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Toxically Gendered Medievalisms in A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones 

 

One question people may ask when discussing the use of the medieval in any pop culture text 

is—why? Does it matter how an author or showrunner or artist or game designer has portrayed 

an era and a people who are gone? So gone they can’t possibly be offended by anything we have 

to say about them. Well, it matters because we have historically used the Middle Ages as a 

dumping ground for our fears and desires, and so how we talk about the Middle Ages says a lot 

about us. And also, it’s important to know your history so you understand how we got where we 

are. But Dr. Carroll, you might say, we’re not even talking about the real Middle Ages. We’re 

talking about the fantasy Middle Ages that somebody made up! That’s true! However, how many 

times have you heard someone dismiss an issue with a medieval fantasy with “well, that’s just 

how things were back then?” I have literally heard someone say “back in Westeros times.” The 

way we portray the Middle Ages or a medievalist society in our pop culture becomes the way we 

and our children think the Middle Ages really were, and the cycle perpetuates. 

 

In order to make sure the arguments and analysis I’m about to subject you to over the next thirty 

minutes or so are perfectly understandable, it’s necessary to lay out some basic theoretical 

framework and definitions. [SLIDE 2] First, when we talk about the Middle Ages or “the 

medieval,” we usually mean—popularly—[CLICK] the events and culture and people of a 

thousand-year span of time from 500 CE to 1500 CE that occurred primarily in [CLICK] Europe 

and the near East. [CLICK] This is an overly simplistic definition, to be sure, and begs some 

serious analysis and breaking down, but that’s not what we’re here for today. When George R.R. 

Martin talks about the Middle Ages, that’s what he means.  

 

[SLIDE 3] Medievalism is [CLICK] the interpretation and reuse and redefinition of the Middle 

Ages. This redefinition is always colored by the culture, biases, needs, and purpose of the person 

or group producing it. Our modern popular understanding of the Middle Ages has been heavily 

influenced first by [CLICK] Petrarch, an early Renaissance poet, who is credited with coining 

the term “the dark ages,” and by the Victorians, [CLICK] who constructed the overly romantic, 

chivalrous Middle Ages. So you can see why we have a bipolar view of the era—at once brutal 

and dark and innocent and virtuous and childlike. The barbarians at the gates, but also the knight 

in shining armor and also Robin Hood playing in the woods. 

 

[SLIDE 4] Then we have neomedievalism, which is generally described as medievalism at a 

remove. [CLICK] So people who get their idea of the Middle Ages from other people’s 

medievalism and then create their own medievalish texts are engaging in neomedievalism. 

People who define the Middle Ages based on what they’ve read in Tolkien. Or Sir Walter Scott. 

Or George R.R. Martin. [CLICK] We can also use the term to refer to purposefully 

anachronistic, playful versions of the Middle Ages like what you’d see in [CLICK] Monty 

Python and the Holy Grail or [CLICK] Galavant. [CLICK] A Song of Ice and Fire is 

neomedieval because, although Martin has read a lot of medieval history, his work is fantasy, so 

it’s reworking medieval themes and tropes and markers in order to tell a new story. Game of 

Thrones is even more neomedieval because it draws directly on A Song of Ice and Fire for its 

medievalism without going back to any medieval source material. 
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Now, none of this is meant to be in any way judgmental. These terms should not connote 

negativity or a “better” usage of the Middle Ages. All they’re meant to do is evaluate a text’s 

relationship to the historical Middle Ages. 

 

[SLIDE 5] Martin’s view of the Middle Ages is decidedly that barbaric one I mentioned before. 

He has stated that one of his purposes in writing A Song of Ice and Fire was to un-Disney-fy the 

fantasy genre, to get away from knights in shining armor and chivalry and princesses and all that. 

Or at least to complicate the Victorian-inspired idea of them. Westeros is absolutely brutal and 

horrible. His portrayal of a medievalist society leans heavily on patriarchy, violence, and toxic 

masculinity, and even though it critiques those things, it still treats them as the truth of the 

Middle Ages. [SLIDE 6] In fact, pretty much any time he’s faced with criticism about his 

treatment of women, sex, rape, children, etc., he leans on “that’s just how things were back 

then.” 

 

All of that being said, one of the core “real medieval” themes that Martin leans on, and one I’ve 

found the most fascinating with regard to his worldbuilding, is how he treats gender. Most of the 

time, when people say “gender” in an academic setting, they mean primarily how women are 

treated, but Martin’s treatment of men is just as fascinating. 

 

Martin’s Westeros leans heavily on what we’d consider “traditional” gender roles; [SLIDE 7] the 

women stay home and run the household, while the men fight and run the country. At the same 

time, a thread runs through the narrative that shows how constraining these gender roles are for 

both men and women, as well as how they break down when society does—like during war. 

[SLIDE 8] Some characters embrace them, while others chafe and are miserable. Many of the 

characters’ arcs involve breaking out of or subverting these gender roles and finding happiness or 

satisfaction in doing so. 

 

The typical social structure of medievalist fantasy layers a lot of literary trends, both actually 

medieval and medievalist. We have ideas about how the Middle Ages treated men and women 

based on anti-feminist treatises from the Middle Ages, medieval romance, medievalist fiction, 

and even scholarship on the Middle Ages and medieval romance. The overall idea that’s formed 

from layering all of these together and that we see in our fantasy is that of [SLIDE 9] strong, 

warrior men and chaste, submissive women. Maybe a few [SLIDE 10] warrior women are 

allowed, and sometimes you have an [SLIDE 11] evil witch trying to seduce the knights or 

kidnap the prince. But regardless of all of that, the one constant is the code of chivalry. 

 

Chivalry isn’t what most people think it is. It’s not about protecting women and the weak; it’s 

really a negotiation of who’s allowed to do violence and under what circumstances. [SLIDE 12] 

Martin runs with this, making his chivalry a thin veneer of civilized behavior over a cesspit of 

toxic masculinity and feudalism that lead to violence against women, children, and the smallfolk. 

He interrogates what he sees as the patriarchal society of the Middle Ages and [SLIDE 13] “turns 

it up to eleven”—his words—to show just how harmful this kind of society is to both men and 

women. So he acknowledges the Victorian chivalric idea that violence exists but rescue is 

available, but then rejects it wholeheartedly. We see this most clearly in Sansa’s story, but it’s a 

thread through a lot of the other characters’ arcs, too. The idea that life will imitate songs and 

tales is what gets Quentyn Martell killed, for example. 
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[SLIDE 14] Throughout the books, characters make statements about the inherent violence of 

men, especially when placed in wartime, which is what makes up 99% of A Song of Ice and Fire. 

Jorah refers to men in war as “savage beasts.” [SLIDE 15] Jaime thinks of the dichotomy 

between men at war and men in peacetime—men at war are mindless killing and raping 

machines. Any suggestion that a man is incapable or unwilling to do violence is met with 

accusations of weakness or having “the soft hearts of women.” The ultimate example in the 

series is Gregor Clegane, who is a monster who gets unleashed by the more “civilized” Tywin 

Lannister.  

 

But as far as the effect of this society and these expectations on men who aren’t monsters or 

mindless killing machines, [SLIDE 16] let’s talk about Sam Tarly. Sam doesn’t match the ideal 

of what a man should be in Westerosi society, and his father, Randyll, is even worse than most 

Westerosi men we run across in the books. Sam is fat and he likes soft fabrics and books and 

music, not fighting. This is unacceptable to Randyll, who you may also remember from telling 

Brienne that if she gets raped it’s her own fault for not being at home and getting married and 

having babies. So Randyll decides to bully Sam into being more manly, which includes every 

type of abuse possible—public shaming, physical violence, confinement, starvation, and finally 

death threats. All of this causes Sam to display symptoms of PTSD and severely undervalue his 

own strengths, such as his loyalty and intelligence. Jon has to order him to go to the Citadel and 

study to be a maester—which is all he’s really ever wanted to do, but his father’s abuse means 

that thinking about it gives him panic attacks. And yet he finds a measure of happiness in serving 

the Night’s Watch and being with Gilly, and I’ll bet that in The Winds of Winter, we will find 

him in utter rapture over the Citadel library. 

 

We can also look at the way that disability is treated; after Bran’s injury, several people 

remark—even in his hearing—that he’d be better off dead. Tyrion is treated similarly, reflecting 

that if he wasn’t noble-born, he’d have been killed at birth. When Jaime loses his hand, he has to 

completely rebuild his sense of self, because the ability to do violence is the core of who he is. 

Because Bran and Tyrion aren’t able to fight due to disability, they are considered less than men 

and therefore useless and an actual drain on society. A good chunk of their character arcs involve 

Martin showing that there’s more to being a man—more to being human—than being able to 

physically dominate another human being. 

 

So Martin nixes the whole “knight in shining armor” model of medievalist fantasy, but he also 

nixes the “damsel in distress” and does allow for strong women, and I’m not just talking about 

Brienne. [SLIDE 17] His women are often strong emotionally and politically. None of his 

women are completely passive, not even Sansa, for all the hate she tends to get from fans. His 

women frequently fight for their own interests against the interests of the patriarchy, but they 

generally lack the language to talk about what the patriarchy is and what they’re doing by 

fighting it. Likewise, some of the women have internalized the patriarchal structure to the point 

that they can’t fight it because it’s as natural to them as breathing. Interestingly, this appears to 

be a generational issue. Cersei and Catelyn can’t see any way but a male-dominated, feudal 

society, whereas Arya, Sansa, Brienne, Arianne Martell, and Daenerys all push back against it in 

their own unique ways. 
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Cersei and Catelyn suffer from what I’ve seen fans refer to as “patriarchy brain.” [SLIDE 18] 

Cat can only see herself in a support role for male leaders, and we almost never see her push 

back when she’s dismissed by the men. Yet she’s clearly a competent advisor; she’s more 

politically savvy than Ned and tells him how stupid it would be to refuse Robert’s offer, she 

negotiates terms with Walder Frey, she negotiates with Renly and Stannis, she warns Robb not to 

trust Theon, and she negotiates with Jaime for the return of Sansa and Arya. It’s not her fault 

none of the men listen to her, or mess up her plans. But she also sees her place as support for 

male leaders; it never occurs to her that she should be Lady of Riverrun, even though Edmure is 

kind of an idiot. Only once does she point out the inequity between men and women, and that’s 

when she accuses Robb of thinking mere girls, even his sisters, aren’t worth enough to justify a 

trade with a knight of the Kingsguard. 

 

[SLIDE 19] Cersei, on the other hand, fully wants to be in charge, but not because she thinks 

women should be equal to men. She’s just as misogynistic as most of the men in the series. 

Rather, she sees herself as an exception to the empty-headed noblewomen—her opinion—that 

she’s surrounded by. She believes that she should have been born a man so that she would be 

taken seriously, not that women should be taken more seriously. She believes that she’s not taken 

seriously not because she’s a terrible leader and incompetent, but because when men look at her, 

all they see is a woman. She repeatedly tries to take on a man’s role, first as regent when Joffrey 

dies, then outright ruler when Tywin dies. She even sexually assaults Taena Merryweather while 

drunk because that’s how Robert treated her and she wants to see what it would be like. Cersei is 

a horrible person, but Martin has made it very clear how the social and political structures of 

Westeros have helped to shape her into that horrible person. Her walk of shame, for example, 

would never have happened to a man in her position and shows just how little power she really 

has, despite being the Queen Mother. 

 

These characters demonstrate how the social systems of Westeros limit women and how they 

work within those limitations, or how they’re demonized if they don’t. It is worth noting that 

even working within the limitations doesn’t save Catelyn, and she dies horribly, then is 

resurrected even more horribly. It remains to be seen how Cersei will react or develop post-walk, 

as we only see her once afterward, and it’s from Kevan Lannister’s point-of-view. 

 

[SLIDE 20] Meanwhile, the younger girls are pushing back against the system in their own 

ways, though the system continues to do its best to break them. Sansa is one of Martin’s clearer 

object lessons on the difference between romantic fantasy and reality; her story illustrates just 

how thin the veneer of chivalry over the violence truly is. Sansa starts out incredibly naïve—

through no fault of her own; she’s raised that way, and she’s eleven years old. She believes in the 

glory and honor and beauty of the nobility and thinks the trappings of chivalry like tourneys and 

livery and the pretty names knights get are the truth rather than the layer of paint over the truth. 

She is violently and horrifically disabused of this notion through Cersei’s manipulation and 

Joffrey’s abuse, not to mention the death of Ned and Robb and Catelyn and she thinks probably 

the rest of her family is dead, too. And yet, she doesn’t break or become a limp dishrag. She 

decides that if the world isn’t the way she believed it was, she will at least model that behavior 

for everyone else, both because she’s a nice person and to help protect herself. 
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[SLIDE 21] Brienne has a similar outlook, though a different way of going about it. She also 

believes in honor and nobility, but has fewer erroneous notions about the expected behavior of 

others, mostly because she hasn’t fit in to society’s expectations for women since birth. She’s 

considered ugly, has been mocked and teased, and has decided to perform knighthood even 

though she can’t legally be a knight. Her time with Jaime teaches her a bit of tolerance for those 

who have struggled under society’s expectations despite their privileges, and she teaches him a 

bit about honor—the real kind, not the false chivalry he was raised with and that betrayed him. 

 

Not every woman comes out as unscathed as Sansa or Brienne, however. Westeros breaks a good 

many women. [SLIDE 22] It broke Lysa Tully, who had sex with Petyr Baelish, got pregnant, 

was forced to abort that pregnancy, and then was married off to an old man three times her age. 

She suffers five miscarriages and two stillbirths before finally giving birth to Robert Arryn, and 

by then she’s paranoid and irrational. It’s no wonder that Petyr finds her such an easy mark for 

manipulation to get rid of Jon Arryn and then to take the Vale as his own. [CLICK] Westeros 

broke Lollys Stokeworth, who is raped repeatedly during the riot in King’s Landing and gets 

pregnant as a result. Then she’s used as a bargaining chip in the conflict between Cersei and 

Tyrion, married off to Bronn to pull his loyalty away from Tyrion. Nobody in King’s Landing 

ever has anything nice to say about Lollys Stokeworth. 

 

We don’t want to forget that gender is a spectrum and not a binary, but Martin includes only one 

character who can be considered “non-binary,” and that’s [SLIDE 23] Sweets, an intersex person 

who’s part of the slaver Yezzan’s “grotesquerie.” While he does also include eunuchs, it seems 

clear that for the most part, they still identify as male. As far as I can tell, there aren’t any 

transgender characters in A Song of Ice and Fire, so it’s pretty much impossible to break down 

how Martin treats trans or nonbinary characters in the context of the toxic patriarchy he’s set up 

in the novels. Although Sweets being a sex slave in a “grotesquerie” pretty much speaks for 

itself. 

 

The patriarchal system and gendered expectations of Westeros are, frankly, terrible. Martin very 

clearly shows that this entire system is horrible and not a good model for how to live, but in 

order to critique it, he first has to portray it, and the portrayal plus his arguments about how he’s 

based his work on the “real” Middle Ages plants the seed that the real Middle Ages were a 

barbaric, violent, mess of a time period. The problem with that is that a) they weren’t, not all the 

time, and not nearly as much as people like to think; and b) the tendency to push things we don’t 

like about ourselves—such as violence—into “the medieval” gives us license to think that we 

don’t do these things anymore, when clearly we do. 

 

[SLIDE 24] George R.R. Martin isn’t the only one at fault for how Game of Thrones shapes our 

concept of the medieval, however. In fact, I’d argue that since the advent of the show, he’s 

maybe one-third at fault, because the showrunners—David Benioff and D.B. Weiss—have taken 

even the careful, nuanced critique you can find in the books and tossed it out the window, 

making Westeros ten times worse. Instead of complicating and problematizing toxic masculinity, 

Benioff and Weiss celebrate it, and physical violence is the only true way to have power—even 

for women. 
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Where Martin has created ways for men to live and be happy outside the toxic masculinity of 

Westeros’ social norms, Benioff and Weiss push those characters back into or more firmly into a 

stereotypical emotionless, violent version of manhood. Nowhere is the damage that this social 

construct does to men explored or even acknowledged in the show. To illustrate what I mean, let 

us once again turn [SLIDE 25] to Sam Tarly. 

 

In the beginning, Sam’s backstory and traumas follow the books pretty closely. He shares most 

of his story with Jon, including his father’s disappointment with him and his ultimatum that led 

Sam to the Night’s Watch. The years of abuse that led up to that ultimatum, though, are left out, 

which lessens his trauma for a show-audience and makes his “cowardice” seem like a personal 

weakness, not a response to abuse. But later in the series, he becomes more traditionally 

masculine. He brags about having killed a White Walker and a Thenn—frequently. He is 

condescending to and dismissive of Gilly. And after he rescues Gilly from would-be rapists, he is 

“rewarded” for his “heroism” by getting to have sex with Gilly. When he travels to Horn Hill, 

Gilly defends him by bringing up his martial achievements—specifically that he killed a White 

Walker and a Thenn. Then he steals his family’s sword and leaves. While Gilly defending Sam 

in this way at this moment makes sense, because martial prowess is the only language the Tarly 

men understand, it piles on with all the other instances where Sam’s manhood has been “proved” 

by his boasting about killing. There is no room here for Sam to be a man without violence. 

 

This bleeds over into women’s power, as well. Women in Game of Thrones also cannot have 

power without violence. [SLIDE 26] Brienne, for example, in the books embraces the side of 

knighthood and chivalry that are about protection; she protects Catelyn, she protects Jaime, and 

she seeks to protect Arya and Sansa. While she does get into fights, including her introduction at 

Renly’s tourney, she doesn’t kill anyone until A Feast for Crows, when she’s ambushed by the 

Bloody Mummers. In the show, she kills immediately, slaying Renly’s guards rather than letting 

Catelyn talk them down (which incidentally also lessens Catelyn’s power as a negotiator). Show-

Brienne has no qualms about killing. She’s also a bully while training Pod, mirroring Ser 

Alliser’s training techniques, which we’ve already been shown are bad. While book-Brienne 

does perform masculinity, she doesn’t perform toxic masculinity, as she does in the show. 

 

The theme that in order to have power, women must act like men rather than remaking what 

power looks like runs through Game of Thrones. [SLIDE 27] Cersei blows up the Sept, 

murdering all of her rivals. [CLICK] Sansa feeds Ramsay to his dogs. [CLICK] Daenerys is 

constantly burning people alive. [CLICK] The Sand Snakes. Martin’s women show many 

different possibilities for power and leadership, pushing away from toxically gendered 

expectations and societal norms, but the show does not follow this theme. 

 

As far as non-binary characters, Game of Thrones skipped Sweets entirely, but it treats eunuchs 

in some very odd ways. Tyrion constantly implies that Varys is also a pedophile. Grey Worm 

gets sexualized anyway, which could easily fall over into a whole other discussion about 

sexualizing black and brown bodies. And Theon’s whole story arc in that regard is just weird. 

But, again, eunuchs still identify as male and are generally still held to the standards of 

Westeros’ toxic masculinity, which is why Varys and Theon get mocked so much. To quote the 

show directly, [SLIDE 28] maybe it is all just cocks in the end. 
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In punching up the violence, Benioff and Weiss have also punched up the sexual violence. I 

haven’t counted, so it’s probably true that there’s numerically more rape in the books than in the 

show, but the show is compressed yet manages to keep most of the major rape scenes while also 

adding a few that were not rape scenes in the books, or changing the victim of the rape or 

attempted rape to Sansa, which happens twice. Likewise, nudity is frequently employed as a 

backdrop to the action, presenting women as decorative objects. This is often where the claims of 

“medieval authenticity” start to break down, as the women all sport very modern grooming. 

 

Benioff and Weiss defend the violence and rape on the show by either pointing to their source 

material or to the Middle Ages, or both. [SLIDE 29] As far back as season one, Weiss claimed 

that rape is “ground that you have to tread carefully on,” because Westeros “is not our world, but 

it’s a real world, and it’s a violent world, a more brutal world. [. . .] We felt that shying away 

from these things would be doing a disservice to the reality and groundedness of George’s 

vision.” On “sexposition,” a term coined by Myles McNutt of Cultural Learnings, writer Bryan 

Cogman argues that it doesn’t happen that much, and the one example he could think of in 

season two “was taken directly from George’s book, thank you very much!” 

 

For both the show and the books, the insistence that the story is somehow medievally authentic 

allows the writers to forget or ignore the fact that they are making up this world and are 

ultimately responsible for its content. Westeros never existed, therefore there is no history for the 

books or show to be authentic to. Sure, there’s a certain level of realism expected so that the 

audience will believe the world you’ve built, but that does not need to include constant threats of 

violence or rape and an unbreakable code of toxic masculinity. Art allows us to explore our 

issues as humanity at a comfortable remove, but this sort of medievalism unfortunately 

reinforces a stereotypical understanding of the Middle Ages as the “Barbaric Age”—dirty, 

violent, brutal, patriarchal, sexually deviant—while allowing readers and viewers and writers to 

ignore the fact that modern life has many of these same issues, to believe in the myth of 

progressive history and relegate inequality and savagery to the distant past. That is why we study 

medievalism—not to nit-pick at what movies get “wrong” about the Middle Ages (although that 

can be fun, too), but to see what modern concerns we’re currently projecting backward and argue 

that they are, ultimately, modern concerns and should not be ignored in the here-and-now, as 

well. 

 

Thank you. 


