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Abstract 
1DRPL�$OGHUPDQpV�The Power (2016) imagines a world in which women develop the 
ability to deliver powerful electric shocks, reversing gender relations and leading to 
the establishment of global matriarchy enforced by violence. While the existing 
scholarship by José M. Yebra and Alyson Miller focuses on the figure of Mother Eve 
as a critique of global patriarchal religion as well as the relationship between religious 
and state power in Bessapara, I attend to the often-neglected figure of Margot, a 
rising American politician. In this paper, I examine the rhetoric surrounding Margot, 
arguing that Alderman uses Margot to satirize contemporary white evangelical 
Christianity and its accompanying right-wing political agendas. I explore the historic 
connections between abstinence-only sex education, patriarchy, and nationalism, 
DQDO\]H�WKH�QRYHOpV�SDURG\�RI�$PHULFDQ�SROLWLFDO�UKHWRULF��FRPSDUH�WKH�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�
0DUJRWpV�TXHHU-coded daughter Jocelyn to gay conversion therapy, and examine 
WKH�QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�ERWK�VH[XDO�DQG�PLOLWDU\�YLROHQFH� Ultimately, I argue that The 
PowerpV� GHSLFWLRQ� RI� D� VH[XDOO\� YLROHQW�� QDWLRQDOLVWLF�� DQG� XOWLPDWHO\� DSRFDO\SWLF�
American matriarchy is in fact a representation of American evangelicalism that has 
qFKDQJHG�+HU�JDUPHQW�PHUHO\r������� 
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-RXVSHYGXMSR��Ȭ4PE]MRK�[MXL�E�2YGPIEV�&SQFȭ 
In her account of a visit to a youth rally organized by Silver Ring Thing, a 
USA-based sexual purity organization, Sara Moslener relates the lyrics of an 
original song performed for the mostly-WHHQ�DXGLHQFH��q7KH�ZRUOG�VD\V�XVH�
a conGRP�� ,I�ZH�WROG�\RX�\RXpG�EH� ILQH��ZHpG�EH� O\LQJ�WR�\RXU�IDFH�,WpV� OLNH�
SOD\LQJ�ZLWK�D�QXFOHDU�ERPE��<RX�FRXOG�ZLSH�RXW� WKH�ZKROH�KXPDQ�UDFHr�
�q1XFOHDUr�������7KH�VRQJ��0RVOHQHU�QRWHV��ZKLOH�PHDQW�WR�EH�KXPRURXV�DQG�
hyperbolic, is part of a larger rhetorical trend within the American white 
evangelical Christian sexual purity movement of the late twentieth and early 
twenty-ILUVW�FHQWXULHV��D�WUHQG�LQ�ZKLFK�WHHQDJHUVp�LQGLYLGXDO�FRPPLWPHQW�WR�
VH[XDO� DEVWLQHQFH�� KHWHURQRUPDWLYLW\�� DQG�ZRPHQpV� VXEPLVVLRQ� LV� GLUectly 
OLQNHG�WR�QDWLRQDO�SRZHU�DQG�PLOLWDU\�VXFFHVV��q7KH�PRUDO�absolutism of the 
SXULW\� PRYHPHQW�r� VKH� H[SODLQV�� qFDQQRW� EH� FRQYH\HG� ZLWKRXW� WKH�
construction of a moral economy that works alongside the larger cosmic 
EDWWOH�EHWZHHQ�JRRG�DQG�HYLOr��Virgin 262). In the rhetoric of Silver Ring Thing 
and other similar organizations, teenagers are actors in a battle for American 
sovereignty and national cohesion: for the nation to be pure and strong, they 
must be pure and strong as well. Conversely, if teenagers choose to have 
premarital sex, use birth control, or question traditional gender roles, they 
WKUHDWHQ�WR�GHVWUR\�WKH�QDWLRQ�DQG�KDVWHQ�6DWDQpV�WULXPSK�LQ�WKH�LPPLQHQW�
apocalypse. While such connections between military nationalism, 
Christianity, and adolescent sexuality may seem laughable or limited to fringe 
groups, the influence of purity rhetoric, abstinence-only sex education, and 
nationalism is prevalent in twenty-first century American discourse and 
legislation. As Heather Hendershot explains, evangelical Christian 
abstinence campaigns of the early 1990s found purchase in federal and 
state legislation, leading to funding for abstinence-only sexual education 
programs in public schools that continued through the Bush, Obama, and 
Trump eras (Fox et al. 497).1 q&KDVWLW\ persists as a moral movement in 
PXFK�RI�WKH�PHGLD�DGGUHVVHG�WR�HYDQJHOLFDOV�r�VKH�H[SODLQV��qEXW�RXWVLGH�RI�
that community evangelical politicians have transformed chastity into a 
health PRYHPHQW� XQGHU� WKH� EDQQHU� RI� oDEVWLQHQFH�p� (YDQJHOLFDOV� KDYH�
succeeded in bringing abstinence into the public sphere, in part at least, by 
obscuring the evangelical roots of their anti-sex (and anti-safe-sex) 

 
1 Funding for abstinence-RQO\� VH[� HGXFDWLRQ� ZDV� VLJQLILFDQWO\� UHGXFHG� GXULQJ� 2EDPDpV�
SUHVLGHQF\�� EXW� QRW� HOLPLQDWHG�� 'RQDOG� 7UXPSpV� DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�� SUHGLFWDEO\�� UHGXFHG�
funding for comprehensive sex education and increased the funding for abstinence-only 
sex education once again. 
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PRYHPHQWr������2 By disguising moral judgments about gender and sexuality 
as public health policy, evangelical purity advocates were able to embed 
their teachings about the relationship between gender, sex, and nation within 
mainstream political and educational rhetoric. 
 

6LOYHU�5LQJ�7KLQJpV�HTXLYRFDWLRQ�RI�SUH-marital sex using a condom and 
widespread nuclear destruction not only offers a window into the rhetoric of 
the evangelical sexual purity movement and its wide-ranging political effects; 
LW�DOVR�SURYLGHV�XVHIXO�FRQWH[W�IRU�1DRPL�$OGHUPDQpV������IHPLQLVW�G\VWRSLD��
The Power. ,Q�WKLV�SDSHU��,�H[DPLQH�WKH�QRYHOpV�WUHDWPHQW�RI�UHOLJLRXV power, 
gendered violence, sexuality, and nationalism. While the existing scholarship 
focuses on The PowerpV� GHSLFWLRQ� RI� WKH� SURSKHWLF� 0RWKHU� (YH� DQG� KHU�
founding of a global matriarchal religion, I argue that The Power also 
functions as a specific critique of white American evangelicalism and its 
rhetorics of patriarchal dominance, sexual purity, and national power. 
7KURXJK� DQ� H[DPLQDWLRQ� RI� WKH� UKHWRULF� XVHG� E\� WKH� QRYHOpV� $PHULFDQ�
politician Margot, a comparison of the queer figure of Jocelyn to gay 
conYHUVLRQ�WKHUDS\�UKHWRULF��DQG�DQ�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�
both sexual and military violence, I argue that The PowerpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�D�
sexually violent, nationalistic, and ultimately apocalyptic American 
matriarchy is one of an American evangeOLFDOLVP� WKDW� KDV� qFKDQJHG�+HU�
JDUPHQW�PHUHO\r������� 
 

American Evangelicals, Gender, and Sex 
Before commencing my argument in earnest, I would like to provide some 
EDFNJURXQG� IRU� P\� GHSOR\PHQW� RI� WKH� WHUP� qHYDQJHOLFDOr� DQG� P\�
accompanying theoretical framework. Contemporary American evangelical 
Christians do not adhere to one creed, share one common theological 
understanding, or belong to one denomination. Indeed, self-identified 
evangelicals often disagree upon who belongs within this category. The most 
FRPPRQO\� DJUHHG� XSRQ� GHILQLWLRQ� RI� qHYDQJHOLFDOr� LV� OLNHO\� WKH� RQH� SXW�
forward by historian David Bebbington in 1989, in which he identifies 
evangelicals as Christians who share four main qualities: biblicism (a high 
UHJDUG� IRU� WKH�%LEOH��� FUXFLFHQWULVP� �D� IRFXV� RQ� -HVXVp� FUXFLIL[LRQ� DQG� LWV�
saving effects), conversionism (a believe that humans need to be converted 

 
2 I do not discuss the evangelical politics of abortion in this essay, but it is worth noting that 

abstinence-only sex education is pushed as one part of a platform that claims to be invested 
in reducing abortion; this is not supported by the evidence (Santinelli et al. 273). As Randall 
Balmer has elucidated, evangelicals historically did not oppose abortion, but seized on it as 
a useful political issue several years after Roe v. Wade passed when they realized that their 
pro-segregation politics were becoming unviable.  
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WR� &KULVWLDQLW\��� DQG� DFWLYLVP� �WKH� EHOLHI� WKDW� IDLWK� VKRXOG� LQIOXHQFH� RQHpV�
public life) (Bebbington 4).3 That being said, historians and commentators 
have come to specifically understand American white evangelicals from the 
1970s through the present day as being a group united as much by their 
similar cultural touchstones and political affiliations as by their theological 
similarities. Historian Kristen Kobes Du Mez argues throughout Jesus and 
John Wayne (2020), her study of evangelical masculinity and nationalism, 
that today evangelicals self-LGHQWLI\� SULPDULO\� DORQJ� SROLWLFDO� OLQHV�� q0DQ\�
$PHULFDQV�ZKR�QRZ�LGHQWLI\�DV�HYDQJHOLFDOV�r�VKH�ZULWHV��qDUH�LGHQWLI\LQJ�ZLWK�
this operational theologyuone that is Republican in its politics and 
trDGLWLRQDOLVW� LQ� LWV� YDOXHVr� ����� )XUWKHUPRUH�� ,� ZDQW� WR� HPSKDVL]H� WKH�
whiteness of the evangelical movement I am examininguwhile there are self-
identified evangelicals within every major ethnic group in the United States, 
the evangelical rhetoric I analyze in this paper originates with white leaders 
and organizations, and implicitly supports the project of white supremacy.4 
As Kobes Du Mez notes, it is significant that 81% of white evangelicals voted 
for Donald Trump in 2016. She argues that the white evangelical embrace 
RI� 7UXPS� ZDV� WKH� qFXOPLQDWLRQ� RI� HYDQJHOLFDOVp� HPEUDFH� RI� PLOLWDQW�
masculinity, an ideology that enshrines patriarchal authority and condones 
WKH� FDOORXV� GLVSOD\� RI� SRZHU�� DW� KRPH� DQG� DEURDGr� ����� 7KLV� LGHRORJ\� LV�
specifically invested in the protection of white, heterosexual womanhood by 
white men, and the maintenance of the United States as a white 
supremacist, patriarchal Christian military power. 5 

 
3 As Kristen Kobes Du Mez points out, this definition is complicated by the fact that many 

people who claim the term evangelical hold views traditionally defined as heresy, and many 
people who do hold these four distinctives do not identify as evangelicals. In one study, for 
example, just 25 percent of Black &KULVWLDQV� ZKR� VXEVFULEH� WR� DOO� IRXU� qHYDQJHOLFDO�
GLVWLQFWLYHVr�VHOI-identify as evangelical (6).  

4 :KLOH�WKLV�SDSHU�GRHV�QRW�H[SRXQG�XSRQ�WKH�QRYHOpV�WUHDWPHQW�RI�UDFH��$O\VRQ�0LOOHU�DQd 
Abigail Nussbaum have both rightly criticizing The Power for overgeneralizing experiences 
of gendered oppression while overlooking the axis of racial oppression. This is especially 
curious because two of its characters are non-white: Tunde is Nigerian, and Allie is biracial, 
but their status as people of color is never relevant to their storylines (save for some 
racialized dislike of Allie by her stepparents at the beginning of the novel).  

5 As Moslener examines in her history of American purity campaigns, contemporary purity 
campaigns and abstinence-only sex education are the descendants of eugenicist 
propaganda and, even earlier, 19th century attempts to prevent white women from having 
sex with Black men. For a thorough genealogy of purity culture, see 0RVOHQHUpV�H[FHOOHQW�
Virgin Nation (2015). For more on the white supremacy of the Trump campaign and 
SUHVLGHQF\�� VHH� -HDQ� *XHUUHURpV�Hatemonger: Stephen Miller, Donald Trump, and the 
White Nationalist Agenda (2020).   
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With this understanding in mind of evangelical ideology and rhetoric as 
primarily political and cultural in nature, I focus on the following two central 
characteristics of American evangelicalism in this paper: heteronormative, 
complementarian understandings of gender and sexuality, and a 
commitment to maintaining national power.  Complementarian theology is a 
theological and cultural mindset that asserts that God created men and 
women to occupy distinct, fixed, and separate roles: men are called to lead, 
protect, and be breadwinners, and women are called to submit, nurture, and 
be homemakers.6 While proponents of complementarian theology frame it as 
qVHSDUDWH� EXW� HTXDO�r� FULWLFV� DUJXH� WKDW� FRPSOHPHQWDULDQLVP� SHUSHWXDWHV�
ZKLWH�SDWULDUFKDO�SRZHU�DQG�PDNHV�QR�VSDFH�IRU�ZRPHQpV�HPSRZHUPHQW�RU�
LGBTQ+ identities. Kobes Du Mez argues that complementarian theology 
evolved as a direct reaction to the feminist and gay rights movements of the 
����V� DQG� ����V�� qWKH� YLUXOHQFH� ZLWK� ZKLFK� FRQVHUYDWLYH� &KULVWLDQV�
RSSRVHG� JD\� ULJKWV�r� VKH�ZULWHV�� qZDV� URRWHG� LQ� WKH� FXOWXUDO� DQG� SROLWLFDO�
significance they placed on the reassertion of distinct gender roles during 
those decades. Same-sex relationships challenged the most basic 
DVVXPSWLRQV�RI�WKH�HYDQJHOLFDO�ZRUOGYLHZr�������$V�,�QRWH�LQ�P\�LQWURGXFWLRQ��
the evangelical commitment to heteronormative, patriarchal gender roles is 
directly linked to the strength and perpetuation of the American nation state 
DV�D�&KULVWLDQ�PLOLWDU\�SRZHU��q$�IDWKHUpV�UXOH�LQ�WKH�KRPH�r�.REHV�'X�0H]�
H[SODLQV�� qLV� LQH[WULFDEO\� OLQNHG� WR�KHURLF� OHDGHUVKLS�RQ� WKH�QDWLRQDO�Vtage, 
DQG�WKH� IDWH�RI� WKH�QDWLRQ�KLQJHV�RQ�ERWKr������0XFK�DV� LQ�WKH�6LOYHU�5LQJ�
Thing rhetoric cited above, in this framing the maintenance of strong and 
distinct gender roles and sexual norms is directly related to national power. 
Because of this investment in power and control, evangelical rhetoric 
frequently employs threats of violence, chaos, suffering, and even death to 
reinforce gender and sexuality norms. As Jason Bivins explains in Religion of 
Fear (2008), evangelical messaging provides its audience with a clear 
picture of a world clearly divided between good and evil, in which evangelical 
Christiansutheir teachings, their convictions, and their choicesustand 

 
6 The most prominent advocate for complementarian theology is probably the Council on 

Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, an evangelical parachurch organization created in 
1987 by several evangelical leaders, including Wayne Grudem and John Piper, aiming to 
qVHW� IRUWK�WKH�WHDFKLQJV�RI� WKH�%LEOH�DEout the complementary differences between men 
and women, created equally in the image of God, because these teachings are essential 
IRU�REHGLHQFH�WR�6FULSWXUH�DQG�IRU�WKH�KHDOWK�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�DQG�WKH�FKXUFKr��q0LVVLRQr���7KH�
Council has released two notable statements: the Danvers Statement, in 1989, which 
RSSRVHV� ZRPHQpV� RUGLQDWLRQ� DQG� JHQGHU-neutral Bible translations, and the Nashville 
Statement, in 2017, which condemns gay and trans identities as incompatible with 
Christianity and the Bible.  
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alone and steady in the face of chaos. This messaging infuses political and 
social issues wLWK�P\WKLF� LPSRUWDQFH��qFUHDWRUV�SURYLGH�IRU�DXGLHQFHV�DQG�
readers an interpretive template that posits demonological causes for 
political decline, and they situate readers in a historical framework and define 
for audiences a coherent, unchanging place theUHLQr��%LYLQV�����4XHVWLRQV�
about sexual orientation, gendered bathroom use, female clergy, and other 
shifts in understands of gender and sexuality have cosmic stakes: culture 
warriors understand themselves as battling for the soul and survival of the 
nation. As I demonstrate in the following analysis, The Power both reflects 
this relationship between heteronormativity and national power and draws 
attention to it by inverting it through its depiction of a violent, matriarchal 
United States.  

The Power and Religion 
The Power provides readers with a vision of a society in which women 
suddenly discover they possess organs that allow them, much like electric 
eels, to deliver powerful electric shocks to attackers or victims. In the years 
following this discovery, the balance of power around the world gradually 
shifts, as women first seek revenge for misogynistic violence, then come to 
dominate politics, media, religion, the military, and everyday life, before 
eventually bringing about nuclear war and apocalypse. Alderman traces 
these developments mainly through the eyes of four characters: Tunde, a 
1LJHULDQ� SKRWRMRXUQDOLVW� DQG� WKH� QRYHOpV� RQO\�PDOH� SURWDJRQLVW�� 5R[\�� WKH�
powerful and cynical daughter of a British crime boss; Margot, a mid-level 
American politician, and Allie, an abused foster child who becomes the 
SURSKHW�DQG�IDFH�RI�D�QHZ��PDWULDUFKDO�UHOLJLRQ�EDVHG�DURXQG�q0RWKHU�(YH�r�
The Mother Eve religion eventually spreads worldwide, reinterpreting diverse 
religious texts to centralize female power, and aids in propping up 
Bessapara, a matriarchal military state in former Moldova. Further 
complicating the text is a frame narrative, set in a matriarchal mirror of our 
contemporary publishing world, in which the young male author Neil Adam 
$UPRQ��DQ�DQDJUDP�RI�q1DRPL�$OGHUPDQr��ZUites to his mentor, an arrogant 
female author named Naomi, about his new speculative historical novel, also 
entitled The Power. 8SRQ�LWV�SXEOLFDWLRQ��$OGHUPDQpV�QRYHO�JHQHUDWHG�D�JUHDW�
deal of buzz and critical acclaim, in no small part because it resulted from a 
mentorship program that paired Alderman with legendary science fiction 
author Margaret Atwood. Due to this mentorship as well as thematic links 
between the works, critics have connected The Power WR� $WZRRGpV� RZQ�
gendered dystopia, 7KH�+DQGPDLGpV� 7Dle (1985). NPRpV� /\QQ� 1HDU\�� IRU�
H[DPSOHV��ZULWHV�WKDW�qLW�VHHPV�ILWWLQJ�WKDW������KDV�EHHQ�ERRNHQGHG�E\�WZR�
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QRYHOV�DERXW�ZRPHQ�DQG�SRZHUr��7KH�+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH, which reached best-
VHOOHU� OLVWV� IROORZLQJ� WKH� QRYHOpV� VXFFHVVIXO�+XOX� DGDSWDWLRQ� DQG� WKH������
election of President Donald Trump, and The Power, which had just won the 
%DLOH\�:RPHQpV�3UL]H�IRU�)LFWLRQ�DQG�DSSHDUHG�RQ�VHYHUDO�\HDU-end best-of 
lists.7 Despite critics making connections between the themes of The 
+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH�and The Power��IHZ�KDYH�FRQQHFWHG�WKH�QRYHOVp�GHSLFWLRQV�
of American Christianity. Extremist Christianity is, of course, at the heart of 
7KH�+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH, as numerous critics have explored in depth.8 What 
little scholarship exists concerning The Power, however, has mostly 
overlooked the heritage of specifically American Christianity that 
backgrounds the novel. José M. Yebra, in his study of violence and dystopia 
in The Power, noteV� WKDW� qWKH� QRYHO� LV� GHHSO\� HPEHGGHG� LQ� WUDGLWLRQ��
particularly Judaeo-Christianity and its palimpsestic substrate, namely 
QDWXUH� DQG� ELRORJ\r� ������ +H� IRFXVHV�PDLQO\� RQ� WKH� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ�
Mother Eve teachings and violence; when he critiques religious radicalism in 
the novel, however, he connects it mainly to Islamic terrorism (79). Alyson 
0LOOHU��PHDQZKLOH��UHIHUV�LQ�SDVVLQJ�WR�WKH�QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�qDEVWLQHQFH�
FXOWXUH�r�EXW�IRFXVHV�PRVW�RI�KHU�VWXG\�RQ�WKH�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�VH[XDO�YLROHQFH�
and its relationship to power (409). Neither of these critics dwell on the 
figures of Margot and Jocelyn, instead locating most of their examination of 
religion in the text on the central religious figure of Mother Eve. As such, I 
suggest, my examination of evangelical purity rhetoric and gendered 
nationalism within The Power is a novel and meaningful intervention. 

While it is tempting to read The Power as a vision of matriarchy or a 
feminist dystopia, I read the novel primarily as satire of current patriarchal 
poweruincluding contemporary American evangelicalism. As Lucy Atkins 
argues, Alderman uses textual codes to signal parody, framing her novel 
XVLQJ�D�qVHOI-referential play on notions of fact and fiction, authorship, genre 
DQG�JHQGHUr��n.p.). By reading the novel as satire, the reader is encouraged 
not only to imagine a strange and eventually horrific alternate society, but 
UDWKHU�WR�DOVR�UHFRJQL]H�WKH�SDUDOOHOV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�QRYHOpV�VRFLHW\�DQG�RXUV��
7KH�QRYHOpV�PDWULDUFK\��0LOOHU�DUJXHV��IXQFWLRQV�qLQ�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�>f@ not to 
suggest a new way of being, but rather to underline an existing dynamic in 

 
7 While The Power was published in the UK in 2016, it was released in the United States in 

2017, where it received widespread acclaim and press coverage.  
8 6HH�� IRU�H[DPSOH��.ULVW\�7HQEXVpV� q3DOLPSVHVWXRXV�9RLFHV�� ,QVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG�5HOLJLRQ�DQG�

the SubjugatLRQ� RI� :RPHQ� LQ� 0DUJDUHW� $WZRRGpV� 7KH� +DQGPDLGpV� 7DOHr�� &KULVWDEHOOH�
6HWKQDpV�qo1RW�DQ�LQVWUXFWLRQ�PDQXDOp��(QYLURQPHQWDO�GHJUDGDWLRQ��UDFLDO�HUDVXUH��DQG�WKH�
politics of abortion in 7KH�+DQGPDLGpV� 7DOHr�� DQG�5D\�+RUWRQpV� q,V� 7KHUH� D�&RQWH[W� IRU�
Gilead? Reading 7KH�+DQGPDLGpV�7DOH and Lila XQGHU�WKH�&KULVWLDQ�5LJKW�r� 
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ZKLFK�VHOI�DQG�RWKHU�SHUSHWXDOO\�FROOLGHr��������6KH�TXRWHV�135pV�0LFKDHO�
6FKDXE��q:KDW�D�PDQ�UHDGV�DV�D�KRUULI\LQJ�G\VWRSLD��D�ZRPDQ�UHDGV�DV�D�
fairly accurate state of WKH�ZRUOG�DV� LW� LV� WRGD\r��������:KLOH� ,�FRUURERUDWH�
0LOOHUpV�DVVHUWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�QRYHO�IXQFWLRQV�DV�D�VDWLUH��,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LQ�IRFXVLQJ�
her attention on the figure of Mother Eve/Allie, and worldwide patriarchy 
more broadly, she overlooks the specificity oI� $OGHUPDQpV� SDURG\� RI�
American evangelical rhetoric. 

Margot Cleary and the Politics of Evangelicalism 
A close examination of the figures of Margot and Jocelyn Cleary 
demonstrates how Alderman specifically satirizes contemporary evangelical 
Christianity and its ties between gender, sexuality, and nationalism. As a mid-
level American politician in the rapidly changing United States of The Power, 
Margot Cleary provides a window into American politics before, during, and 
after the shift between patriarchy and matriarchy. In the turmoil that follows 
ZRPHQpV�VXGGHQ�DFTXLVLWLRQ�RI�VXSHULRU�SK\VLFDO�SRZHU��0DUJRW�UHSRUWV�IHDU�
DQG�RXWUDJH�IURP�UHOLJLRXV�OHDGHUV��q3UHDFKHUV�DQG�WHOHYDQJHOLVWV�JUDE�WKH�
news and squeeze it, finding in the sticky entrails the unmistakable signs of 
WKH�LPSHQGLQJ�HQG�RI�GD\Vr�������,Q�RQH�RI�KHU�FKDSWHUV��$OOLH�FRUURERUDWHV�
WKLV� UHDFWLRQ�� QRWLQJ� WKDW� qLQ� WKRVH� GD\V�� LQ� WKH� 6RXWK�� WKHUH� ZHUH� PDQ\�
preachers who explained it: this is a punishment for sin, this is Satan walking 
among us, this LV�WKH�VLJQ�RI�WKH�HQG�RI�GD\Vr�������7KLV�UHDFWLRQ�UHIOHFWV�WKH�
logic of an evangelical worldview as outlined above by Bivins, in which 
disruptions to existing gender dynamics are understood as apocalyptic and 
threatening to national security.9 We see a similar connection, for example, 
in the famously controversial remarks of American evangelical leader Jerry 
Falwell Sr. following 9/11.10 In an appearance on fellow evangelical leader 
3DW�5REHUWVRQpV�The 700 Club�� )DOZHOO� GHFODUHG�� q,� UHDOO\�EHlieve that the 
pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the 
lesbians >f@�,�SRLQW�WKH�ILQJHU�LQ�WKHLU�IDFH�DQG�VD\�o\RX�KHOSHG�WKLV�KDSSHQpr�
�q)DOZHOOr���)DOZHOO��PXFK�OLNH�WKH�WHOHYDQJHOLVWV�LQ�$OGHUPDQpV�QRYHO��GUDZV�
a direct line between national disaster and deviance from heteronormativity, 
suggesting a cyclical cause-and-effect relationship between gender and 

 
9 Though to be fair, gender norms notwithstanding, any human developing powers similar to 

those of an electric eel or a member of the X-Men would no doubt be (pardon the pun) 
shocking. 

10 Falwell Jr. is also the founder of the evangelical Liberty University, one of the largest 
Christian universities in the world. His son and its current president, Jerry Falwell Jr., is 
IDPRXVO\�D�FORVH�IULHQG�DQG�SROLWLFDO�DOO\�RI�'RQDOG�7UXPS��LQ�ZKRP�KH�VD\V�qevangelicals 
KDYH�IRXQG�WKHLU�GUHDP�SUHVLGHQWr��0D]]D��� 
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sexual deviance and attacks on the state. In The Power, religious fear of the 
shift in gendered power is matched by political anxiety. However, much as 
in the rhetoric surrounding purity culture and abstinence-only sex education 
LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WRGD\��ZKHQ�UHDFWLRQV�WRZDUGV�ZRPHQpV�HOHFWURVKRFN�
powers appear in the political realm in the novel, politicians initially use more 
veiled language to convey their messages.  

,Q�KHU�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�$PHULFDQ�SROLWLFDO�UHDFWLRQV�WR�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�qWKH�
SRZHU�r11 Alderman explicitly invokes the language of evangelical sexual 
SXULW\��7KURXJKRXW�WKH�QRYHO��ZRPHQpV�DELOLW\�WR�HOHFWURshock is sexualized: 
Tunde gets aroused at the idea of being shocked by a crush, Roxy has boys 
begging her to shock them during sex, and Margot compares her first 
H[SHULHQFH� XVLQJ� WKH� SRZHU� WR� ORVLQJ� KHU� YLUJLQLW\�� q,W� IHHOV� DV� QDWXUDO� DV�
DQ\WKLQJ�VKHpV�HYer done, as known and understood as the first time she had 
VH[��DV�KHU�ERG\�VD\LQJ��+H\��,�JRW�WKLVr�������&RUUHVSRQGLQJO\��WKH�ILFWLRQDO�
government direction about how to regulate the power parody existing 
American conservative government instruction regarding sexuality: 

7KH�RIILFLDO�OLQH�IRU�QRZ�IURP�WKH�0D\RUpV�RIILFH��KDQGHG�RXW�RQ�SKRWRFRSLHG�VKHHWV�
WR�VFKRROV�DFURVV�WKH�PDMRU�PHWURSROLWDQ�DUHD� LV��DEVWLQHQFH��-XVW�GRQpW�GR� LW�� ,WpOO�
SDVV��:H�NHHS�WKH�JLUOV�VHSDUDWH�IURP�WKH�ER\V��7KHUHpOO�EH�DQ�LQMHFWion within a year 
RU� WZR� WR� VWRS� WKLV� WKLQJ� KDSSHQLQJ� DQG� WKHQ�ZHpOO� DOO� JR� EDFN� WR� QRUPDO�� ,WpV� DV�
upsetting for the girls to use it as it is for their victims. (70)  

There are two aspects of this passage that I want to highlight. The first, and 
most obviRXV�� LV� LWV�HFKR�RI�HYDQJHOLFDO�SXULW\� ODQJXDJH��qDEVWLQHQFH��-XVW�
GRQpW�GR�LW�r�*LUOVp�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�LV�VHHQ�DV�DEQRUPDO�DQG�WKUHDWHQLQJ�WR�
their male peers and to society as a whole, reflecting purity rhetoric such as 
that seen in the introduction to this paper. As Moslener writes: 

[..] purity culture demonstrates how sexual immorality poses a legitimate threat to 
the individual and to the collective well-being of the American citizenry. In doing so, 
evangelical purity culture marks adolescent sexual purity as a venue rife with 
opportunities for personal transformation, national revitalization, and quite possibly, 
the salvation of American civilization. (Virgin 15) 

$V�0RVHOHQHUpV analysis suggests, we can find a second aspect of purity 
rhetoric in the above passage from The Power: the argument that sex is 
damaging not only to others and to the nation but also to the self. The 
JRYHUQPHQW�DUJXHV�WKDW�XVLQJ�WKH�SRZHU�LV�qDV�XSVHWWLQJ for the girls to use 
DV�LW�LV�IRU�WKHLU�YLFWLPVr�������%\�IUDPLQJ�JLUOVp�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�DV�PXWXDOO\�

 
11 7HUPV�DUH�ERXQG�WR�JHW�FRQIXVLQJ��ZKHQ�,�UHIHU�WR�qThe Powerr ,pP�GLVFXVVLQJ�WKH�QRYHO��
ZKHQ� ,� UHIHU� WR�qSRZHUr� ,pP�VSHDNLQJ�RI� WKH�JHQHUDO� WKHRUL]DWLRQ�RI� UHODWLRQV�RI�YLROHQFH��
control, and influHQFH��ZKHQ�,�UHIHU�WR�qthe SRZHUr�LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�QRYHO�,pP�UHIHUULQJ�
WR�ZRPHQpV�HOHFWURVKRFN�DELOLWLHV��� 
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damaging, the government assumes that there cannot be consenting, 
pleasurable uses of the power (an assumption that we see refuted 
throughout the novel). Furthermore, this passage also works to cast teenage 
girls as passive and equally victimized, suggesting an effort to maintain a 
status quo in which boys are naturally active and girls are naturally passive. 
7KLV�UKHWRULF�VXUURXQGLQJ�JLUOVp�SRZHU�VKLIWV�Ln correspondence with changes 
LQ�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�VRFLHW\��ODWHU�RQ�LQ�WKH�QRYHO��UKHWRULF�DURXQG�WHHQ�JLUOVp�
use of the power more closely reflects evangelical descriptions of male 
sexuality.  

As women become the dominant gender in The Power, Alderman uses 
Margot to satirize evangelical attitudes towards both male power and male 
sexuality.  One of the first hints of this shift occurs when Margot finds out that 
her daughter Jocelyn has participated in shocking and seriously injuring a 
PDOH� FODVVPDWH�� qo7KHUH� ZHUHfWKUHH� RWKHU� JLUOV"pr� 0DUJRW� VXSSOLHV� LQ�
UHVSRQVH�WR�KHU�GDXJKWHUpV�DVKDPHG�VLOHQFH��qo,�NQRZ�WKH\�VWDUWHG�LW��7KDW�
ER\�VKRXOG�QHYHU�KDYH�EHHQ�QHDU�\RX��7KH\pYH�EHHQ�FKHFNHG�RXW�DW�-RKQ�
0XLU��<RX� MXVW�JDYH� WKH�NLG�D�VFDUHpr� ������ ,Q� WKLV�VFHQH��0DUJRt employs 
minimizing techniques to absolve Jocelyn of responsibility for violence: she 
blames her peers for their bad influence, as well as victim-blaming the boy 
for putting himself in the situation where he got hurt. In doing so, she mirrors 
patriarchal constructions of masculine power and coy feminine weaknessu
constructions that exist within American society as a whole but are especially 
egregious within evangelical purity rhetoric. As Hendershot explains in her 
analysis of conservative evangelical culture, evangelical narratives of power 
and sexuality tend to frame teenage girls simultaneously as sexless beings 
desperate for affection and as dangerous temptresses whose bodies invite 
attack; boys, meanwhile, are seen as being completely at the mercy of their 
sex drives. Hendershot writes:  

By constructing a teen body utterly lacking self-control, a body that can only be 
controlled or cured by a spiritual commitment to chastity, evangelical books, 
magazines, and videos may not only be dangerous to teen self-image but also may 
encourage boys to be sexually violent and girls to see submission to sexual violence 
as natural. Boys and girls who are repeatedly told that at a certain point they are no 
longer in control may as a result feel less in control, and it may actually be more 
GLIILFXOW�WR�VWRS�VH[XDO�DFWLYLW\�LI�RQH�FRQFHLYHV�RI�RQHpV�ERG\�DV�D�UXQDZD\�WUDLQ������ 

As Hendershot notes, a construction of the body as dangerous and difficult 
to control absolves boys of moral responsibility for their actions and furthers 
victim blaming for girls. This logic parallels the logic of the above passage, in 
which Margot constructs Jocelyn as blameless within the interaction with the 
injured boy. Lest the connection between violence and teenage sexuality 
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seem dubious herH�� ,� WXUQ� WR�0DUJRWpV� WKRXJKWV�D� IHZ�VHQWHQFHV� ODWHU�� LQ�
ZKLFK�VKH�FRQVLGHUV�-RFHO\QpV�LQDELOLW\�WR�WDON�WR�KHU�PRWKHU�DERXW�KHU�DFWLRQV�
DQG�IHHOLQJV��q0DUJRW�UHPHPEHUV�WU\LQJ�WR�WDON�WR�KHU�RZQ�PRWKHU�DERXW�ER\V�
or the stuff that happened at parties. About how far was too far, where a 
ER\pV�KDQG�VKRXOG�VWRS��6KH�UHPHPEHUV�WKH�DEVROXWH�LPSRVVLELOLW\�RI�WKRVH�
FRQYHUVDWLRQVr�������+HUH��0DUJRW�H[SOLFLWO\�OLQNV�-RFHO\QpV�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�
to her own adolescent experienceunot only of sexuality, but also of sexual 
threat. The irony, however, is of course that now her daughter is in the 
position of the aggressor, not the victim.  

This societal shift towards excusing powerful women for their aggression 
and framing men as in need of protection becomes especially clear in the 
QRYHOpV�GHSLFWLRQ�RI�0DUJRWpV�SROLWLFDO�WUDMHFWRU\��0DUJRW�EHJLQV�KHU�ULVH�WR�
power by advocating for training camps in which teen girls teach each other 
to use the power effectively. She frames this project as a civic one, in which 
teenagers will learn to harness and control abilities that would otherwise be 
incredibly dangerous. In a television appearance promoting the program, 
VKH� TXRWHV� D� %LEOLFDO� SDVVDJH�� qo,Q� WLPHV� OLNH� WKHVH�� ZH� VKRXOG� SUREDEO\�
UHPHPEHU� ZKDW� WKH� %LEOH� VD\V�� oWKH� KLJKHVW� DPRQJ� XV� DUHQpW� DOZD\V� WKH�
ZLVHVW��DQG�WKH�ROGHU�JHQHUDWLRQ�LVQpW�DOZD\V�WKH�EHVW�WR�MXGJH�ZKDWpV�ULJKW�p�
She smiles. Quoting the BibleuD�ZLQQLQJ�VWUDWHJ\r������12 Two things are 
notable about this passage. The first is the most obvious: Margot cynically 
deploys the Bible as a politically strategic intertext, indicating the popularity 
of Biblical messaging with American voters and suggesting that politicians 
often use Biblical intertext for political gain without necessarily believing the 
%LEOHpV PHVVDJHV��6HFRQGO\��0DUJRWpV�FKRLFH�RI�YHUVH� UHIOHFWV�WKH�VKLIWLQJ�
public attitudes regarding gender. She frames herself simultaneously as an 
underdoguQRW�qWKH�KLJKHVW�DPRQJ�XV�r�DV�ZHOO�DV�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�RI�\RXWK�
and innovationuQRW� SDUW� RI� qWKH� ROGHU� JHQHUDWLRQ�r� 6KH� DGGV� WR� WKLV�
LPSUHVVLRQ�E\� KDYLQJ� -RFHO\Q� MRLQ� KHU� DQG� qWHVWLI\r� WR� WKH� GDPDJH�RI� KHU�
HQFRXQWHU�ZLWK� WKH�ER\� VKH�KXUW�� qo,W�ZDV� VFDU\�pr� -RFHO\Q� VD\V�� qo,� KDGQpW�
learned how to control it. I was worried I could have really hurt him. I 
wisheGf,�ZLVKHG�VRPHRQH�KDG�VKRZQ�PH�KRZ�WR�XVH�LW�SURSHUO\��+RZ�WR�
FRQWURO� LWpr� ������ %\� KDYLQJ� -RFHO\Q� SURPRWH� KHU� DJHQGD��0DUJRW� XVHV� D�
rhetorical tactic that, while common, is especially pervasive in abstinence-

 
12 Margot is likely paraphrasing 1 Corinthians 1:27-29uq%XW�*RG�FKRVH�WKH�IRROLVK�WKLQJV�RI�

the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 
God chose the lowly things of this world and the despised thingsuand the things that are 
notuWR�QXOOLI\�WKH�WKLQJV�WKDW�DUH��VR�WKDW�QR�RQH�PD\�ERDVW�EHIRUH�KLPr��1,9���7KLV�YHUVH�LV�
famously usedufar more earnestlyuin WKH�FOLPD[�RI�0DGHOHLQH�/p(QJOHpV�A Wrinkle in Time.  



+IRHIV��&SHMIW��ERH�%QIVMGER�'LVMWXMER�2EXMSREPMWQ�MR�2ESQM�%PHIVQERȪW�The Power 
 

Gender Forum Issue 80 (2021) | 19  
 

only messaging: the appeal to the remorseful young person. In this tactic, 
popularized by anti-drug PSAs and afterschool specials, a teenager recounts 
how they lacked the knowledge and control to self-regulate, made a terrible 
mistake, and wish that their peers could learn from them to prevent being 
hurt. As Caroline Blyth explains, cautionary tales framed as testimony from 
peers are popular evidence for writers and activists advocating for sexual 
SXULW\��WHHQVp�q>f@�YLUJLQLW\�LV�IHWLVKL]HG��DQG�LWV�oORVVp�LV�PRXUQHG�DV�D�VRXUFH�
of their remorse, unhapSLQHVV��DQG�VLQr�������-RFHO\QpV�VWDWHPHQW�IROORZV�WKH�
same blueprint as these cautionary tales: she used the power (her sexuality) 
instead of knowing how to control it, she is remorseful and hurt, and she 
wishes that she had someone to teach her how to control the power (her 
sexuality).  

$V�0DUJRWpV�SROLWLFDO� ULVH�GHPRQVWUDWHV��KRZHYHU��DEVWLQHQFH�UKHWRULF�
and evangelical gender roles are often a smokescreen for the promotion of 
JHQGHUHG�SRZHU�DQG�QDWLRQDO�VHFXULW\��7KH�WXUQLQJ�SRLQW�LQ�0DUJRWpV�FDUHHU�
comes while she is running for governor, in a televised debate with her rival 
DQG� IRUPHU� ERVV�� 'DQLHO�� 'DQLHOpV� WHDP� SXUVXHV� WUDGLWLRQDOO\� JHQGHUHG�
attacks, accusing her of being cold and hard and a neglectful mother and 
failed wife, and they appear to be working until Margot gets angry and 
VKRFNV�'DQLHO�VOLJKWO\��:KLOH�YRWHUV�FODLP��LQ�SROOV��WR�GLVDSSURYH�RI�0DUJRWpV�
use of violence, she wins in a landslide:  

It turns out the voters lied. Just like the accusations they always throw out at hard-
working public servants, the goddamned electorate turned out to be goddamned 
liars themselves. They said they respected hard work, commitment, and moral 
FRXUDJH��7KH\�VDLG�WKDW�WKH�FDQGLGDWHpV�RSSRQHQW�KDG�ORVW�WKHLU�YRWH�WKH�PRPHQW�
she gave up on reasoned discourse and calm authority. But when they went into the 
YRWLQJ� ERRWKV� LQ� WKHLU� KXQGUHGV�� DQG� WKRXVDQGV�� DQG� WHQV� RI� WKRXVDQGV�� WKH\pG�
WKRXJKW��<RX�NQRZ�ZKDW��WKRXJK��VKHpV�VWURQJ��6KHpG�VKRZ�WKHP�������� 

7KURXJK� WKH� YRLFH� RI� 'DQLHOpV� IXULRXV� FDPSDLJQ� PDQDJHU�� $OGHUPDn 
FRQWUDVWV� YRWHUVp� DWWHVWHG� YDOXHVuhard work, commitment, and moral 
courageuZLWK�WKHLU�DFWXDO�DOOHJLDQFH��VWUHQJWK��DV�VHHQ�WKURXJK�qULJKWHRXV�r�
retaliatory violence. Though The Power was published in Britain a week 
before the 2016 American election, MargRWpV� HOHFWLRQ� EHDUV� D� VWULNLQJ�
similarity to the surprising triumph of Donald Trump, who rode to power 
supported by a base of white evangelicals. While media outlets covering 
7UXPSpV�FDPSDLJQ�DQG�HOHFWLRQ�LQWR�RIILFH�UHHOHG�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�
how so many professed Christians would vote for a candidate who seemingly 
betrayed their moral values, other critics argued that Trump represented a 
form of militant masculinity and brash thirst for power that reassured 
evangelical voters. As Adam Serwer famously argued in a piece for The 
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Atlantic, entitled q7KH�&UXHOW\�,V�WKH�3RLQW�r�q7UXPSpV�RQO\�WUXH�VNLOO�LV�WKH�FRQ��
his only fundamental belief is that the United States is the birthright of 
straight, white, Christian men, and his only real authentic pleasure is in 
FUXHOW\r��Q��S����.REHV�'X�0H]��PHDQZKLOH��SRLQWV�WR�HYDQJHOLFDO�VXSSRUW�RI�
Ronald Reaganuanother Hollywood figure who promised to protect 
American interests and take hardline stances against crime and 
communismuover devoted Baptist Jimmy Carter as a precedent for this 
seeming hypocrisy: a precedent that Alderman implicitly draws on with 
0DUJRWpV� HOHFWLRQ�� 0DUJRWpV� HOHFWLRQ� PDUNV� D� WXUQLQJ� SRLQW� IRU� JHQGHUHG�
power in the novel, as well as offering a sharp critique of contemporary 
evangelical politics: voters and politicians alike, Alderman suggests, may 
claim moral superiority, but their real alliance is with power, violence, and 
defiant aggression. 

Conversion Therapy, Homophobia, and the Queerness of Jocelyn 
My analysis of Margot as a critique of evangelical nationalism and purity 
rhetoric is complicated and deepened by the queer coding of her daughter, 
Jocelyn. Jocelyn is positioned throughout the novel as an unruly figure not 
only for her inability to control her power, but also for its frequent inexplicable 
absence. After her first television appearance, before the complete shift in 
global gender dynamics, Jocelyn receives hate mail linking her unruliness to 
DQ�LQDELOLW\�WR�FRQIRUP�WR�JHQGHU�UROHV��q<RX�ZDQW�WR�NQRZ�why"r�KHU�FULWLF�
ZULWHV��q<RX�ZDQW�WR�NQRZ�LI�DQ\RQH�HOVH�LV�KDYLQJ�WURXEOH��WRR"�<RX�GRQpW�
know the half of it, sister. This rabbit hole goes all the way down. Your 
gender-bending confusion is just the start of it. We need to put men and 
ZRPHQ� EDFN� ZKHUH� WKH\� EHORQJr� ������ 7KH� OHWWHU� ZUiter explicitly links 
-RFHO\QpV� VWUXJJOHV� ZLWK� KHU� ERG\� DQG� SODFH� LQ� VRFLHW\� DV� OLQNHG� WR� KHU�
LQDELOLW\� WR� FRQIRUP� WR� H[LVWLQJ� JHQGHU� UROHV�� GHVFULELQJ� KHU� DV� qJHQGHU-
EHQGLQJ�r�7KH�XVH�RI�WKLV� WHUP� LV�HVSHFLDOO\�IDVFLQDWLQJ��VLQFH�DW� WKLV�SRLQW�
Jocelyn does not dress or act in any gender nonconforming way, nor have 
men traditionally had electroshock powers. Rather, the letter writer is 
WKUHDWHQHG� E\� -RFHO\QpV� SRZHU� DV� D� ZRPDQ� DQG� EHOLHYHV� WKDW� D� VWULFW�
adherence to traditional roles will rehabilitate the status quo. Notably, 
however, even as women are widely embraced as the more powerful gender, 
Jocelyn remains coded as queer. She begins secretly dating Ryan, a boy she 
met online who has a secret, low-functioning skeinuthe in-universe term for 
WKH�EXQGOH�RI�QHUYHV� ORFDWHG�RQ�ZRPHQpV�FROODUERQHV�WKDW�DOORZV� WKHP�WR�
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electroshock peopleuGXH� WR� D� qFKURPRVRPDO� LUUHJXODULW\�r13 -RFHO\QpV�
attraction to Ryan is described as simultaneously physical and emotional: 
she enjoys talkiQJ�WR�VRPHRQH�ZKR�DOVR�GRHVQpW�KDYH�PXFK�FRQVLVWHQW�SRZHU�
LQ�WKHLU�VNHLQ��EXW�DOVR��q-RV�TXLWH�OLNHV�JLUOV��6KH�TXLWH�OLNHV�ER\V�ZKR�DUH�D�
ELW� OLNH�JLUOVr� �������7KH�QRYHO�GRHV�QRW�GLUHFWO\�GHVFULEH�-RFHO\QpV�VH[XDO�
orientation or gender identity other than with this statement: it does not name 
her as queer, bisexual, or some other identity, nor does Jocelyn unpack the 
physical essentialism of her comparison of Ryan to a woman because of their 
VKDUHG� VNHLQ�� 7KLV� LV�� DUJXDEO\�� GXH� WR� $OGHUPDQpV� IUDPLQJ� RI� JHnder as 
binary and physically-determined throughout The Power. As Constance 
*UDG\�FULWLTXHV��qDW�QR�SRLQW�GRHV�VKH� ORRN�DW�ZKDW� LW�ZRXOG�PHDQ�IRU� WKH�
WUDQV� FRPPXQLW\�� ,WpV� DV� WKRXJK� $OGHUPDQ� FDQQRW� LPDJLQH� FULWLTXLQJ� RXU�
current patriarchal system of gender without erasing trans people from the 
ZRUOG�� ZKLFK� LV� RQH� RI� WKH� IXQGDPHQWDO� IDLOXUHV� RI� WKLV� QRYHOr� �Q�� S����
Nevertheless, if one continues to read the novel partially as a satire of 
HYDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQLW\��WKHQ�-RFHO\QpV�TXHHUQHVVuDQG�0DUJRWpV�WUHDWPent 
of heruare especially pointed.  

I argue that The PowerpV�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�-RFHO\QpV�HUUDWLF�VXSSO\�
of electricity and her queerness serves to satirize evangelical narratives of 
homosexuality, gender, and national power. Miller has criticized the 
depiction of Jocelyn in the novel, arguing that: 

Given that Jos is one of the few characters signified as queer, there is, arguably, a 
SUREOHPDWLF�LPEULFDWLRQ�RI�KHU�G\VIXQFWLRQDO�VNHLQ�DQG�DQ�oRWKHUHGp�VH[XDO�LGHQWLW\��
Such a pairing evokes a rhetoric of biological fault, an error of neurological wiring 
WKDW�PLJKW�EH�UHFWLILHG�YLD�WKH�UHJLPH�RI�0DUJRWpV�1RUWK6WDU�WUDLQLQJ�FDPSV��D�oIRUFH�
IRU�JRRGp�GHVLJQHG�WR�WUDLQ�DQG�UHJXODWH�WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�SRZHU�LQ�\RXQJ�JLUOVr�������� 

While I believe that Miller is correct LQ� UHFRJQL]LQJ� WKH�QRYHOpV�FRQQHFWLRQ�
EHWZHHQ�-RVpV�VH[XDO�LGHQWLW\�DQG�DSSDUHQW�ELRORJLFDO�G\VIXQFWLRQ��,�DVVHUW�
that she overlooks how The Power uses Jocelyn to satirize evangelical 
rhetoric regarding queernessuHVSHFLDOO\�PDOH�qKRPRVH[XDOLW\�r�:KLOH�WKHre 
are outliers amongst evangelicals, the vast majority of evangelicals 
throughout modern history have condemned nonheteronormative gender 
expressions and sexual orientations as explicitly sinful and incompatible with 
Christian faith. This condemnation stems in part from an anxiety regarding 
the unruly queer body: a body thatuas evangelical Christian leaders readily 

 
13 'HVSLWH�KLV�qFKURPRVRPDO�LUUHJXODULW\�r�-RFHO\Q��DQG�WKH�QDUUDWRU��H[FOXVLYHO\�UHIHU�WR�5\DQ�

as a boy, not as nonbinary, intersex, or transgender. As I discuss further later in this paper, 
the novel does not feature a serious engagement with trans identities or other forms of 
gender diversity.  
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admituthreatens complementarian gender roles and patriarchal 
masculinity.14 This sense of threat is demonstrated by the rhetoric and 
practices put forward by evangelical proponents of so-called gay conversion 
therapy. Proponents of gay conversion, whether encouraging at-home study 
and reflection or urging concerned parents to enroll their errant offspring in 
camps and programs, frame the queer individual as a) fundamentally flawed 
or deviant, and b) capable of being rehabilitated (Bjork-James 647).15 This 
model is framed in explicitly gendered terms: queer individuals experience 
qVDPH-VH[� DWWUDFWLRQr� EHFDXVH� RI� FKLOGKRRG� WUDXPD� RU� D� IDLOXUH� RI� WKHir 
relationship with their parents, and they can be cured through a combination 
of religious faith and gender conformity. As Kristin Wintermute describes, for 
H[DPSOH�� DW� ([RGXV� ,QWHUQDWLRQDO� PHHWLQJV� qZRUNVKRSV� IRFXVHG� RQ�
embracing traditional masculinity or femininity, as antidotes to being gay. 
Conference attendees also took part in gender-conforming activities, such 
as the men playing football and the girls wearing make-up, as conditioning 
WRZDUGV�EHFRPLQJ�ZKDW�o*RG�ZDQWVp�\RX�WR�EHr��Q�S����*HQGHU�FRQIormity is 
VHHQ� DV� WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�� WKH� ERG\� LV� SOLDEOH�� EXW� *RGpV� SRZHU� RI�
transformation is not enough; it must be augmented by performing 
heteronormative masculinity and femininity. The focus on adhering to strict 
gender roles within gay conversion therapy suggests the anxiety at its core: 
not that the non-conforming individual is sinful, but rather that the unruly 
individual is a threat to the continuation of patriarchal masculinity and 
complementarian understandings of gender and sexual orientation. Within 
WKLV� FRQWH[W�� WKHQ�� WKH� FRQQHFWLRQ� EHWZHHQ� -RFHO\QpV� TXHHUQHVV� DQG� KHU�
qIDXOW\�ZLULQJr�WKDW�QHHGV�WR�EH�IL[HG�DW�WKH�1RUWK6WDU�WUDLQLQJ�FDPSV�VKRXOG�

 
14 7KLV�LV�VHHQ�FOHDUO\��IRU�H[DPSOH��LQ�WKH�q1DVKYLOOH�6WDWHPHQWr��������IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXVO\�

introduced Council on Biblical Manhood and Womanhood, which argues that individuals 
cannot simultaneously be Christians and affirm LGBTQ+ identities, and was co-signed by 
RYHU�����HYDQJHOLFDO� OHDGHUV�� ,Q� OLQNHG�DUWLFOHV�� WKH�1DVKYLOOH�6WDWHPHQW�DIILUPV�qGLYLQHO\�
ordained differences between male and female reflect[ing] GoGpV�RULJLQDO�FUHDWLRQ�GHVLJQr�
DQG�GHQLHV�qWKDW�VH[XDO�DWWUDFWLRQ�IRU�WKH�VDPH�VH[�LV�SDUW�RI�WKH�QDWXUDO�JRRGQHVV�RI�*RGpV�
RULJLQDO�FUHDWLRQr� �%RO]-Weber n.p.) In response, progressive Lutheran pastor and writer 
Nadia Bolz-Weber led her LGBTQ+ affirming congregation, House for All Sinners and 
Saints, in composing The Denver Statement, which critiqued evangelical connections 
between holiness, masculinity, and complementarianism, and insisted on the legitimacy of 
LGBTQ+ Christians and bodies.  

15 Ex-gay ministULHV�LQFOXGLQJ�([RGXV�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�DQG�)RFXV�RQ�WKH�)DPLO\pV�/RYH�:RQ�2XW�
were both popular and profitable in the 1990s and early 2000s, but have faced increasing 
scrutiny and opposition in recent years. In 2009, the American Psychological Association 
issued a statement criticizing sexual conversion therapy as both unscientific and damaging, 
and a growing number of states have passed laws making it illegal for licensed counselors 
to practice conversion therapy with underage patients (Bjork-James 650).  
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EH� UHDG� DV� D� UHIHUHQFH� WR� HYDQJHOLFDO� UKHWRULFpV� IUHTXHQW� FRQQHFWLRQV�
between queerness and the healthuor frailtyuof the nation. As Moslener 
notes, evangelical connections between queerness and the health of the 
VWDWH�GDWH�EDFN�WR�WKH�&ROG�:DU��q1XPHURXV�OHDGHUV�EHOLHYHG�WKDW�QRW�RQO\�
was homosexuality an acceptable practice under the Soviet regime, as were 
other forms of sexual anarchy, but that American homosexuals were 
VXVFHSWLEOH� WR� EODFNPDLO� E\� FRPPXQLVW� VSLHVr� �q1XFOHDUr� ������ /DWHU��
evangelical critics identified the AIDS epidemic as signaling a fundamental 
threat queerness posed both to individual health and to public life.16 
8QGHUVWRRG�WKURXJK�WKLV�IUDPHZRUN��WKHQ��WKH�qUHKDELOLWDWLRQr�RI�WKH�TXHHU�
figure is not merely a question of personal morality or spirituality, but rather 
is essential to the endurance of the nation.   

With this context in mind, then, I assert that Jocelyn is framed as a 
biologically deviant figure with a dysfunctional skein in need of rehabilitation 
not because Alderman sees queerness as a moral error or bodily weakness, 
but because evangelical rhetoric does. Throughout the novel, both Jocelyn 
and her critics use language to describe her skein and her relationships that 
echo the language of gay conversion therapy and queer Christian 
experience. Shortly after encouraging Jocelyn to break up with her boyfriend 
Ryan, for example, Margot frames herself as a benevolent figure wanting to 
help Jocelyn live a whole and correct life:  

q,� VWLOO� WKLQN� ZH� FDQ� ILQG� VRPH� KHOS� IRU� \RX�� ,I� ZH� FRXOG� ILQG� VRPHRQH� WR� KHOS�
\RXfZHOO��\RXpG� MXVW�EH�DEOH� WR� OLNH�QRUPDO�ER\V�r�-RV�SXWV�KHU�FXS�GRZQ�RQ�WKH 
WDEOH�VORZO\��6KH�VD\V��q'R�\RX�UHDOO\�WKLQN�VR"r�$QG�0DUJRW�VD\V��q,�NQRZ�LW��KRQH\��
,�NQRZ�LW��<RX�FDQ�EH�MXVW�OLNH�DOO�WKH�RWKHU�JLUOV��,�NQRZ�ZH�FDQ�IL[�LW�IRU�\RX�r������� 

,Q�WKLV�SDVVDJH��0DUJRW�H[SOLFLWO\�OLQNV�-RFHO\QpV�RZQ�JHQGHU�FRQIRUPLW\��qMXVt 
OLNH�DOO� WKH�RWKHU�JLUOVr��ZLWK�KHU�VH[XDO� UHODWLRQVKLSV� �VKHpG�EH�DEOH� WR� OLNH�
qQRUPDO�ER\Vr���)XUWKHUPRUH��VKH�VXJJHVWV�WKDW�-RFHO\QpV�JHQGHU�FRQIRUPLW\�
FDQ� EH� HQIRUFHG� DQG� WKDW� E\� EHLQJ� qIL[HGr� DQG� OHDUQLQJ� WR� EH� D� SURSHU�
woman, Jocelyn will eradicate both her queerness and her difficulties using 
WKH� SRZHU��0DUJRWpV� VROXWLRQ� IRU� -RFHO\QpV� qSUREOHPr� LV� WR� HQUROO� KHU� LQ� D�
NorthStar training camp, one of her experimental camps that train women to 

 
16 This narrative proved so effective and pervasive that it has endured in evangelical circles 

even as the AIDS epidemic has diminished in the United States and AIDS is no longer 
H[SHULHQFHG�LQWHUQDWLRQDOO\�DV�D�SULPDULO\�qJD\�GLVHDVH�r�$V�%LYLQV�H[DPLQHV�LQ�Kis study of 
evangelical Hell Houses (elaborate immersive theater experiences depicting sinful 
lifestyles), many narratives attempt to simultaneously depict gay men as sexually 
promiscuous and dying of AIDS (a 1970s-80s stereotype) while also depicting them as 
perversely seeking the right to marry in parodic gay weddings (a twenty-first century 
phenomenon) (154).  
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use their poweruand prepares them to be private mercenaries. If one reads 
the NorthStar training camps partially as an analogue for gay conversion 
therapy camps, then Alderman is suggesting that by attempting to eradicate 
-RFHO\QpV�TXHHUQHVV�DQG�WHDFK�KHU�WR�HPERG\�JHQGHUHG�SRZHU��0DUJRW�LV�
also encouraging her daughter to prop up national power and protect the 
nation-state through violence. This reading is reinforced in the only scene set 
at one of the camps, in which Jocelynustill unable to control her power 
despite traininguaccidentally shocks a trespasser to death, and then is 
SUDLVHG�DQG�KHOG�XS�DV�D�KHUR�DQG�DQ�H[HPSODU��������q,WpV�JUHDW�WR�NQRZ�
WKDW� ZH� KDYH� \RXQJ� ZRPHQ� OLNH� \RX� UHDG\� WR� GHIHQG� WKH� FRXQWU\�r� WKH�
breathy young anchor tells her on television later that week, reinforcing that 
when Jocelyn exhibits power and violence she is read as a good woman and 
protector of national security. Despite her training at the NorthStar camps, 
KRZHYHU��-RFHO\Q�FDQQRW�qIL[r�KHU�VNHLQuor by extension, her queerness, a 
situation that leaves her anguished and feeling inadequate. Near the end of 
the novel, in a private meeting with Mother Eve, Jocelyn once again mirrors 
the language of evangelical queer experience, begging Mother Eve to fix her. 
q3OHDVHf3OHDVH�KHDO�PH�DQG�PDNH�PH�QRUPDO�r�VKH�EHJV��q3OHDVH�DVN�*RG�
to take WKLV�EXUGHQ�IURP�PH��3OHDVH�OHW�PH�EH�QRUPDOr��������7KH�LPSOLFDWLRQ�
is clear: despite all the training, patriotic bravado, and social encouragement 
LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��-RFHO\QpV�VWDWXV�DV�D�TXHHU�ILJXUH�LV�XQDOWHUDEOHuand despite a 
shift from a patriarchal religion to a matriarchal one, her political and social 
ZRUOGV�VWLOO�FRQYLQFH�KHU�WKDW�*RG�ZDQWV�KHU�WR�EHFRPH�qQRUPDO�r 

Conclusion: Matriarchal Power, Matriarchal Violence 
By way of conclusion, I turn to two of the violent results of the gendered 
power and violent nationalism exhibited by Margotuand, by extent, 
evangelical Christianity. While an extensive analysis of the depiction of sexual 
violence in The Power is beyond the scope of this project, I cannot proceed 
without noting the pervasive threat and depiction of rape in the novel. Rape 
is present at the outset in its patriarchal world, practiced systemically against 
sex workers and personally against the foster child Allie, and it endures in 
the new matriarchal society, as seen horrifyingly as a weapon of war in later 
scenes set in Bessapara. Alyson Miller has addressed The PowerpV�GHSLFWLRQ�
of sexual violence deftly, suggesting the novel frames sexual violence as 
qLQWULQVLF�WR�WKH�H[HUFLVH�RI�DXWKRULW\r���������)RU�WKH�SXUSRVHV�RI�WKLV�SURMHFW��
however, I am more interested in how these eruptions of sexual violence are 
framed as the inevitable outcome of subtler attitudes from figures like 
Margot. In a diplomatic meeting in Bessapara late in the novel, Margotunow 
a U. S. Senatorupromises to look the other wD\� UHJDUGLQJ� %HVVDSDUDpV�
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oppression of men and rampant state-sanctioned rape, excusing it as 
qFXOWXUDO�GLIIHUHQFHVr�������17 While Margot does not rape anyone nor ever 
explicitly condones rape in the course of the novel, she does begin to display 
casually condescending and sexist attitudes towards attractive men that 
suggests she now sees them primarily as sexual objects and believes her 
political and physical power gives her a right to their bodies. Ogling Tunde, 
VKH�QRWHV�WKDW�KH�LV�qKDQGVRPH�DV�KHOOr�DQG ZRQGHUV�qKRZpV�VKH�VXSSRVHG�
WR�WDNH�KLP�VHULRXVO\�QRZ��ZKHQ�VKHpV�VHHQ�KLV�EURDG�VKRXOGHUV�DQG�QDUURZ�
ZDLVW��DQG�WKH�UROOLQJ�ODQGVFDSH�RI�REOLTXHV�DQG�GHOWV��JOXWHV�DQG�SHFVr�LQ�KLV�
live reports from tropical locations (245). Later in the scene, Margot uses her 
power to sleep with an attractive young male intern, with the implication that 
he owes her sexual favors because she is his political superior (251). 
Through the figure of Margot, Alderman satirizes the hypocrisy of so-called 
moral authorities who promote sexual purity while also reinforcing patriarchal 
power. As Kobes Du Mez notes, while American evangelical leaders have 
frequently perpetuated an image of the benevolent patriarch who protects 
white womanhood, children, and the nation, in reality the evangelical they 
KDYH� SUHDFKHG� D� qYLVLRQ� RI� &KULVWLDQ� PDVFXOLQLW\uof patriarchy and 
submission, sex and power >f@ that promised protection for women but left 
women without defense, one that worshiped power and turned a blind eye 
WR� MXVWLFHr� ������18 In the figure of Margot, Alderman demonstrates the 
absurdity of any claim that the superior power of one gender will lead to the 
protection of other genders rather than their exploitation. Far from being a 
feminist vision of an empowered woman in politics advocating for justice for 
the oppressed, Margot duplicates the abuse of power practiced by male 
church authorities and political figures alike in contemporary American 
society.  

The denouement of The Power simultaneously satirizes the end goal of 
evangelical politics while also critiquing the inevitable destruction caused by 
untrammeled thirst for power and violence.19 The novel ends in nuclear war, 

 
17 For a disturbing account of how evangelical politicians in the United States often lend 

support to more extremist gendered projects abroad, see -HII�6KDUOHWpV�The Family: Power, 
3ROLWLFV��DQG�)XQGDPHQWDOLVPpV�6KDGRZ�(OLWH (2008).  

18 This was demonstrated vividly in the #ChurchToo movement, in which women who had 
experienced sexual abuse within the context of Christianity shared their stories in response 
to the larger #MeToo movement. For more on the #ChurchToo movement see founder 
EmiO\� -R\pV� #ChurchToo: How Purity Culture Upholds Abuse and How to Find Healing 
(2021).  

19 As Andrews F. Hermann explains, among more right-wing evangelicals and similarly 
extreme right-wing politicians, apocalypse is one of the major focuses and goals of 
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FRQGRQHG�E\�PHQpV�ULJKWV�DFWLYLVWV��H[LOHG�6DXGL�$UDELDQ�JHQHUDOV��0RWKHU�
Eve (now dictator of Bessapara), and Margot alike. Margot, in particular, 
sees her advocacy for war simultaneously as retribution for her Jocelyn being 
horribly injured in combat, as a way of finally destroying patriarchy, and as a 
way of asserting American sovereignty.20 q0\� FRXQWU\� FRPHV� ILUVW�r� VKH�
GHFODUHV�� q:H� QHHG� VWURQJ� OHDGHUVKLSr� ������� ,Q� 0DUJRWpV� DGYRFDF\� IRU�
nuclear war, we see a logical outcome of dogmatic nationalism and the 
uplifting of any gender as physically superior and entitled to power and 
control. Margot has served throughout the novel as a parody of evangelical 
rhetoric and politics; when she self-righteously brings about nuclear war, 
Alderman suggests the horrifying end game of the evangelical agenda that 
props up abstinence campaigns and sanctifies patriarchy. While Silver Ring 
Thing may claim that safe sex is like a nuclear bomb, The PowerpV�VDWLULFDO�
treatment of American politics, purity culture, and patriarchy suggests that 
HYDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQ�UKHWRULF�LV�IDU�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�qZLSH�RXW�WKH�ZKROH�KXPDQ�
UDFHr��0RVOHQHU�q1XFOHDUr�������� 

 
  

 
evDQJHOLFDO�&KULVWLDQLW\��q)XQGDPHQWDO�HYDQJHOLFDOV�EHOLHYH�WKDW�LQ�WKH�FRPLQJ�ILQDO�EDWWOH��
America will fight on the side of Israel, and in order to do that it must remain a Christian 
nation. America must remain pure. Purity is imperative: individually, sexually, and nationally 
(416).  

20 Jocelyn, now a soldier abroad in a war zone, is nearly fatally electrocuted during an 
altercation in which her skein fails to provide her with ample power.  
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