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INTRODUCTION

The enormous popularity of George R. R. Martin's fantasy series A Song of Ice and Fire 

has helped to make Martin (in)famous for his inversion of genre expectations: conflating 

distinctions between good and evil, killing off heroes, and ultimately leaving the reader with no 

sign of a happy ending to come. The world of Martin’s novels appears, at first glance, to have 

abandoned all pretense of morality and honor, succumbing instead to a reign of chaos and 

injustice, wickedness and ambition. Yet this is far from the case—rather, Martin’s novels offer a 

subtle critique of the stock characters of fantasy who cling relentlessly to their ideals, unwilling 

to adapt or compromise even in favor of a greater good. This essay will explore the collapse of 

conventional chivalry and the rise of “dirty honor” in A Song of Ice and Fire. I will investigate 

why a fallible, pragmatic hero in fact proves most capable of achieving success in Martin’s new 

genre environment of “dyscatastrophe,” and why these “knights in tarnished armor” appeal 

strongly to contemporary audiences.

ON JUSTICE, CHIVALRY, AND HONOR

Before the significance of justice, chivalry, and honor can be explored within the context 

of Martin’s series, it is necessary to define meanings for these terms. The concept of justice is 

perhaps the broadest of the three, and understandings of justice have differed dramatically 

between cultures and across the span of history. Plato’s Republic is generally accepted as the first 

attempt in the Western tradition to define justice, and yet even here it is difficult to draw any 

absolute conclusion; the dialogue approaches the question “What is justice?” from many 

different angles, narrowing in on behaviors and situations that comprise justice, but never 
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unconditionally defining it. At the risk of paraphrasing more than two millenia of philosophical 

discourse, however, let us say for now that justice is an attempt on the part of both the society 

and the individual to enact some sort of balance—a measure of what is right, deserved, and 

earned. The rubric for this justice can be determined by a variety of different factors, among 

them religious doctrine, moral code, “an eye for an eye,” tolerance, and law. For the purposes of 

this paper, however, the most important point is that justice, though relatively fixed in the 

perspective of most individuals, is not a constant across the collective body of those individuals, 

but an ever-changing value.

Within the scope of A Song of Ice and Fire, interpretations of justice are in continuous 

flux, subject to personal allegiances, perceived slights, and shifts in power. Perhaps the most 

ironic evidence of this is in the phrase “the king’s justice,” which is tantamount to upholding the 

king’s laws throughout the realm and often used in conjunction with the idea of keeping “the 

king’s peace” (Martin, A Game of Thrones [AGOT] 428). At the opening of A Game of Thrones, 

with King Robert still in power, Lord Eddard Stark dispenses “the king’s justice” when he 

“sentences a deserter from the Night’s Watch” to die and “[takes] off the man’s head with a 

single sure stroke” of his greatsword; yet Lord Eddard himself later falls victim to “the King’s 

Justice,” otherwise known as the headsman Ser Ilyn Payne, when Robert’s son Joffrey, newly 

crowned, demands Eddard’s head (AGOT 13, 16, 15, 726). Justice is then an issue of loyalty: the 

books’ characters, moved by competing perspectives on what is ‘just’, must decide for 

themselves which supreme authority to recognize, and the result is that the theoretical constancy 

of justice degrades into a matter of choice. As this paper will later explore in greater detail, the 

forces influencing this decision are many: obedience to the letter of the law, adherence to 
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religion, observation of a sworn oath, duty to one’s family, fidelity to one’s morals, and 

commitment to the greatest good for the greatest number of people are all persuasive in the 

sanctioning of justice. Lord Varys puts it well in his riddle of the sellsword:

“In a room sit three great men, a king, a priest, and a rich man with his gold. 

Between them stands a sellsword, a little man of common birth and no great mind. 

Each of the great ones bids him slay the other two. ‘Do it,’ says the king, ‘for I am 

your lawful ruler.’ ‘Do it,’ says the priest, ‘for I command you in the names of the 

gods.’ ‘Do it,’ says the rich man, ‘and all this gold shall be yours.’ So tell me—

who lives and who dies?” (Martin, A Clash of Kings [ACOK] 67–68)

As Tyrion remarks, “[a]ll depends on the man with the sword”—“[a]nd yet he is no one;” 

“[h]e has neither crown nor gold nor favor of the gods, only a piece of pointed steel” (ACOK 

131–132). “That piece of steel,” however, “is the power of life and death,” and we can only 

conclude that Varys means that “[p]ower resides where men believe it resides” (ACOK 131–132). 

In a similar way, justice resides where men trust it will be found. When a man acts in the interest 

of one guiding power or belief, he is putting faith in that entity to champion justice as he 

understands it. Thus the very nature of justice in A Song of Ice and Fire changes with every man 

who undertakes to uphold it.

Chivalry is an institution of knighthood which emerged during the Middle Ages to assist 

in upholding justice and morality, and, according to Sir Walter Scott, “its honours […] could only 

be conferred on the gallant, the modest, and the virtuous” (Scott 2). Léon Gautier, in his 1891 

treatise Chivalry, posits chivalry as “less an institution than an ideal,” saying, “Chivalry is the 

Christian form of the military profession: the knight is the Christian soldier” (Gautier 2). 
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Chivalry arose from the Church’s need to reconcile the practice of war with the necessity of what 

Saint Augustine termed “righteous war” “to punish a violation of law,” and Vincent de Beauvais 

developed a doctrine which allowed “three conditions under which a war may be just and lawful: 

the authority of the priest who commands the war—a just cause, and lastly a lawful intention” 

that “consists in making war to avoid evil, and to advance well being” (Gautier 4, 5). Chivalry, 

therefore, became the instrument through which “one must justify those who make war honestly, 

and simply for the advancement of the right” (Gautier 8). Seen in this light, chivalry is 

inextricably linked to justice from its very inception; it is the sacred system of beliefs and 

behaviors, “the baptism of the warrior,” by which Christian knights, charged with the unsavory 

duties of war, could be trusted “to exercise moderation and justice” (Gautier 18, 8).

As Gautier observes, the canon of chivalric practices and laws varied throughout the 

course of the Middle Ages but, beginning around the eleventh and twelfth centuries, could be 

roughly codified into ten commandments:

I. Thou shalt believe all that the Church teaches, and shalt observe all its 

directions.

II. Though shalt defend the Church.

III. Thou shalt respect all weaknesses, and shalt constitute thyself the defender of 

them.

IV. Thou shalt love the country in the which thou wast born.

V. Thou shalt not recoil before thine enemy.

VI. Thou shalt make war against the Infidel without cessation, and without mercy.
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VII. Thou shalt perform scrupulously thy feudal duties, if they be not contrary to 

the laws of god.

VIII. Thou shalt never lie, and shalt remain faithful to thy pledged word.

IX. Thou shalt be generous, and give largesse to everyone.

X. Thou shalt be everywhere and always the champion of the Right and the Good 

against Injustice and Evil. (Gautier 26)

In other words, chivalry demanded first and foremost a fealty to religion and to God, followed by 

a responsibility to defend the weak and the righteous against wrongdoing, to protect the interests 

of one’s nation and one’s liege lords, to honor one’s sworn oaths, and to exhibit leadership and 

valor in the face of war. Scott likewise asserts that “the love of personal freedom, and the 

obligation to maintain and defend it in the persons of others as in their own, was a duty 

particularly incumbent on those who attained the honour of chivalry. Generosity, gallantry, and 

an unblemished reputation, were no less necessary ingredients in the character of a perfect 

knight” (Scott 5).

These values came to be summarized in the words “death rather than dishonour,” and 

these are associated with a culture of chivalry which prized not only courage and prowess, 

loyalty and generosity, but also “that perfection of civilised chivalry which we call courtesy,” 

giving rise to the image of the knight as a paragon of refined virility, courtly graces, and noble 

goodness (Gautier 23). It became “peculiar to the institution of chivalry, to blend military valour 

with the strongest passions which actuate the human mind, the feelings of devotion and those of 

love;” and “the defence of the female sex in general, the regard due to their honor, the 

subservience paid to their commands, the reverent awe and courtesy, which, in their presence, 
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forbear all unseemly words and actions, were so blended with the institution of chivalry, as to 

form its very essence” (Scott 4, 14). In this way, chivalry came to represent an ideal not only of 

duty and honor at arms, but of dignity and romance in “a devotion to the female sex […] of a 

nature so extravagant and unbounded as to approach to a sort of idolatry” (Scott 10).

Yet this chivalric identity of the knight remained only an ideal. Although “nothing could 

be more beautiful and praiseworthy than the theory on which it was grounded,” “the mixture of 

devotion in the military character of the knight” had a “tendency to degenerate into a ferocious 

propensity to bigotry, persecution, and intolerance” (Scott 10). The trappings of chivalry, “so 

well qualified to soften, to dignify, and to grace the profession of arms,” “degenerated into 

superstition,—[the knights’] love into licentiousness,—their spirit of loyalty or of freedom into 

tyranny and turmoil,—their generosity and gallantry into hairbrained madness and absurdity” 

(Scott 10, 5).

This is precisely the state of affairs in A Song of Ice and Fire. Sarah Johnston touches 

upon this in her essay “Grief Poignant as Joy,” observing how the “true knights” of Sansa Stark’s 

imagination too often turn out to be “the gilded and perfumed horror which is a Joffrey or a 

Viserys,” or worse yet, “such monsters as Gregor Clegane, rapist and murderer” (Johnston 140, 

142, 143). While it is most overtly “through Sansa Stark, of course, that this critique of chivalry 

is focused, Sansa, whose knowledge of kings and courts and princes is that of the old songs, 

where trouble and strife give way at last to the triumphant return of the king,” Sansa is, in some 

ways, the least alarming example of this pathology of actual chivalric practice (Johnston 139). 

Sansa is the young maid awaiting rescue by her gallant hero—but there are those in Martin’s 

novels still trying to be the gallant hero, and the result of this is only devastation. As this paper 
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will examine, the environment of Martin’s world renders the character of the chivalric knight 

untenable. If the false shield of chivalry “leads Sansa repeatedly to betrayal,” then the matching 

sword cannot help but lead its bearers to defeat (Johnston 142). Catelyn Stark speaks sadly of 

these quixotic “knights of summer” (ACOK 350). Those who cleave too stringently to virtue and 

honor are destined to meet with failure.

This raises the question of honor and just what, exactly, it entails. Of the three key terms 

described at the beginning of this section, honor is perhaps the trickiest to define. James 

Bowman, in his book Honor: A History, argues that “[a]t its simplest, honor is the good opinion 

of the people who matter to us, and who matter because we regard them as a society of equals 

who have the power to judge our behavior” (Bowman 4). In a sense, then, honor can be 

understood as the absence of shame. Yet as Donald Ward addresses in his article “Honor and 

Shame in the Middle Ages,” two distinct cultural models are related honor: “there are some 

societies governed by the shaming principle, while others are governed by feelings of guilt,” an 

observation “first made in 1973 by the late Margaret Mead in her work, Cooperation and 

Competition Among Primitives” (Ward 3). Ward explains that in a “shame culture,”

one hesitates to break tabus or to act counter to society’s norms and laws for fear 

of being humiliated in public. Instead of asking whether a certain act is right or 

wrong, one is concerned with how it will be judged by others. In such a setting, a 

man’s personal honor is equated with his public image. […] If this external honor 

should become flawed or defiled in any way, […] a person’s worth as a human 

being is greatly diminished. (Ward 3)

In a “guilt culture,” on the other hand,
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when one has violated a behavioral norm or otherwise transgressed the rules of the 

society, one’s feelings of inner worth are placed under subjective scrutiny. In 

short, one feels guilty. The question of whether one acted wrongly or rightly is 

[…] not so much determined by popular opinion or by the approval or disapproval 

on one’s peers as it is by one’s own feelings of what is intrinsically right or wrong. 

(Ward 3)

Ward cites “the gradual emergence of the Christian notion of guilt” as creating “the first 

cracks in the powerful edifice of European shame culture” (Ward 10). The fantasy-medieval 

world of A Song of Ice and Fire, of course, is ignorant of Christianity, and it is therefore 

unsurprising that, despite boasting numerous unique religions of their own, the varied societies 

of Martin’s universe function largely as shame cultures. This is not to say, however, that moral 

guilt is absent from the novels, and in fact it is when a character’s individual notion of “guilt 

honor” comes into conflict with a society’s requirements for “shame honor” that problems of 

loyalty and justice arise.

Furthermore, the majority of Martin’s characters operate within nested spheres of society 

which each value different types of honor even inside of the shame-honor tradition, and these 

ideals are often at odds with one another. Bowman describes the concept of the “honor group,” 

that is, “the people who matter” and are responsible for judging an individual’s honor and status 

(Bowman 4). In the modern day, examples of honor groups include those such as “the armed 

services, police forces, fire brigades and sports teams;” in A Song of Ice and Fire, their 

counterparts are found in social class, religious orders, camaraderie in arms, regional fealty to a 

liege lord, and brotherhoods such as the Night’s Watch (Bowman 4). Perhaps most critically, 
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especially in the context of Martin’s books, “[f]amilies are natural honor groups as well, the first 

with which we are all associated” (Bowman 4). As Bowman observes,

these group loyalties will sometimes conflict with loyalties to a wider community 

and to absolute principles[.] […] It is sometimes necessary to put loyalty to 

principle ahead of loyalty to the group, but even the highest-principled 

whistleblower or informer is likely to find himself regarded as a "rat" and a traitor 

by the conflicting standards of honor. (Bowman 4)

This tug-of-war between honor groups is the source of many issues in A Song of Ice and 

Fire, and it recalls the conflicting authorities of justice briefly described at the beginning of this 

section. Theon Greyjoy betrays the Starks, among whom he has been raised as a foster son, to 

demonstrate the honor of “the Old Way” valued in the Iron Islands and to “prove himself with 

some great deed” in order that he may regain “his place as [his] father’s heir” (ACOK 803). 

Stannis Baratheon murders his brother when Renly crowns himself in spite of Stannis’s claim to 

be “the rightful king,” choosing to honor the law above the ties of kinship and insisting that 

Renly “brought his doom on himself with his treason” (ACOK 614). Tyrion Lannister “never 

bet[s] against [his] family,” and yet he “put[s] a crossbow bolt through the great Lord Tywin’s 

bowels,” honoring his word and thus slaying his own father (AGOT 337, Martin, A Dance with  

Dragons [ADWD] 242). These are but a few examples of the complex interpretations of honor 

which beleaguer Martin’s characters. Yet whatever the sort of honor to which a character 

subscribes, one thing becomes clear: in the world of A Song of Ice and Fire, to heed that honor 

too unwaveringly is to jeopardize its cause. Johnston argues that although Martin’s novels 

critique notions of honor in the chivalric sense, “a truer honor does survive” (Johnston 150). This 
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paper will seek to demonstrate that honor, confused and compromised though it may be, not only 

survives, but triumphs—perhaps not in the “shame honor” tradition prized by the honor groups, 

but on an individual level, through a commitment to justice no matter the personal cost.

THE COLLAPSE OF THE HAPPY ENDING

As a literary genre, fantasy began to take shape shape most conspicuously during the 

twentieth century, although the roots of its development extend as far back as the ancient 

mythologies of cultures such as Greece, Egypt, and Rome, and later of Scandinavia and the 

British Isles (Clute 675). Fantasy is distinct from mythology in that fantasy is consciously 

fictitious, whereas myth, often entangled with religion, was frequently accepted as reality, or as a 

simplified representation of reality. This is evident not only in the innumerable tales involving 

the gods of these cultures, but more especially, in the historical legends recounting human 

interaction with gods and fantastic creatures that emerged from myth: Homer’s Iliad and 

Odyssey, of course, and Vergil’s Aeneid, and in the Middle Ages, Beowulf, the legends of King 

Arthur’s court, and The Thousand and One (Arabian) Nights (Clute 572). The degree to which 

these stories—and their supernatural elements—were actually believed to be true by their 

contemporary audiences was tremendously variable, but generally speaking, as history advanced 

toward the modern day, the narratives retreated more and more from association with fact 

(Attebery 33–34). By the time of the English Renaissance, fantastic elements in literature were 

understood to be allegorical, as illustrated perhaps most famously by Edmund Spenser’s The 

Faerie Queene, but also evidenced by other works of the period, such as William Shakespeare’s 

A Midsummer Night’s Dream and The Tempest (Attebery 14).
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At the end of the seventeenth century, Madame d’Aulnoy’s term contes de fées came to 

mark the next stage in the evolution of fantasy: the fairy tale (Clute 72). Fairy tales are 

independent of legends, allegories, and fables, and they refer only minimally to religion and the 

real world; their purpose is to entertain rather than instruct, and they are characterized by the 

presence of imaginary creatures and enchantments, distinct plot motifs, and archetypes for 

adventure, heroism, trickery, and romance (Attebery 4). Although fairy tales had long existed in 

world folklore, it was through collections such as those of Charles Perrault, the Brothers Grimm, 

Hans Christian Andersen, Alexander Afanasyev, and Andrew Lang that the fairy tale became 

standardized as a genre (Attebery 5, Clute 332). At last, in the nineteenth century, fantasy began 

to emerge as an offshoot of the fairy tale, although the term ‘fantasy’ itself would not come into 

use until the mid-twentieth century. This is perhaps best exemplified in the works of George 

MacDonald—for though he continued to write original fairy tales, he also authored a number of 

novels which departed from the simple fairy tale pattern, exploring more complex ideas and 

depth of character (Attebery 6– 7). William Morris, too, critically altered the course of fantasy, 

“work[ing] the fairy tale form into something closer to heroic myth” and pushing the narrative 

style towards greater range, grandeur, and dignity (Attebery 8–9). The influence of both of these 

authors soon gave rise to such modern fantasy forerunners as Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures  

in Wonderland, L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, and J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan 

(Attebery 95–96, 83, Clute 87).

In the early twentieth century, fantasy, though growing increasingly prevalent in 

contemporary literature, remained largely relegated to children’s literature (Attebery 59–60). 

Although works such as Lord Dunsany’s volumes of fantasy stories and Robert E. Howard’s 
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serialized tales of Conan the Barbarian began to garner attention and popularity, they were not 

taken seriously as literature; Herbert Read remarks in his 1928 book English Prose Style that the 

“Western world does not seem to have conceived the necessity of fairy tales for grown-ups” (de 

Camp 60–63, 135, Scholes 10). All of this changed with the publishing success of J. R. R. 

Tolkien. Published in 1937 as a children’s book, The Hobbit, or There and Back Again was 

immediately catapulted to both popular and critical acclaim, effectively smashing down the door 

for fantasy to enter the literary mainstream (de Camp 216). With his subsequent publication of 

The Lord of the Rings in 1954–1955, Tolkien essentially created “the phenomenon of fantasy as 

market genre” (Greenberg vii). As Jane Yolen describes in her introduction to After the King:  

Stories in Honor of J. R. R. Tolkien, published to commemorate the 100th anniversary of 

Tolkien’s birth,

after the success of The Lord of the Rings, […] [p]ublishers and booksellers 

together invented the market for fantasy as a genre. Fantasy writers became—like 

it or not […]—a Post-Tolkien Fellowship. We wrote books whose very natures 

proclaimed them to be Tolkienesque: books marked by the mythic quality of the 

stories, the background of saga and folklore, the often pastoral and/or pseudo-

medieval setting, and the underlying assumption that magic has consequences as 

surely as the ring carried to the dark mountain wore down its wearer. And whether 

or not the influences went well beyond Tolkien, back to the misty dark ages of 

myth, folktale, legend, and the like, the books all carried apothegms (printed or 

assumed) declaring “In the style of J. R. R. Tolkien.” (Greenberg viii).
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Thus, it was through Tolkien that the erratic forays into fantasy of the preceding decades 

at last coalesced into a unified literary corpus. What followed was a proliferation of fantasy 

writing that steadily gained attention through such works as Ursula K. Le Guin’s Earthsea cycle, 

Peter S. Beagle’s The Last Unicorn, Michael Moorcock’s Eternal Champion sequence, and Terry 

Brooks’s Shannara series, whose 1977 book The Sword of Shannara became the first fantasy 

paperback to appear on the New York Times bestseller list (Clute 142). After this, the genre was 

rapidly mainstreamed, with dozens of fantasy series rising to widespread success from the ‘80s 

onward, among them Terry Pratchett’s Discworld, R. A. Salvatore’s novels of Forgotten Realms, 

Robert Jordan’s The Wheel of Time, Terry Goodkind’s The Sword of Truth, and, of course, 

George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire.

Yet Tolkien did not merely pave the way to popularity—his was a legacy of formula as 

much as of fame, as Yolen’s observation above suggests. The ensuing work in fantasy, especially 

in high fantasy, conformed to tropes and conventions for which The Lord of the Rings had 

established a model, although these derivatives were often poor imitations of the original, 

lacking the thorough complexity of Tolkien’s craft (Attebery 154–156). Possibly the most 

influential of Tolkien’s new precepts for fantasy was his articulation of the “eucatastrophe,” “the 

sudden joyous ‘turn’” away from the seeming inevitability of defeat—in other words, “[t]he 

consolation of fairy-stories, the joy of the happy ending” (Tolkien). In his essay “On Fairy-

Stories,” Tolkien writes that the eucatastrophe “does not deny the existence of dyscatastrophe, of 

sorrow and failure;” rather, “the possibility of these is necessary to the joy of deliverance,” and 

the eucatastrophe comes as “a sudden and miraculous grace: never to be counted on to recur” 

(Tolkien). This eucatastrophic “happy ending,” Tolkien argues, “is the true form of fairy-tale, and 
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its highest function;” and he even goes so far as “to assert that all complete fairy-stories must 

have it” (Tolkien). Correspondingly, the vast majority of subsequent fantasy novels did have it.

Quite clearly, however, Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire does not. Sarah Johnston 

addresses this difference in her essay “Grief Poignant as Joy,” and it would be redundant to 

reproduce the whole of her argument here. In brief, however, she proposes that “[w]e have grown 

accustomed […] to grace, to the joyous turn no longer sudden but entirely expected;” “we have 

ceased to believe in the possibility of enduring sorrow and failure” (Johnston 141). When Ned 

Stark, the main character and seeming hero of A Game of Thrones, is executed at the end of that 

very first novel in the series, we instinctively mistrust this turn of the plot—

but that we do so is a testament to the now-familiar and eucatastrophic arc of epic 

fantasy. Boromir may die, but Aragorn will be crowned; Lupin, Tonks, and Fred 

may lie, all three, with the dead on the floor of the great hall at Hogwarts, but 

Harry, Ron, and Hermione walk free in the sunlight. In this sense we have learned 

to count on “the sudden and miraculous grace” of the eucatastrophic ending to 

recur—and in this instance we are denied it. (Johnston 137)

As Johnston illustrates, “Ned’s death has made the dyscatastrophic past a clear and 

present danger once again,” and it is in this way that “George R. R. Martin exploits 

dyscatastrophe and its lowering defeat to permit eucatastrophe and its restoration of hope” 

(Johnston 136, 150). With readers of modern fantasy jaded by the near guarantee of a happy 

ending, it is “[o]nly when the likelihood of failure is restored [that joy can] be again revealed” 

(Johnston 141–142). Thus, “[b]y restoring our belief in the possibility of defeat,” “Martin’s 

inversion of the Tolkienian consolation becomes in fact critical to preserving that evangelium 
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[“the glad tidings eucatastrophe brings”] of the tale” and “rekindl[ing] the hope that Tolkien saw 

at the heart of fantasy” (Johnston 141, 134)

Martin’s purpose, then, is plain: to abuse the “happy ending” taken all too much for 

granted, enabling his readers to experience again the thrill of fear and despair—and thereby, 

through even the smallest victories or unexpected acts of grace, to recapture the forgotten 

exhilaration of relief, so that “when the sudden ‘turn’ comes we get a piercing glimpse of joy” 

(Tolkien). Yet while Johnston skillfully addresses the question of why?, she does not venture into 

what is perhaps more resonant territory: why now? Martin is not the first to undercut Tolkienian 

expectations, but he is arguably the first to gain broad popular attention for it—and attention he 

has, with over fifteen million copies of A Song of Ice and Fire sold worldwide, all five books 

decorated veterans of the New York Times bestseller list, and a critically-acclaimed Game of  

Thrones TV series which, averaging 10.3 million viewers per episode, is currently HBO’s second 

most-watched program on air and the third most-watched in the network’s history (Barber, 

Hibberd, Carter). Martin’s story has been received with an enthusiasm that borders on obsession, 

and it is worth considering why now, of all times, such a ruthless tale of dyscatastrophe should 

meet with such explosive popularity.

Certainly it could be argued that A Song of Ice and Fire is a product of its times. In post-

Cold War, post-Vietnam, post-9/11 America, a strong case could be made for Martin’s series as a 

political and ethical commentary, or a radical revision of genre conventions. Similar departures 

from convention are seen in best-selling novels like Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger Games, Neil 

Gaiman’s American Gods, and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, as well as in TV shows such as 

Showtime’s Dexter and AMC’s Breaking Bad and The Walking Dead. What sets Martin apart, 
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however, is a surprising lack of cynicism. While he lambastes war, money, authority, technology, 

religion—pretty much anything that there is to critique—he does not do this with the pessimism, 

the fatalist apprehension that the world is ruined, which his environment of dyscatastrophe at 

first seems to imply. Rather, in pulling out the reassuring rug of a happy ending from beneath his 

readers’ feet, Martin is not so much discrediting the possibility of a happy ending as the 

pragmatics of it. In the real world, after all, no matter how worthy the cause, resistance, 

salvation, and triumph rarely arrive without casualties. And from a practical standpoint, it seems 

logical that the hero, perpetually deep in the thick of things, is likely to be among the casualties.

Martin’s novels seem, then, to be not so much a derisive take on the state of the world as 

a melancholy discourse on human nature—and in particular, the human survival narrative that 

we each construct for our own lives. Americans are notorious for their belief in the “special 

snowflake,” the idea that each individual is unique and irreplaceable, destined for something 

great if only given the opportunity to discover their purpose. We are each, in our own 

consciousness, the “hero.” When we envision a circumstance of war, disaster, or tragedy, it is 

almost impossible to consider it without placing ourselves as its center; it is an unconscious 

given, really, that “we” will survive, that we will rally the skill and the resourcefulness necessary 

to make it. In fact, real survivors of catastrophe are often cited as feeling, in shock and 

confusion, that they escaped only by accident—that it was nothing they did so much as their 

stumbling on pure unadulterated luck. Yet despite this fact popular film, television, literature all 

play to the delusion that “I, if anyone, will survive.”

Martin alarms this conviction of our survival. Martin’s heroes do die, grimly and often—

and not always even through defeat, but sometimes through mischance. Furthermore, the 
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structure of Martin’s novels, with their rotating viewpoint characters, forces the reader to watch 

from the position not of one championing hero, but of many people in turn, great and small, who 

play their parts and have their own perspectives on where they stand in the events of the series. 

When these main characters die—and they do—the consequence is not just the departure of one 

of the story’s heroes; it is the ending of that consciousness, the closing of that viewpoint to the 

reader forever.

This approach to world-making forces a trauma on the reader, rocking the assumption 

that the self will survive. This is, I think—perversely but importantly—a fundamental source for 

the popularity of A Song of Ice and Fire. In an era in which the appeals of war, money, authority, 

technology, religion, and all the rest of it are undergoing a loss of conviction and increasingly 

cynical rejection, we as individuals cannot help but turn the scrutiny inward, upon ourselves and 

our decisions. Martin’s series offers us a vehicle for self-examination while remaining one step 

removed from our own human hearts—and furthermore, though they critique our perhaps naïve 

optimism of survival, the novels also offer us alternatives to any terrifying inevitability of defeat.

THE DOWNFALL OF THE IDEAL

Hand in hand with Tolkien’s paradigm for eucatastrophe developed the now-familiar 

fantasy trope of good versus evil. The Lord of the Rings introduced this opposition on a near-

cosmic scale, establishing the conflict between good and evil as a driving force of the narrative, 

and later fantasy novels have almost invariably relied upon this tension as a plot device (Clute 

422). Attebery writes that “[i]n most fantasies there is a strong polarization of good and evil, so 

that the hero’s quest concerns not only his own coming of age but also the fate of the kingdom” 
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(Attebery 13). Even A Song of Ice and Fire begins with a seemingly overt struggle between the 

“good” Starks and the “evil” Lannisters, but this quickly degenerates into moral ambiguity as the 

efforts on the apparent side of the ‘right’ meet time and again with failure. Indeed, it is easy 

enough to suppose that with the implosion of the happy ending there must come a blow to those 

characters who ordinarily would have been responsible for achieving the eucatastrophic turn. The 

narrative model has shifted; therefore so, too, must the roles of the people in that story. Martin’s 

aim requires that he restore the reader’s fear of sorrow and danger, and he can do this only by 

allowing his would-be heroes, poised to “save the day” in any other novel, to encounter suffering 

and defeat.

Yet Martin’s strategy is in fact rather more complex than the above would imply—his is 

not simply a condemnation of the “good and heroic,” but instead a more targeted critique of 

those who adhere rigidly to their ideals of honor and justice, whatever their personal 

interpretation of those values may be. In Martin’s novels, failure becomes the inevitable result 

not so much of good intentions as of inflexible conviction and uncompromising pursuit of a 

single purpose. In effect, Martin is suggesting that in order to preserve virtue on the overarching 

scale, one must be willing to sacrifice it on the individual level; those who cannot do this not 

only fall short of achieving their ends, but actually meet with personal destruction.

The most obvious example of this, of course, is Eddard Stark. “Lord Eddard is a proud, 

honorable, and honest man,” the quintessential “good” hero, impeccably observant of duty, 

morality, justice, and the law of the realm (AGOT 454). Ned is determined always to do what he 

perceives as right, even to the detriment of his own interests; and indeed, Ned’s insistent 

righteousness repeatedly results in disaster. At the beginning of A Game of Thrones, Eddard must 
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reluctantly accept King Robert Baratheon’s invitation to become Hand of the King and to betroth 

his daughter Sansa with Prince Joffrey, for if “Robert came all [this] way to see [him], to bring 

[him] these great honors, [Ned] cannot throw them back in his face” without appearing 

ungrateful and potentially disloyal (AGOT 59). Later, after Ned has uncovered the truth about 

Cersei’s children—that Joffrey, Tommen, and Myrcella are “Jaime Lannister’s bastards, born of 

his incestuous union with the queen,” and not Robert’s own—“honor would require Ned to go to 

[Robert] with all he had learned,” though it would break Robert’s heart; by law the illegitimate 

children cannot inherit, and therefore “[t]he throne by rights [must pass] to Lord Stannis, the 

elder of Robert’s two brothers” (AGOT 511, 483). Yet Ned knows that “some betrayals fester and 

poison the soul,” and, certain as he is that “this [Robert] could never forgive,” Ned feels honor-

bound to approach Cersei and counsel her to flee, concerned that “he must find some way to save 

the children” from Robert’s wrath, though the forewarning enables Cersei to muster strength 

against him (AGOT 481, 483–488). When Cersei consequently has Robert assassinated, Ned 

refuses to participate in a plot to kidnap Joffrey and assume the regency, unwilling to “dishonor 

[Robert’s] last hours on earth by shedding blood in his halls and dragging frightened children 

from their beds” (AGOT 508).

Lord Eddard is mocked at one point by Petyr Baelish, who says to him, “‘You wear your 

honor like a suit of armor, Stark. You think it keeps you safe, but all it does is weigh you down 

and make it hard for you to move’” (AGOT 513–514). Baelish has it right: Ned’s sense of 

integrity is exploited by his far less scrupulous enemies, and when he stubbornly persists in 

broadcasting the truth that Joffrey “has no claim to the throne he sits” and “Lord Stannis is 

Robert’s true heir,” he quickly finds himself in “[t]he dungeon […] under the Red Keep,” 
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charged with the “vile treason” of “plott[ing] to depose and murder [Joffrey] and seize the throne 

for [himself]” (AGOT 528, 628, 635, 675). Lord Varys encourages Ned to make peace with 

Cersei, confess his alleged crime, and accept a royal pardon to live out his days as a member of 

the Night’s Watch, to which offer Ned replies that “[i]f [he] did, [his] word would be as hollow 

as an empty suit of armor. [His] life is not so precious to [him] as that” (AGOT 636). Only when 

his daughter’s life is called into question—“Will honor shield your children?”—does Ned 

consent to perjure this honor, but it is too late: Joffrey commands his execution on the steps of 

the Great Sept of Baelor (AGOT 630, 726–727). Thus, Eddard’s staunch adherence to principle, 

though very noble, ultimately cannot compete with the shameless ambition of his enemies. He 

must pay for his honor with his life.

Quentyn Martell of Dorne is Martin’s tragic take on the chivalric young hero: the prince 

with a quest and a glorious destiny, with everything gone sadly awry. Quentyn’s fate is second-

hand, a marriage pact inherited from his older sister. “In return for Dorne’s help overthrowing the 

Usurper [Robert Baratheon], […] Viserys [Targaryen] [was] to take Prince Doran’s daughter 

Arianne for his queen;” but with Viserys dead, Quentyn has instead been sent to marry the last 

remaning Targaryen, Viserys’s sister Daenerys (ADWD 571). Yet Daenerys is no damsel in 

distress awaiting Quentyn’s rescue―she is “the most beautiful woman in the world,” the violet-

eyed “silver queen” who has conquered the slave cities of the east: “Daenerys Stormborn, the 

Unburnt, Queen of Meereen, Queen of the Andals and the Rhoynar and the First Men, Khaleesi  

of Great Grass Sea, Breaker of Shackles, and Mother of Dragons” (ADWD 84, 37–38). Quentyn 

“cut[s] a poor figure by comparison―short-legged and stocky, thickly built, with hair the brown 

of new-turned earth” and “his forehead [...] too high, his jaw too square, his nose too broad,” “all 
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awkward gallantry” and “the least impressive” among his companions (ADWD 83, 668, 569). 

Little surprise, then, that “[s]ometimes at night [Quentyn] [lies] awake imagining [Daenerys’s] 

face and form, and wondering why such a woman would ever want to marry him, of all the 

princes in the world” (ADWD 84). “He had promised his father that he would bring her back to 

Dorne, but more and more he wonder[s] if he [is] equal to the task” (ADWD 91).

Quentyn is, above all else, a creature of duty. He is “his father’s son,” “a decent lad, 

sober, sensible, dutiful … but not the sort to make a young girl’s heart beat faster,” and Daenerys 

even observes that it’s “[a] pity he’s the prince, and not the one with the wide shoulders and 

sandy hair,” Quentyn’s friend Sir Gerris, who is “all his prince [is] not: tall and lean and comely, 

with a swordsman’s grace and courtier’s wit” (ADWD 785, 572). Quentyn knows only that his 

task is to secure Dorne’s alliance with Daenerys, and he reminds himself time and again that 

“Daenerys Targaryen would need Dorne to win the Seven Kingdoms, and that meant she would 

need him” (ADWD 90). Yet the suit does not go as planned—although “[o]ne day [she] shall 

return to Westeros to claim [her] father’s throne, and look to Dorne for help,” Daenerys is 

presently preoccupied with achieving peace in war-torn Meereen, and to that end she has already 

agreed to wed the local nobleman Hizdahr zo Loraq in hopes that with “a king of old Giscari 

blood” beside her, Meereen will accept her as queen (ADWD 575, 300). As Barristan Selmy 

reminds Quentyn, the marriage pact

was made by two dead men and contained not a word about the queen or 

[Quentyn]. It promised [his] sister’s hand to the queen’s brother, another dead 

man. It has no force. Until [Quentyn] turned up [in Meereen], Her Grace was 

ignorant of its existence. […] [He] came too late. (ADWD 789–790)
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Still, Quentyn, however disappointing a prince he is and obsolete though his quest may be, 

cannot bring himself to forsake his mission, to “[c]rawl back to Sunspear defeated, with [his] tail 

between [his] legs,” “empty-handed” (ADWD 90, 793). He repeatedly asserts to both himself and 

his companions that “Doran Martell [has] put the fate of Dorne into his hands, he [can] not fail 

him, not whilst life remain[s];” he is “a prince of Dorne” and has “a duty to [his] father and [his] 

people,” and “he mean[s] to do his duty and claim [Daenerys] for his bride”. (ADWD 90, 797, 

91). The shame of failure is not an option. As Quentyn demands of Ser Barristan, “‘What name 

do you think they will give me, should I return to Dorne without Daenerys? […] Quentyn the 

Cautious? Quentyn the Craven? Quentyn the Quail?’” (ADWD 791–792). For “Daenerys is the 

means to the prize, not the prize itself;” Dorne seeks vengeance, “fire and blood” (ADWD 795). 

Desperate, Quentyn contrives to steal one of the dragons, convinced that Daenerys showed the 

dragons to him because “[s]he wants [him] to prove [himself] to her” (894). Quentyn persuades 

himself that “not all risks lead to ruin,” and “[t]his is [his] duty. [His] destiny” (ADWD 888). 

When his friends warn him that “[m]en die on grand adventures,” Quentyn stubbornly clings to 

the belief that “[t]he hero never dies,” and he “must be the hero” (ADWD 889).

Yet Quentyn is not an effective hero. His encounter with the dragons is fearful, maladroit, 

and disastrous; “knowing that horror and death [wait] on the other side, yet somehow powerless 

to stop himself,” Quentyn enters the pit, his mind reeling with the mantra that “[h]e could do this, 

he would do this, his father had sent him to the far ends of the earth for this, he would not fail 

him”—and before long he “[is] screaming, covered in flames,” “[a]ll of him, all of him [is] 

burning” (ADWD 891–897, 924). “Fire is a hideous way to die,” and “[t]he Dornish prince [is] 

three days dying,” by which point “[s]o much of the prince’s flesh had sloughed away that [one] 
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could see the skull beneath,” and “[h]is eyes were pools of pus” (ADWD 915). Many times had 

his companions “begged him to go home,” to “abandon this folly;” Daenerys and Barristan had 

both counseled him to leave, that “[h]e should never have come;” even Quentyn himself had felt 

that he had “never asked for this” (ADWD 924, 794, 670, 91). More powerful even than the fear 

of death, however, was the fear of dishonor, of returning to Dorne unsuccessful; “[h]is father’s 

disappointment would be more than Quentyn could bear, and the scorn of [his cousins] the Sand 

Snakes would be withering” (ADWD 89–90). “The prince paid a ghastly price” for his foolish 

tenacity, for his frantic commitment to his quest (ADWD 918). When Ser Gerris claims that 

“[w]hat [Quentyn] did he did for love of Queen Daenerys,” “[t]o prove himself worthy of her 

hand,” Ser Barristan corrects him: “What Prince Quentyn did he did for Dorne. […] Duty 

brought Prince Quentyn here” (ADWD 922–923).

Stannis Baratheon, like Eddard Stark and Quentyn Martell, is a man of duty. Unlike Ned, 

however, Stannis is not hindered by the ethical dilemmas that may stand in the way of what he 

believes to be his right, and unlike the Dornish prince, he operates under no delusions of glory or 

heroics—he is rigid justice personified, “stern, humorless, unforgiving, [and] grim in his sense of 

duty,” “too cold and proud in his honor” to ever win the favor of the people despite the fact that 

he is King Robert’s brother and therefore “by the grace of the gods rightful heir to the Iron 

Throne of the Seven Kingdoms of Westeros” (AGOT 276, 319, ACOK 13). “Men respect Stannis, 

even fear him, but precious few have ever loved him” (ACOK 352). As Lord Varys says of him,

His claim is the true one, he is known for his prowess as a battle commander, and 

he is utterly without mercy. There is no creature on earth half as terrifying as a 

truly just man. (AGOT 635)
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Stannis understands justice, duty, and right and wrong entirely within the context of the law, 

which he holds to be inviolable. As the “one true king,” Stannis is consumed with the sole 

purpose of establishing his reign, which he says “is not a question of wanting [the crown]. The 

throne is [his], as Robert’s heir. That is law. […] [Stannis] [is] king. Wants do not enter into it” 

(Martin, A Storm of Swords [ASOS] 500, 496). Thus, to Stannis’s way of thinking, “[t]he Iron 

Throne is [his] by rights,” and “[a]ll those who deny that are [his] foes;” any who oppose him, 

whether in claiming the crown for themselves or merely supporting an enemy contender, “have 

turned their backs on their rightful king” and should consider themselves lucky Stannis doesn’t 

hang them for treason (ACOK 162, 475, 612). Indeed, Stannis’s notion of justice is one of 

weights and balances, where “every man shall reap what he has sown”: Stannis believes that “a 

good act does not wash out the bad, nor a bad act the good,” and “each should have its own 

reward,” as exemplified in his dealings with Ser Davos, whom Stannis once rewarded for his aid 

during the long-ago siege of Storm’s End “with choice lands on Cape Wrath, a small keep, and a 

knight’s honors” while simultaneously sentencing him to “lose a joint of each finger on his left 

hand, to pay for all his years of smuggling” (ASOS 498, ACOK 612, 12).

By extension, then, Stannis’s unbending, black-and-white interpretation of justice leads 

him into questionable moral territory, for though some decisions give him momentary pause, he 

essentially feels that his “duty is to the realm,” and any and all things are justified in the 

fulfillment of that duty (ASOS 727). This is further complicated because Melisandre, red 

priestess of R’hllor, has convinced Stannis that he is “Azor Ahai come again,” an ancient hero 

prophesied to deliver the world from eternal darkness; thus Stannis perceives himself to be the 

bearer of an even larger responsibility, and as he tells Ser Davos, “I never asked for this, no more 
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than I asked to be king. […] We do not choose our destinies. Yet we must...we must do our duty, 

no? Great or small, we must do our duty” (ACOK 148, ASOS 727). What follows is a ruthless 

pursuit of that duty, as Stannis subscribes to Melisandre’s dubious sorcery in order to achieve the 

deaths of his own younger brother, Renly, a rival claimant to the throne; Ser Cortnay Penrose, 

castellan of Storm’s End; and, more mysteriously, Robb Stark, Balon Greyjoy, and Joffrey 

Baratheon, the three remaining warring kings of Westeros. Stannis is even persuaded to sacrifice 

his nephew Edric Storm, Robert’s bastard son, whose blood Melisandre claims will “wake the 

stone dragons” of prophecy (ASOS 865). Luckily for Edric, Ser Davos intervenes and spirits him 

away to safety, but as Stannis tells Davos,

I never asked for this crown. Gold is cold and heavy on the head but so long as I 

am the king, I have a duty … If I must sacrifice one child to the flames to save a 

million from the dark … Sacrifice … is never easy, Davos. Or it is no true 

sacrifice. (ASOS 866)

Stannis’s quest for the crown drives him north to the Wall, where he comes to the aid of 

the Night’s Watch and, despite Jon Snow’s attempts to convince him otherwise, executes Mance 

Rayder, wildling King-Beyond-the-Wall and former Night’s Watch brother, because to Stannis’s 

mind “[t]he law [is] plain; a deserter’s life [is] forfeit” (ADWD 134). Stannis solicits the 

allegiance of the northern lords, who largely refuse him, and leads his feeble army on a hopeless 

journey through a blizzard to besiege the Boltons at Winterfell, during which march the army 

becomes snowed in for weeks, hundreds of men dying from cold and starvation before battle can 

even be joined (ADWD 815–821). Still Stannis presses on, for he is “pure iron, black and hard 

and strong, yes, but brittle, the way iron gets. He’ll break before he bends;” “[i]t is not in Stannis 
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to yield, so long as he knows his claim is just,” and he will never concede defeat (ACOK 99, 

ASOS 353). Stannis “would never, ever turn back from his course,” but as Ser Davos long ago 

unwittingly predicted, “[he] can choose to die a king” (ADWD 555–556, ASOS 354). Relentless 

as Stannis is in his single-minded crusade for his ‘just destiny’, it should come as no surprise to 

the reader that Jon Snow receives a letter from Ramsay Bolton jeering, “Your false king is dead” 

(ADWD 907).

Two characters in Martin’s series which perhaps warrant special attention in this context 

are Brienne of Tarth and Ser Barristan Selmy. Both Brienne and Ser Barristan share Ned Stark’s 

strong sense of morality and honor, and, to differing extents, Prince Quentyn’s flair for heroics 

and Stannis Baratheon’s unflinching commitment to a cause. Like the three characters discussed 

above, Brienne and Barristan fixate too unwaveringly on their ideals, and this unwillingness to 

compromise seems, as with the others, to foretell their defeat. They, however, manage something 

that Ned, Quentyn, and Stannis do not: they start learning to adapt. Forced to choose between 

textbook honor and preserving their integrity of purpose—not to mention their lives—both 

Brienne and Ser Barristan begin to understand that too often honor alone is not enough, and 

accomplishing true justice sometimes requires abandoning even the hallowed moral high ground.

“Brienne the Beauty,” “the Maid of Tarth,” is an enormous, awkward warrior of a 

woman, a fierce fighter and a would-be knight (ACOK 344, ASOS 1010). Brienne is not a comely 

girl: “her features [are] broad and coarse, her teeth prominent and crooked,” “her body […] 

ungainly, broad of hip and thick of limb, with hunched muscular shoulders and no bosom to 

speak of,” and “it [is] clear from her every action that Brienne [knows] it, and suffer[s] for it” 

(ACOK 344, 348). Well does she make Catelyn Stark wonder whether “there [is] any creature on 
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earth as unfortunate as an ugly woman,” and indeed, Brienne’s treatment at the hands of others is 

frequently “hurtful and unchivalrous” (ACOK 344, AFFC 297). Yet what Brienne lacks in beauty 

she makes up for in earnestness, courage, and devotion, wanting only to “pledge [her] life to [her 

king],” to “keep [him] safe from all hurt and harm,” “to die for him” (ACOK 344, ASOS 925). 

“[A]s stubbornly loyal of speech as she [is] of deed,” she believes in the power of oaths and 

honor—“‘I keep my promises,’” she says, and “‘I swore a vow. Three times I swore’”—and 

frequently spouts resolute, idealized platitudes such as “trust is earned” and “[t]he point is 

honor” (ASOS 514, AFFC 422, ACOK 560, AFFC 399, 401). Brienne feels reverently that “[i]t is 

a rare and precious gift to be a knight,” and she insists that “no true knight would condone 

wanton butchery,” for “old or young, a true knight is sworn to protect those who are weaker than 

himself, or die in the attempt” (ASOS 158, ASOS 25, AFFC 665). Her concept of knighthood is 

grandly chivalric, the romantic dream of one who has never satisfactorily found her place in the 

world and is desperate to belong:

Winter will never come for the likes of us. Should we die in battle, they will 

surely sing of us, and it’s always summer in the songs. In the songs all knights are 

gallant, all maids are beautiful, and the sun is always shining. (ACOK 350)

Brienne finds purpose in a task given to her by Lady Catelyn: to escort the captive Jaime 

Lannister across the riverlands to King’s Landing in exchange for the lives of Catelyn’s 

daughters, Arya and Sansa Stark (ASOS 512–513). By the time Brienne and Jaime arrive in the 

capital, however, Catelyn has been murdered alongside her son Robb at the Red Wedding, and 

both of her daughters are missing from court, Arya presumed dead and Sansa fled. Brienne 



DOLLING 29

continues on with her mission at Jaime’s behest, setting out to make good their oaths to the dead 

Lady Catelyn and somehow recover Sansa, of whom Brienne says,

I have to find her. There are others looking, all wanting to capture her and sell her 

to the queen. I have to find her first. I promised Jaime. Oathkeeper, he named the 

sword [that he gave me]. I have to try to save her. Or die in the attempt. (AFFC 

673)

Brienne’s quest takes her zigzagging all across the war-torn countryside in what is effectively a 

wild-goose chase of false trails and dead ends; the more hopeless the outlook seems, the more 

obsessed Brienne becomes. She feels that “[s]he had failed Renly, had failed Lady Catelyn. She 

must not fail Jaime. He trusted [her] with his sword. He trusted [her] with his honor” (AFFC 99). 

Brienne grows increasingly consumed by this one objective: she “shall not rest until [she’s] 

found [Sansa],” “will never stop looking,” “will give up [her] life if need be, give up [her] honor, 

give up all [her] dreams, but [she] will find [her]” (AFFC 100, 200). What she finds instead, 

however, is the Lady Stoneheart—the corpse-like revenant of Lady Catelyn, brought back from 

the dead by Lord Beric Dondarrion:

Her hair was dry and brittle, white as bone. Her brow was mottled green and grey, 

spotted with the brown blooms of decay. The flesh of her face clung in ragged 

strips from her eyes down to her jaw. Some of the rips were crusted with dried 

blood, but others gaped open to reveal the skull beneath. […] The Freys [had] 

slashed her throat from ear to ear. (AFFC 913–914)

Reincarnated, Lady Stoneheart comprehends only vengeance; “she wants her son [Robb] 

alive, or the men who killed him dead” (AFFC 914). She misconstrues Brienne’s possession of 
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the Lannister sword Oathkeeper, the pommel “a golden lion’s head, with ruby eyes that [shine] 

like two red stars,” for “treachery and murder,” and ignores Brienne’s vow that Jaime had no part 

in the Red Wedding, demanding that Brienne “[t]ake the sword and slay [Jaime Lannister], or be 

hanged for a betrayer” (AFFC 911, 913, 915). Brienne, in her honor, “will not make that choice,” 

and she and her equally innocent companions, Ser Hyle and the young boy Podrick Payne, are 

noosed and hoisted into the trees:

Brienne felt the hemp constricting, digging into her skin, jerking her chin upward. 

[…] If this is another dream, it is time for me to awaken. If this is real, it is time 

for me to die. All she could see was Podrick, the noose around his thin neck, his 

legs twitching. Her mouth opened. Pod was kicking, choking, dying. Brienne 

sucked the air in desperately, even as the rope was strangling her. Nothing had 

ever hurt so much. She screamed a word. (AFFC 915–916)

Martin leaves this as a dreadful cliffhanger for his readers—it is fully six years before the next 

book in the series will be published, yet when it is, Brienne is indeed heard from again. She 

appears only briefly, in a scene with Jaime Lannister, telling him that she has found Sansa and 

she “can take [him] to her, […] but [he] will need to come alone. Elsewise, the Hound will kill 

her” (ADWD 646). Without any other information, it is difficult to determine Brienne’s 

intentions, but the truth of her statement is suspect, because within the context of the known 

narrative, the Hound, Sandor Clegane, is long dead, and Sansa Stark has not yet been found. One 

thing is certain, however: in order to escape execution, Brienne had no option but to agree to 

cooperate with Lady Stoneheart. Thus, regardless of whether she is playing Lady Stoneheart 

false, or whether she truly intends to kill Jaime Lannister, Brienne has finally learned to 
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compromise her unbending honor and honesty, not just to save her own life, but to carry on in 

her pursuit of the right and just.

Ser Barristan Selmy, “Barristan the Bold,” is arguably “[t]he greatest living knight,” 

“[lending] honor to any man he serve[s],” “as valiant and honorable as any man” and once “the 

finest sword in the Seven Kingdoms in his youth” (AGOT 77, 770, 256, 318). At sixty years of 

age, Barristan has a long history as a member of the venerable Kingsguard brotherhood; he “was 

chosen for the White Swords in [his] twenty-third year,” serving first under King Jaehaerys 

Targaryen, then Mad King Aerys Targaryen, before finally accepting a royal pardon following 

Robert’s Rebellion and being appointed as Lord Commander of the Kingsguard during Robert 

Baratheon’s reign (AGOT 622). When the boy king Joffrey comes into power, however, Ser 

Barristan is summarily dismissed by Cersei and the small council, despite the fact that 

Kingsguard “vows are taken for life” and “[o]nly death may relieve the Lord Commander of his 

sacred trust” (AGOT 622). Offered “[a] hall to die in, and men to bury [him],” in repayment for 

his decades of service, Barristan “spit[s] upon [their] pity” and declares, “‘I am a knight, […] I 

shall die a knight,’” before departing “to take up service with the true king” (AGOT 623, ACOK 

351). It is interesting to note that the seventh and final “place among [Renly’s] Rainbow Guard” 

which Brienne claims was actually “the one [Renly] was keeping for Selmy, in hopes that he 

might offer his sword” (ACOK 344, 351). Ser Barristan, however, says that “when [Joffrey] took 

the cloak that the White Bull had draped about [his] shoulders, […] it was as though he’d ripped 

a caul off [his] eyes;” “it came to [him] that [he] had brought this on [himself] by taking Robert’s 

pardon,” and thereafter Barristan seeks service with Daenerys Targaryen, “the trueborn heir of 
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Westeros,” swearing that he will “[t]o the end of [his] days […] remain [her] faithful knight” 

(ASOS 790, ADWD 155–156, ASOS 988).

Much like Brienne, “Ser Barristan loves his honor,” believing that “[i]t is chivalry that 

makes a true knight, not a sword,” and “[i]t is better to die with honor than to live without it” 

(AGOT 322, ADWD 877–888). He disparages any duplicity or inequality. When Loras Tyrell 

wins a joust by distracting his opponent’s stallion with a mare in heat, Ser Barristan remarks that 

“[t]here is small honor in tricks;” likewise, when King Robert plots to assassinate Daenerys for 

fear that she might be pregnant with a Targaryen son, Barristan insists that “there is honor in 

facing an enemy on the battlefield, but none in killing him in his mother’s womb” (AGOT 316, 

353). Later, Barristan strongly opposes the suggestion that Daenerys buy a slave army, calling 

the slaves’ obedience unto death “madness, not courage,” and he says of the hero of Meereen, 

combating the horseless Strong Belwas, that “[a] chivalrous man would dismount” (ASOS 313, 

778). Ser Barristan is “too honest and too honorable” to “remove” the turncloak sellsword 

captain Brown Ben, as Daenerys hints; he “want[s] no part” of the sellsword Bloodbeard, for 

“[t]here is no honor in him, only hunger … for gold, for glory, for blood;” and he loathes the 

mask-wearing Brazen Beasts, feeling that “[h]onest men should never need to hide their faces” 

(ADWD 666, 733–734). Barristan’s driving purpose in life is to protect Daenerys, followed only 

by his desire to see her “back in Westeros, upon the Iron Throne;” he feels strongly that the 

“realm has need of [her],” and “in Westeros men will flock to [her] banners by the thousands, 

great lords and noble knights,” whereas in Meereen she is seen only as “the uncouth barbarian 

who smashed through their gates” (ADWD 300, 215–216, 300).
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Ser Barristan is robbed of his purpose, however, when Daenerys vanishes into the sky on 

the back of one of her dragons. He “refuse[s] to believe that Daenerys Targaryen [is] dead,” but 

his is the minority opinion, and when weeks pass by without her return, he is readily put aside by 

her consort, Hizdahr zo Loraq, who “desires his own men about him when he holds court,” 

echoing Barristan’s earlier eviction from the court of Joffrey Baratheon (ADWD 729). Yet 

Barristan is a changed man, grown more worldly in his short time with Daenerys than in all his 

decades spent serving the Iron Throne:

There was a time when he might have taken this dismissal as a blot upon his 

honor. But that was in Westeros. In the viper’s pit that was Meereen, honor 

seemed as silly as a fool’s motley. (ADWD 730)

Without a queen to guard, whose orders he had sworn to obey, Barristan finds himself in a 

position of uncomfortable autonomy, no longer able to simply follow his own uncomplicated 

creed of honor and duty, but obligated to try and predict what “Daenerys would want” for her 

city and her people (ADWD 739). He collaborates with Skahaz mo Kandaq to arrest Hizdahr for 

an earlier attempt on the queen’s life and to negotiate a settlement with the besieging Yunkai’i, 

though “[i]t smell[s] of deceit, of whispers and lies and plots hatched in the dark,” and Skahaz, 

eager to take a more ruthless approach than Barristan will allow, quips that they “will rue [his] 

old man’s honor before this game is done” (ADWD 733–734, 873). Barristan is certain that he 

must act, lest “Hizdahr […] kill the dragons and open the gates to the queen’s enemies,” “[y]et 

no matter how he turn[s] and twist[s] [the plan], the old knight [can] find no honor in it” (ADWD 

875–877). Still, when he thinks back on his long life as a Kingsguard, Barristan realizes that 

above all else,
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[h]e did his duty. Some nights, Ser Barristan wondered if he had not done that 

duty too well. He had sworn his vows before the eyes of gods and men, he could 

not in honor go against them … but the keeping of those vows had grown hard in 

the last years of King Aerys’s reign. […] It was his failures that haunted him at 

night, though. Jaehaerys, Aerys, Robert. Three dead kings. Rhaegar, who would 

have been a finer king than any of them. Princess Elia and the children. Aegon 

just a babe, Rhaenys with her kitten. Dead, every one, yet he still lived, who had 

sworn to protect them. And now Daenerys, his bright shining child queen. She is 

not dead. I will not believe it. (ADWD 735–737)

Barristan has learned from his past failures. “The first duty of the Kingsguard [is] to defend the 

king from harm or threat,” and Barristan has always been of the opinion that “[t]he best of [the 

Kingsguard] overcame their flaws, did their duty, and died with their swords in hands”—yet with 

so many dead kings to his name, Barristan is finally discovering that a liege is not always best 

served by taking up a sword and sacrificing one’s life (ADWD 737, 735). By no means is 

Barristan abandoning his morals—he will allow for “[n]o harm to Hizdahr or [the] hostages”—

but he is beginning to recognize that at times it may be better if one’s honor does not shine so 

brightly, that one may pass unnoticed through the shadows (ADWD 875). Barristan “was made 

for” “[t]he dance, the sweet steel song, a sword in [his] hand and a foe before [him];” he will 

never be so skilled with secrets as he is with swords, but in his determination to do justice in the 

city and to protect his queen, he has accepted the necessity of other tactics beyond the knight’s 

bold stroke, and quite likely saved Daenerys and her kingdom by it (ADWD 885).
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In sum, it becomes clear that A Song of Ice and Fire brooks no room for intransigent 

honor and dogmatic conviction, requiring, instead, that characters must learn to compromise, to 

occasionally “get their hands dirty,” if they wish to succeed. Martin is not saying, however, that 

all justice and ethics should be abandoned as superfluous, nor that all good is destined to fail and 

triumph awaits only the evil. After all, many of the story’s villains—and even as villains they are 

far more complex and sympathetic than in the typical fantasy novel, but that is beyond the scope 

of this paper—find that their relentless selfishness and flippantly habitual dishonor likewise 

necessitate defeat: Joffrey is poisoned at his wedding feast, Cersei is humiliated in the eyes of 

gods and men, and Lord Tywin is murdered by his son; minor characters of immeasurable 

monstrosity, such as Gregor Clegane, Janos Slynt, and the Bloody Mummers, suffer equally 

satisfactory ends. Such deserving downfalls bring us pleasure even as the deaths of our heroes 

bring us grief. What we are left with, then, are characters who are something in-between, 

standing for justice but versatile in their methods, acting with honor but not above desperate 

measures—characters who we can root for because we believe that ultimately they are doing the 

right thing, even as we see, with a flash of familiar recognition, that success rarely comes easily, 

and always at a cost. These characters must grope with difficult decisions and often make 

sacrifices of ethics and honor—but they do so always with the big picture in mind, to the benefit 

of all people, and for the sake of a peace and justice that will last.

THE RISE OF DIRTY HONOR

If, then, we accept that George R. R. Martin’s novels do not to support the character of 

perfect duty and honor, but also do not go so far as to endorse unscrupulous cruelty, an 
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examination must be made of those middle-ground protagonists who do achieve success in A 

Song of Ice and Fire. Brienne of Tarth and Ser Barristan Selmy represent heroes who have 

learned how to compromise their ideals in pursuit of the greater good, but each of them has only 

just begun this conversion, and their full potentials have yet to be realized. Another interesting 

example to consider is Ser Jaime Lannister, who has arrived at the issue of honor from the 

opposite direction, evolving out of an attitude of scornful indifference and ruthless self-interest to 

develop a unique moral code and a grudging sense of obligation to the well-being of the realm. 

Jaime’s transformation is addressed thoroughly in Johnston’s “Grief Poignant as Joy,” however, 

so there is no need to rehearse it here (Johnston 148–150). There are a number of characters in 

Martin’s novels who could be discussed in the context of circumstantial justice, of adaptive 

honor and of walking the moral line, but three in particular epitomize Martin’s predisposition 

towards a necessity for “dirty honor”: Tyrion Lannister, Daenerys Targaryen, and Jon Snow.

Not coincidentally are Tyrion, Daenerys, and Jon “the three strongest characters” in the 

story, “Martin’s most compelling creations” and the favorites of fans and critics alike (Leonard). 

All three of them fully represent the struggle between honor and opportunism, righteousness and 

results. As Martin says himself,

The battle between good and evil is a legitimate theme for a Fantasy (or for any 

work of fiction, for that matter), but in real life that battle is fought chiefly in the 

individual human heart. […] In real life, the hardest aspect of the battle between 

good and evil is determining which is which. (Gevers)

Tyrion, Daenerys, and Jon grapple with ethical quandaries, striving to do the right thing and to 

uphold justice while also achieving their ends. Each is confronted with a difficult choice: Tyrion 



DOLLING 37

between his loyalties as a Lannister and his devotion to the good of the realm; Daenerys between 

her right to the throne and her duty to her people; Jon between his love for his father and his 

siblings, his vows as a man of the Night’s Watch, and his commitment to the safety of the Seven 

Kingdoms.

This is not all that the three have in common—each is, in his or her own way, an outcast 

with a history of oppression and abuse. Tyrion is a stunted dwarf with the dubious good fortune 

of having been “born a Lannister of Casterly Rock,” blamed by his father, Lord Tywin, for 

“kill[ing] [his] mother to come into the world” and wrongfully detested as “an ill-made, devious, 

disobedient, spiteful little creature full of envy, lust, and low cunning,” to whom, “[d]uring all 

the terrible long years of his childhood, only [his brother] Jaime had ever shown […] the 

smallest measure of affection or respect” (AGOT 123, ASOS 65, AGOT 89). Daenerys is “the last 

Targaryen,” a princess born in exile whose “mother had [also] died birthing her, and for that her 

brother Viserys had never forgiven her”—Viserys, the deranged and malevolent “begger king” 

who sold Dany to a Dothraki horselord and would “let [Khal Drogo’s] whole khalasar fuck [her] 

if need be, […] all forty thousand men, and their horses too if that was what it took to get [his] 

army” (ASOS 579, AGOT 30, 31, 38). Jon is the bastard son of Eddard Stark and “[doesn’t] even 

know who [his] mother was;” despised by his stepmother Catelyn, Jon is “no true Stark, had 

never been one,” and, having “no place,” “no rights, [and] no name,” he is shipped off to the 

Wall to join the Night’s Watch, where he is both envied and ridiculed for being “a high lord’s 

bastard” (AGOT 57, 776, 783, 181).

Despite their different beginnings, however, all three rise to positions of influence, 

respectability, and power. Tyrion Lannister is appointed Hand of the King to his nephew Joffrey; 
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Daenerys Targaryen comes into her own first as khaleesi of Drogo’s horde, and later as the 

conquering “dragon queen” of Meereen; Jon Snow is elected Lord Commander of the Night’s 

Watch. Drawing on their experiences to rule with both empathy and authority, Tyrion, Daenerys, 

and Jon must each decide when to follow honor and when to let the ends justify the means, when 

to stand resolute and when to make the necessary sacrifice. 

Tyrion Lannister has spent his entire life being mocked, mistreated, and undervalued, and 

it has left him understandably bent towards bitterness and cynicism. Despite this, however, he 

can be remarkably compassionate, with “a tender spot in [his] heart for cripples and bastards and 

broken things”: he befriends the lonely bastard boy Jon Snow, commissions a special saddle to 

enable crippled young Bran Stark to ride, and takes pity on the dwarf girl Penny, whose brother 

was mistaken for Tyrion himself and beheaded as a result (AGOT 244, 213, ADWD 435). 

Coming from a family notorious for its ambition and brutality, Tyrion is surprisingly decent and 

honorable, according even his enemies courtesies that they deserve. He rescues Catelyn Stark 

from outlaw attackers, even though she had seized him captive for a crime he did not commit; 

and one of his first acts upon his arrival at the Red Keep is to take down the traitor’s heads, 

“[b]lack with rot and old tar,” which Joffrey has seen fit to have “mounted atop the walls” 

(AGOT 335, ACOK 63). Later, when Tyrion is forced to wed Sansa Stark, he cannot bring 

himself to consummate the marriage without her consent (ASOS 393–394).

Asked what he plans to do as the King’s Hand, Tyrion laughingly replies, “‘Something 

Cersei [Tyrion’s sister and the queen regent] will never expect[.] […] I’ll do … justice’” (ACOK 

69). Indeed, Tyrion alone among the members of the king’s small council seems to be concerned 

with actually ruling the realm and not just furthering his own interests. Yet thirteen-year-old 
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Joffrey’s “short reign has been a long parade of follies and disasters,” and correcting the situation 

requires more than just an attention to the kingdom—the affairs of court are tangled and corrupt, 

and unraveling them demands cleverness and subtlety (ACOK 58). Luckily, the realm has Tyrion:

It is real, all of it, he thought, the wars, the intrigues, the great bloody game, and 

me in the center of it … me, the dwarf, the monster, the one they scorned and 

laughed at, but now I hold it all, the power, the city, the girl. This was what I was 

made for, and gods forgive me, but I do love it. (ACOK 453–454)

Tyrion is ready to do what it takes to get the chaos of King’s Landing in hand. He does not 

hesitate to bribe in order to gain necessary loyalties, as when he tells his personal sellsword, “‘If 

the day ever comes when you’re tempted to sell me out, remember this, Bronn—I’ll match their 

price, whatever it is’” (AGOT 455). Nor, indeed, does Tyrion flinch away from blackmail, at least 

in circumstances where his victim’s actions are well and truly reprehensible: for instance, Tyrion 

coerces his cousin Lancel to continue serving Cersei, to “[s]tay close to her side, keep her trust, 

[and] pleasure her as often as she requires it,” with the modification that Lancel report all of 

Cersei’s actions back to Tyrion, on penalty that Tyrion “tell [the king] [Lancel] murdered his 

father to bed his mother”—“for the good of the realm,” Tyrion assures Lancel, though he does 

“feel sorry for the boy,” whom Cersei has manipulated (ACOK 446–448).

To rout out other bought court advisors, Tyrion cunningly tells Lord Varys, Lord Baelish, 

and Grand Maester Pycelle each a different version of his plans for Prince Tommen and Princess 

Myrcella; when Cersei angrily confronts him, declaring that “Myrcella will not be shipped off to 

this Dornishman,” Tyrion knows that Pycelle was the informer who “sent only one of [his] letters 

to Doran Martell,” betraying Tyrion’s explicit instructions and giving the other letter to Cersei 
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(ACOK 318, 409). Tyrion even goes so far as to “sprinkle a pinch of fine powder” into Cersei’s 

wine, temporarily “poisoning her” with indisposition so that he can hold court without her rash 

and injudicious interference (ACOK 400). Happy as he is to employ underhanded tactics, 

however, Tyrion stops short of anything truly vicious or shameful; his goal is to achieve peace 

and stability, not to enact selfish vengeance, and he knows, besides, that “a good threat is often 

more telling than a blow” (ASOS 66).

One of Tyrion’s more dishonorable ploys emerges in an attempt to free his brother Jaime 

from captivity at Riverrun. Tyrion sends “[a] thief, a poisoner, a mummer, and a murderer,” 

disguised “in crimson cloaks and lion helms, [so that] they’ll look no different from any other 

guardsmen,” as “false envoys” under “the protection of [a] peace banner;” at Riverrun, the four 

“pledge[] […] their peace and surrender[] their weapons” along with the rest of the Lannister 

soldiers, and then proceed to betray the sacred guest right with a violent attempt to rescue Jaime 

(ACOK 407, 566, 658). The effort fails and the men are hanged, but the endeavor is illustrative of 

an important detail: Tyrion’s honor hinges upon his relationship with his family. He wants badly 

to be accepted among them, and to that end he has kept Lannister secrets and upheld Lannister 

interests, and yet he has “been on trial for being a dwarf [his] entire life” (ASOS 963). Lord 

Tywin is ashamed to have him for a son and, more than anyone else, makes Tyrion 

“uncomfortably aware of all his deformities and shortcomings” (AGOT 611). Cersei has treated

Tyrion cruelly since she was nine years old and Tyrion only an infant, as Oberyn Martell 

recollects:

“When I commented that you seemed a poor sort of monster, your sister said, ‘He 

killed my mother,’ and twisted your little cock so hard I thought she was like to 



DOLLING 41

pull it off. You shrieked, but it was only when your brother Jaime said, ‘Leave him 

be, you’re hurting him,’ that Cersei let go of you.” (ASOS 526)

Contrasted with the prejudices of the rest of the family, only Jaime has ever treated Tyrion with 

kindness, and for that, “Tyrion [is] willing to forgive him most anything” (AGOT 89).

Tyrion does stand up to his family, particularly when honor is at stake. Early in the 

narrative, when Joffrey insolently refuses to pay his respects to the Starks regarding Bran’s 

accident, “Tyrion Lannister reach[es] up and slap[s] his nephew hard across the face” and sends 

him off to “tell them how very sorry [he] is, and that [he] [is] at their service if there is the 

slightest thing [he] can do for them or theirs in this desperate hour, and that all [his] prayers go 

with them” (AGOT 88). At the same time, however, despite his sympathy for the Starks, Tyrion 

does not betray to them his suspicion that Jaime had been the one to push Bran from the tower to 

his near death, though he mentions pointedly to his brother that he “hope[s] the boy does wake,” 

as Tyrion “would be most interested to hear what he might have to say” (AGOT 91). Later, when 

Joffrey monstrously orders his Kingsguard to beat Sansa Stark and “make her naked” in the 

bailey of the Red Keep for all to see, Tyrion furiously interferes, demanding of her assailant, “‘Is 

this your notion of chivalry, Ser Boros? […] What sort of knight beats helpless maids?’” (ACOK 

488). Tyrion then turns his scathing condemnation on Joffrey, saying, “‘This girl’s to be your 

queen[.] […] Have you no regard for her honor?’” (ACOK 489). Even Cersei finally alienates 

him when she captures and brutalizes an innocent girl whom she falsely believes to be Tyrion’s 

whore, thinking to hold her hostage against the chance that “Joff should be killed, or […] 

Tommen should fall into the hands of [their] enemies,” because “[s]he truly believes [Tyrion] 
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mean[s] to kill [his] own nephew” (ACOK 778). Realizing sadly that the girl “would never have 

been hurt but for [him],” Tyrion says to Cersei coldly:

“I have never liked you, Cersei, but you were my own sister, so I never did you 

harm. You’ve ended that. I will hurt you for this. I don’t know how yet, but give 

me time. A day will come when you think yourself safe and happy, and suddenly 

your joy will turn to ashes in your mouth, and you’ll know the debt is paid.” 

(ACOK 779)

Even still, Tyrion continues to protect his family’s interests, preparing King’s Landing for 

Stannis’s impending siege. When the battle is joined, it is effectively Tyrion’s plan that saves the 

city: an enormous chain is raised across the mouth of the Blackwater Rush once the enemy ships 

have entered the bay, trapping them at the mercy of the wildfire—a devastating alchemical 

explosive that burns even on water—concealed within the decoy ships Tyrion had arranged to 

“defend” the harbor. The honor in such an ambush is questionable at best, and yet Tyrion did 

what was necessary to prevent the sacking of the city, which would have resulted in thousands of 

casualties. When a battering ram threatens to break through the King’s Gate and the men refuse 

to make a sortie, Tyrion himself—certainly no warrior—assumes the command, which “shame[s] 

them well enough” into mounting up, for, as Tyrion reasons, “if [he] fights, they must do the 

same, or they are less than dwarfs” (ACOK 843). Yet for all his loyalty and valor, Tyrion receives 

his thanks by way of a near-fatal assassination attempt by the Kingsguard Ser Mandon Moore; 

“Cersei must have paid him to see that [Tyrion] never came back from the battle” (ACOK 939). 

Left with a gash for a nose, his entire face disfigured, Tyrion returns to consciousness to find that 

his father has assumed Tyrion’s role of King’s Hand. Tyrion requests of his father “what is [his] 



DOLLING 43

by rights”: Casterly Rock, the claim to which Jaime surrendered when he became a Kingsguard, 

forbidden to marry; Tyrion “want[s] [his father] to stand up before the realm and proclaim that 

[Tyrion] is [his] son and [his] lawful heir” (ASOS 64–65). Tywin’s response is simply “never”—

although “he cannot prove that [Tyrion] is not [his],” “neither gods nor men shall ever compel 

him” to allow this son that he rejects “to bring shame onto House Lannister” (ASOS 65–66).

The breaking point comes when Tyrion is wrongly accused, tried, and convicted of the 

murder of his nephew, King Joffrey. Jaime smuggles Tyrion out of imprisonment the night before 

he is destined to be beheaded, and when Tyrion presses his brother for the reason why, the 

answer is “a debt” (ASOS 1064). When Tyrion was thirteen, he and Jaime rescued a crofter’s 

daughter, Tysha, from the assaults of two men; Tyrion took her back to an inn to recover, and the 

two fell in love and were secretly married. Tyrion “dared not bring [his] bride home to Casterly 

Rock, so [he] set her up in a cottage of her own, and for a fortnight [they] played at being man 

and wife,” until Lord Tywin found out and made Jaime tell the truth:

The girl was a whore […]. Jaime arranged the whole affair, the road, the outlaws, 

all of it. He thought it was time [Tyrion] had a woman. […] [T]o drive home the 

lesson, Lord Tywin brought [Tyrion’s] wife home and gave her to his guards. […] 

He sat [Tyrion] down in the corner of the barracks and bade [him] watch, and at 

the end she had so many silvers the coins were slipping through her fingers and 

rolling on the floor[.] […] Lord Tywin had [Tyrion] go last, […] [a]nd he gave 

[him] a gold coin to pay her, because [he] was a Lannister, and worth more. 

(AGOT 457–458)

For years Tyrion has believed this story—but now Jaime reluctantly tells him that “[s]he was no 
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whore. [He] never bought her for [Tyrion]. That was a lie that [Lord Tywin] commanded [him] to 

tell. Tysha was […] what she seemed to be” (ASOS 1064). This double betrayal is staggering. 

Tyrion slaps his brother, putting “all his strength into it, all his fear, all his rage, all his pain” 

(ASOS 1065). When Jaime admits that “[he] earned that,” Tyrion snarls back, “You and my sweet 

sister and our loving father, yes, I can’t begin to tell you what you’ve earned. But you’ll have it, 

that I swear to you. A Lannister always pays his debts” (ASOS 1065). This slogan—“a Lannister 

always pays his debts”—is the family byword, and one which Tyrion in particular has always 

been fond of waggishly repeating. Now, by throwing it in his brother’s face, he is at last 

renouncing the family that so long ago renounced him. He seals the deal by lying spitefully to 

Jaime about his part in Joffrey’s death—“Yes, I killed your vile son”—and confronting his father 

about Tysha (ASOS 1066). When Tywin refers to the girl as Tyrion’s “first whore,” Tyrion warns 

him that “[t]he next him [he] say[s] that word, [he’ll] kill [him]” (ASOS 1072). Tywin ignores 

Tyrion, as he has always ignored him, and, true to his word, Tyrion shoots him:

Tyrion’s fingers clenched. The crossbow whanged just as Lord Tywin started to 

rise. The bolt slammed into him above the groin and he sat back down with a 

grunt. The quarrel had sunk deep, right to the fletching. […] “You shot me,” 

[Tywin] said incredulously, his eyes glassy with shock. (ASOS 1073).

Although patricide can hardly be considered honorable, it is through this act that Tyrion at 

last cuts himself free of his family ties, enabling him to become his own person, dedicated to his 

individual intuition and aims, rather than just a neglected pawn in the ambitious schemes of 

House Lannister. Tyrion’s road remains a difficult one: Cersei offers a lordship in reward for his 

head, and he is forced to flee east to join Daenerys, where new dangers and hardships await him
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—and though Tyrion can escape his family, he cannot escape the many prejudices that come with 

being a dwarf. Still, Tyrion’s fate is in his own hands; he is equal to any adversity that he meets, 

and his honor, dirty though it may be, is his own.

Daenerys Targaryen is, in many ways, everything that Tyrion is not: imperious, beautiful 

with her “silver-gold hair, [and] those purple eyes,” admired and served (AGOT 34). With the 

rest of the Targaryen royal family killed in Robert’s Rebellion, Dany and her older brother 

Viserys grow up in exile, wandering the Free Cities of the east as Viserys seethes over how to 

reclaim the Iron Throne of Westeros. Daenerys has always been a timid, deferential girl, cowed 

by her volatile brother, but when Viserys trades her like chattel to Khal Drogo for the promise of 

an army, something changes—she is now khaleesi of Drogo’s tens of thousands of people, and 

for the first time in her life, Daenerys is treated with courtesy, obedience, and even awe. Crossing 

the vast grasslands of the Dothraki Sea, Daenerys becomes a different woman, “strong and new 

and fierce,” and she gains a self-respect which allows her to discover something else: her honor 

(AGOT 228). She begins to stand up for herself in defiance of her brother, shoving him away 

when he harms her—“Viserys stared at her, his lilac eyes incredulous. She had never defied him. 

Never fought back”—and punishing his abuse by commanding that he be forced to go on foot, 

for “[a]mong the Dothraki, the man who does not ride [is] no man at all, the lowest of the low, 

without honor or pride” (AGOT 230–231). The next time he insults and degrades her, painfully 

grabbing her arm, Daenerys strikes him in the face with a heavy medallion belt, saying,

“You are the one who forgets himself[.] […] Didn’t you learn anything that day in 

the grass? Leave me now, before I summon my khas to drag you out. And pray 
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that Khal Drogo does not hear of this, or he will cut open your belly and feed you 

your entrails.” (AGOT 394)

It is not an empty threat. Dany is saddened by the realization that her brother “ha[s] 

always been a pitiful thing,” and yet, “[t]here [is] a hollow place inside her where her fear had 

been,” replaced instead by courage and self-worth, by the knowledge that she is “blood of the 

dragon,” a true Targaryen heir (AGOT 231, 489). Viserys at last goes so far as to threaten the life 

of Daenerys’s unborn child, demanding, “‘I want what I came for. […] I want the crown [Drogo] 

promised me. He bought you, but he never paid for you’” (AGOT 498–499). Daenerys confers 

briefly in Dothraki with her husband and then “[goes] cold all over. ‘He says you shall have a 

splendid golden crown that men shall tremble to behold,’” she tells her brother (AGOT 499). 

Khal Drogo’s bloodriders seize Viserys, and Drogo unfastens his golden belt and drops it into an 

iron pot on the hearth, “watch[ing] without expression as the medallions turn[] red and [begin] to 

lose their shape” (AGOT 499–500). Daenerys ignores Ser Jorah Mormont’s entreaty to look 

away, and

[w]hen the gold was half-melted and starting to run, Drogo reached into the 

flames, snatched out the pot. “Crown!” he roared. “Here. A crown for Cart King!” 

And upended the pot over the head of the man who had been her brother. The 

sound Viserys Targaryen made when that hideous iron helmet covered his face 

was like nothing human. His feet hammered a frantic beat against the dirt floor, 

slowed, stopped. Thick globs of molten gold dripped down onto his chest, setting 

the scarlet silk to smoldering … yet no drop of blood was spilled. He was no 

dragon, Dany thought, curiously calm. Fire cannot kill a dragon. (AGOT 500)
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It is a callous thing, for Daenerys to stand by as her brother is executed, but Viserys was a 

vicious man. Thus far, honor for Daenerys has meant self-preservation and personal pride, but 

slowly she begins to understand its greater significance: when Ser Jorah says to her, “‘Truth now. 

Would you want to see Viserys sit a throne?’”, she recognizes that “[h]e would not be a very 

good king” (AGOT 233). She begins, indeed, to become more and more of a queen herself, 

taking on an authority within Drogo’s khalasar that is unusual even for the bride of the khal. 

When Drogo sacks the city of the Lhazareen, and his men commence to brutally rape, pillage, 

and enslave the survivors, Dany “[wants] to cry, but she [tells] herself that she must be strong,” 

that “[t]his is war, this is what it looks like, this is the price of the Iron Throne” (AGOT 667). 

Unwilling to accept it, however, she suddenly commands that there will be no rape, and she takes 

each victimized woman under her own protection. Ser Jorah warns her that “[she] cannot claim 

them all,” and she replies decisively, “I am khaleesi, heir to the Seven Kingdoms, the blood of 

the dragon[.] […] It is not for you to tell me what I cannot do” (AGOT 669). Even Khal Drogo is 

pleased to “[s]ee how fierce she grows,” denying the angry warriors their traditional spoils 

(AGOT 670).

If fiercely protective, however, Daenerys is equally fierce in her vengeance. When the 

maegi Mirri Maz Duur contrives to kill both Khal Drogo and Dany’s unborn son, Daenerys 

orders her to be bound to Drogo’s funeral pyre. Yet even this vindictive act is not one of 

meaningless retribution. Echoing the maegi’s words that “[o]nly death can pay for life,” 

Daenerys reenacts the blood magic that stole the lives of her husband and child, and, lighting the 

pyre, resurrects her petrified dragon eggs—“and for the first time in hundreds of years, the night 

[comes] alive with the music of dragons” (AGOT 806, 807). In possession of these legendary 
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dragons for which the Targaryens were once renowned, the only three dragons in the entire 

world, Dany is at last on the path to her goal of regaining the throne of Westeros.

Admirable though her new self-assurance may be, Daenerys does acquire an unbecoming 

sense of entitlement: she is arrogantly determined “to win back what is rightfully [hers],” and 

naïvely believes that everyone she meets should be expected to help her win the crown (ACOK 

424). This becomes more forgivable, however, when juxtaposed with Dany’s understanding of 

Westeros. All that Daenerys knows of her home she learned from her brother—and Viserys had 

been fond of repeating that “[t]he realm will rise for its rightful king,” “the smallfolk […] cry out 

for their king;” he believed that “[i]n holdfasts all across the realm, men lift secret toasts to [his] 

health while women sew dragon banners and hide them against the day of [his] return from 

across the water” (AGOT 34). Little wonder, then, that Daenerys views her own return not just as 

a right, but as a salvation long awaited by the people, to be expedited by all possible means. It 

falls to Ser Jorah to disabuse her of this notion: “‘The common people pray for rain, healthy 

children, and a summer that never ends[.] […] It is no matter to them if the high lords play their 

game of thrones’” (AGOT 233). “It [goes] against everything that Viserys had ever told her[,] to 

think that the people could care so little whether a true king or a usurper reigned over them,” and 

yet, when Dany protests that she is “their rightful queen,” Ser Jorah replies,

“You are a stranger who means to land on their shores with an army of outlanders 

who cannot even speak the Common Tongue. The lords of Westeros do not know 

you, and have every reason to fear and mistrust you. You must win them over 

before you sail. A few at least.” (AGOT 233, ACOK 586)

Thus Daenerys begins to realize that being queen is not her privilege, but her responsibility—on 



DOLLING 49

both sides of the narrow sea. Much as she longs to reconquer the Seven Kingdoms that are her 

home, she also has a duty to those who follow her now. “The Unburnt, they call[] her, and 

Mother of Dragons;” “[she] must be their strength,” and “show no fear, no weakness, no doubt” 

(ACOK 189).

Ser Jorah urges her to purchase an army of Unsullied—fearless and disciplined eunuch 

slave soldiers who live only to obey—with which to march on Westeros. When Dany objects that 

“‘Prince Rhaegar [her eldest brother] led free men into battle, not slaves,’” Jorah reminds her,

“Rhaegar lost on the Trident. He lost the battle, he lost the war, he lost the 

kingdom, and he lost his life. His blood swirled downriver with the rubies from 

his breastplate, and Robert the Usurper rode over his corpse to steal the Iron 

Throne. Rhaegar fought valiantly, Rhaegar fought nobly, Rhaegar fought 

honorably. And Rhaegar died.” (ASOS 330).

Daenerys brokers an agreement with the “Good Masters” of Astapor who own and train the 

slaves: she must have all ten thousand of their Unsullied soldiers, and when her funds prove 

insufficient, she offers them what she knows the they will not refuse—a dragon (ASOS 370). Her 

advisors protest desperately, Ser Barristan telling her, “‘A dragon is worth more than any army. 

Aegon [the Conqueror] proved that three hundred years ago, upon the Field of Fire’” (ASOS 

372). But Daenerys “mean[s] to prove a few things of [her] own” (ASOS 372). As she says to Ser 

Jorah, “‘Why do the gods make kings and queens, if not to protect the ones who can’t protect 

themselves? […] Justice … that’s what kings are for’” (ASOS 374). When the day of the slave 

sale arrives, Daenerys claims her army and hands over her dragon—and then tells the Good 

Masters “[a] dragon is no slave” and sets her three dragons flaming:
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“Unsullied!” Dany gallop[s] before them, her silver-gold braid flying behind her, 

her bell chiming with every stride. “Slay the Good Masters, slay the soldiers, slay 

every man who wears a tokar [the garb of a slaver] or holds a whip, but harm no 

child under twelve, and strike the chains off every slave you see.” She raise[s] the 

harpy’s fingers [the symbol of ownership] in the air … and then [flings] the 

scourge aside. “Freedom!” she [sings] out. (ASOS 380–381)

It is a dreadful trick to have played on the slavers, but Daenerys is fervent in her 

protection of the weak and downtrodden, and she is ruthless in her persecution of their 

oppressors. For Dany, true honor is in championing those who cannot help themselves, even at 

the unsavory cost of violence. Leaving Astapor in ruins, Daenerys leads her new freedmen along 

the coast of Slaver’s Bay, sacking the slave cities of Yunkai and Meereen in turn. Each time, she 

does not hesitate to seize whatever sly advantage she can—to Dany’s mind, slavers are tyrants 

and cheats themselves, and deserve no quarter. In Yunkai, she tells her men,

“I made no promises about tonight. The Stormcrows [sellswords hired by the 

Yunkai’i] will be arguing about my offer [to defect]. The Second Sons will be 

drunk on the wine I gave [them]. And the Yunkai’i believe they have three days. 

We will take them under cover of darkness.” (ASOS 581).

Likewise, in Meereen, “Dany [sends] two hundred men along the river under cover of darkness 

to fire the hulks in the harbor,” but only to distract from her true purpose: “[a]s the flaming ships 

drew the eyes of the defenders on the wall,” a handful of men were sent up the sewers into the 

city, “where they surprised a few guards and struck the chains off the slaves. Within an hour, half 

the fighting slaves in Meereen had risen,” and the city was hers (ASOS 986).
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Despite her victories, however, Daenerys discovers that holding a city is not half so easy 

as winning one. In Astapor, where she had left a peaceful council to rule, a former slave has risen 

to become a butcher king (ASOS 982). Daenerys struggles to find her own balance between 

justice and brutality:

Meereen had been sacked savagely, as new-fallen cities always were, but Dany 

was determined that should end now that the city was hers. She had decreed that 

murderers were to be hanged, that looters were to lose a hand, and rapists their 

manhood. (ASOS 981)

She tells herself that “[h]arsh justice is still justice,” but she has her doubts, particularly when she 

nails one hundred and sixty-three Great Masters of Meereen to wooden posts in retribution for 

the equal number of slave children they had crucified to provoke her:

The anger was fierce and hot inside her when she gave the command; it made her 

feel like an avenging dragon. But later, when she passed the men dying on the 

posts, when she heard their moans and smelled their bowels and blood … (ASOS 

980)

Daenerys comes at last to the conclusion that she has much to learn about being a queen, about 

ruling both fairly and firmly, with honor while also with authority. When her advisors urge her to 

march on for Westeros, she tells them,

“Aegon the Conqueror brought fire and blood to Westeros, but afterward he gave 

them peace, prosperity, and justice. But all I have given to Slaver’s Bay is death 

and ruin. […] [H]ow can I rule seven kingdoms if I cannot rule a single city? […] 

I will not let this city go the way of Astapor. I will not let the harpy of Yunkai 
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chain up those I’ve freed all over again. […] I will [stay.] […] Rule. And be a 

queen.” (ASOS 994–995).

Staying and ruling is not easy, but Daenerys does it. Many of the Meereenese are 

unhappy with Dany’s destruction of the slave trade, and there are murders and harassment inside 

the city even as the Yunkai’i mount a siege without (ADWD 31–32, 35, 475). Daenerys is forced 

to make compromises: to hold children of the great families hostage, though she will allow no 

actual harm to come to them; to marry Hizdahr zo Loraq and reopen the fighting pits in order to 

curry favor with the Meereenese people, though Dany finds the pits sickening; and, most galling 

of all, to strike a truce with the Yunkai’i and permit them to resume their slave trade without 

Daenerys’s interference, all in exchange for their promise to leave Meereen in peace and “to 

respect the rights and liberties of the former slaves that Dany had freed” (ADWD 293–294, 659, 

664). The peace does not give Daenerys what she wants, and “the taste it [leaves] in the queen’s 

mouth [is] foul,” but it is the best she is liable to get—without it, Meereen will fall and then all 

her people will suffer and be enslaved (ADWD 663–664).

When Daenerys’s own dragon is found to have eaten a small child, she realizes with grief 

and guilt that even the finest principles cannot always avert the horrors of war (ADWD 44–45, 

156–157). Her dragons are her greatest weapon, essential to her plans to reclaim the Seven 

Kingdoms—but a weapon is never without casualty. Daenerys, “Breaker of Shackles and Mother 

of Dragons,” must trust in the inherent honor of her intentions and stand strong in her belief that 

the tragedy of sacrifice will ultimately be outweighed by the good of the cause (ADWD 568).

Jon Snow is the bastard son of Lord Eddard Stark, raised at Winterfell side-by-side with 

Eddard’s trueborn children, but never quite belonging. Lord Eddard is a famously honorable 
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man, and in the eyes of the world—and especially of Ned’s wife, Catelyn—Jon is a constant 

reminder of the one time Ned misstepped. Jon himself knows that he has no future before him 

like that of his brother Robb, who will one day inherit Winterfell, or even his younger brothers 

Bran and Rickon, who will become Robb’s bannermen, and his sisters Sansa and Arya, who will 

marry other great lords of the Seven Kingdoms. Still, Jon wants to make a name for himself, to 

prove to his father than he too is a worthy son, and to that end he decides to take the black—to 

join the Night’s Watch, where a man’s slate is wiped clean, his old allegiances replaced by a pure 

service to the realm, and what matters is not who he was, but who he has become. Jon’s uncle 

Benjen, who serves on the Wall, cautions him against the decision:

“You don’t know what you’re asking, Jon. The Night’s Watch is a sworn 

brotherhood. We have no families. None of us will ever father sons. Our wife is 

duty. Our mistress is honor.”

“A bastard can have honor too,” Jon [says]. “I am ready to swear your oath.” 

(AGOT 54)

Jon wants to make his father proud, to demonstrate that he is a Stark in deed if not in 

name. The arrangement suits Catelyn, who dreads the thought that Jon or his descendants might 

one day contest Robb’s claim, and even Eddard is forced to admit that the option is practical, as 

“even a bastard may rise high in the Night’s Watch” (AGOT 66–67). On the Wall, however, Jon 

finds things vastly different than he imagined them; if he had thought “the Night’s Watch was 

made up of men like his uncle,” the reality is that it is “a midden heap for all the misfits of the 

realm,” the “peasants, debtors, poachers, rapers, thieves, and bastards” who have chosen service 

on the Wall over hard labor, imprisonment, and even execution (AGOT 120, 124). Still, Jon 
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slowly begins to find his place, assisting the other recruits, over whom Jon has the advantage of 

having been trained at Winterfell, and protecting Samwell Tarly, a fat and cowardly boy, from the 

bullying tactics of the Watch’s master-at-arms, Ser Alliser Thorne. Jon even rescues Lord 

Commander Mormont from an attack by the reanimated dead man, Othor—the senseless blue-

eyed wight who was once a brother of the Night’s Watch—for which service the Lord 

Commander rewards Jon with the Mormont family sword, a blade of Valyrian steel called 

Longclaw (AGOT 655–656). Soberly does Jon swear his vows of brotherhood:

“Night gathers, and now my watch begins. It shall not end until my death. I shall 

take no wife, hold no lands, father no children. I shall wear no crowns and win no 

glory. I shall live and die at my post. I am the sword in the darkness. I am the 

watcher on the walls. I am the fire that burns against the cold, the light that brings 

the dawn, the horn that wakes the sleepers, the shield that guards the realms of 

men. I pledge my life and honor to the Night’s Watch, for this night and all the 

nights to come.” (AGOT 522) 

Yet Jon’s first real challenge comes with news from the south: “Lord Eddard has been 

imprisoned. He is charged with treason. It is said he plotted with Robert’s brothers to deny the 

throne to Prince Joffrey” (AGOT 561). Lord Mormont reminds Jon that “[his] duty is here now;” 

“[his] old life ended when [he] took the black” (AGOT 562). Still, Jon cannot help but feel torn 

between his new oath to the Night’s Watch and his longstanding loyalty to his father. When he 

learns that “[h]is brother Robb [has] called the banners and ridden south to war,” it troubles him 

greatly (AGOT 654). “No matter how often Jon [tells] himself that his place [is] here now, with 

his new brothers on the Wall, he still [feels] craven,” unable to join Robb in his campaign to save 
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Lord Eddard (AGOT 654). Maester Aemon, an ancient Night’s Watch brother of the Targaryen 

line who has been forced to stand by and watch “the ruin of [his] House, the death of [his] kin,” 

counsels Jon:

“A craven can be as brave as any man, when there is nothing to fear. And we all 

do our duty, when there is no cost to it. How easy it seems then, to walk the path 

of honor. Yet soon or late in every man’s life comes a day when it is not easy, a 

day when he must choose.” (AGOT 663)

When word reaches the Wall that Lord Eddard has been beheaded, Jon makes his choice. 

He leaves in the night, though he knows that “[t]he penalty for desertion is death,” because “he 

[is] after all his father’s son, and Robb’s brother” (AGOT 516, 774). Still, “he [does] not know if 

he [is] doing the honorable thing;” “[n]o matter what he [does], Jon [feels] as if he [is] betraying 

someone” (AGOT 774). Hours into the night, his friends catch up to him on the Kingsroad. 

Surrounding Jon, they recite the vows they all swore, and guilt him into returning to Castle Black 

(AGOT 779–780). The Lord Commander speaks to him the next morning:

“Aemon told me you’d go. I told him you’d be back. I know my men … and my 

boys too. Honor set you on the Kingsroad … and honor brought you back.” 

“My friends brought me back,” Jon [says].

“Did I say it was your honor?” (AGOT 782)

Lord Mormont reminds Jon, too, of what his vow to the Night’s Watch really means: “‘Do you 

think your brother’s war is more important than ours? […] When dead men come hunting in the 

night, do you think it matters who sits the Iron Throne?’” (AGOT 783–784). Jon Snow knows 

well the Stark words, “Winter is coming,” and he knows that “when the Long Night falls, only 
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the Night’s Watch will stand between the realm and the darkness that sweeps from the north” 

(AGOT 653, 208). Jon realizes, then, that there is something even greater at stake than his honor 

as a brother of the Night’s Watch or a son of Eddard Stark: “the realm, and all the people in it” 

(AGOT 516). When Lord Mormont asks him where he stands,

Jon straighten[s] himself and [takes] a deep breath. Forgive me, Father. Robb, 

Arya, Bran … forgive me, I cannot help you. He has the truth of it. This is my 

place. “I am … yours, my lord. Your man. I swear it. I will not run again.” (AGOT 

784)

Jon keeps his word. He serves as the Lord Commander’s squire, ranging north of the Wall 

with the rest of the Night’s Watch in search of answers: what happened to the missing black 

brothers; why Mance Rayder, King-Beyond-the-Wall, is uniting all of the wildling free folk who 

live beyond the Wall; how to fight the terrifying, mythical Others who have returned with the 

coming of the Long Night. Jon is sent with Qhorin Halfhand on a special mission to scout out 

Mance’s presence in the Skirling Pass, and there, as they are pursued by wildlings, the Halfhand 

tells him that “if [they] are taken, [Jon] must yield” (ACOK 946). Jon protests that the wildlings 

“only spare oathbreakers,” and Qhorin commands Jon to be one—to surrender and appear to turn 

his cloak, for, as Qhorin says, “‘Our honor means no more than our lives, so long as the realm is 

safe’” (ACOK 946). The Halfhand continues,

“If we are taken, you will go over to them […]. They may demand that you cut 

your cloak to ribbons, that you swear them an oath on your father’s grave, that 

you curse your brothers and your Lord Commander. You must not balk, whatever 

is asked of you. Do as they bid you … but in your heart, remember who and what 
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you are. Ride with them, eat with them, fight with them, for as long as it takes. 

And watch.” (ACOK 946)

It is imperative that the Night’s Watch learn what it is Mance Rayder seeks high in the 

Frostfangs, what strength he is mustering to unleash against the Wall and the realm that it 

protects. Still, it is the hardest thing Jon has ever been asked to do—“[he] does not want to play 

the oathbreaker, even for a good reason” (ACOK 947). When the wildlings capture them, Qhorin 

reminds Jon once again to “[r]emember [his] orders,” and Jon yields—and the wildlings 

command him to “kill the Halfhand” (ACOK 952). Never before has Jon felt the unanswerable 

question of honor surge up within him so keenly. The shame of turning his cloak, even as a 

pretense—of having to kill his sworn brother, a man he greatly admires—is more than Jon can 

stomach; and yet the safety of the realm hangs in the balance. Jon does his duty. He trades the 

honor of his vow for the dirty, forgotten honor of the purpose behind that vow. As a true man of 

the Night’s Watch, he must protect the realm, no matter the cost to his personal dignity.

Jon rides with the wildlings as Qhorin commanded him, insinuating himself among them, 

learning what he can of their secrets, their plans, and their ways. Never does he forget his true 

loyalty to the Night’s Watch, but he finds himself growing fond of these wild free folk, who are 

not so different from the people of the Seven Kingdoms—and more than once, forced to give up 

Night’s Watch secrets in order to maintain his role, Jon wonders despairingly, “‘How do I play 

the turncloak without becoming one?’” (ASOS 217). Surrounded by these people that should be 

his enemies, struggling to maintain his true purpose while appearing to belong, “Jon [does] not 

know that he [can] tell honor from shame anymore, or right from wrong” (ASOS 218). Still, 

when the time comes, Jon turns his cloak again, deserting the wildlings and galloping off to 
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Castle Black to warn the Night’s Watch of Mance Rayder’s approach from the north and, more 

critically, his ambush from the south, on which side Castle Black is unfortified (ASOS 662–663).

Jon Snow arrives in time to forewarn the Watch and fend off the wildling attack from the 

south, and with Lord Mormont dead and the other officers away or killed in the ensuing battle, 

Jon finds himself in command of the Wall (ASOS 882). Despite his obvious efforts in defense 

against the wildlings, however, Jon’s tenure as a purported traitor is seized upon by who those 

wish him ill, and Janos Slynt and Ser Alliser Thorne charge him “with oathbreaking, cowardice, 

and desertion” before throwing him into an ice cell (ASOS 955). Slynt decides that rather than 

hang him, he will send Jon to parley with Mance Rayder—that is, “to kill him,” a suicide mission 

if ever there were one (ASOS 1013). Yet before Jon can work himself up “to slay [the] man in his 

own tent under truce,” Mance reveals that he is in possession of the legendary “Horn of Winter, 

that Joramun once blew to wake giants from the earth,” and which, if sounded, will bring the 

Wall crashing down (ASOS 1018). Mance knows, however, that “once the Wall is fallen,” 

nothing “will stop the Others”—and the Others are the true reason that Mance and his wildlings 

have fled south: not to conquer, but “to hide behind [the] Wall” (ASOS 1020, 1019). Mance, 

ignorant that Jon has in fact been sent to assassinate him, proposes that Jon “tell [his superiors] to 

open their gate and let [the wildlings] pass,” in exchange for which Mance “will give them the 

horn, and the Wall will stand until the end of days” (ASOS 1020).

Jon knows that “Alliser Thorne and Janos Slynt would dismiss the notion out of hand,” 

and he knows, too, that “if he [leaves] Mance still alive Lord Janos and Ser Alliser would seize 

on that as proof that he [is] a turncloak” (ASOS 1021). Jon hesitates, unsure of what to do—and 

he is saved from making the decision by the arrival of Stannis’s army, which sweeps through the 
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wildling camp and scatters their forces. Stannis questions Jon about his involvement with the 

wildlings, and when Jon “swear[s] on [his] father’s name that [he] never turned [his] cloak,” 

Stannis believes him, saying, “‘I know Janos Slynt. And I knew Ned Stark as well. Your father 

was no friend of mine, but only a fool would doubt his honor or his honesty. You have his look’” 

(ASOS 1055). For Jon, so long conflicted over what constitutes true honor, there is no higher 

praise. When Stannis continues, “‘You rode with these wildlings. Is there any honor in them, do 

you think?’”, Jon is quick to reply, “‘Yes, […] but their own sort of honor, sire’” (ASOS 1057).

What Stannis asks of him next does not elicit such an easy answer. With Robb, Bran, and 

Rickon Stark all believed dead, and the ironmen ravaging the north, Stannis needs “a Lord of 

Winterfell”—and he reminds Jon Snow that “[a] king can remove the taint of bastardy with a 

stroke” (ASOS 1058–1059). To be a true Stark is more than Jon had ever hoped for, and now 

“[a]ll he [has] to do [is] pledge this king his fealty, and Winterfell [is] his”—that, and “forswear 

his vows again,” for he is “still a brother of the Night’s Watch” (ASOS 1059). In the end, Jon 

refuses him, honoring his vows, and in fact he is elected Lord Commander of the Night’s Watch 

(ASOS 1097).

As a leader at last in his own right, Jon must take what he has learned of honor and put it 

to use in defense of the realm. Knowing that Stannis and his red priestess, Melisandre, intend to 

burn Mance Rayder’s infant son to “work some […] spell requiring king’s blood,” Jon sternly 

commands the wildling girl Gilly to swap the baby with her own when she embarks on her 

journey south; when the girl weeps and protests, Jon forces himself to threaten that if she does 

not do it, “the day that they burn [Mance’s] boy, [hers] will die as well” (ADWD 97). It is a brutal 

command, but necessary—not only to save the child, but to forestall whatever sorcery 
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Melisandre might attempt—and deceiving Stannis, too, is dangerous, but as Jon once told his 

friend Sam, “there could be honor in a lie, if it were told for the right reason” (ASOS 1085). Jon 

again cheats Stannis when Melisandre proceeds to burn Mance himself; rather than watch the 

former King-Beyond-the-Wall endure a slow death by fire, Jon puts an arrow through him out of 

mercy (ADWD 136). When Janos Slynt refuses to obey orders, arrogantly telling Jon to “stick 

[his] order up [his] bastard’s arse,” Jon chooses to make an example of him (ADWD 109). Jon 

knows that if he confines Slynt to an ice cell, “the moment he is out, he and Thorne will begin to 

plot again;” likewise, if Jon sends him forcibly to Greyguard, where Jon had meant for Slynt to 

have the command, “[i]t will only be a matter of time until he deserts,” possibly taking others 

with him (ADWD 109). Instead, Jon orders Slynt’s death and takes off the man’s head with his 

own sword, demonstrating to the Night’s Watch that their new Lord Commander makes no 

empty threats.

Although the wildlings have long been the hated foes of the Watch, Jon knows that more 

important now is the common enemy threatening all of them: the Others, the terrifying white 

walkers of legend who can reincarnate the dead, against whom the decimated numbers of the 

Night’s Watch cannot hope to stand alone. To that end, he recruits whatever wildlings he can 

convince to join him—“any boy above the age of twelve who knows how to hold a spear or 

string a bow,” “[the] old men, [the] wounded, [the] cripples,” and “women too,” “as many 

spearwives as will come”—to help garrison the Wall, promising that he “will never ask [them] to 

kneel,” so long as they “know how to obey an order” (ADWD 272–275). The idea is not popular 

with Jon’s fellow officers; Bowen Marsh voices numerous objections and suggests it to be 

“folly,” and Othell Yarwyck and Septon Cellador, too, find cause for complaint with Jon’s 
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leadership (ADWD 275, 517–519). The three are especially displeased by Jon’s decision to send 

Val, the wildling princess, to treat with Tormund Giantsbane and the rest of the wildlings who 

remain at large beyond the Wall (ADWD 520). Even Jon is apprehensive about having sent her, 

for he had promised Stannis that he would keep her closely, and he has no guarantee of her return

—but Jon reminds himself that he is “the sword that guards the realms of men, […] and in the 

end, that must be more than one man’s honor;” as he tells his fellow officers, “‘Winter is coming, 

my lords, and when it does, we living men will need to stand together against the dead’” (ADWD 

520). The other three, however, do not agree. When Jon proposes to rescue the thousands of free 

folk stranded at a place called Hardhome, where they will inevitably perish “of cold and 

starvation,” Bowen Marsh merely scoffs, “‘Thousands of enemies. Thousands of wildlings’” 

(ADWD 522). Jon, who thinks of these wildlings only as fellow people, “[m]en, women, 

children,” is disgusted by Marsh’s prejudice—and his ignorance:

“Are you so blind, or is it that you do not wish to see? What do you think will 

happen when all these enemies are dead? […] The dead will rise again, in their 

hundreds and their thousands. They will rise as wights, with black hands and pale 

blue eyes, and they will come for us.” (ADWD 522)

Reluctant as his officers are to cooperate with wildlings, however, Jon’s command holds. 

He succeeds in striking a truce with Tormund and his people, and he organizes a rescue run to 

Hardhome. Jon’s final challenge of honor, however, comes from a much more personal quarter. 

He receives a vicious letter Ramsay, the Bastard of Bolton, torturer and killer, who first sacked 

and then stole Winterfell: declaring Stannis’s death; demanding the return of Jon’s sister, Arya, to 



DOLLING 62

whom Ramsay was wed; demanding Stannis’s queen, his daughter, Melisandre, Val, and Mance’s 

infant son; and concluding,

Send them to me, bastard, and I will not trouble you or your black crows. Keep 

them from me, and I will cut out your bastard’s heart and eat it. (ADWD 907).

Jon is left with an impossible decision: the Night’s Watch is sworn to take no part in the affairs of 

the realm, and yet Ramsay Bolton is a threat to all (ADWD 908). He reads the letter to an 

assembly of Night’s Watch and wildlings both, to their outrage and fury, and tells them,

“The Night’s Watch takes no part in the wars of the Seven Kingdoms[.] It is not 

for us to oppose the Bastard of Bolton, to avenge Stannis Baratheon, to defend his 

widow and daughter. This creature who makes cloaks from the skins for women 

has sworn to cut my heart out, and I mean to make him answer for those words … 

but I will not ask my brothers to forswear their vows.” (ADWD 910)

Many rally to him regardless, and Jon is fiercely glad of their support, proud that they should 

choose the honor of the cause over even the honor of their oaths. When Yarwyck and Marsh 

leave the hall in silence, Jon feels that it does not matter—“No man can ever say I made my 

brothers break their vows. If this is oathbreaking, the crime is mine and mine alone” (ADWD 

910). In this he is wrong. When he goes outside,

Bowen Marsh stood there before him, tears running down his cheeks. “For the 

Watch.” He punched Jon in the belly. When he pulled his hand away, the dagger 

stayed where he had buried it. (ADWD 913)

Martin ends this chapter of A Dance with Dragons with Jon lying face-first in the snow, 

daggers springing from his back. There are a number of reasons to believe that Jon is not actually 
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dead, but that is only speculation, unable to be confirmed until Martin releases the next book in 

the series—and so, taking the scene at face value, it must be acknowledged that Jon Snow and 

his dirty honor do not appear to meet with quite the same “success” as do Tyrion Lannister and 

Daenerys Targaryen. Yet nor can Jon be said to fall into the same category as Ned Stark, Quentyn 

Martell, and Stannis Baratheon, who all three clung too tightly to their beliefs and suffered for it; 

Jon Snow has compromised, sacrificed, and forsworn himself, and in doing so he has allowed his 

own views to evolve and his beliefs to shift, constantly reevaluated in the best interest of the 

realm. Instead, I would argue that Jon Snow was successful, perhaps even on a greater scale than 

either Tyrion or Daenerys. From the beginning, Jon has known that he would die in service to the 

realm—as a brother of the Night’s Watch, he is sworn to “live and die at [his] post,” and 

therefore to do so is not a failure, but only a conclusion of his duties (AGOT 522). In his time on 

the Wall, Jon Snow served faithfully, followed orders, observed and learned from the wildling 

enemy, fought off that enemy, and at last made peace and common cause with them in the face of 

a greater enemy yet. This legacy is not a small one; Bowen Marsh and his cohorts, rather, are the 

minority, and the progress that Jon made in uniting the free folk and Night’s Watch will not be 

easily undone. Unlike Ned, Quentyn, and Stannis, Jon did not die with his efforts having 

accomplished nothing. If, indeed, as Qhorin Halfhand once said, “‘Our honor means no more 

than our lives, so long as the realm is safe,’” then Jon has given both for the good of the realm.

CONCLUSION

Martin’s novels can be seen to uphold an ideal of honor and justice which is neither 

chivalric nor unbending, but adaptable, open to influence and compromise, prioritizing the big 



DOLLING 64

picture over individual gestures and binding conventions of behavior. The ethics and values that 

might drive our choices are not outright dismissed, but neither are they held to be always clear 

and inviolable, particularly when larger questions of truth and integrity are at stake. Operating 

within the logic of dyscatastrophe, A Song of Ice and Fire may seem to be a cynical recasting of 

genre conventions, a tale of destruction and despair. In fact, Martin is working to achieve a 

guarded restoration of hope in a possible future: to orient the reader within a fictional and a real 

world subject to messy, uncertain forces and clouded motives. His novels offer a context for 

reflectively examining our choices and making peace with the necessity for sacrifice and, on 

occasion, defeat.
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