
Chang 13 

 

 

 

Chapter Two 

The Effect of Power Relations 

in the World of the“Internet”1 

 

   When I sit at my computer, I [the 

narrator] accept that the virtual worlds I 

find there parallel my own.  I talk to 

people whose identity I cannot prove.  I 

disappear into a web of co-ordinates that 

we say will change the world.  What 

world?  Which world? 

(Winterson, TPB 108) 

 

     Winterson’s eighth novel The PowerBook is richly stored with a variety of 

stories.  It is an innovative novel setting a virtual extramarital love affair in the 

contexts of contemporary (cyberspace) and classic fairytales, adroitly sweeping across 

time and place between a linear storytelling and multidimensional cyberfiction.  Ali, 

                                                 
1 According to Collins Cobuild English Dictionary (HK: HarperCollins, 1995; please see page 883), 
the word “Internet” means that “the worldwide network of computer link which allows computer users 
to connect with computers all over the world, and which carries electronic mail.” The world of the 
Internet in this chapter does not refer simply to the world of a virtual reality, but to the world widely 
spreading with the uses of the Internet, in contrast with the world without. 
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the narrator and e-mail writer, tries to charm his/her online audience with stories 

he/she is typing onto his/her computer screen.  The unknown correspondent, a 

married woman, wants “Freedom, just for one night.”2  Yet, the storyteller is 

involved in the tales she is spinning.  The narrator’s identity is divulged as the 

on-line stories go on gradually on the computer screen.  This anonymous 

correspondent receives many tales from the e-mail writer.  One of them is about a 

virtual forbidden love affair between Ali and “the married woman”3 and is located in 

the real cities of Paris, Capri and London.  This adulterous love affair ends with two 

choices.  The one is that no event will come out next between the couple; the other is 

that a union is firmly connected when the lovers take a risk.  Thus, the point I want 

to make is that the possession of freedom (as one of the modes of women’s existence) 

the correspondent desires depends thoroughly on what free choices people will make.  

However, if the married woman makes no choice or prefers the first one, one may ask 

what barriers4 prevent her from taking a risk in order to obtain freedom.  Actually, 

in a relatively modern society, it remains doubtful that every couple (of heterosexual 

or homosexual relationship) are capable of overthrowing the boundaries of so-called 

social norms, and win, at the same time, the respect and recognition from the public.  

Still, it is uncertain to say that multiple identities in the virtual reality can be extended 

into the phenomenal world.  Therefore, the questions that are needed to consider 

                                                 
2 When the story starts, the narrator, at night, receives an on-line message from the Internet, showing 
“Freedom, just for one night” (TPB 3). The e-mail writer, from the beginning to the end, tries to satisfy 
his/her online audience’s desire by recounting a number of interspersed stories. 
3 Another “married woman” who also desires “freedom, just for one night” has an adulterous bisexual 
love affair with Ali. Both the correspondent and the married woman’s names are not given throughout 
the novel. 
4 A self-regulated married woman will be conditioned or manipulated easily by structural constraints 
such as abstract ideologies or social practices. 
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next are boundary-crossing and women’s selfhood.  First of all, I have to inquire into 

the adulterous affair between Ali and the married woman, an affair showing the issues 

on heterosexism and female sexuality in relation to a set of relations of power.  Thus, 

this chapter will focus on the manipulation of power relations by means of Michel 

Foucault’s theory of power and Amy Allen’s analysis on feminist theory of power so 

as to examine how women’s mode of existence is profoundly affected by power 

relations.  It will be helpful to describe Foucault’s theory of power and its 

application on feminism before I move toward the main task. 

Foucault’s Theory of Power 

     In Discipline and Punish, Foucault delineates the transformation of power from 

the King’s body to the body of society, from the source of justice, law and power to a 

machinery that no one owns.5  Power, in a modern time, moves around and through 

different individuals, groups and institutions.  As Foucault points out in his 

influential book History of Sexuality: 

It seems to me that power must be understood in the first instance as the 

multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they 

operate and which constitute their own organization; as the process 

which, through ceaseless struggles and confrontations, transforms, 

strengthens, or reverses them; [. . .] power is not an institution, and not a 

structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is the 

name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular 

society.  (92-93) 
                                                 
5 Please see Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison and Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews 
and Other Writings 1972-1977. 
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In addition, a number of influential and innovative characteristics of power are 

proposed by Foucault: power must not be so much sought in a central point as the 

privilege of sovereign power, as it is exercised from innumerable points; power 

should be thought of in negative as well as productive terms; and the bond between 

power and resistance is never loosened.6 

     Yet, how can we appropriate Foucault’s theory of power for feminist purposes?  

Let us ask another question in advance.  Is Foucault’s theory of power useful for 

feminism?  Some feminists have shown that it is inadequate to apply Foucault’s 

theory of power to feminist concerns since Foucault pays little attention to 

gender(female) issues.  Allen, nevertheless, argues, “Foucault’s theory of power is 

extremely useful for feminism in that it enables us to work on many of the levels 

necessary for a satisfactory feminist theory of power” (266).  This chapter aims to 

examine the effect of power relations in The PowerBook, mainly in terms of Allen’s 

feminist theory of domination, a theory that is transformed from its original 

Foucauldian usage.  In so doing, I tend to investigate the ways in which the effect of 

power relations is exercised as dominant on a couple of virtual lovers. 

Feminist Theory of Domination 

     According to Allen, feminist theory of power is much closer to feminist theory 

of domination since the word “power” is ambiguous.  Given that a person is imbued 

with power, he/she might exercise his/her power over another individual.  Even if 

he/she has power over the other, it cannot be definitely said that their relationships are 

hierarchically oppressive.  Thus, the word “power” used by Allen means “an 
                                                 
6 Please see chapter two “Method,” in The History of Sexuality for a more detailed explanation of 
power. 
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oppressive power-over relation” (267).  When analyzing feminist theory of power, 

Allen considers two of the primary levels we mostly pay attention to: 

The two primary levels of analysis with which a feminist theory of 

power must be concerned are the microlevel and the macrolevel.  The 

microlevel of analysis targets the foreground of particular oppressive 

power-over relations.  That is to say, it examines a specific power 

relation between two individuals or groups of individuals.  The 

macrolevel of analysis, on the other hand, focuses on the background to 

such particular power relations.  In other words, it examines the cultural 

meanings, practices, and larger structures of domination that make up the 

context within which a particular power relation is able to emerge. 

(267) 

Accordingly, the microlevel of analysis, in a case of the adulterous love affair, rests on 

a particular domination relation between one individual and the other individual.  It 

seems that such an oppressive relationship cannot be detected among the married 

woman, her husband and the narrator Ali.  Yet, it is not entirely surprising to notice 

that the symbol of an oppressive power refers to the married woman’s husband, a 

representative of the heterosexual system, if we look thoroughly into the dialogues 

between the lesbian couple.7 

     First of all, the main line of a bisexual love story in The PowerBook occupies 

only four chapters such as “New Document,” “View,” “Help” and “Chooser.”8  

                                                 
7 The narrator Ali (a sexually ambiguous character) has been transformed into a female fiction writer in 
the story of the virtual love affair. Her name is called Ali as well. Therefore, the sexual relation between 
Ali and the married woman is a lesbian relationship. 
8 Please see “Menu” in The PowerBook, a word Winterson uses in substitution for table of contents. 
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However, Winterson has the inclination to depict a peculiar view toward love 

contemporary lesbians hold when the background of the story is established in the 

twenty-first century.  When Ali comes across the unknown married woman at one 

hotel in Paris, the ways in which the latter conducts herself exemplify a free and new 

woman in a new millennium— a lady having absolute freedom to search for her 

self-happiness regardless of the fact that she is under the condition of having a marital 

promise or bond with her husband.  It seems that the married woman is free, playful 

and willful.  She also recognizes so clearly where her duty lies that everything 

happening outside her marriage is a game.  Fully understanding the rules in the 

world of a heterosexual society, she knows how to disguise herself and how to play 

the role of an ideal wife most people expect her to be.  This married woman seems to 

have the enjoyment of sexual pleasure with the same or opposite sex.  Meanwhile, 

she would play the role of a mannered and self-regulated wife only if a tacit 

understanding is admitted in her marriage or a promise is so meticulously made that 

the game of the affair never exists in the realistic world.  Meeting the married 

woman by chance at the hotel, Ali is a little surprised at the great frankness with 

which the married woman talks to her: 

‘How many [lovers] have you had?’ 

     ‘Nine forty-eight,’ she [the married woman] said, sounding like a 

platform announcement. 

     ‘Was that the previous one or the one here now?’ 

     ‘The one here now is not listed in the timetable.’ 

     ‘What does that mean?’ 
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     ‘It means I’m married, but not to him.’ 

     ‘Then to whom?’ 

     ‘Oh, to a man built like a dining car— solid, welcoming, always 

about to serve lunch.’ 

[. . .] 

     ‘As you get older, the open spaces start to close up.’ 

     ‘You seem to have slipped through.’ 

     ‘I get reckless.  I risk more than I should.’ 

     ‘Have you left your husband?’ 

     ‘No, just lied to him.’ 

     ‘Can you lie to someone you love?’ 

     ‘It’s kinder than telling the truth.’ 

     ‘Are you still close?’ 

     ‘As close as two people growing apart can be.’  (TPB 43-44) 

The dialogue goes so far as to suggest that the space for the autonomy of female 

sexuality becomes, for one thing, wider and wider since the advent of feminist 

thought in the late 1960s, and that certain modern women are still concerned with a 

socially self-regulated position, for another.  It seems that each married woman is no 

longer bound by social norms or rules if she comprehends well the rules between the 

two games— one game for the autonomy of self desire and the other for her 

marriage— and never mixes the two.  Nevertheless, the above dialogue presents 

some knotty problems, some of which should be regarded as the centrality of life.  

Firstly, there is a misunderstanding in the married woman’s mind as to the autonomy 
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of female sexuality.  The number “Nine forty-eight” does not serve as evidence of 

the autonomy of her sexual desire.  Secondly, it seems that the situation is acceptable 

when a marital life is considered a condition full of lies, performances and disguises, a 

state that closely parallels a virtual life on the Internet.  Thirdly, whom does the 

married woman cheat— her husband, her lovers, herself, or all of them? 

     The married woman never forgets to play her given role, the role of a socially 

formulated wife, though she has physical contacts with Ali at hotels in Paris, Capri 

and London.  In other words, the married woman is under an illusion that she has the 

freedom to accomplish her sexual desire.  It is quite interesting that her husband is 

silenced by the storyteller, Ali.  Yet, the married woman is so deeply haunted by a 

shadow her husband casts throughout the love affair that she fails, at the end, to start a 

new life with Ali.  The reader hardly finds one description of the silenced husband in 

Ali’s narration: 

     He had his hands in his pockets.  Then he checked his watch.  

Then he put on his sunglasses.  Then he went to look down over the 

harbour.  Then he came back and paced outside the shop.  Then he 

went and put a coin in the telescope.  I guess this was a man who went 

through life with remote control, constantly flicking the channels.  

Finding nothing to interest him, he switched off and stared into space. 

(TPB 106; emphasis added) 

The man is, in company with Ali’s beloved in Capri, depicted as a monotonous, arid 

and boring person caring very little about anything beyond his life.  As a result, from 

the description one may say that the husband, a representative of the heterosexual 
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society, shows no threats to the married woman in an attempt to fulfill her self desire 

beyond regular days.  Yet, the social values which the husband stands for cannot be 

completely driven away.  Even Ali is fully conscious of these rules while talking to 

the married woman: “We both know the usual reasons, the unwritten rules.  No need 

to repeat them” (TPB 56).  Hence, there is no denying that the force of the 

patriarchal system is so powerful that the married woman finally sacrifices her love 

with Ali.  One of Ali’s monologues uncovers her paradoxically conflicting attitude 

toward the affair: “I love a woman who was married.  She loved me too, and if there 

had been less love or less marriage I might have escaped.  Perhaps no one really 

does escape” (TPB 59).  Then, the following dialogue, jumping from Ali’s inner 

consciousness, between the e-mail writer and the correspondent, describes the sense 

of powerlessness Ali feels after the end of the love affair: 

‘You [the e-mail writer] lost her?’ 

     ‘Of course I did.’ 

     ‘Have you got over it?’ 

     ‘It was a love affair not an assault course.’ 

     ‘Love is an assault course.’ 

     ‘Some wounds never heal.’ 

     ‘I’m sorry.’  (TPB 60; emphasis mine) 

The above dialogue foreshadows that the lesbian lovers with strong love and passion 

have no future since the married woman has been perpetually manipulated by the 

power of the silenced husband, a pulling force from the patriarch system.  

Accordingly , the married woman is willing to sacrifice her passionate and truthful 
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feelings in order to continue living in a heterosexual world, either disguised or 

hypocritical, where her social or personal identity is secured. 

     At length, in the competition of this triangular love affair, the winner goes to the 

husband whose invisible, yet invincible, power operates over the married woman.  

As a shadow, the force of domination relations that the husband symbolizes haunts Ali 

and the married woman all the time, leading to a dark future of the lesbian lovers. 

Power Relations at the Macrolevel 

     In her study of feminist theory of power, Allen argues that the two primary 

levels of analysis should be noted most— one is the microlevel, the other the 

macrolevel.  The former level is concerned with a specific domination relation.  In 

a case of the adulterous love affair in The PowerBook, the domination relation exists 

when the force of the husband exercises power over the other women.  In contrast to 

the microlevel aiming at the foreground of the specific domination relation, the 

macrolevel concentrates on “the set of background relations that form the context for 

that power relation” (267).  In other words, feminist theory of power at the 

macrolevel focuses much on such social relations as cultural and institutional ones, in 

which each microlevel domination relation is grounded.  According to Allen, the 

analysis will be thereby completed by means of the two levels.  Furthermore, four 

distinct aspects Allen presupposes should be investigated further at the macrolevel 

analysis of feminist theory of power.  Such aspects are cultural meanings, practices, 

surface structures of domination and deep structures of domination.9  As a result, the 

second half of this chapter will illustrate the effect of power relations in the triangular 
                                                 
9 For a detailed and complete explanation concerning the four aspects at the macrolevel in the 
domination relation, please see Allen’s essay, 268-70. 
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love affair among Ali, the married woman and her shadowed husband at the 

macrolevel, mainly in terms of Allen’s studies of feminist theory of power as well as 

her instructive Foucauldian usage of power theory on feminism.  The analysis works 

on how social relations make a great impact on individuals or groups so that almost 

none of them can escape from the force in a particular domination relation. 

     The first aspect we should consider in the domination relation among the 

husband and lesbian lovers concentrates on cultural meanings; that is to say, key 

concepts such as femininity, masculinity, gender and sexuality must be investigated in 

a given cultural context.  Also, it should be noted that the different constructions of 

these primary terms are closely relevant to race, class, or gender (sexual orientation).  

With reference to a given instance of the adulterous love affair in The PowerBook, the 

focus will be on gender (husband/man vs wife/woman) and class (patriarchal 

hegemony vs homosexual monority).  To begin with, I will analyze the domination 

relation in the aspect of gender by means of Judith Butler’s theory of performitivity. 10  

Butler has probed deeply into the issues on the formation of sex, gender and sexuality, 

arguing that the supposed links between sex, gender and desire (sexuality) are 

inappropriate.  In other words, the link will be problematic if sex (biological identity, 

male or female) is seen to cause gender (social identity, masculine or feminine), and 

thereby gender is seen to cause desire (the opposite sex one is prone to).  Rather, 

gender should be seen as a fluid variable in different contexts.  Yet, many people, 

including the married woman, are still self-regulated by social values under the 

                                                 
10 Judith Butler is an eminently contemporary lesbian theorist, whose work has been so widely 
influential at the level of feminist and queer theories in the following two books Gender Trouble: 
Feminism and the Subversion of Identity and Bodies That Matter. 
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presumption of the above binary gender system.  A love affair pertaining to the 

accomplishment of self-desire simply exists in the imaginary or virtual world.  The 

married woman always gives first priority to the social rules of the heterosexual 

hegemony wherever she stays.  When the love affair starts at the hotel in Paris, the 

married woman considers it as “one night stand,” which causes “no difficulties, no 

complications” (TPB 65).  On the following day, the married woman disappears, 

coming back to her normal world: 

The next morning I [Ali] woke late and turned over to kiss her. 

     She had gone.  The sheet was still warm but she had gone.  I lay 

there, my growing agitation of mind beginning to fight with the gentle 

heaviness of my body, I had no idea what to do, so I did the 

obvious— got dressed and ran round the corner to our other hotel. 

(TPB 68-69; emphasis added) 

Ali, who is faithful to her own feelings, chases the possible footprint the married 

might leave.  Returning to Room 29, a resting place where the married woman has 

checked in before, Ali is disappointed with the empty clue.  It is not so much that Ali 

loses the married woman as that the latter chooses to come back to her normal world.  

As Ali says, “No difficulties.  No complications.  Not even goodbye.  So that’s the 

end of it then” (TPB 69).  The married woman, having no courage to follow her true 

passionate feelings when a chance comes, surrenders quickly to the heterosexual 

hegemony, and vacillates between the imaginary and the realistic as a false free 

subject. 

     Furthermore, the second aspect we should aim at in the domination relation 
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involves (social) practices, activities that are intertwined with culturally encoded 

meanings and understandings (cultural meanings).  As Allen points out: 

[T]hese meanings and practices are often internalized by those who are 

dominated, a phenomenon to which feminists must pay careful attention.  

Internalization involves the process, either conscious or unconscious, by 

which a dominated individual comes to accept meanings and adopt 

practices that reflect and reinforce the power of the dominant individual. 

(269; emphasis mine) 

Allen’s analysis draws, as a matter of fact, on Foucault’s original concept of the 

Panopticon11 or self-surveillance, a process that “docile”12 bodies and minds are 

formulated and produced in particular ways.  The married woman in the triangular 

love affair gives us a good example of a socially self-regulated subject as Foucault 

and Allen describe.13 

     When the married woman and her husband appear in Capri, they behave 
                                                 
11 The term Panopticon, a famous Foucauldian metaphor for the concept of self surveillance, originates 
from Jeremy Bentham’s book Panopticon at the end of the eighteenth century. The Panopticon, a 
confined building for prisoners, is described as: “A perimeter building in the form of a ring. At the 
centre of this, a tower, pierced by large windows opening on to the inner face of the ring. The outer 
building is divided into cells each of which traverses the whole thickness of the building. These cells 
have two windows, one opening on to the inside, facing the windows of the central tower, the other, 
outer one allowing daylight to pass through the whole cell. All that is then needed is to put an overseer 
in the tower and place in each of the cells a lunatic, a patient, a convict, a worker or a schoolboy. The 
back lighting enables one to pick out from the central tower the little captive silhouettes in the ring of 
cells. In short, the principle of the dungeon is reversed; daylight and the overseer’s gaze capture the 
inmate more effectively than darkness, which afforded after all a sort of protection” (147).  See also 
Foucault’s “The Eye of Power” in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 
1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon, trans. Colin Gordon et al. (NY: Pantheon, 1980), 146-65. 
12 See chapter “Docile Bodies” in Foucault’s Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. 
Alan Sheridan (NY: Vintage, 1979). 
13 In a conversation with Jean-Pierre Barou and Michelle Perrot, Foucult has delineated the technique 
of power used within the Panopticon, arguing that a self-surveillance or self-regulating subject is the 
most economical and effective way for the dominant to control others. As Foucault points out, “In 
contrast to that you have the system of surveillance, which is no need for arms, physical violence, 
material constraints. Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze, a gaze which each individual under its weight will 
end by interiorizing to the point that he is his own overseer, each individual thus exercising this 
surveillance over, and against, himself.” (155). See also Foucault’s “The Eye of Power” in 
Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings 1972-1977. 
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decorously and decently as Ali spies upon the movements of the couple.  Having a 

package, the married woman takes her husband’s arm and smiles faintly.  As a 

gracious and courteous lady, the married woman, fully understanding “manners” in 

the heterosexual society, practices the social norms so well that her gender identity is 

produced as a decent and docile wife.  It should be clear by now that the ways in 

which the couple go shopping and have their dinner on a vocation trip are credited as 

normal as any ideal mates will perform in the patriarchal system.  Yet, when meeting 

Ali at the hotel in Capri, the married woman rids herself of all symbols representing 

her fixed gender identity: 

You [the married woman] had taken off the little black dress and you 

were wearing combat trousers and a hooded sweatshirt.  That is, a 

hooded cashmere sweatshirt.  Your hair was in a ponytail and the rings 

and the jewellery were gone.  (TPB 115) 

Intensively decoding those symbols and realizing the performative attributes of 

gender identity in the patriarchal hegemony, the married woman is supposedly 

inclined to be as free as any unbound person when escaping from the patriarchal 

system to a nonexistent space, a hotel room with Ali.  It seems that the married 

woman, in company with Ali, has a chance to subvert the fixed boundary between the 

binary opposition; that is, man versus woman, husband versus wife, heterosexuality 

versus homosexuality or the real versus the imaginary.  However, the possible spaces 

Ali creates cannot be recognized and granted by the married woman.  A close look at 

the following dialogue will reveal that the boundary lines are fixed as they used to be: 

     ‘I [the married woman] love the curve of your back when you [Ali] 
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sleep,’ she said. 

     ‘Then why did you get up and disappear that night in Paris?’ 

     ‘I had to.’ 

     ‘To save your skin?’ 

     ‘To save my sense of self.  You make me wonder who I am.’ 

     ‘Who are you?’ 

     ‘Someone who wants the best of both worlds.’ 

     ‘So you do believe in more than one reality?’ 

     ‘No.  There’s only one reality.  The rest is a way of escape.’ 

     ‘Is that what I am?  An escape?’ 

     ‘You said you wouldn’t pin me to the facts.’ 

     ‘The fact of your marriage?’ 

     ‘Why do you keep thinking about it?’ 

     ‘Because you do.’  (TPB 122) 

That this is the case is evidenced by the fact that the existence of the married woman’s 

self identity relies completely on the realistic patriarchal world.  It seems that 

transgressive power toward gender differences, generic distinctions, or binary 

oppositions are no longer possible.  As an escape, the way of bi-sexuality fails to 

transcend the sexual boundary between man and woman, because the married woman 

always surrenders herself to the force from the heterosexual system and takes 

seriously into consideration the social values of the patriarchal hegemony in the 

course of the affair. 

     In her excellent study of feminist theory of power, Allen argues that there are 
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four aspects of analysis in the domination relation at the macrolevel for us to explore.  

Take the adulterous love affair for instance.  I have, so far, investigated aspects of 

cultural meanings and social practices, noticing that the married woman is still bound 

by the social norms even if she has a chance to undermine the boundaries at the hotel 

rooms with Ali.  As a self-regulated wife, the married woman is conditioned by the 

social rules and dominant ideologies.  Not only does she internalize meanings and 

practices from the realistic world, but she also extends those concepts into the world 

of imagination.  The married woman fails, finally, to transcend the boundary lines 

and the freedom of self-pleasure she earns is an escape or a dream only.  

     The third and last aspects of analysis at the macrolevel, as Allen remarks, rests 

on two different structures of the oppressive power-over relations— one is surface 

structures of domination and the other deep structures of domination.  An analysis of 

the former involves the identification and critique of the domination relation, which 

enables us to perceive the context of an observed pattern of inequality and injustice 

such as an abuse of male power or the dominant power of heterosexuality.  A 

manifestation of the observed pattern of inequality can be illustrated in the adulterous 

love affair in The PowerBook.  That is, the force of heterosexuality is exercised over 

that of homosexuality.   The dominant force of heterosexuality is not quite apparent, 

but it operates implicitly on each woman submitting willingly to patriarchal standards 

on femininity.  The married woman in The PowerBook internalizes the feminine 

ideal so profoundly that she might lose her (social) identity if she chooses to reject 

disciplinary practices related to the patriarchal hegemony.  Such a domination 

relation can be seen to echo an inferior role that Ali, having a lesbian relationship with 
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the married woman, will encounter: 

I [Ali] want to be able to call you.  I want to be able to knock on your 

door.  I want to be able to keep your key and to give you mine.  I want 

to be seen with you in public.  I want there to be no gossip.  I want to 

make supper with you.  I want to go shopping with you.  I want to 

know that nothing can come between us except each other. 

(TPB 128; emphasis mine) 

The quotation strongly suggests a subordinated position a third party will meet.  To 

make matters even worse, their sexual relationship dwells on the same category of sex.   

The third party is criticized severely in the heterosexual society, and the situation 

becomes more intolerable if the adultery is committed with someone of the same 

category of sex.  Thereupon, as a lesbian and the second sex, Ali seems to be double 

oppressed by the patriarchal world. 

     Finally, a second structural account of domination relation at the 

macrolevel— deep structures of domination— aims, as Allen remarks, to probe “an 

explanatory framework that will illuminate or explicate the observed patterns of 

inequality that make up surface structures of domination” (270).  In The PowerBook, 

the patriarchal system provides an excellent example of this point.  An adulterous 

lesbian love affair is easily manipulated and influenced by the dominant force under 

conditions of patriarchal privileges.  There is no denying that such dominant 

ideologies as family values or the patriarchal privileges prevent, more or less, the 

married woman from accomplishing her self-pleasure.  At the end of the love affair, 

the married woman cannot throw off her “suitcase” in favor of starting a new life with 
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Ali: 

How light she [the married woman] looked, with just a suitcase she 

could carry in one hand.  Inside that suitcase was a marriage, America, 

a life of which I knew nothing.  Inside that suitcase were doors I had 

never opened into rooms I wouldn’t recognize.  The suitcase was 

stuffed with letters and an address book and a store card for a shopping 

mall, and dinner parties I have never been to, and wouldn’t go to now.  

In that suitcase were invitations from friends and pre-sets on a car radio 

tuned to stations I have never heard.  In that suitcase were bad dreams 

and secret hopes.  (TPB 239) 

The married woman’s social identity/position is, through the circulation of the 

dominant force, formed and constructed by her past experiences and memories inside 

her suitcase from birth, childhood to womanhood.  In spite of the disguised marriage 

in which she is involved, the married woman fails to seek for an unbound individual, 

an entity simply living for her own.  So compelling is the domination force exercised 

over the married woman that Ali has no alternative but to confess “I [Ali] looked at 

the suitcase, suddenly heavy, too heavy to carry, and I realized that she could never 

drag it with her” (TPB 240). 

     At length, the ways in which the effect of power relations functions on the 

adulterous bisexual lovers mainly in light of Allen’s study of feminist theory of 

domination have been examined in this chapter.  As Allen points out, an analysis of 

feminist theory of power can be further grouped into two main levels— the microlevel 

and the macrolevel.  The former is centered on a particular power relation between 
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two individuals and the latter explores the background of such a specific power 

relation.  With regard to the adulterous bisexual affair, I have discussed why the 

symbol of an oppressive power refers to the silenced husband.  Moreover, the second 

half of this chapter tends to examine how the effect of domination relation operates at 

the macrolevel of analysis in Al’s romantic stories with the married woman.  I have 

also investigated four distinct aspects of an analysis Allen presupposes as key ways to 

inspect how the manipulation of domination relation works effectively.  In Ali’s case, 

it may reasonably be concluded that such manipulation that stems from the patriarchal 

system prevents the married woman from starting a new life with Ali. 

     Still, one thing we should remember is that the reason we analyze the effect of 

domination relation is that we struggle for a society in which individuals or groups are 

free from any privilege of cultural meanings or systems.  In The PowerBook, it 

seems that there are two polar endings for the married woman to choose freely.  

Nevertheless, she is still trapped in the net that the patriarchal hegemony weaves as I 

have discussed before.  Simply regarding her relations with Ali as a dream or an 

escape, the married woman fails to pursue her physical desire (the autonomy of 

femininity); she does not re-examine her marital life fraught with lies, disguises and 

performances.  It seems that there is only one reality, one world, and one life that the 

married woman acknowledges in spite of the fact that the privileges of dichotomy 

might be undermined by any possibilities of multi- dimensions, spaces, lives, realities 

or identities we find either in the virtual reality or in the imaginary world.  It would, 

furthermore, be wrong to say that the married woman is an independent sexual being 

due to her bisexual relationships with lovers because she mistakes the abuse of sexual 
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autonomy for the autonomy of femininity.  

     In this chapter, I have analyzed how the effect of power relations operates on 

the married woman by applying Allen’s studies of feminist theory of power.  Also, I 

have dealt with the issue on the autonomy of femininity from the married woman’s 

point of view.  Yet, it is necessary to explore the same topic by consulting Ali’s 

opinion so as to answer to the correspondent’s needs, “Freedom, just for one night.”  

One may ask what kind of freedom women really desire most.  Chapter three will 

discuss the issue in terms of a feminist discourse theory.  


