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      Introduction

      
      
      Game of Thrones Season 7, Episode 7 closes with a horrifying scene of White Walkers crossing into
         the North from the now crumbled wall that once stood as a fortress to protect Westeros
         from the Wildlings. Meanwhile, consumed with her quest for power, Cersei Lannister
         sits alone upon her throne as her brother Jaime rides off to join Daenerys and Jon
         Snow in their growing alliance to fight the inevitable war that is to come with the
         White Walkers. The alliance is a surprising one since Jon Snow holds the title of
         King of the North to which Daenerys claims as rightfully hers. Despite these differences,
         though, the two have banded together. Jaime’s allegiance is even more surprising considering
         his devotion to Cersei and prior behavior would suggest the alliance with Jon Snow
         and/or Daenerys would not be possible under any circumstance since both challenge
         Cersei’s right to the Iron Throne.
      

      
      All the events culminate in Season 8 with the new alliance defeating the White Walkers
         in an epic battle. Once the foe upon which the alliance is formed is defeated, Daenerys
         sets her sights back to her original goal to be ruler of the Iron Throne. Cersei,
         certain of her victory, especially considering the losses suffered by her enemies,
         stands ready to face Daenerys. Before it is all over, King’s Landing is completely
         devastated, Cersei is dead, as, too, is Daenerys (and a whole lot of others), and
         Jon Snow banished himself to the Wall as punishment for his deeds.
      

      
      How did it come to this? When the HBO series Game of Thrones started, the Seven Kingdoms was ruled by King Robert Baratheon. Though the rise of
         Daenerys to power within the Dothraki Kingdom posed some threat to King Robert, before
         this, for the most part, Westeros was peaceful. Over the course of the series, though,
         King Robert is assassinated, as is his successor. The Seven Kingdoms broke away with
         regions, like the North, proclaiming their sovereignty and appointing their own king.
         Dorne, the Vayle, and High Garden withdrew their allegiance, as did King Robert’s
         brother Stannis who sought to claim the Iron Throne as his own.
      

      
      Throughout the series, the Seven Kingdoms continues to fall into chaos as wars break
         out among the different regions. Challengers from the continent of Essos and other
         areas like the Iron Islands seek power so they, too, can stake a claim to their own
         kingdom. It is only because of the growing threat of the White Walkers that Jon Snow
         can consolidate power over the North. It is this same threat that convinces Daenerys
         to align herself with Jon Snow. Unfortunately, once the threat is gone, so, too, are
         the allegiances that were once pledged.
      

      
      The series is not unlike the events that have unfolded throughout history in international
         relations. Wars, the quest for power, the clash of cultures, forged alliances, and
         broken ones, too, are all a theme that the series has in common with the real world.
         George R. R. Martin is said to have drawn from historical events, like the War of
         the Roses (1455–1485), when writing his books. In fact, Martin is quoted as saying
         his model for the book “was the four-volume history of the Plantagenets that Thomas
         B. Costain wrote in the 50s” (Flood 2018, para. 4). So, it is no wonder events in
         the series so closely mirror those that occurred in the real world at one time. This
         makes Game of Thrones the perfect backdrop for explaining international relations.
      

      
      What is the Study of International Relations?

      
      To define international relations as the study of state behavior in the international
         system is an overly simple way of thinking about the definition. The actual field
         of international relations is much more complex than the definition implies. As the
         world becomes more interconnected, so, too, does the study of international relations.
         In fact, international relations is very interdisciplinary in nature and seeks to
         explain a broad range of issues in international society and affairs. Political psychologists,
         for example, attempt to understand individual political behavior and decision-making
         to better explain state behavior. Political economists, on the other hand, are more
         concerned with the relationship between production, trade, and the distribution of
         wealth and how these variables impact international policy, politics, and society.
         Others focus on human rights, economic development, the environment, globalization,
         global ethics, and security issues like terrorism, resource scarcity, and ethnic conflict,
         though none of these issues are mutually exclusive and, rather, overlap in many ways.
      

      
      A primary focus of international relations is understanding the origins of war and
         the ability of states to cooperate. As far back as the Greek historian Thucydides
         (c. 460–395 B.C.), scholars have concerned themselves with the exercise of power by
         states within the global system and how these power arrangements facilitate or hinder
         cooperation. Power, in fact, is a prime focus of the field. Theorists devote significant
         time to defining power, understanding the nature of power, determining how one goes
         about getting power, and figuring out how much power is enough power. Scholars also
         examine the affect power has on state behavior and the international system and hypothesize
         how states can overcome their need for power to promote a more cooperate global environment.
      

      
      International relations is not just focused on power, though. The field is also concerned
         with the changing nature of state and non-state actors and the impact these new actors
         have on state behavior. Increased nongovernmental organization (NGO) activity in a
         state, for example, helps promote more democratic norms and respect for the rule of
         law and, thus, facilitates a more cooperative environment. Terror groups, on the other
         hand, pose a new threat to state sovereignty and the security of states, domestically
         and internationally. As a result, these new groups can prompt an increase in international
         conflict. Understanding these new actors and the role they play in the international
         system gives scholars a clearer picture of the conditions states face, and why some
         are better able to avoid conflict compared to others.
      

      
      Because the world is so complex, and many different factors can impact the behavior
         of states, it is necessary to find ways to simplify the world in which we live. Therefore,
         international relations relies on a set of theories and different levels of analysis
         to help understand and make predictions about state behavior. These theories act as
         roadmaps which allow one to view the world through a more simplified lens; without
         them, our explanatory power would be limited. For example, if you want to explain
         why the different conflicts took place in Game of Thrones, you could spend hours retelling the various events, weaving in and out of a myriad
         of details. Or, you could examine it from a few assumptions, like the need for power,
         or the lack of the rule of law and international institutions, or a disregard for
         basic human rights, or even by examining the individual characteristics of each leader.
         Using this approach makes it easier to understand why the events occurred.
      

      
       International relations is an increasingly relevant field of study. As the world continues
         to grow and become more interconnected, the need to understand state behavior and
         the interactions that take place among states becomes even more important. International
         relations provides an interdisciplinary approach with a range of foci all of which
         aim to do just that. The theories it presents can help even the novice understand
         the complex world in which we all live.
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