
First, a warning: to 
paraphrase the author, 
“spoilers are coming.” 
George R.R. Martin’s epic 
series, A Song of Ice and Fire, 
known more widely as Game 
of Thrones, has captivated 
global audiences and earned 

scores of plaudits. The books have been 
New York Times No. 1 best sellers, and the 
television series has won dozens of Emmy 
Awards, including Outstanding Drama 
Series. A strong reason for the success 
of the show is the continual (and often 
brutally violent) power struggle among 
competing factions. Intrigue, treachery, 
violence, and, of course, dragons, dominate 
the storylines. If it were just that, a 
traditional fantasy epic, Game of Thrones 
would be an entertaining yarn; however, 
it is much more, and the more is what 
continues to bring us into its world.

On its surface, a medieval society 
containing magic and dragons seems 

to bear little resemblance to our own, 
but once you scratch the surface, the 
human elements in Game of Thrones 
start to appear and we can see greater 
similarities and parallels to our own world 
— oftentimes much more so than we 
would like to admit. The universe of Ice 
and Fire is governed by an elaborate set of 
rules and laws, formal and informal, which 
brings us to this article. 1 As a fan of the 
series, I love the drama and intrigue, but 
as an academic, I found myself wondering 
about and examining the legal structures 
in place that govern this highly complex 
fictional world. 

Some of the rules and policies in 
Game of Thrones jump out and demand 
your attention, such as a wall across the 
northern border to keep out “the others” 
and brutally efficient criminal procedure 
such as the immediate execution of 
deserters. Other laws and policies are 
more traditional and subtly displayed, 
such as the laws of succession to the 
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“ POWER RESIDES WHERE MEN BELIEVE IT RESIDES.  
NO MORE AND NO LESS … [A] SHADOW ON THE WALL … 
YET SOMETIMES SHADOWS CAN KILL. AND OFTTIMES A 
VERY SMALL MAN CAN CAST A VERY LARGE SHADOW. ”

 LORD VARYS

throne, and the determination of rulers. 
The more you read and watch Game of 
Thrones, the more you realize that you 
are reading about what makes our society 
tick. Fundamental questions about the 
treatment of criminals, the free movement 
of individuals, life in a warring nation, 
the right to self-determination, gender 
equality and many more arise and are dealt 
with in the background of the ever-present 
quest for power.

When I first conceived the idea of an 
article on the legal structures in Game 
of Thrones, I quickly realized that every 
narrative in the series — war, revenge, 
love, conquest, espionage — focused 
ultimately on power. Who wielded it? How 
was it wielded? Who desired it? Who was 
strong enough to take it or keep it? At its 
roots then, Game of Thrones is an epic in 
which the actions of the participants are 
often functions of the varied systems of 
governance. Among the many forms of 
governance in the series is a traditional 
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1   This article is based on a lengthier piece that will be forthcoming in the South Carolina Law Review in spring 2019, and which will discuss issues of criminal law and  

   procedure, and immigration law, in addition to this piece’s focus on governance structures.
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monarchy in Westeros, democratically 
elected leaders in the north along the wall 
and north of it, plutocrats controlling city-
states across the Narrow Sea, and a power-
based meritocracy in the Dothraki Sea.

 

 

Although Martin posits a diverse set 
of governance systems, the distribution 
of these systems is telling. The primary 
structure in the series is monarchy, 
wherein the sovereign sits on the Iron 

Throne. On its face, the monarchy of 
Westeros appears to be an absolute 
monarchy in which the hereditary line 
of succession descends through the male 
heirs (primogeniture). Although the crown 
changes hands repeatedly in the series 
(we have witnessed conquest, multiple 
assassinations and suicide), except for the 
most recent holder, Queen Cersei, the 
previous rulers in the series have been 
male. Queen Cersei now rules because 
all male heirs (her former husband and 
two sons) are deceased; though in the 
southern province of Dorne, they have 
traditionally followed the rule of absolute 
primogeniture, wherein succession is 
determined solely by birth order regardless 
of gender. Given that the other main 

contender for the throne (for now) is 
Daenerys Targaryen, another female, 
perhaps Westeros will follow the recent 
real-world examples of Sweden, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Belgium, Denmark, 
Luxembourg and the United Kingdom, 
which have all adopted gender-neutral 
laws of succession in the last 30 years.

The appeal of a monarchy in medieval 
times is apparent. The monarch, in 
exchange for grants of land and title, 
maintains a feudal system whereby the 
loyalty of its subordinates is essentially 
purchased (and the self-interest of the 
lords perpetuates the monarch’s power). 
The feudal system provides a predictable 
leadership structure, and it also allows 
the monarch to raise an army quickly 
by tapping the lords for their resources 
without the associated cost of maintaining 
a standing army. Additionally, the rules 
governing the transition of power are 
clearly defined with no chance for 
election mishaps. 

Although the rules of Westeros’ 
monarchy are clear, it appears that it too 
is headed toward a monarchical crisis of a 
different type. Assuming the rule of Queen 
Cersei will not last (which seems fair given 
the average tenure of past rulers), there 
are two contenders for the Iron Throne. 
Daenerys Targaryen bases her claim to the 
throne on the belief that she is the only 
surviving child of the “Mad King,” Aerys II 
Targaryen, the last Targaryen king prior to 
the conquest of King Robert Baratheon. 
Unbeknownst to her (and to readers of 
the books, since only the HBO series has 
progressed this far), Jon Snow is in fact the 
son of Daenerys’ elder brother Rhaegar 
Targaryen. If Jon was born in wedlock, as 
the books and television show have alluded 
to, he would be the rightful Targaryen heir, 
not Daenerys. However, for now, Daenerys 
has dragons and Jon does not. Perhaps her 
claim to the throne should prevail based on 
conquest rather than bloodline, a fact that 
Jon is in no position to contest. 

In modern times, in our society, we 
have witnessed a long-term trend away 

The primary governance 
structure in the Game 
of Thrones is monarchy, 
wherein the sovereign sits 
on the Iron Throne. 

“ I SWEAR TO YOU, SITTING 
A THRONE IS A THOUSAND 
TIMES HARDER THAN 
WINNING ONE.”

 ROBERT BARATHEON,  
 FORMER KING OF WESTEROS
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from monarchy toward democratic self-
governance. With the main exception of 
the Middle East, many of the monarchies 
that do remain are constitutional 
monarchies, in which the royal family’s 
power is constrained by the constitution 
of the respective country. In many of 
those countries, the monarch remains as 
a figurehead with no significant political 
power. From the Magna Carta on, the 
decline of the monarchical state has 
been apparent. In the Game of Thrones, 
however, monarchy appears to be the 
evolved state of affairs. Democratic forms 
of government exist, and those societies 
are well aware of them, but there appears 
to be no momentum to widely adopt those 
principles — by either those in power or 
without. The two most obvious democratic 
societies on the isle of Westeros are the 
Free Folk north of the wall and the Night’s 
Watch, guardians of the wall.

The Free Folk who reside north of 
the wall, which demarcates the political 
boundary of Westeros, do so in harsh 
conditions so that they may be free. 
The Night’s Watch is the border patrol 
composed of former nobles, convicts, 
castoffs and men from every station 
who, upon taking their position, swear 
allegiance to the Night’s Watch and 
renounce any birthright or titles to 
nobility, or who take the position in 
exchange for a pardon for prior crimes. The 
Free Folk generally live separately without 
an overarching ruler except in those times 
of extreme need, when they have banded 
together to choose their common leader 
who becomes known as the “King Beyond 
the Wall.” The Night’s Watch is governed 
by its Lord Commander, who is elected 
by the members of the order (by a two-
third majority if you prefer the books, or 
a simple majority if you prefer the HBO 
version). Every member has an equal vote, 
and the noble-born have no more right to 
election than the lowliest convict.

Perhaps what is most interesting 
is that Martin has posited two of the 
“lowest” societies in terms of socio-
economic status as the standard bearers 
for democracy. Perhaps the suggestion is 
that only those societies not concerned 
with the succession of wealth would 
allow themselves to be controlled through 
democratic rule. Where there is the 
accumulation of wealth, there comes 
the concern of how to maintain and 
protect it. In Westeros, wealth has invited 
attention in the form of conquerors who 
seek to claim it for themselves as ruler. 

Whereas with the Night’s Watch and the 
Free Folk, power exists for organizational 
purposes since assets are few. Removing 
wealth from the equation removed the 
single largest incentive for a potential 
conqueror. Why expend resources and 
lives on being the victor if there are no 
spoils? At least in Westeros, the absence of 
wealth has allowed for the establishment 
of democracy, but without any other 
significant shock to the system, it does not 
appear likely to spread.

Beyond Westeros, A Song of Ice and Fire 
explores many other legal structures with 
roots in our society. In Essos, we see city-
states such as Braavos, run by the wealthy 
elite. Historical roots come from the poleis 
of ancient Greece, such as Athens and 
Sparta, to the more modern incarnations, 
such as the doges of Venice and Genoa 
from the 1700s. Volantis was governed 
by “Triarchs,” three individuals elected 
to one-year terms. In modern times, the 
Soviet Union’s four Troikas in the 20th 
century provide the nearest analogy. The 
Dothraki, nomadic warrior tribes, are ruled 
by the most powerful of their warriors, 
known as khals, who lead until they die 
or are disabled, in which event rivals fight 
for the position. The Mongols, Huns 
and Amerindian tribes likely provided 
the inspiration for these cavalry-based 
nomads. The leaders of the Free City 
of Norvos are magisters elected by the 
bearded priests of the city, making it one 
of the only theocracies in the series, as it 
was founded as a religious colony. Modern 
equivalents would include the Holy See, 
with a religious elected for life; the Central 
Tibetan Administration, with the Dalai 
Lama; or Iran, with its supreme leader. 
This is just a sampling of the incredible 
tapestry the author has created in this 
world of Ice and Fire.

Left: Jon Snow, who may have a claim to the Iron 
Throne, left, and Mance Rayder, the “King-Beyond- 
the-Wall” and leader of the Free Folk.

Top, Page 17: Daenerys Targaryen bases her claim to the 
throne on the belief that she is the only surviving child 
of the “Mad King,” Aerys II Targaryen, the last Targaryen 
king prior to the conquest of King Robert Baratheon.

Bottom, Page 17: Tyrion Lannister is the younger 
brother of Queen Cersei Lannister. A dwarf, he uses his 
wit and intellect to overcome the prejudice he faces, and 
is a central character in the series.

“ FREE FOLK DON’T FOLLOW 
NAMES, OR LITTLE CLOTH 
ANIMALS SEWN ON A TUNIC 
… THEY DON’T CARE … WHO 
YOUR GRANDSHIRE WAS. 
THEY FOLLOW STRENGTH. 
THEY FOLLOW THE MAN.”

 MANCE RAYDER, 
 THE “KING-BEYOND-THE-WALL”

“ HERE A MAN GETS WHAT HE 
EARNS, WHEN HE EARNS IT.”

 BENJEN STARK, 
 FIRST RANGER OF THE NIGHT’S WATCH

“ THE DOTHRAKI FOLLOW 
ONLY THE STRONG.”

 SER JORAH MORMONT
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Behind every twist and turn in the 
narrative of A Song of Ice and Fire, we 
see how power, or the pursuit of it, 
determines the actions of the characters 
in Game of Thrones. The legal systems 
provide the rules for the game, but the 
game itself takes place on the battlefield, 
in the halls of court, through espionage 
and assassination, or through the use of 
dragons and magic. At the end of the day, 
though, the goal is the same — to sit the 
Iron Throne and wield the power of the 
Seven Kingdoms. Ultimately, this is where 
the rule of law comes in. Even in a world 
such as theirs, knowledge of the rules 
of the game is necessary to survive and 
prevail at the end. Knowledge of the rules 
allows for individuals to plan their attacks, 
knowing how the rule of succession works, 
and for others to defend against those 
attacks by divining the identity of their 
foes based on who is likely to gain. At the 
end of it, Game of Thrones is so engaging 
because it represents so much of who we 
are. Rules and laws dominate our lives, and 
there are always those who seek power and 
wealth through any means. 

“ YOU’RE IN THE GREAT GAME NOW.  
AND THE GREAT GAME IS TERRIFYING.”

 TYRION LANNISTER

“ WHEN YOU PLAY THE GAME 
OF THRONES, YOU WIN 
OR YOU DIE. THERE IS NO 
MIDDLE GROUND.” 

 CERSEI LANNISTER, QUEEN

PHOTOS BY HELEN SLOAN (HBO) AND COURTESY OF HBO


