOI: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3207893 >.] 

The work of Judith Butler is a useful tool in analysing how femininity operates within Game of Thrones. In Gender Trouble, Butler’s theory of gender performativity argues that gender is not innate but repeatedly produced through socially regulated acts and performances. Gender appears natural only because these performances are continuously repeated and reinforced through systems or social discipline. Applying Butler’s analytical framework, this essay argues that Game of Thrones demonstrates femininity as a socially constructed and heavily regulated performance maintained through surveillance, repetition and punishment. Via the characters of Sansa Stark, Arya Stark, Brienne of Tarth and Cersei Lannister, the series reveals how women are rewarded or marginalised depending on their ability to perform culturally intelligible femininity.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, 2nd Ed. (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 198] 

Judith Butler and Gender Performativity
A key principle of Judith Butler’s thevory on gender is the idea gender is performative that is always being produced and reproduced in the way a person acts therefore nobody really is a gender from the start.[footnoteRef:4] This argument is also central to understanding gender in Game of Thrones. The series repeatedly demonstrates that femininity is not treated as innate, it is a set of expected performances involving appearance, behaviour, sexuality, obedience, and bodily presentation. Women who successfully perform these expectations gain a level of social legitimacy, while those who fail to conform face ridicule, exclusion or punishment.  [4:  Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 34.; Big Think, Judith Butler: Your Behaviour Creates Your Gender, YouTube, 6th June 2011, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bo7o2LYATDc [Accessed: 12th May 2026].] 

Butler’s concept of repetition – whereby is the recurrence and reenactment of acts[footnoteRef:5] – is also significant. Gender norms become more powerful because they are repeated continuously throughout society until they appear natural. Clothing, posture, speech, beauty standards, and sexual behaviour all contribute to the illusion of stable gender identity. In Game of Thrones, noble femininity is constantly reproduced through lessons and emphasis on etiquette, marital expectations, dress and bodily discipline. The series therefore reflects Butler’s arguments that gender norms require “regularized and constrained repetition.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Butler, ‘Performative Acts and Gender Constitution: An Essay in Phenomenology and Feminist Theory’.]  [6:  Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex”, (New York: Routledge, 1993), p. 95.] 

Another important concept of Butler’s is gender intelligibility, meaning the socially constructed, recognisable and ‘legible’ ways gender is performed within a rigid binary system. Butler argues that society recognises only certain forms of gender expression as socially acceptable or understandable. Individuals who exist outside these norms become unintelligible and threatening to established gender systems. This idea is particularly useful when analysing Brienne of Tarth, whose embodiment of masculine ideals destabilises conventional expectations of femininity. 
Finally, Butler argues that gender norms are maintained through systems of social regulation and punishment.[footnoteRef:7] Society disciplines individuals who fail to perform gender correctly, using shame, exclusion, ridicule and violence to enforce conformity.  Throughout Game of Thrones, female characters are constantly monitored and judged according to patriarchal standards of femininity, revealing the disciplinary mechanism Butler describes.  [7:  Paige Allen, ‘What is Judith Butler’s Theory of Gender Performativity?’, Perlego, 14th February 2023, https://www.perlego.com/knowledge/study-guides/what-is-judith-butlers-theory-of-gender-performativity [Accessed: 12th May 2026].] 

Sansa Stark and the Performance of Ideal Femininity 
Sansa Stark exemplifies Butler’s argument that femininity is socially produced through repetition and discipline. From the beginning of the series, Sansa performs an idealised form of noble femininity characterised by politeness, beauty, obedience and emotional restraint. Crucially, these behaviours are presented not as innate feminine qualities, but as learned performances shaped by aristocratic expectation surrounding marriage and reproduction. 
[bookmark: _Int_Kz7WX31g]The process of gender conditioning is evident during Sansa’s embroidery lessons with Septa Mordane.[footnoteRef:8] This scene shows how femininity is actively taught through repetitive bodily discipline. Embroidery symbolises patience, bodily control, delicacy and silence – all qualities associated with aristocratic femininity. The contrast between Sansa and Arya, who struggles with the embroidery, immediately establishes the distinction between socially intelligible and unintelligible femininity. Sansa performs noble womanhood correctly because she had internalised its expectations “through a stylized repetition of acts”;[footnoteRef:9] this is a reflection of the education a girl of Sansa’s social class would have received in the Middle Ages of England.[footnoteRef:10]   [8:  ‘Winter is Coming’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 17th April 2011).]  [9:  Butler, Gender Trouble, p. 191]  [10:  Megan J. Hall, ‘Women’s Education and Literacy in England, 1066—1540’, History of Education Quarterly, 61 (2021), 181—212 <DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/heq.2021.8> ] 

Class is especially important here because aristocratic femininity in Westeros is inseparable from dynastic power. Sansa is not trained to merely be feminine but to be politically useful through marriage and childbearing. Her early desire to marry Joffrey and become queen reflects the internalisation of patriarchal expectations over any innate feminine instinct. Butler’s theory reveals that these desires are culturally produced through repeated social conditioning. 
As the series progresses, Sansa increasingly learns to weaponises femininity. During her time in King’s Landing, Cersei teaches her that femininity functions politically within patriarchal systems and can be used strategically for survival – this can be seen when Cersei tells Sansa, “tears aren’t a woman’s only weapon, the best one’s between your legs,”[footnoteRef:11] Femininity is reduced to sexuality and reproduction value. This moment exposes noble femininity as strategic performance, not innate identity. Following her abuse under Joffrey and Ramsay Bolton, Sansa develops emotional restraint and political calculation in order to survive. Butler clarifies that performativity should not be understood as voluntary ‘acting’; individuals are compelled to participate in gendered systems of regulation to remain socially legible and poltically safe. [11:  ‘Blackwater’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 27th May 2012).] 

The visual presentation of Sansa further reinforces Butler’s emphasis on embodiment and stylisation. Her clothing evolves according to changing political circumstances. In her home Winterfell, she wears soft Northern colours associated with innocence and purity. In King’s Landing, her appearance increasingly mirrors Cersei’s, reflecting Lannister influence and surveillance. Later, after retaking Winterfell, Sansa adopts darker Northern gowns and severe hairstyles that visually signify political authority. Her body therefore becomes a site where gender, class and power are visibly negotiated, Butler would see this through the gendered stylisation of the body.[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Butler, Gender Trouble, p. vx.] 

Arya Stark and Gender Subversion
Consistently, Arya resists behaviours associated with noble womanhood, demonstrating that femininity is socially imposed and not innate. Arya, who begins the series aged eleven, is shown to be a “vengeful tomboy,”[footnoteRef:13] with her rejecting traditional feminine training. She fails embroidery lessons and instead excels at archery, in a way her younger brother struggles,[footnoteRef:14] and shows contempt for marriage or courtly activity. Significantly, authority figures continually attempt to correct her behaviour: Septa Mordane, a woman of the Faith of the Seven, criticises Arya for failing to behave like a ‘proper lady’, while comparisons with Sansa reinforce Arya’s social deviance. This constant regulation is significant because it reveals femininity requires continual social discipline. If femininity was truly innate, Arya would not need constant correction or punishment, as Butler would argue. [13:  Schubart and Gjelsvik, Women of Ice and Fire, p. 2.]  [14:  ‘Winter is Coming’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 17th April 2011).] 

When Eddard Stark explains Arya’s expected future as a noblewoman – marriage, children and managing a household – Arya's rejection of femininity is apparent Her response of “that’s not me,”[footnoteRef:15] reject the gendered role assigned to her. Butler’s theory reveals that Arya’s resistance exposed the constructed nature of femininity because her refusal shows that these expectations are socially imposed by figures of authority. [15:  ‘Cripples, Bastards and Broken Things’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 8th May 2011).] 

Arya’s disguising as the boy ‘Arry’ further destabilises gender categories. By successfully performing masculinity – through clothing, posture, speech and bodily behaviour – Arya is able to survive. However, Arya does not become male; instead, the series demonstrates that masculinity itself functions as a socially recognisable performance. Her survival depends upon her reproducing masculine coded behaviours, supporting the argument that gender identity emerges through the repetition of acts. At the same time, Game of Thrones complicates the apparent challenge to patriarchy through Arya’s characterisation. Arya gains agency largely through the adoption of qualities coded as masculine, including violence and emotional restraint. Although the series appears to celebrate her rejection of femininity, it also reinforces the idea that power and autonomy remain associated with masculinity. 
Brienne of Tarth and Gender Intelligibility
Brienne of Tarth provides perhaps the clearest example of Butler’s concept of gender intelligibility. Brienne occupies an unstable position within Westerosi gender systems because she combines female identity with masculine embodiment and behaviour. She performs qualities associated with masculinity – such as including combat skills, physical strength, emotional restraint and knightly honour – while remaining socially indentified as female. 
Brienne’s appearance consistently disrupts noble expectation of femininity. She wears armour instead of dresses, participates in warfare and rejects conventional beauty standards. As a result, she experiences continual ridicule and exclusion. Male characters frequently mock her appearance and refer to her as “Brienne the Beauty” sarcastically,[footnoteRef:16] exposing the anxiety produced by gender nonconformity. Butler argues that society recognises only certain forms of gender expression as intelligible, and Brienne destabilises these expectations by combining female identity with masculine performance. [16:  ‘High Sparrow’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 26th April 2015).] 

Additionally, her exclusion is shaped by class expectations. As a noblewoman, Brienne is expected to embody aristocratic femininity through beauty, marriageability and reproductive value. Her body becomes socially disruptive because it fails to conform to the visual codes associated with acceptable femininity. Butler’s work suggests that bodies are socially interpreted. Brienne’s body becomes threatening because it challenges the visual coherence of patriarchal gender norms.
Notably, Brienne’s character reveals that masculinity itself is culturally privileged within Game of Thrones. Although she is mocked for failing to perform femininity, she gains respect through her successful performance of masculine ideals such as honour, loyalty and combat skill. This contradiction exposed the arbitrary nature of gender hierarchy. Brienne is simultaneously respected for masculine competence and ridiculed for feminine failure. Her relationship with Jaime Lannister is particularly significant because it complicates traditional gender dynamics. Jaime gradually recognised Brienne’s value according to knightly ideals usually reserved for men. This recognition suggests that gender norms are less stable than they initially appear. This recognition culminates in Jaime knighting Brienne before the Battle of Winterfell.[footnoteRef:17] The scene is emotionally significant because knighthood represents institutional masculine legitimacy from which Brienne has historically been excluded. Although the moment temporarily destabilises gender boundaries, it simultaneously reinforces masculine institutions by granting Brienne recognition only through male approval. [17:  ‘A Knight of the Seven Kingdoms’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 21st April 2019).] 

Physical appearance is a key factor in Game of Thrones’ society; for Brienne, her body functions as a site of social anxiety. In Bodies That Matter,[footnoteRef:18] Butler examines how bodies become regulated through cultural norms determining which identities are socially acceptable. Brienne’s body becomes threatening because it does not conform to idealised femininity. Her continual exclusion therefore demonstrates how patriarchal societies discipline bodies that fail normative gender expectations. [18:  Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter.] 

Cersei Lannister, Femininity and Patriarchal Power 
Cersei Lannister represents a more complex relationship to Butler’s because she both conforms to and resists patriarchal femininity. Unlike Arya or Brienne, Cersei understands femininity as a political tool and consciously manipulates gender expectations in the pursuit of power. Throughout the series, Cersei expresses frustration with the limitations imposed on her because she is a female. She often states that she would possess greater freedom and authority if she had been born male.[footnoteRef:19] This frustration reflects Butler’s argument that gender is tied to systems of social power rather than biological destiny. Cersei recognises that masculinity grants institutional legitimacy unavailable to women regardless of intelligence or capability.  [19:  ‘A Golden Crown’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 22nd May 2011).; ‘Blackwater’ (television program) Game of Thrones (HBO: 27th May 2012).
] 

Nevertheless, Cersei performs aristocratic femininity effectively through beauty, sexuality, motherhood and emotional manipulation. However, she also understands these performances as political rather than innate. Her body becomes a tool through which dynastic power is negotiated. As queen and mother, Cersei’s reproductive role is central to royal succession, demonstrating how noble femininity functions politically within Westeros. Motherhood is especially important in Cersei’s identity. She repeatedly justifies political decisions through maternal devotion, using motherhood to gain legitimacy within patriarchal structures. However, motherhood also restricts her because her authority remains connected to acceptable feminine roles. Butler’s framework helps explain this contradiction: gender performance can both enable and constrain identity.
The infamous “Walk of Shame” scene represents one of the clearest examples of gender regulation within the series. Following accusations of adultery and incest, Cersei is publicly stripped, shaven, exposed and forced to walk naked through King’s Landing while crowds insult and further humiliate her. This punishment demonstrates how patriarchal institutions, such as religion, discipline female bodies through shame, surveillance and spectacle. The scene is particularly significant because Cersei’s punishment focuses upon bodily exposure and sexual shame. Her nudity transforms her body into a public warning regarding female transgression. Butler’s work reveals that this punishment is not merely individual but social: the humiliation reasserts patriarchal control by publicly punishing deviant femininity. Cersei’s body becomes a site where patriarchal power violently re-establishes authority. Despite this punishment, Cersei ultimately gains political power as queen. However, her rise does not dismantle patriarchal systems. Instead, she reproduces many forms of domination and violence herself, thus demonstrating the idea that individuals remain entangled within the systems they resist. Cersei therefore reveals the complexity of female power within the patriarchal Westeros: authority becomes possible only through participation in systems that continue to regulate femininity. 
Conclusion
Applying Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity to Game of Thrones reveals that femininity within the series is nether natural nor stable, but socially produced through repetition, surveillance, discipline and punishment. Through the contrasting experiences of Sansa Stark, Arya Stark, Brienne of Tarth and Cersei Lannister, the series demonstrates how women are rewarded or marginalised according to their ability to perform intelligible aristocratic femininity. 
Sansa illustrates how femininity is learned, embodied and strategically reproduced within systems of power. Arya exposed the instability of gender norms through rejection and subversion; while Brienne reveals the social consequences of failing gender intelligibility altogether. Cersei demonstrates how femininity can function simultaneously as political strategy and patriarchal constraint. Together, these characters reveal gender as a fragile social performance.
Ultimately, Butler’s analytical framework demonstrates that Games of Thrones is deeply concerned with the regulation of women’s bodies and indentities. The series repeatedly reveals that femininity must be routinely rehearsed, monitored and disciplined in order to maintain order. As a cultural phenomenon, Game of Thrones reflects broader contemporary anxieties surrounding gender, power and acceptable womanhood, demonstrating the continuing relevance of Butler’s theories to modern popular culture.
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