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Chivalry as an idealization and an ethical code is a strong
ngmmw A Song of Ice and Fire. Sansa Stark, a highborn
girl, is the primary embodiment of this idealization; &.5 of
all the characters in the series most thoroughly believes

205




2086 STACEY GOGUEN

(at first, at least) in the val
) or, the romanc P
of chivalry. ’ e, and the justice

%, 3.
Sansa’s journey, however, from her home in Winterfell

to the capital of King’s Landing and then to the isolated Eyrie in

the Vale represents another theme: the darker sid i
.érwnm fully armored adults hit defenseless nEERM MboW<vaM
their queens, and anointed “knights” are not knights M; all mmbm
a teenaget, starts off A Game of Thrones by being _umﬁ.mo&mnm
toa Hunboalnrmn dream come true; however, by the end of 4 Feast
for Crows she is smuggled away to a remote corner of the conti-
nent, the (arguable) kidnap victim of 2 man old enough to be her
father, who has more than a familial interest in her. |

Although Sansa, with her auburn hair, 1 |
. , , looks much
like her Southron mother from the Riverlands, wrmmwm_.mwoh.m :

important personality trait with her Northern father: naiveté
in .ﬂr_b_abm @_mﬁ honor runs the world. But as we mMo. MMMMM
Mméa worldview crumble book by book, we also see that her
aws and &m corrupt ethics of others are not the only cause of
tragedy; chivalry itself holds something dark within its son
of strong knights and beautiful ladies. ¥

Chivalry Is Misguided

“In the name of the Warrior I charge you to be brave

In the name of the Father I charge you to be just. In .

the name of the Mother I charge you to defend the

young and innocent. In the name of the Maid I charge
—you to protect all women.”

—Knighting Ceremony?
Sansa interacts frequently with a bodyguard named the

Hound, who hates knights and knighthood as much as Sansa
loves them. He tells her, “There are no true knights, no more
than there are gods. If you can’t protect yourself, &,o and get
out of mwm way of those who can. Sharp steel and strong arms
rule this world, don’t ever believe any different.” Sansa gives
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a standard teenage reply to this, shouting, “You're awful!”
The Hound merely retorts: “I'm honest. It's the world that’s
awful.” Unfortunately for Sansa, the world of A Song of Ice
and Fire sides with the Hound. ;

It’s no coincidence that the Hound’s brother, who is pos-
sibly the most ignoble, sociopathic character in the series (an
impressive claim, given some of the other characters!), is also
a knight. Sansa claims of Ser Gregor, “he was no true knight,”
but she must say the same of Ser Meryn Trant, who slaps her
across the face at the behest of her king and betrothed, Joffrey
Baratheon. And what of the Kingsguard of the Mad King
Aerys—the most honored knights in the land, sworn to pro-
tect the royal family—who stood outside the king’s door and
did not stir as the queen screamed? Their duty was to protect
her . . . but not from the king? There have been enough false
knights throughout the history of the Seven Kingdoms to fill
every castle from Dorne to the Wall. ,

S0 are we seeing systematic disregard of a moral code, or
is the moral code itself part of the problem? Are there true
chivalric knights who uphold justice, or is chivalry itself flawed
as a moral code? There are upstanding men and women in
Westeros, no doubt, and the irony should not go unnoticed
that the knight who arguably adheres most to an ethical stan-
dard of knighthood is a woman—Brienne, the Maid of Tarth.
A few virtuous knights, however, are not enough to save chiv-
alry, for it does indeed fail as an ethical code.

Chivalry falls short in two main ways. First, it fails to accom-
plish what it sets out to do: protect those who cannot protect
themselves. Knights are supposed to protecta lady’s honor, but
by focusing on protection as the paramount moral duty, chiv-
alry exalts the sword that protects and (unconsciously) devalues
the body that cannot protect itself, which leads to moral vul-
nerability. Chivalry explicitly claims that it does the opposite:
it raises up the “fairer sex” on a pedestal of moral reverence
However, as the activist Gloria Steinem once pointed out
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“a pedestal is as much a prison as any small, confined space.”
The denizens of Westeros might put it: a pedestal is only three

~walls away from being a Sky Cell, and a prison counts as “pro-
tection” only in a twisted sense of the word.

Second, the injustice is not just that chivalry is an imperfect
way of accomplishing a worthy goal; chivalry picks a flawed
goal to begin with. It aims to protect the weak instead of
empowering them to protect themselves. Moreover, since
chivalry picks out women as a whole class of people who are in
need of perpetual protection—even as adults—chivalry does
not help people lead fuller, more flourishing lives. Instead,
it creates rigid social roles that not only punish people when
they try to step outside them but also cheapen social relations,
turning them into caricatures. At the end of the day, chivalry
treats many adult women like children, overvalues the role
able-bodied men play as eternal protectors, and even slips in
assumed heterosexuality here and there as part of the roles
knights and ladies play. |

Therefore, chivalry itself is unjust—regardless of the high

moral standing of some people who adhere to it. It’s not merely
that some knights abuse the power given to them, but rather
that the code of chivalry requires an unequal balance of power
from the start. It propagates the vulnerability of women and
further propagates oppressive frameworks of social relations
and romantic love.

Some might object that in Westeros we see chivalry func-
tioning within a homophobic, sexist, classist society. By this
account, chivalry itself could be separated from these less
savory social prejudices and distilled into a truly just ethical
code. However, while the chivalry of Westeros has been influ-
enced by its larger social values, we shouldn’t forget that it also
helps shape those values. Chivalry doesn’t just soak up sexism;
it inherently endorses and promotes it.

Moreover, this critique of chivalry extends well beyond
Martin’s fiction. The Western world—albeit somewhat different
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from Westeros—is not unacquainted with the ideal of modern
“knighthood.” A knight is.a man who holds open doors for
his lady, who woos her with romance, and ér.o protects JQ..
A good man is commonly described as a ._a:mrﬁ in &E:ﬁm
armor or Prince Charming. But chivalry is as H.bsnr a mis-
guided ethical code in our world today as it is in Westeros.
Tt too natrowly conceives the moral aowm.m each person should
play and, furthermore, fixes certain people into a status of ﬁ.;bw?
ability, which ultimately forces on them a status of inferiority.
As Sansa learns, along with Martin’s readers, o?.ﬁg does not
promote human flourishing. There are no true _B._mra because a
knight adhering to chivalry is inherently being unjust.

Sansa and her Songs

“] ife is not a song, sweetling.”
—Petyr Baelish®

At the beginning of the series, Sansa thinks :.mm wm like a song.
While various characters chide her for her naiveté, they SHQM
suggest that listening to such songs day in and day out is
somehow inappropriate. Several characters H.meww .&pmﬂ music
is appropriate for girls, but girls alone. Petyr H.L.&mmbmam
Baelish and the Hound come the n_ommmn to criticizing wmbwm.w s
ringing. Littlefinger warns her, “Life is not a song, swect-
www Swwb %5% learn mmmﬁ one day to your SOITow. :.q The Hound
mocks Sansa for being like a little bird that sings songs to
please other people; however, he also nnwbosm_mmm.mm &.&“ she
has been taught these songs and trained to sing in this way.
He derides her for being childish, but she Vm.m been encour-
aged to be childish in this manner. Then again, Sansa really
is still somewhat of a child, and as the royal princess Myrecella
once pointed out, “We’re children . . . we’re 3%&&. to vm
childish.”8 But are even adult ladies supposed to be childish:
According to chivalry, the answer in a sense is yes.
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traits, chivalry encoura
ges women to be vulnerabl
mmwmbmmbﬁ It also encourages other people (especially wnmmwﬂ“
) H%NH women as H.m they are in a perpetually vulnerable state, |
- r&w vcwﬂnorWﬂm_ feminist philosopher Gayatri mv?m_m
: us here. Pointing out how imperialism and sexi |
Interact with one another, Spi en people |
, Spivak argues that when e |
MWME one ﬁmocﬁa.% try 8.?&@ people from another o%MMM.W
mm ﬂw H.EM € risk of treating those people like children 965._
mamaMNwN rMMﬂ Bm_m: muno.wmﬂwm argues that this problem ,om”mb
people think they have a duty to right th

Wmmmmms on others, while doubting that those %Emnm MMHNM”
AWM maﬁo m.ﬂmsm up MS. themselves and right their own wrongs
se “saviors” end up becoming oppressors; the .
. , : ; start treat-
Mgm %m people they’re helping as forever %@Q&Mﬁ and MM
erable—subhuman and childlike. Perhaps not coincidentally,

Spivak claims, ¢ i ,
p aims, “we reproduce and consolidate what can only

. )
be called ‘feudalism.’”? Just as feudalism turns some countries

and people into vassals, chronicall
. , cf y dependent on their lie
MM« protection, anyone trying to help someone else can fall _.MMM
a%m.gmg of unconsciously treating them like children
el m:ﬁF roéoﬁn. isn’t arguing that we shouldn’t help vmcﬁ_m_
i Ebmﬁ people is good. Helping people because it’s %oE“
ty is also good. .HBBmHEm_ Kant (1724-1804), for example
Mwm%mm ﬁwm_ﬁ wamra\ stems from duty. So thinking you rm:mw m,
'y to help other people is not the problem. Th
arises;.as Spivak says, when v i cesporils o
, you think you are responsible f;
%ﬂ%ﬂw Wmm because Mﬁ% are not responsible moHNWmEmM%Mm
€m occurs when you perceive your role not il
HoBHWMH.‘mw mm_ao but as dutiful eternal va%m#ﬁM notas dufl
1ghts do not perceive their guardian role m..a _
. tem
For HMM.Ebomu when fired, Ser Barristan proclaimed that _WJMMMM
as a knight and thus would die as a knight. Furthermore, the
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people of Westeros do not perceive women as outgrowing
their need for protection. For instance, Catelyn slit a man’s
throat and pried a dagger away from her own by grabbing the
blade with her hands and biting her attacker, yet people still
considered her as vulnerable as any other woman. Men 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. ,

In her landmark work of feminist philosophy, The Second
Sex, Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) discussed how social
customs can be confused and entangled with physical facts.
We consider many customs to be grounded in some fact that
justifies them. To make this point, Beauvoir quoted George
Bernard Shaw (1856-1950) on racism: “The white American
relegates the black to the rank of shoe-shine boy; and then
concludes that blacks are only good for shining shoes.”*
Likewise, chivalry relegates ladies to their pedestals, then from
this concludes that ladies are fit only to stand on pedestals and
not get their dresses dirty. The custom creates the narrative
from which it was supposedly derived.

Some might object that women really are physically weaker
than men. Most women just don’t have the muscle mass to pro-
tect themselves against a hostile man, so women need knights
for physical protection. To debunk this idea, consider Petyr
“Littlefinger” Baelish, a man of small stature. He was even
smaller as a teenager, when he tried to fight Catelyn’s betrothed
one-on-one for her hand in marriage. He lost. Badly. And yet
Petyr is more than capable of protecting himself. He knows
there is more than one way to skin a cat, and there is more
than one way to overpower your enemies. He points out to
Ned Stark (poetically while in a brothel) that since he can’t win
by fighting his enemies, he will fuck them (over) instead (“You
Win or You Die”). Similarly, when Syrio Forel is teaching
Arya sword-fighting, he points out that the “knight’s dance”

of using brute force is not the only way to fight. Strength and
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muscle mass are not the only ways to protect yourself; agility,
speed, cunning, intelligence, and stealth (the Water Dance)
will also do the trick. No one has ever denied that women
can excel at these things, least of all fucking people over. Tt is
said in Westeros that poison is a woman’s weapon, and Cersei

points out to Sansa that crying and sex are also weapons for

manipulating people.

And yet, chivalry sets women up as an entire group of peo-
ple who, by virtue of being women, need protection. Always,
For example, Grand Maester Pycelle discusses the “frailty” of
the female sex in reference to Cersei, the queen regent, who
is as ruthless and ambitious a leader as any. Or again, when
Lord Stark finds Arya’s sword Needle he remarks, “This is no
toy for children, least of all for a girl,” even though she had
disarmed Prince Joffrey, who was not only bigger than she, but
better trained.!! In the HBO series, when his sons make fun of
Bran for being a bad shot, Lord Stark asks which of them were
marksmen at ten. Meanwhile, Arya, only slightly older than
Bran, scores a perfect bull’s-eye. Yet no one seems to consider
what Arya could do if she had been given formal training like
her brothers.

On the issue of power and vulnerability, consider the riddle
Varys poses to Tyrion in A Clash of Kings: Between a king, a
rich man, and a septon, who will a sellsword fight for? Does
power ultimately rest in wealth, legal status, or social/reli-
glous status? Does power ultimately lie within sellswords, or
within the person who commands them? The Spider con-
cludes, “Power resides where men believe it resides. No more,
no less.”"? The issue with chivalry is that it does not encourage
anyone to believe it could reside within a woman, unless she

was, like Arya, Brienne, or Daenerys, truly exceptional. But
even then, an exception as such does not disprove the rule.

Within Sansa’s songs, all knights are gallant, maids are
always beautiful, the season is always summer, and honor always
rules. Chivalry is unproblematic because no one is unhappy
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with their role. There are no Aryas or Briennes or Umgm%\.mmm
in the songs; there are OH&M m%bmmmllsoag who want nothing
o be the ideal lady.
Boﬁsﬂm_mmmm not a song, and thinking mEm way does not rmw_wv
women flourish. Even Sansa realizes ﬁ.Em eventually. Enm she
suffers a severe beating from the Kingsguard at her wmm
command, a kind maester patches her up and tries to noHM ort
her. Before, Sansa would have taken Eamou gentle words to
heart, as when her Septa told her, ,.5 lady’s armor %Mw.ooch.
tesy.”' At this point, though, Sansa .&.mnmm.mam this noH. Erm ”w
worthless prattle in the face of real injustice. .mw@ realizes ho H
vulnerable she is when there are no “true ._c:m#.;m to protec
her. When the maester tells her, “Sleep a bit, nr.._E. ﬁ\wms %om
wake, all this will seem a bad dream,” wvm ESWWMV Q.Wm
before passing out, “No it won’t, you .mﬁ%a man. Hrmsmm mw
come full circle from thinking that chivalry dictates ; Mr ?.cwms
role each person should play. Zo.% she concludes Ommaa B.mm
around her, “They are no true knights . . . not one of them.

The Death of Modern Chivalry:
Good Riddance

«T like dogs better than knights. ... A rmcsm will
die for you, but never lie to you. And he 11 look you

straight in the face.” .
—The Hound

mosexual love is another thorn in chivalry’s side.
gmww approaches this topic mostly through Renly msm
Loras, who are knights and lovers. O.ﬁ.\nm:u though, not muc
commentary is made on homosexuality throughout the monm_mm,
and that is precisely the point. The people of Westeros omﬁa%
forget that homosexuality exists, and when they are remin om,
they often remark that it is strange, or mwsoﬁwmr or SM.WN H%H .
The chivalric love stories are always about knights and ladies.
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Knights and ladies play specific romantic roles; the knight
who wins a tourney places a laurel on the lap of the woman
he crowns the Queen of Beauty. Loras crowned Sansa, who
swooned at the romantic gesture, but in the TV series, we see
Loras has eyes only for Renly. Loras could not, however, crown
Renly King of anything in the tourney because a knight is
supposed to woo a lady, as Florian wooed Jonquil. It is known.
Medieval chivalry was homophobic, sexist, classist, able-
ist,'” and probably racist, too, This is one reason why chivalry,
as it has been historically construed, is not a just ethical code.
The chivalry of Westeros also adopts many of these prob-
lematic ideologies from its culture at large. One might think,
however, that “modern-day chivalry” is able to avoid these
oppressive pitfalls and be an honorable code of ethics, ‘
Modern-day chivalry promotes rigid expressions of
sexuality as well, though. Chivalry dictates gender roles, and
heterosexuality is woven throughout the chivalric interpreta-
tion of gender. Even if someone claims that being nice to other
people or defending those who can’t defend themselyes is a
chivalrous ideal, we should recognize that the ideal comes at
a price. Modern-day chivalry is invoked primarily as an ethics
for how people romantically attracted to each other should
interact. How people should act depends on their gender,
however. Additionally, chivalry specifies rules only for inter-
acting with someone of the opposite gender. For instance, if
two women were out on a date, chivalry couldn’t dictate who
should pay for the meal, or whether one should hold a door
open for the other. Likewise, if two men were in a relation-
ship, chivalry would be unable to explain how the two men
should support each other. Modern chivalry presents itself as a
universal code of ethics, but really, it offers guidance only for
heterosexual men and women,
Simone de Beauvoir argued that modern chivalry wove
itself into the heterosexual narrative of romance that many

French girls in the 1940s imagined for themselves, In this
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i ivalrous role: “He [a man]
tive, men played a specific, chiva
Wmmww Wvﬁ.ﬁoﬁﬂﬁ is also rich and powerful, he holds the keys

~ to happiness, he is Prince Charming. She [the girl] anticipates

that in his caress she will feel carried wgm@ MM the mHHMMﬁWMMMM
irls imagi i emselves:
f life.”’8 Girls imagine a specific role for th
MOH wawwom Charming to carry them away. Gitls 3.5 mwmmgu MM
a “Princess Charming” find these dreams and desires igno
ledged. ‘ ,
msm%muwmwuﬁmwvum@ R. R. Martin g&mumgﬁmm that people are
not m_ém%wwwmmmmma with the roles their society obooﬂwawmg om
dictates. Arya claims that she will not wHoé aww nm%mw H.M HM QW Hmﬁ
ienne issati ith her role as a hig
Brienne was so dissatisfied with ig A
her until they beste
she asserted that no one could marry ol the ed het
i , proclaim
i bat. (No one ever did.) Likewise, aenery.
m”%mooﬁ Mw»ﬁa and Queen even though neither M,WMMMOW MMM
i having women le .
the Dothraki were accustomed to . " rs. Bach
t social norms in or
f these women had to struggle agains
Mo live the kinds of lives they émﬁm.@ m.oH. EMBMMMMm.vm e
This is not to argue that societies shou p
i i derstand and choose difter
business of helping people unc . ch ent
hivalry isn’t an argum
ial roles. The argument against chivalry i
MMM_MOMW_Q anarchy. The Southron religion in g@mﬁMomv MMM
instance, worships the Seven: the Father, .&M m&cm %Mw ue
Smith, the Warrior, the Maiden, mwm mw.o\nﬁ mM ; Mm ra bmn ol.
ing on these as seven societal roles/positions 1s 1
M%Mwm%m&ﬁmﬁ or oppressive, since &M ao_mnmﬁm.am mwmﬁmpwowb an
i e a father .
not mutually exclusive. A person can ot
i den, mother, and crone in
A single woman could v.m maiden, e, A o e of
ife. Therefore, it’s possible for Om.ﬂm yn to
WMM HM&%MM daughter Arya in the warrior. aw\wms mmrm QOmM,BmWMMWN
i : “Each of the Seven
muses on a piece of theology: of e S o rone
ty in the
all of the Seven. . . . There was as muc B
in the Maiden, and the Mother could be ; T i
Mm\“ﬂwo%,s Societal roles can help us form ambﬁﬂmmw WMMM
communities, and understand our strengths and wea :
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Societal roles are not oppressive unless
o.mﬂmmoa.om:% denied access to roles of <mm“u M%M%M%M&MUMM
rior, valiant .mbm honorable). Bran’s case is a little Bomo com-
plicated; he is crippled and so cannot fulfill his dream of bein
part of mrm Kingsguard. This fact in itself isn’t ow?.ommwa. Em
oppression comes when Bran thinks he will not be able 8, ful-
mﬂ any valuable role in life. His father’s bannermen encourage
this thought .3\ eﬁmmwmabm that it would be more honorable
for Bran to kill himself. It is not until Jojen comes along that
wﬂmb realizes being a knight is not the only way to be a WMH.O‘I
nnﬂwﬁ m:m.r.mno Mrao not mutually exclusive categories.
ecognizing that people do not function i i
Hor.w their whole lives omﬂ help us gmMMﬂ»MMoMN MMMMMMM&
which our societies encourage us to take on different H.o_mmo
to explore and change our social identities. Chivalry Bmmmnmvm“

when it presumes to know which roles are best for us based .

MD. our .mmbmmu m«& based on its presumption of our sexual

ﬁ M%BSE.E.. In this way, chivalry is akin to a well-meaning but

m restrictive parent. It needs to let its children grow up and
nd their own way in the world. :

Women, Not Wards: What Has Humanity
Made of the Human Female?

Beauvoir argues that even if there are biological differences
,cmﬁémmn men and women, it is cultures and societies that put
omwﬂm_b.ﬁ_cmm and meanings on those differences. Gender Wmm
primarily a cultural meaning (not a biological one), and so if
we want to see why Beauvoir thinks that “one is bom born, b

rather, vm&awm a woman,”? then we must ask ourselves a“araﬁ
chME.ﬁN has made of the human female.”?! “

. OF<&Q has made the human female into a Lady. Well

Emnou._om:& it made certain women into ladies Am@mwwmnm: “
Em.rvoﬂb ﬂsnovmmb women). Even if we try to strip chival y
of its classist and ethnocentric trappings, it still clings to MM
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sexist framework. The chivalric lady is a kind of ward and not
an autonomous human adult. This is not to say that it’s unjust
to have anyone ever be a ward under someone else’s protection;
many people consider their children to be their wards. However,
children eventually outgrow their roles as wards. "The problem
is having someone as a ward permanently when they are able
to function as an autonomous person.

Feminist philosophy, therefore, sees chivalry as oppressing

women by formulating a specific role that not all women want
for themselves, and, further, by devaluing the role that womer
are supposed to play. Of course, some women fit naturall;
with the ideal of what being a “lady” entails, but many don’t
By propping up the lady as the best and most proper image o
a woman, chivalry silences many other forms of womanhood
demanding that all “proper” women look and act a certain way
Under chivalry, a lady can be seen as honorable, but neve
quite as honorable as a knight, since a knight can help other
besides himself. The ward is never as valuable as the swor:
that protects him or her, or as the man who wields the sworc
Men are also limited by chivalry; being a “knight (in shinin
armor)” or a “prince (charming)” may offer a bit more breath
ing room to express one’s personality, but not if a man wan
to do anything ladylike, such as singing, dancing, or—heave
forbid—sewing.

Some might object that thinking of chivalry along gend:
roles is too simplistic. Even in Westeros there are myriad sul
cultures in which gender roles are tweaked and changed. F
instance, in Dorne, it is not out of the ordinary for a womz
to have martial training. The Dornish were descended fro:
the Rhoynar and their warrior-queen Nymeria, after 2
However, this means that other regions of Westeros categ
rize women from Dorne based on their ethnicity. Dorni;
women are known for being not quite like “regular” woms
of Westeros. For instance, when Tyrion is asked about t
strangest thing he’s ever eaten, he asks if a Dornish g
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counts. Ethnic exceptions exist for gender roles, but in being
exceptions, they leave the rule untouched.

In the end, power dynamics can be hidden in how we
conceive of ourselves as men, women, citizens, adults, chil-
dren, and nations. As a result, we can imprison people when
we believe we are actually helping them. Instead, we should
examine the cultural connotations of what being a knight or 3
lady means, and try to understand that if we are seeking a just
ethical code, chivalry is not a good choice. If a knight is a fol-
lower of chivalry who upholds justice and promotes human
flourishing, then “there are no true knights.”
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