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Abstract

Normative models of masculinity that are based upon violence, domination, and invulnerability are
recognised by scholars as damaging for the individuals who enact them and for the societies in
which they are enacted. In both the “real” world and the cultural texts that reflect and shape it, this
natrow definition of masculinity is debated, reinforced, and/or critiqued. Challenges to normative
masculinity are often identified in literary representations; but fantasy fiction seldom features in
these analyses, despite the genre’s ongoing engagement with masculine characters, themes, and
images. The genre’s long history of subversive content and ability to (re)imagine the world without
the constraints of realism also suggest its capacity to expand conceptions of masculinity. Using a
theoretical framework based primarily on Judith Butler’s work on gender performativity and
subversion, Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection, and Barbara Creed’s notion of the monstrous
feminine, I argue that, in George R. R. Martin’s A Song of Ice and Fire (1996—) and its television
adaptation Game of Thrones (2011—), when masculine characters use violence to gain power at others’
expense, they are positioned as monstrous and are shown to be part of a destructive cycle, whereas
when these characters use violence in ways that makes the world a more liveable place, they are able
to maintain their constitutive borders and proliferate their ideas and practices through queer kinship.
Illegal and excessive forms of violence used by normatively masculine characters, such as torture and
rape, are critiqued through the same textual devices as legal and legitimate sovereign violence when
they are individualistic and reproduce existing power structures. In contrast, female, disabled, and
queer masculine characters make violence a visibly masculine act and use it in ways that are coded it
as heroic or horrifying, depending on whether it empowers or disempowers others. The relationship
between masculinity and violence is negotiated in the Martinverse in complex ways, and I
demonstrate that the fantasy genre and its conventions have unique potential for presenting
alternative masculine discourses and queer kinships that interrogate, refuse, or work the weaknesses
in patriarchal logics of reproduction and repetition that maintain a lack of opportunity for certain

subjects unable to access these privileged power dynamics.
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Abbreviations

For ease of reading, I make the following abbreviations in my in-text references to the novels of .4

Song of Ice and Fire:

A Game of Thrones (GoT)

A Storm of Swords 1: Steel and Snow (SoS1)

A Storm of Swords 2: Blood and Gold (SoS2)

A Feast for Crows (FfC)

A Dance with Dragons (DwD)

Additionally, when I refer to Game of Thrones episodes in-text, I abbreviate as follows:

Season number, episode number “Title” (SIE1 “Winter is Coming”)
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Introduction

George R. R. Martin’s fantasy series A Song of Ice and Fire (1996—) and its television adaptation Gazme
of Thrones (2011-2019) are among the most popular cultural texts of the twenty-first century so far,
but they are also among the most violent. A recent study on character deaths in the series by Reidar
Lystad and Benjamin Brown (2018) reveals that of the major characters, over half die by the end of
season seven, and of those deaths 63% are caused by assault and 24.4% are caused by injuries
sustained during warfare. Male characters make up a substantial 71.8% of these violent deaths and
although Lystad and Brown do not comment on the perpetrators of the violence, it is likely that

most are men.

The connection between violence and masculinity is not limited to .4 Song of Ice and Fire and
Gane of Thrones but has been demonstrated in the real world and in cultural texts. Sociological studies
of masculinity have, for example, examined sport (Bairner 1999; Hust 2005; Lilleaas 2007; Messner
1990; Trujillo 1991), the media (Arellano 2015; Forter 2000; Hatty 2000), domestic violence
(Crenshaw 1991; Mansley 2009; Taylor, Nair and Braham 2013), school shootings (Leary et al. 2003;
Messerschmidt 2000), and the relationship between hegemonic masculinity and violence (Connell
2002; Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Demetriou 2001; Hearn 2004; Trujillo 1991). While
different in scope and focus, these studies concur that violence is associated with normative

masculine discourses in the real world, and the same is true of popular culture.

In relation to fictional masculinities, Anne Campbell (1994, 30-31) argues that “it is males
who both use and receive violence” and “because it is so tightly tied to masculinity, aggression
becomes central to the notion of manhood.” Campbell made this argument over two decades ago,
yet it remains as relevant today as then, even as the relationship between masculinity and violence in
literature has arguably been more explicitly interrogated. For instance, Boon (2003, 267) argues that
novels such as Chuck Palahniuk’s Fight Ciub (1996) explore “a post-war cultural politic that posits
violence as the exclusive domain of men and brands male violence as the monolithic evil
overshadowing American culture.” The direct discussion of masculinity and violence that Boon
identifies reflects the ongoing link between violence and masculinity in popular fiction, whether that
link takes the form of critical interrogation or endorsement of what I call patriarchal violence. I use

this term to refer to violence that is used to empower the self at the expense of others and maintains
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the system of patriarchal reproduction. I also acknowledge the existence of many other types of

violence that make the world a more liveable place, such as chivalric violence.

Ganme of Thrones and A Song of Ice and Fire reflect and shape the dialectic between masculinity
and interpersonal violence, and their high levels of violence are often critiqued. For many of the
series’ detractors, the violence is gratuitous (Hughes 2015). Gamse of Thrones has been referred to as
engaging in “the glorification of violence for violence’s sake” (Morrison in Thistleton 2015) and
many public figures have boycotted the series because of its depictions of sexual violence (Lee
2015). Academic scholarship has generally echoed this assessment, particularly in relation to sexual
and sexualised violence: for instance, Debra Ferreday (2015) claims that the series reproduces rape
culture even as the online fandom resists normalising sexual violence. Many scholars and critics
reject the series because of its violence, but they see its violence in simple terms, stemming from an
assumption that violence in cultural texts leads to real world violence, a notion that is disputed by
media violence scholars (Barker and Petley 2002; Carter and Weaver 2003; Docherty 1990). In

Martin’s series, violence is far more complicated than its detractors suggest.

I argue that when masculine characters in A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones use
violence against less powerful subjects, they are linked to monstrous imagery and are shown to be
part of a destructive cycle, whereas characters who use violence to empower others are able to
maintain their constitutive borders and to reproduce their knowledges and beliefs through a system
of queer kinship. This thesis will contribute to a growing body of discussion on the ways in which
popular texts can shape, mediate, and manifest gender discourses in the real world (Goodlad,
Kaganovsky and Rushing 2013; McRobbie 2004, 2009; Willis 2016), and more particularly, how they
can be seen to present subversive and conservative ideas as well as ambiguity and ambivalence
(Berlant 2008; Hall 2006; Radway 1984). In the process, it will also extend the growing body of work
on the masculine body and its capacity for violence in non-realist fiction (Askey 2018; Balay 2010;
Bealer 2011; Capstick 2015; Evans 2018; Lindén 2013; Moore 2012; Mukherjea 2011; Woloshyn,
Taber and Lane 2013).

This thesis performs the first substantial analysis of masculinities as they are enacted and
deconstructed in this major popular series and develops a critical framework for analysing two types
of enactment of violence in this series, their relation to the fantasy genre’s promises, and the
embodied ways in which characters’ monstrosity is expressed. To this end, I also break new critical

ground by considering characters’ violence in relation to their overall character arc, and how it leads
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to either a destructive cycle or a proliferation of their ideals and aspirations through queer
reproduction, depending on whether the violence empowers others or reinforces patriarchal
structures. My focus on masculine characters’ entire story arc and their (mis)uses of violence and
bodily autonomy builds on the work of scholars such as Charul Patel (2014) and Alyssa Rosenberg
(2012), who argue that masculine characters become linked to the monstrous because of their

violence.

Masculinity is by no means the only relevant lens for exploring Martin’s series; other vectors
of power, particularly race and class, are continually negotiated in the narrative. The representation
of non-white characters such as the Dothraki, a dark-skinned nomadic people, has been linked to an
ongoing disdain for racial others within the fantasy genre (Young 2015b). While class issues have
seldom been the focus for scholarship on the series, Valerie Estelle Frankel (2014) notes that the
series’ perspective characters are overwhelmingly high-class, indicating that the series privileges
classist ideologies. As Butler (1993, 18) argues, I recognise with respect to A Song of Ice and Fire and
Gane of Thrones that “these vectors of power require and deploy each other for the purpose of their
own articulation.” Despite the undoubted importance of considering this deployment, for reasons of
scope I focus on how masculinity and violence are negotiated in the series, including by normative
male bodies (chapter two and three) as well as by female (chapter four), disabled (chapter five), and

queer (conclusion) characters.

Throughout the thesis I refer to the books and television show as “the Martinverse.” Yet the
entire universe is considerably larger, and includes video games,' graphic novels, wikis, internet
memes, companion texts—including The World of Ice and Fire (2014), A Knight of the Seven Kingdoms
(2015), and most recently, Fire and Blood (2018)—a spectacular amount of fan art® and fan fiction,
online fan forums and websites’, merchandise, and events like “Fire and Ice Con: A Gawse of Thrones
Fan Convention.” Martin has also written a considerable amount of work outside of this universe,
including short story collections and science fiction, horror, and mystery novels. I focus on the A

Song of Ice and Fire novels and the Gamze of Thrones television show to the exclusion of these other

! See Schréter (2016) for a discussion of the representation of women and femininity in different Game of Thrones video
games.

2 See Howe (2015) for an analysis of the way that Daenerys Targaryen, Jon Snow, and Cersei Lannister are depicted in
fan art based on Game of Thrones and A Song of Ice and Fire.

3 See Helen Young (2014b) for a racial analysis of the main fan site, Westeros.org,.
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aspects of the Martinverse first and foremost for reasons of scope. The novels and television series
are the two main texts around which the rest of the Martinverse is oriented, and hence provide a
clear starting place for analysing masculinity in this narrative world. Given that this project is the
first in-depth analysis of masculinity in the series, I also felt it appropriate to focus on the two most
stable texts in this group and the two with the largest audiences. (While .4 Song of Fire and Ice has a far
smaller audience that .4 Game of Thrones, the former is seen as the progenitor for the rest of the
universe, even as it now lags behind these other forms.) In other words, the novels and television
series form the foundation of the Martinverse and so too form the foundation for analysing its

depiction of masculinity and violence in this fictional world.

Even excluding these proliferations, my corpus remains large. A Song of Ice and Fire is at the
time of writing comprised of five novels: .4 Game of Thrones (1996), A Clash of Kings (1998), A Storm of
Swords (2000), A Feast for Crows (2005), and A Dance with Dragons (2011), two of which are physically
so large that they are sold in two volumes in some countries. Similarly, Gamze of Thrones spans seven
seasons of roughly ten hour-length episodes, and a final eighth season will commence in April 2019.
Two more books are planned, The Winds of Winter and A Dream of Spring, though no release dates
have been announced. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to examine the texts as adaptations,
I follow Linda Hutcheon (2012) in viewing each text as its own distinct entity with its own value. 1
recognise that the television series is derived from the novels but this does not mean that it is
derivative, and that the relationship between the two texts becomes increasingly blurry as the
television series outpaces the narrative in the novels but Martin plays a central role in both. I work
with this blurriness throughout the thesis by using televisual evidence from Gamze of Thrones and
textual evidence from A Song of Ice and Fire. Because of the media specificity of the different forms
and the different points in the narrative that each text has reached, there are some types of evidence
that cannot be placed in dialogue. When this occurs, I privilege whichever text is more relevant to

my analysis of masculinity and violence in the series.

The books are chronological, although each chapter is told from the point of view of a
specific character. Perspective chapters are almost always given to the series’ most important
characters, with occasional chapters from minor characters. This format allows Martin to show
different ways of looking at the world, as well as vastly different physical locations, while retaining
an omniscience third person narration. The series contains multiple narrators and hundreds of

named characters, but it privileges three families: the Starks, the Lannisters, and the Targaryens.
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Each family is involved in one of three central plotlines, although there is considerable overlap. The
first concerns Daenerys Targaryen, the dispossessed leader of Westeros and Mother of Dragons, and
her quest to reclaim the Iron Throne; the second focuses on the events in Westeros’s political
capital, King’s Landing, and the intrigues of court; and the third is an army of the living dead, known
as “wights,” “Others,” and “white walkers,” who are gaining numbers in the icy north of Westeros
with the intent of bringing about an apocalyptic everlasting winter. These plotlines are loosely based
on real history, especially the War of the Roses (Larrington 2016). The narrative is set in pseudo-

medieval Westeros (the fictionalised West) and Essos (the fictionalised East).

The popularity of A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones reflects a broader renaissance in
non-realist genres, namely fantasy, paranormal romance, and superheroes, in the last three decades.
The late 1990s and early 2000s saw the creation of two highly popular fantasy texts: J.K. Rowling’s
Harry Potter novels and their film adaptations, and Peter Jackson’s adaptation of J.R.R Tolkien’s
seminal fantasy epic, The Lord of the Rings. Both the first Harry Potter film and the first Lord of the Rings
film were released in 2001, the same year as the terrorist attacks on New York known as “9/11.”
Frances Pheasant-Kelly (2016) and Antonio Sanchez-Escalonilla (2010) argue that the disaster and
the ensuing debates around terrorism and security led to an unprecedented interest in the fantasy
genre, with its epic battles between good and evil taking on new relevance. Since 2001 the fantasy
genre has dominated the United States and worldwide box-office in terms of gross earnings (Durks
2019a, 2019b), but it has also changed dramatically. Here and throughout the thesis I define the
fantasy genre and its texts as those that explicitly contain magic (see Mobley 1974). Although the
notion of realism is, of course, complex (Morris 2004), fantasy fiction often makes use of realist
frameworks, such as gravity, time, and the pseudo-medieval feudal system (Wilkins 2011). However,
unlike the genre of magic realism, fantasy fiction actively discourages the idea that it is presenting a
realist view of the world through para-texts such as maps (Ekman 2013) and by privileging the
fictional creation of new worlds, or world-building, more than characterisation and plot (Wilkins
2016). In this sense, magic unifies the diverse spread of cultural products that I view as fantasy, but
also leaves room for openness. Jes Battis (2007, 9) argues that fantasy is “a fraught term, a kind of
position or gesture that seems just as open ended as “queer.”” The genre’s openness—and its queer
potential—have been taken up by authors who push its generic boundaries, including authors such

as Martin.
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As a long-time fantasy author and script writer, * Martin has an expert grasp of fantasy genre
expectations and skillfully revises them in unexpected ways; for example, many fans were shocked
by the death of Eddard Stark in the first book/season because he was established as a central
protagonist, a character who is not usually killed this early in a fantasy series. While there are no in-
depth studies on Martin’s willingness to diverge from genre norms in his fiction, many critics have
noted it in passing (Battis and Johnston 2015, 2; Lowder 2012, xvi). Fittingly, given the importance
of magic to fantasy, Martin compares the slow increase of magic in his series to cooking “the crab in
the pot™: “with each book that I write, the level of magic rises a little. It’s a gradual introduction. [...]
you put him in cold water and you gradually heat it up — the hot water is fantasy and magic, and the

crab is the audience” (Itzkoff 2011). The strategy has been extremely successful with audiences,

drawing many dedicated fantasy fans as well as those who do not usually enjoy the genre.

A Song of Ice and Fire met with moderate critical success with the release of the first few
books, all of which are published by Voyager, a fantasy and science fiction oriented imprint of
Harper Collins Publishers. This reception changed when the series was adapted for television as
Ganze of Thrones by D. B. Weiss and David Benioff. Conversations between the producers and Martin
began in 2006, and the television series premiered on Home Box Office (HBO) in 2011 to wide-
spread popular and critical acclaim. As the series develops, Martin continues to play a major role in
the show’s creation as a scriptwriter and co-executive producer. The viewership of the season seven
finale was twelve million, with an estimated thirty million streaming the episode after its initial
release. Yet the viewership is likely larger, as the series has been the most pirated television show
since 2012; the premiere episode of season seven was pirated almost 100 million times (Muso 2017).
Alongside these staggering numbers, Gamze of Thrones has also been well received by critics. The series
has won the most Emmys of any television drama (Nickalls 2016), and scores extremely highly (over
90%) with review websites such as Rotten Tomatoes and Metacritic. Game of Thrones’ popularity has
in turn attracted an even large readership to the novels (see Gjelsvik and Schubart 2016, 3-4); those
published after the television adaptation have each made the New York Times Bestseller List (Orr
2011).

# Martin has a master’s degree in journalism and worked for many years in this profession alongside publishing short
stories. He later became a story editor, consultant, and producer for television series such as The Twilight Zone and Beauty
and the Beast. However, he found the television genre too restricting at that time and returned to writing fiction.
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Ganme of Thrones has been overtaking aspects of the narrative in A Song of Ice and Fire since its
fourth season, and as of season six it has completely surpassed the novels. But neither iteration of
the series has reached its conclusion, meaning that the arguments I make are solely in relation to the
book series as it stands at the end of A Dance with Dragons, and the end of season seven of the
television series. I have chosen not to include the teaser chapters from The Winds of Winter because
they are still in flux; their placement in the novel, and relation to other chapters, is yet to be
determined. By contrast, the published novels and seasons in the saga are complete in and of
themselves. This is not to say that the story cannot change with revelations and re-readings, but
rather that, as one of the characters in Ganze of Thrones says of his visions of the past, “the ink is dry”

(S6E3 “Oathbreaker”).

Existing research on the Martinverse has tended to focus on femininity, most prominently in
the publications Women of Ice and Fire (Gjelsvik and Schubart 2016) and Women in Game of Thrones
(Frankel 2014). The latter overviews the series’ engagement with controversial issues, such as sex
and female nudity, and examines its engagement with archetypes, tropes, history, and gender roles.
Women of Ice and Fire continues this analysis with chapters exploring adaptation, rape, video games,
genre, motherhood, and fan recaps, among other things. This research has provided valuable
insights into how dominant ideas about femininity and the female body are reproduced and re-
examined in the series. But their publication also emphasises the relative lack of attention to
masculinity and the male body in the Martinverse, which is a common phenomenon in a range of
contexts because of the supposed universality and invisibility of the male body (Drummond 2011,

Thomas 1996).

While there has been no substantial research on masculinity in the Martinverse, several
scholars have recognised the importance of masculinity to the series, and its critique of patriarchal
masculine discourses. Stephanie Genz (2016, 248) observes that “these sudden male deaths also
underline that here, masculinity is in crisis, and, more broadly, that patriarchy—as a political,
cultural, economic, and sexual/sexist institution and discourse—is as damaging and dangerous for
men, as it is for women.” As a result of this treatment of male characters, Genz argues that the series
reveals “the fragility, hollowness, and vulnerability of a paternalistic gender order in which male rule
is based on acts of gendered strength—and, therefore, at least to some extent, performative” (248).
This reference to the performative “acts of strength” and their connection to weaknesses within

patriarchal masculinity are, as I will show, continually emphasised in ways that highlight the inability
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of patriarchal violence to produce anything but destruction. In the same vein, Joseph Young (2017,
48) notes that when a warrior “dismisses a minor injury as ‘only a new scar to boast of to my son’
(Game 647) [...] the wound festers and reduces him to a flyblown wreck who will not be telling his
son anything” (679). The warriot’s patriarchal rejection of his own vulnerability ironically stops him
from entering the system of reproduction, whether of his own body through heterosexual kinship or
through teaching his son to adopt this masculine performance. While neither Young nor Genz
analyse masculinity in depth, they highlight the complex critiques of patriarchal masculinity within
the Martinverse, which I will elaborate in relation to violence. The seties’ narrative structure and
focus on “cripples and bastards and broken things” (GoT 237) forces the audience to consider a
diverse set of ideas and practices relating to power and gender, and thereby constitutes a textual
space in which destructive masculine norms are often critiqued and non-normative masculinities are

foregrounded.

In exploring both types of masculine performance, I consider how both patriarchy and genre
represent important structures in the Martinverse. Both are revealed as contingent and tenuous
through denaturalisation. While drag performances serve this function in Judith Butler’s gender
theory (explored in chapter one), in the Martinverse patriarchy is exposed as unnatural by
association with repeated performances and circuitous narrative structures, whereas genre is revealed
as unnatural through the over-burdening of certain textual moments with contradictory genre
conventions. In the series, two types of high fantasy fiction conventions are primarily employed to
create this tension, which I refer to as classical and postmodern. I explore this distinction in more
depth in chapter one, but it is worth mentioning here that I understand classical fantasy and
postmodern fantasy as two ends of a spectrum rather than dichotomous categories. Classical fantasy
promise a conflict between good and evil, romanticism, chivalry, and a happy ending, among other
things. In other words, it is a type of fantasy that stems from an urtext, The Lord of the Rings, and
which remains faithful to the series’ logics. In contrast, postmodern fantasy fictions embrace moral
ambiguity and “gritty” (Young 2015b) material realities, are playful with genre conventions and
content, and must often be assembled by the reader from numerous characters’ perspectives. The
Martinverse is an ostensibly postmodern narrative and employs all of the aforementioned features,
but some scenes are also narrated in ways that cite classical fantasy. The conventions contradict one
another, and tension is placed on the narrative. I argue that this tension, like drag performances in

Butler’s gender theories, can be used in an ideological project, which I explore in this thesis in
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relation to the subversion of patriarchal violence. Over the course of five chapters, I explore the
ways in which A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones complicate the relationship between

masculinity and violence through genre, embodiment, and abjection.

In chapter one I contextualise my arguments in relation to existing scholarly debates around
ideology, genre fiction and fantasy, on the one hand, and gender and abjection on the other. One of
my main arguments is that violence in the Martinverse is more complex than has been previously
acknowledged, and I situate this complexity within larger debates around ideological ambivalence in
genre fiction. These studies argue that it is necessary to place gendered acts and genre conventions
in dialogue with gendered structures and genres, in order to account for the relationship between
genre, ideology, and ambivalence. However, existing work in fantasy studies has focused on either
the representation of specific ideologies or fantasy structures, and is complicated by definitional
issues. To chart a path through these issues, I suggest a new way of defining high fantasy—as a
spectrum from classical to postmodern—and argue that while Martin’s series is postmodern, it
occasionally makes use of classical genre conventions. Where this occurs, the scenes overburden the
narrative and lead to subversive tension. Such subversion is focused on gender, and enactments of
masculinity in particular. Although it might seem the obvious framework to use, masculinity studies
is less useful for an analysis of the Martinverse than Butler’s poststructuralist gender theory, a point I
make by analysing the two existing short studies on masculinity in Gamze of Thrones, each of which
makes use of one of these approaches. As I demonstrate, the emphasis on structures and typologies
in masculinity studies offers a less effective basis on which to explore the frequent collapsing of

categories and positions in this series.

In contrast, because Butler’s performativity theory focuses on how specific enactments relate
to broader social structures, it offers a way of analysing the prevalent ideological ambivalence and
subversive dynamics in postmodern fantasy texts, including A Song of Ice and Fire and Game of Thrones.
For Butler, subversion occurs from within the law, when accepted ideas are turned against
themselves for political effect, a framework I employ to show how, in the Martinverse, the law is
thematised and personified through characters who repeat patriarchal violence in life but are later
killed in ways that echo their own violence. Yet Butler has been critiqued for focusing on the
discursive body rather than the material one, and bodies (bloodied, mutilated, and permeable) are a
prominent feature of the series. To attend to this feature of the texts, while remaining focused on

the relationship between enactments, structures, and the mechanis