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Preface

As a lifelong fan of the  Star Trek franchise, I eagerly awaited the premiere of  Star Trek: Discovery. I took in the first moments with feelings of joy and wonder. I knew I was watching something different—both in the  Trek universe and in contemporary Science Fiction in general—from the very start. 

The first episode, “The Vulcan Hello,” gives a fresh look at leadership in the Star Trek franchise through the captain, Phillipa Georgiou, and her willing student and first officer, Michael Burnham. Burnham feels a strong connection to Captain Georgiou’s steady wisdom and guidance, and throughout 

the premiere episode, Georgiou educates Burnham on Starfleet Command 

protocols and serves as a mother-figure to the orphaned, and scientifically 

brilliant, Burnham. 

 Discovery diverges from  The Original Series with a focus on diversity and a complex character study of Michael Burnham, but at the same time, many 

of the key elements from the Kirk/Spock era (themes of space exploration, 

the curiosity of the unknown, and a bond between captain and crew) remain 

within the confines of  Discovery. Other live-action  Star Trek spinoffs, including   The Next Generation,  Deep Space Nine,  Voyager,  Enterprise,  Picard, and   Strange New Worlds, foreground the exploration of the mysteries of space and boast iconic captains of their own as part of the framework of the 

narratives, and they have women in command positions as well. However, 

 Discovery fills in some gaps between the last  Star Trek series on network television,  Enterprise, and  The Original Series. More important,  Discovery does this through the point of view of a character who is not initially the 

captain, who is non-white, and who is female. This construction illustrates a perspective transformation and, unfortunately, elicited some fan backlash for these changes.  Discovery also rests on a foundation that is a little older than episodic television: the Gothic mode. Since I am both a fan of  Star Trek and a scholar focused on the Gothic, it did not take too long for me to see the 

connections between  Discovery and the traditional Gothic narrative forms. 
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      Preface     

As I argue throughout this book, the marriage of the Female Gothic, a 

specific genre dedicated to a type of Gothic fiction created by early women 

novelists, and  Discovery results in a powerful, albeit occasionally divisive, conversation on the famous  Star Trek  franchise. Identifying the Female Gothic as a scaffolding for the Science Fiction series effectively allows fans, viewers, and scholars to notice the themes that harken back to  Frankenstein by Mary Shelley,    and through that literary genealogy, the Gothic Romance novels of Ann Radcliffe . Frankenstein, as many feminist scholars note, can be discussed as not only a Female Gothic text but also as one of the first Science Fiction novels in English. 

Along with  Star Trek scholarship, studying popular media and the traditional Gothic forms remains one of my passions. My essays on  Battlestar 

 Galactica  and the Female Gothic, FOX’s  Gotham and the Male Gothic, Tim Burton’s  Sweeney Todd, and  Penny Dreadful’s post-colonial Gothic Heroine appear in various popular culture and more Gothic-themed journals alike. I 

also enjoy writing and talking about other media franchises including  Buffy: The Vampire Slayer,  The X-Files,  Jaws,  Sherlock, and  The Witcher in confer-ence presentations, podcasts, fan convention panels, and other public-facing 

ways. It remains a pleasure and an honor to do this work, and I hope this volume advances the study of the Gothic, Science Fiction, and the intersection 

of popular culture in some small manner. 

As Captain Michael Burnham says when she first takes command, 

“Let’s fly!” 

—Carey Millsap-Spears, October 18, 2021
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Introduction

 “Take Good Care of Those in Your 

 Care”1: Defining the Female Gothic

The Female Gothic inhabits contested space. The term brings forth debates, 

and some scholars even wonder if the category or sub-genre even serves a 

purpose in a post-second-wave feminist world since, in theory, women are 

light-years away from being cloistered Heroines in confinement. Lauren 

Fitzgerald in “Female Gothic and the Institutionalization of Gothic Studies,” 

asks, “Does Female Gothic have anything left to offer?” (2004, 8). And after 

almost fifty years in the critical domain, Fitzgerald’s question is an important one. Understanding how Gothic forms were studied before the term  Female 

 Gothic rose in popularity provides evidence that the term itself holds significance for not only Gothic studies, but also other genres, including Science 

Fiction (SF). 

For many, the term  Female Gothic comes from one place: “The Female 

Gothic” by Ellen Moers. Literary scholars working to define the genre since 

the groundbreaking 1974 essay find that the basic definition provided there—

“the work that women writers have done in the literary mode that, since the 

eighteenth century, we have called the Gothic”—holds true for the texts 

Moers examines by Ann Radcliffe and Mary Shelley (1979, 77). Since the 

time of Moers’s essay, much scholarship surrounding the Female Gothic, also 

sometimes labeled as Gothic Romance or Scientific Romance, focuses on the 

structure of the medieval romance with the addition of a tenacious Heroine, 

the macabre, mysterious surroundings, and an evil Villain to thwart. 

The foundation on which the Gothic novel rests, according to David Punter 

in  The Literature of Terror: A History of Gothic Fictions from 1765 to the Present Day,     features a complexity that includes the idea of middle-class reading habits and the sentimental and realistic narratives of the time before Horace Walpole’s  The Castle of Otranto (1764). “What is vital about  Otranto, though, is the fact that it was the earliest and most important manifestation of the late eighteenth-century revival of romance” (1996, 44). The romance 

foundation Walpole brings forward in 1764 frames the later-day scaffolding 
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whereupon Radcliffe builds her work. For Radcliffe,  Terror drives the force of the narratives; while Matthew Lewis, a contemporary of Radcliffe, chooses 

 Horror to propel the plot in his novel  The Monk (1796). From these beginnings, the trends of the Gothic mode lean from texts that explore psychologi-

cal Terror and those which use grotesque Horror to communicate the inner 

workings of plot and theme. These two poles—Terror and Horror—help 

position the Female Gothic within Radcliffe’s work through the delineation 

of the subtle, but paramount, differences between the Explained and the 

Unexplained Supernatural. This way, the construction of a definition of the 

Female Gothic sharpens. Moers focuses much of “Female Gothic” on one 

novel in particular:  Frankenstein (1818; 1831) by Mary Shelley. And with the addition of  Frankenstein, the Female Gothic takes another bend and moves into new territory—Science Fiction. 

In the twenty-first century, the Gothic mode, with its familiar tropes—

including a Heroine, confinement, escape, and spine-tingling thrills—pres-

ents itself in multiple forms and creations. Gothic themes embed the narrative fabric of seemingly disparate texts, including the theatrical, the cinematic, and the televisual, thereby moving past Moers’s initial definition but containing much of the substance. Coral Ann Howells in  Love, Mystery, and Misery: Feeling in Gothic Fiction offers some early Gothic connections to theater as she notes: “Gothic techniques are essentially . . . giving the reader an 

experience comparable to that of a spectator at the theatre” (1978, 16). The 

spectacles often created within Gothic narrative structures can be seen in cozy mysteries on television, in old-fashioned monster movies, and even through 

paranormal romance and SF series with many genres actively employing 

basic Gothic themes and what Howells describes as the “darker side of 

awareness” present in the larger Gothic form (1978, 5). Overall, Gothic fic-

tions change with the time and needs of the audiences that consume it and 

can appear in franchises known for much different mythology and context, 

including famous and multifaceted SF universes including  Star Trek. 

When thinking of the layered history of the Female Gothic genre and the 

connections to some SF narratives, initially looking at  Star Trek, the vintage, campy series once pitched as “the wagon train to the stars” through the lens 

of the Gothic might seem—as Vulcans say—illogical. Yet, Gothic narrative 

underpinnings frequently stand in contrast to the glossy future sometimes 

remembered when thinking broadly of the  Star Trek franchise (1966–ongoing). Many SF narratives employ Gothic elements within the context of their 

stories, and in some cases, SF plots are even built on this Female Gothic 

foundation. In the introduction to  Gothic Science Fiction 1980–2010, Sara Wasson and Emily Alder discuss the intersection of the Gothic mode and 

SF as a conjunction and go on to note that “Gothic and science fiction have 
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been hybrid creatures from their inception . . . [and] certain monstrous fig-

ures originally associated with Gothic populate science fiction in new shapes and bearing new meaning” (2011, 1, 4–5). And Gayrn G. Roberts in “The 

Enduring Traditions of Mary Shelley and Edgar Allan Poe” argues, “In truth, 

all Science Fiction and Fantasy that follow the work of these two masters 

[Shelley and Poe] owe direct tribute to them” (2003, 7). These Gothic con-

nections can be made to  Star Trek as well. From Captain Spock’s reanimation in  Star Trek III: The Search for Spock (1984) to the monstrosity of the Borg Queen’s entrance in  Star Trek: First Contact (1996), the original and subsequently reimagined convoys to the outer reaches of space take more Gothic 

turns than it may seem on the surface. 

This background architecture, as I will illustrate throughout  Star Trek 

 Discovery and the Female Gothic: Tell Fear No, functions both behind the scenes and as part of the internal narratives in the many materializations of Star Trek:   The Original Series (TOS),  The Next Generation (TNG),  Deep Space Nine (DS9),  Voyager (VOY),  Enterprise (ENT),  Picard (PIC), and Strange New Worlds (SNW). “American SF,” write Brian Aldiss and David Wingrove in  Trillion Year Spree, “still attempts to enforce a prevailing optimistic tone” [,and] “[s]cience fiction and scientific romances which have 

accepted a darker view of life have proved more durable” (2001, 38). Indeed, 

 Star Trek, a “phenomenal TV series” Aldiss and Wingrove declare, contains that famous American optimism, and at the same time, the franchise recently 

surpassed fifty-seven years in the popular culture imagination (262). Not all Star Trek content is filled with future-world sanguinity, however, thus generating its durability according to Aldiss and Windgrove. Even if happiness is in the blood of  Star Trek in some form,  Star Trek: Discovery (DSC) effectively uses a more fully fleshed portrayal of Gothic narrative structures, more so 

than all the other versions of the popular SF series. 

 Star Trek fans (Trekkies or Trekkers depending on whom one asks) might argue that  Star Trek mythology presents an egalitarian look toward the future where human catastrophes, including famine, war, and disease, are eliminated, so any discussion of the Gothic genre is unwarranted and ill-fitting 

for the franchise. They might add that the altruistic United Federation of 

Planets, an “interstellar alliance” of over 150 governments often referred to as the Federation, maintains this delicate balance throughout the seemingly 

Earth-centered universe of  Star Trek (“United Federation of Planets,” n.d.). 

 Star Trek’s main philosophy, known as General Order One or the Prime 

Directive, states that the Federation does not interfere with other cultures, but throughout the many years of stories, films, and series, this rule bends, flexes, and breaks throughout the various adventures where often new non-human 

species learn about the friendly Federation that spreads its mission across 

the galaxy. So, in essence, with an expansion-themed conceit at the core of 
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the narrative, a viewer would expect episodes filled with unexpected adven-

ture, not away missions into the underworld to confront the undead, or other 

designs that many who enjoy Gothic narratives might expect to encounter. 

 Star Trek’s westward-ho roots provide an effectively colonial structure, however, and this structure links the series with heritage Gothic texts. When the classic USS  Enterprise crew enjoys adventure, duty, and playful banter as they voyage to the final frontier to seek out new life and explore the far reaches of space, the series argues that this expansionist behavior is sanctioned by the power structures. Arguably, there lurks within the series a deep conversation on colonialism. Like  Star Trek, many Gothic novels, including Jane Eyre (1847),  Dracula (1897), and  The Blood of the Vampire (1897), also use a thin veil of allegory to discuss the wide-reaching history of colonialism, miscegenation, and transgressive border crossings. Casual fans of the franchise might think this colonial infrastructure only really applies to the older Star Trek series, but as Aris Mousoutzanis explains in “‘Death is Irrelevant’: Gothic Science Fiction and the Biopolitics of Empire,” the colonial construction of  Star Trek remains well into the third spinoff series, VOY (1995–2001). 

Mousoutzanis writes, “Voyager engages with [the colonial/post-colonial condition] in terms of a conflict between a monstrous Borg matriarchy and a 

conservative matriarchy represented by Captain Janeway in her struggles to 

bring her crew back to the patriarchal ‘home’ of the Federation” (2011, 69). 

This colonial trope does not end with changes to contemporary television 

consumption, either. With the ever-growing content available through and 

created for the streaming service Paramount+ (formerly known as CBS All 

Access), the  Star Trek franchise continues to embrace colonialism as a construct. The most recent  Star Trek spinoff series, SNW (2022–ongoing), even boasts “the frontier is waiting” according to the teaser trailer and posters for the series. 

For many casual viewers, however,  Star Trek continues within the uni-

versal imagination as a lighthearted show found in syndication on late-night 

television lineups and perhaps the home for notable characters including 

the dynamic duo of Captain James T. Kirk and Commander Spock in TOS 

(1967–1969) or the resolute and stately Captain Jean-Luc Picard in TNG 

(1987–1994). Additionally, the happy, family-like images at the end of most 

episodes, with a smiling captain and crew gathered around the captain’s chair on the bridge, speaks to the idea that every week, the world (or starship) is set right again, and the mission continues. The episodic nature of most of 

 Star Trek’s productions allows for the conflict to be easily solved and order restored with (often) a male captain looking into the unknown with a confident smile and eyes on the horizon. Some may not know that the quest to 

reestablish order also finds its way into Gothic storylines as well. Ultimately, the reestablishment of the social order in these texts serves to bolster the 
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pervasive power structures in the respective spaces—patriarchal Earth of the 

past or in the future. 

After illustrating some connections between the conceits of  Star Trek and those within some Gothic stories, linking larger Gothic elements to  Star Trek happens quite reasonably via the claustrophobic starships’ secret passageways, romances between members of the crews and alien races, uncanny sci-

entific encounters, ethereal landscapes, and a longing for the safety of home. 

All these elements feature predominately within Female Gothic novels. In 

“On the Grotesque in Science Fiction,” Istvan Csicsery-Ronay Jr. explains, 

“Readers of the genre expect its works to provide a powerful experience of 

translation from the mundane to imaginary scenes. . . . In fact, much can be 

said about the sense of wonder” (2002, 71). Transporting a reader from one 

space to another to discuss current roles and situations finds root in the heritage Gothic novels by Radcliffe and her imitators as well. Josephine Ruggiero and Louise Weston in “Sex-Role Characterization of Women in ‘Modern 

Gothic’ Novels” add to the discussion of setting and fantasy-themed narra-

tives: “The novels certainly offer an ‘escape’ from daily life. The frequently exotic settings and the entangled adventures do provide excitement that 

some readers may not find elsewhere” (1977, 297). Conversely, the famous 

opening lines of both captains’ monologues in TOS and TNG state that the 

mission of the crew is “to boldly go,” thus broadcasting a theme of explora-

tion and episodic excitement into television sets everywhere, and at the same time, the wonder of space offers terrors of many kinds. Moreover, TOS and 

TNG offer warnings of a future that might not be as perfect as it seems, and 

the captains, ships, and crews often challenge that seemingly problematic 

dichotomy. Through interrogating the superficially pristine future world  Star Trek  inhabits, DSC (2017–ongoing), one of  Star Trek’s most recent streaming series, effectively employs the Female Gothic structures specifically used and popularized by Radcliffe and Shelley. 

The Female Gothic (or Gothic Romance), Radcliffe and Shelley’s ver-

sion of the Gothic,    consists of, in part, imaginative narratives positioned in far-flung settings with strong and resolute (often female) characters who use reason and bravery to uncover the present mysteries, escape tyranny, and 

confront the supernatural. With this structure in mind, I will argue,  Star Trek, as a franchise, rests on a Female Gothic foundation where emotions and science work together, but DSC employs this structure in an entirely new way. 

 Star Trek’s use of science as a narrative device stems from the Female Gothic since the Explained Supernatural is a key component of the plot construction 

within the genre. For David Allen Batchelor at the National Aeronautics and 

Space Administration (NASA), “Star Trek is . . . intelligently written and more faithful to science than any other science fiction series ever shown on 

television.  Star Trek also attracts and excites generations of viewers about 

6 

 Introduction

advanced science and engineering, and it’s almost the only show that depicts 

scientists and engineers positively, as role models” (“The Science of  Star Trek,” 2016, n.p.). DSC fully embraces this groundwork, not only through a scientific awareness but also through many other narrative elements drawn 

from a literary pedigree that can be traced back to early female novelists in the eighteenth century. 

To that end, recognizing the Female Gothic elements present in  Star Trek 

foregrounds this discussion of DSC. The main character in a Female Gothic 

text is the Heroine. From the time of Radcliffe forward, these characters 

play unique and powerful roles. Female Gothic Heroines embody agency, 

like Starfleet captains do, and DSC highlights this character type through 

the character of Michael Burnham. Burnham is a Black, female (presumed) 

orphan who rises from the depths of a mutineer’s prison to the captaincy 

through bold and exciting narratives that employ many of the devices of the 

Female Gothic novels. Throughout the series, DSC features the perspective of 

this Heroine, Michael Burnham, and each season offers a full story arc, rather than standalone episodes, to tell her story more fully. In the Female Gothic, the Heroine confronting a terrifying, secret world is actually the point, just as Burnham must interrogate her own past, her family, and Starfleet structures 

themselves to understand the world around her. Each season of DSC allows 

Burnham this narrative opportunity through various character-based arcs but 

ultimately keeps Burnham at the center of the story. In the Female Gothic, the Heroine explores her surroundings, takes risks, and eventually partakes in the romance of her choice. Therefore, understanding the nuance and positioning 

of Female Gothic texts allows for a beginning to discuss Burnham and DSC. 

Defining the Female Gothic, for many, begins with the work of Radcliffe. 

Radcliffe’s use of the Gothic form shapes the genre as a whole and success-

fully creates a sub-genre, but she is not the only writer to employ these ideas. 

For Radcliffe, the real dangers women face appear through the patriarchal 

systems, not cartoonish, undead monstrous beings. Moers also expounds on 

the power and status of Radcliffe herself: “A grateful public rewarded Mrs. 

Radcliffe by making her the most popular and best-paid English novelist of 

the eighteenth century” (1979, 78). Simply put, Radcliffe’s work focuses on a central female character, the Female Gothic Heroine, who escapes incarceration and/or death rather than on a distressed damsel who often finds both. 

In the end, Radcliffe’s Heroines solve the terrifying mysteries present in the plots and are free to marry the Hero of their choice. 

The Female Gothic consists of a few key elements based on Radcliffe’s 

and later Shelley’s work. For Moers, the author must be female and write in 

the mode of the Gothic; that means a text that uses the tools of the Sublime, the Explained Supernatural, and the Uncanny to tell its story. Additionally, 

these fictions must include a singular young woman who is “simultaneously 
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persecuted victim and courageous heroine” (1979, 79). Alison Milbank in 

“Milton, Melancholy and the Sublime in the ‘Female’ Gothic from Radcliffe 

to Le Fanu” (1994) adds, “The ‘female’ Gothic is formulated by Ann 

Radcliffe, and constructs plots of escape from incarceration in an ancient 

house or convent by a female protagonist who challenges the authority of 

a usurping male tyrant” (1994, 143). Radcliffe’s version of the Gothic also 

contains a search for the Heroine’s missing mother and the many “attempts 

to reclaim her” (Milbank, 1994, 148). Longing for a lost mother is a key con-

nection with Shelley’s  Frankenstein as well. In the end, however, maintaining the social order and power structures take precedence. 

In the past, the categorization of Gothic Heroines has been dependent 

on the gendered discussion of the Gothic itself. Since Judith Butler pub-

lished  Gender Trouble ([1990] 2007), the challenges to the concept of the gender binary are finally becoming more mainstream; therefore, many 

twenty-first-century Gothic female and female-coded characters defy quick, 

gendered categories mirroring changes in modern culture. For Shelley, Victor 

Frankenstein operates as a type of Heroine and ultimately dies, and Robert 

Walton functions as a different type of Heroine and goes home to Margaret. 

Some readers even interpret the Creature as female-coded, thus complicating 

the gender situation in  Frankenstein. For Radcliffe, the Heroine is female and discovers her monetary worth and chooses her own male life partner in 

a heteronormative, cisgendered plot. While the Heroine for Radcliffe and the 

character of Walton for Shelley, initially prevails throughout the story, these characters reenter society as part of the larger patriarchal systems by the 

conclusion of the narratives, but in Radcliffe’s Female Gothic, the Heroines 

make choices for themselves, thereby challenging the systems they inhabit, 

as Kate Ferguson Ellison argues in  The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology (1989). For Shelley, the outer scaffolding remains, but the genders of the main characters are male and potentially 

coded as Gothic Heroines, providing a legacy trope which then makes it 

easier to recognize similar constructions within various  Star Trek series as a variety of characters and captains enact recognizable patterns of the Female 

Gothic without quite reaching the fully realized Gothic Heroine as depicted 

by the  female Heroine, Michael Burnham. 

The key difference between the Female Gothic form and other Gothic nar-

ratives rests both on the character of the Heroine and the use of the Explained Supernatural. The notion that humans can be the ultimate villains and the 

situations can be empirically understood, rather than feared, is at the heart of the Explained Supernatural. For Radcliffe’s Heroines and Shelley’s Walton, 

Frankenstein, and Creature trio, the characters gain the necessary knowledge 

that people, not ghosts, vampires, or zombies, can be the real monsters and the Heroines, and Heroine-like characters, bravely confront these threats. In more 
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Horror-based media and narratives, sometimes coined as the Male Gothic 

mode, the main female characters function as damsels in distress instead of 

Heroines and often die. In these texts, the Gothic Villain is punished, and 

the world, suffering from supernatural violence, is eventually rectified, but with a sense of foreboding and wonder as to whether the Villain will return 

in some new, more upsetting way. Some forms of the modern, multimedia 

Gothic even straddle the lines between Radcliffe’s Gothic Romance (or the 

Female Gothic) and the more stomach-churning Horror present in the Male 

Gothic. Anne Williams in the  Art of Darkness:  A Poetics of Gothic notes that the Male Gothic’s Horror is akin to a “bloody shroud” or “wormy corpse” 

that is explicitly shown (1995, 104), while the Female Gothic more often 

uses imagined horrors to terrify the audiences. These techniques impact the 

audience’s overall impressions of the narratives. 

Radcliffe uses the Explained Supernatural as a foundation in her novels. 

The Explained Supernatural allows for the Female Gothic Heroine to solve 

the mystery and plan her means of escape. The Explained Supernatural also 

eliminates the uncanny in the threats. The villains in Female Gothic narratives are flesh and blood, not “wormy” corpses. The Gothic Heroine’s uncovering of the Explained Supernatural effectively illustrates that women have 

intellect and the ability to reason and need not be ruled by fear. E.J. Clery in   Women’s Gothic: From Clara Reeve to Mary Shelley (2000) notes that 

“Radcliffe employed the device of the ‘explained supernatural’ in all the novels published in her lifetime” (200, 67). In “On the Supernatural in Poetry,” 

Radcliffe’s position on the supernatural unfurls through the conversation 

between two travelers who are discussing the works of Shakespeare. On the 

topic of ghosts, Radcliffe’s speaker says:

In nothing has Shakespeare been more successful than in this; and in another 

case somewhat more difficult—that of selecting circumstances of manners and 

appearance for his supernatural beings, which, though wild and remote, in the highest degree, from common apprehension, never shock the understanding by 

incompatibility with themselves—never compel us, for an instant, to recollect that he has a license for extravagance. (1826, 4)

Shakespeare’s “license” for “extravagance” fits the overarching argument 

being made: the supernatural is taken by faith, not by rationality. For Radcliffe, the ghostly characters are explained, and confronted by the Heroines, within 

the context of the narratives, and it is the Explained Supernatural that showcases the genius of Radcliffe’s characters. 

Shelley, Radcliffe’s progeny in many ways, uses similar frameworks with 

an almost-all-male cast in the novel  Frankenstein. Shelley creates “a phantasmagoria of the nursery” as  Frankenstein, according to Moers, is “a birth 
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myth and . . . made the Gothic novel over into what today we call science 

fiction” (1979, 87; 79).  Frankenstein, unlike Radcliffe’s Gothic Romances, including  The Romance of the Forest (1791) and  The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), eschews a traditional Female Gothic Heroine for a brooding monster and creates a scientist who might be the true villain. Additionally, there is a man-made man/creature and the threat of more to come. To that end, 

some critics argue that  Frankenstein relies on Horror instead of Radcliffe’s psychological Terror, and therefore might not be a Female Gothic narrative. 

Lisa Kröger and Melanie R. Anderson in  Monster, She Wrote: The Women 

 Who Pioneered Horror and Speculative Fiction frame the discussion thusly: 

“Horace Walpole established the Gothic novel, and Ann Radcliffe claimed it 

for women writers, but it was Mary Shelley who forever linked Gothic with 

horror as a literary combination, one so effective that it’s still in use today” 

(2019, 33). While it is true that  Frankenstein is filled with descriptions of physical and sometimes ghastly Horror, Shelley’s use of the Gothic elements 

of mood, confinement, and the supernatural speak to a knowledge that goes 

beyond a slasher flick or vampire tale. Milbank states that  Frankenstein is 

“a critique of the ‘male’ Gothic” which favors damsels in distress instead 

of Heroines and descriptions of gore instead of spine-tingling suspense 

(“Milton,” 1994, 152). Unlike the undead monsters in Bram Stoker’s  Dracula or in George Romero’s  The Night of the Living Dead (1968), Shelley, through her protagonist Victor Frankenstein, aims to defy “mortality not by living forever, but by giving birth” (Moers, 1979, 83). Shelley’s use of the Explained 

Supernatural, through the explicit scientific pursuits of Victor Frankenstein, Mores argues, ultimately places the novel in the Female Gothic mode. 

 Star Trek, as a SF text, rests on this Female Gothic foundation built by Radcliffe and expanded by Shelley because of the Explained Supernatural, 

the Sublime, and the narrative focus on interpersonal relationships that offer some—but not complete—escape from patriarchal rules. DSC pushes this 

construction further within the confines of the  Star Trek franchise with the addition of a Female Gothic Heroine, Gothic Villains, and (often ineffective) Gothic Hero-types. The more defined Female Gothic narrative structure 

found in DSC is unique to the  Trek brand, yet making Gothic connections to other parts of the  Star Trek canon can help frame  Star Trek: Discovery’s overall use of the form. 

Although still credited with the inspiration for current  Star Trek properties, Gene Roddenberry died in 1991. The legacy of his progeny, TOS, lives on 

in all subsequent small-screen productions, feature films, novels, and even 

video games that bear the title  Star Trek. The question of authorship for the entire franchise, then, is ripe with complications. DSC itself has had multiple showrunners, including Bryan Fuller, Alex Kurtzman, Aaron Harberts, and 

Michelle Paradise (Reynolds, 2022, n.p.). So with no single author to name 

10 

 Introduction

or analyze, for this extended conversation, I have chosen to focus on the texts themselves and thereby illustrate how the finished episodes, and occasionally films, relate to the concept of the Female Gothic genre regardless of 

author gender. To further delineate and discuss the main components of the 

Female Gothic, and scaffold the overall discussion of the following chapters, I will now define key Female Gothic terms using iconic TOS, TNG, DS9 

(1993–1999), VOY, and ENT (2001–2005) episodes to preview each concept, 

allowing me to highlight the various ways the Female Gothic exists within 

the  Star Trek franchise before illustrating how DSC builds on this existing structure in a more comprehensive way. 

CHAPTER 1. “HAVEN’T YOU EVER BEEN 

AFRAID OF A GHOST?2”: GOTHIC ROMANCES, 

 STAR TREK, AND SCIENCE FICTION

The Gothic Romance form, also discussed as the Female Gothic or even the 

Scientific Romance, features a plot focused on adventure, mysterious char-

acters, and a strong feminine central figure. Often, the dismissal of women’s basic rights materializes throughout the Female Gothic mode as the romance 

form highlights. Scholars often read this subgenre of the Gothic through a 

feministic, political lens, discussing the lack of rights for women within the societies these novels represent. Writers like Radcliffe place the status of 

women as the “real” context of the situation for women in the fanciful plots 

of her novels. She trades everyday monotony and ordinary home settings for 

terrifying escapades and confinement in medieval castle-like settings, which 

Howells calls “timeless and placeless” (1978, 8), but the stories rang true for her first readers and still resonate with new ones. Radcliffe’s intended audience lived the experiences—metaphorical confinement in a drawing room, 

workhouse, or kitchen—that the Heroines in her fictions perpetually fight 

against. The Heroine breaking free of such confinement is the primary focus 

of Radcliffe’s fiction. When the Gothic Heroine, in the Female Gothic mode, 

chooses the suitor of her choice, rather than succumbing to the often-evil 

desires of the Gothic Villain, the world of the novel achieves equanimity, and unfortunately, the Heroine becomes part of the construct she attempts to flee. 

It is what Diane Long Hoeveler in  Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontës calls the Heroine’s “circuitous journey” (1998, 10). Other important elements in the Gothic Romance form 

include the Sublime and use of poetry. Radcliffe’s Heroines experience the 

Sublime as an indication of their genius. 

The Gothic, in general, uses the Sublime to extract emotional reac-

tions, and Radcliffe’s novels do as well as she employs Terror instead of 
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Horror to evoke the state in her readers and characters. Edmund Burke in 

 A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 

 Beautiful explains that the Sublime is “productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling” and discusses ways people experience the sublimity of these emotional states ([1759] 1812, 111). Burke adds, 

“Another source of the sublime is  infinity; if it does not rather belong to the last. Infinity has a tendency to fill the mind with that sort of delightful horror, which is the most genuine effect, and truest test of the sublime” ([1759] 1812, 149). In essence, Radcliffe’s Gothic Romance/Female Gothic employs psychological Terror or Burke’s “delightful horror” in the place of more bloody, physical Horror to achieve a Sublime reaction from readers and favors the 

Explained Supernatural over superstitious beliefs. Many Gothic Romances 

bend to more psychological thrills over gory, jump scares, for example. 

The Gothic Romance form has a particular relationship to  Star Trek as ENT’s episode “Rogue Planet” (2002) illustrates. In the ENT episode, a 

so-called Wraith (dressed in a nightgown and appearing as a blond, white 

human woman) haunts Captain Jonathan Archer’s waking hours, and that is 

not the strangest element present, but as is the case for most of  Star Trek, all is explained at the end of the episode. The wraith-woman-creature uses Archer’s 

memory of reading William Butler Yeats’s poem “The Song of Wandering 

Aengus” (1899) to relate with him and illustrate her sentience. Archer 

recites lines of the poem, and Yeats’s imagery both accurately describes the 

events of the episode and also further connects the ENT plot to the genre 

of the Gothic Romance where poetry and haunting images work together in 

Radcliffe’s novels. 

For Radcliffe, and those who follow her style, basic Gothic elements often 

present through a gloomy atmosphere, untamed natural landscapes, images 

and threats of death and destruction, and confinement. “Rogue Planet” 

contains all these components, but instead of a ruined abbey or other form 

of Gothic architecture, a lonely dark planet stands in. This basic narrative 

structure features in many of Radcliffe’s novels and ultimately sets the standards of the form. Archer and his crew retell that narrative structure through a future-world setting rather than a romanticized version of the past. “The 

emerging subgenre of science fiction,” writes Victoria Nelson in  Gothicka: Vampire Heroes, Human Gods, and the New Supernatural, “heir of the 

Gothick through Mary Shelley’s seminal  Frankenstein and H. G. Wells’s 

‘scientific romances’ of the later nineteenth century, put a new twist on the concept of ‘explained supernatural’ by introducing scientific technology and 

futuristic fantasy as a rationalizing frame for an imaginary otherworld made 

magically possible by machines” (2013, chap. 1). Scientific understanding of 

the environment foregrounds most of  Star Trek and SF narratives in general, and Shelley’s use of a “man-made” humanoid construction is present in many 
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 Star Trek series through characters like TNG’s Lieutenant Commander Data and DSC’s Lieutenant Commander Airiam. 

In the episode, the crew of the  Enterprise  NX-01  investigates a rogue planet that confuses the science of space as the crew understands it. Within this eerie environment, the landing party learns about a group of alien hunters seeking 

unique prey on a planet where it is always night. As the narrative unfolds, 

images of a single campsite and the uneasiness of the unknown create a vis-

ible nod to childish ghost stories, and to put a finer point on it, Archer and his crew even discuss their previous Boy Scout camping experiences. The 

arsenal of weapons and the well-trained hunters they encounter show nature 

as a dangerous reality, however, not phantasmagoria. The Wraith the hunt-

ers seek uses the guise of a helpless white human woman to entice Archer. 

Archer, of course, succumbs and is the only one to see her, and both the 

Starfleet crew and the alien hunters dismiss his experiences as his dreams or personal secret wishes. Throughout the beginning of the episode, he inexpli-cably claims to know her, but it is later revealed that she a species that can telepathically connect with others and change physical forms. Archer, with a 

clear emotional—and almost romantic—attachment to the Wraith, brought 

about through the manipulation of his own memories, decides to eventually 

interfere with the hunt. With these Gothic elements in place, “Rogue Planet” 

clearly demonstrates the Gothic Romance form through a  Star Trek lens where a hero, Archer, participates in the Wraith’s attempt to save itself from the villainous hunters in an uncanny setting. 

Chapter 1 further synthesizes the Gothic Romance form and links the 

larger Gothic Romance/Female Gothic narrative structure to the genre of 

Science Fiction generally and to DSC specifically. Although the  Star Trek continuum indirectly uses some Gothic elements throughout the franchise, a 

more actualized Gothic Romance format is not employed until DSC because 

of the story arcs presented therein. These arcs contribute to the ability to create such structures because the series uses complete narratives each season 

rather than an episodic construction. Areas of specific interest include the use of the uncanny when Dr. Culber returns from the dead, the haunting of Voq/

Tyler, the psychological distress of Captain Christopher Pike in season two, 

the Frankensteinian echoes of the early android crewmember Airiam, the 

romances between Michael Burnham and Tyler and Booker, and the use of 

the Sublime. 
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CHAPTER 2. “THAT HOPE IS YOU”3: FEMALE 

GOTHIC HEROINES AND MICHAEL BURNHAM

A key character in the Female Gothic is the Gothic Heroine.  To be a Female Gothic Heroine, according to Moers, the character must be “persecuted” 

and “courageous” (1979, 79). Additionally, Female Gothic Heroines live to 

choose their own lovers/husbands, free themselves from social constraints or 

physical confinement, escape sexual danger, illustrate their personal value, 

and exhibit intelligence and use reason to help solve their plights. In addi-

tion, these characters tend to be orphans and look for lost parents throughout the narrative. Clery in “The Politics of the Gothic Heroine” explains that the genre of the Female Gothic is more  real than many understand. “Implicitly, 

[the novels] tell of the fiction of reality rather than reflecting reality in fiction” 

(1992, 81). Reality, for many female characters, includes strength and resolve in the face of physical and sexual threats, and this is true for the would-be perfect future in  Star Trek. Examples from TOS and TNG further illustrate that  Star Trek conceptualizes the characteristics of the Female Gothic Heroine even if the character is not wholly displayed until Michael Burnham, the 

first female captain of color, arrives in DSC. Female characters in  Star Trek abound, but many are somewhat limited, as the following examples discuss. 

The TOS episode “The Gamesters of Triskelion” (1968) displays the 

sexual danger of being a member of Starfleet specifically and for the Female 

Gothic Heroine more generally, as Lieutenant Uhura is confined and threat-

ened with rape. The fear of confinement and overt sexual danger shapes the 

characters of many Gothic narratives, but Heroines triumph where others do 

not. While Jane Eyre escapes and thrives, Bertha Mason, the unlucky double 

of Charlotte Brontë’s Female Gothic Heroine, endures extended incarceration 

and physical abuse in the novel  Jane Eyre for example. In the Female Gothic form, the Heroines escape both confinement and sexual threats based on their 

intelligence and resolve. 

While TOS lacks a fully realized Female Gothic structure, Uhura, in “The 

Gamesters of Triskelion,” portrays some elements from this form when she 

both physically fights off the would-be rapist, one of her captors named Lars, and uses her experiences and intellect to help Kirk develop a plan for escape from the planet Triskelion. The chilling line, “It is not allowed to refuse 

selection,” reverberate for many viewers as Uhura backs into a corner as Lars approaches her in the cell. Kirk’s pleading for Uhura’s safety further solidifies the audience’s feelings of Radcliffian Terror. The capture and confinement 

happen to the classic USS  Enterprise trio of Kirk, Ensign Pavel Chekov, and Uhura equally, but Uhura alone faces sexual danger. The male crewmembers 

experience sexual thrills. Uhura, as a groundbreaking character in the 1960s, 
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shows personal strength in this episode, yet the writers fail to use her abilities often. “The Gamesters of Triskelion” provides a short glimpse of a what a 

Female Gothic Heroine could be in the context of  Star Trek. 

A generation later, TNG provides another look at a potential Female Gothic 

Heroine struggling with sexual danger through the character of Lieutenant 

Commander Deanna Troi. In “Violations,” (1992) Troi, the USS  Enterprise 

 D’s counselor, suffers a mind rape by the Ullian, Jev. The Ullians, a species of aliens the crew encounters, can uncover lost memories and otherwise 

interact with people’s minds, and while this serves a positive purpose most of the time, there are instances where some Ullians assault others through their own memories. The empath Troi falls into a coma after she is assaulted by Jev because of the terrifying memory. Jev enters her mind as a sexual encounter 

between Troi and her former lover, Commander William T. Riker. Jev takes 

Riker’s place in the memory and rapes Troi. While Jev penetrates other crew-

members’ memories, Troi suffers the most trauma in the episode because she 

is the only one to experience a sexual assault through this memory invasion. 

Troi eventually discovers the truth of the situation and physically fights off Jev after he identifies another of his party as the mind rapist. Other crewmembers, including Data and Lieutenant Worf, come to Troi’s aid. 

 Star Trek: Nemesis (2002), TNG’s last film, finds now Commander Troi 

again sexually assaulted through her mind. This time, the double of Picard, 

his clone, Shinzon, uses a telepathic member of his crew to attack Troi. 

Shinzon invades her mind as she makes love to her new husband, Riker. Once 

more Troi fights back and uncovers a way to use the attacks to protect the 

ship and crew, but she must endure the emotional pain and sexual degrada-

tion first. TNG presents the sexual danger and resolve present in the Gothic 

Heroine character type, but the franchise does not bring the Heroine to a fully formed state until Michael Burnham. 

This chapter demonstrates what makes a Radcliffian Female Gothic 

Heroine and argues how DSC’s Michael Burnham fulfills the requirements of 

such a character. Additionally, Burnham’s character is a  bildungsroman-type like Jane’s in  Jane Eyre; however, she is a person of color, so Burnham’s character allows for some discussion of colonialism in the Female Gothic as well. 

Burnham also has a traditional “male” name. However, in the Female Gothic, 

the Heroes do not save the Heroines. The Heroines save themselves, and 

Burnham saves herself and her crew on multiple occasions. Burnham func-

tions as the central female character with agency, intelligence, and bravery. 

In the past, the categorization of Gothic Heroines has been dependent on 

the gendered discussion of the Gothic itself. With the recent challenges to the concept of the gender binary, it is clear that many twenty-first-century Gothic female and female-coded characters defy quick, gendered categories mirroring changes in modern culture. These new Gothic Heroines, like Burnham, are 
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not limited to the gender of those who create them or the overtly prescribed 

roles found in either the Male/Horror or Female/Terror legacy Gothic novels. 

These new characters are not aberrations, however. Just as the early Gothic 

novels contain political ramifications for the female characters in the texts allowing them some freedoms and some agency and spaces for expression, 

now, with the gender-binary breaking down, Gothic Heroines in contempo-

rary popular culture can continue their historic and political heritage through the representation of vibrant and important twenty-first-century Heroines. 

CHAPTER 3. “HE GROOMED YOU. HE CHOSE YOU”4: 

THE GOTHIC VILLAIN AND  STAR TREK DISCOVERY

Gothic Villains tend to be the more memorable characters in Gothic nov-

els, like the vampire Dracula in Stoker’s novel  Dracula who, generations later, continues to spawn innumerous bloodsucking imitators. However, in 

the Female Gothic, the villains appear as powerful men, not supernatural 

monsters. These men manipulate and threaten the Heroine’s life, virtue, and 

future. Gothic Villains in the Female Gothic resonate as endlessly terrifying through their horrid, albeit human, actions. In  The Byronic Hero: Types and Prototypes, Peter L. Thorslev Jr. defines  Gothic Villains as “misogynists all” 

with “striking, and frequently handsome” appearances and “air[s] of mys-

tery” (1962, 53–55). They are also nearly Romantic Heroes, or what Thorselv 

and others call the Heroes of Sensibility because of their “charisma, sympa-

thetic past, physical attractiveness,” and “the reader or the other characters see the villain-hero as more than a simple charlatan” (“Hero/Villain,” n.d., 

n.p.). For  Frankenstein, Victor Frankenstein creates a man through science—

not supernatural means—and the two characters vacillate between a type 

of Gothic Heroine and a Gothic Villain throughout the novel. In  Star Trek, these villains appear and not only solidify the extended use of the Explained Supernatural throughout the franchise as they are humans not monsters, but 

also these characters effectively show that humans are still flawed beings 

even in future-world formations. 

The TOS episode “Space Seed” (1967) and the second  Star Trek feature 

film  Star Trek II:  The Wrath of Khan (1982) showcase the most notable  Star Trek villain of all time: Khan Noonien Singh. The  Star Trek (2009) reboot sequel,  Star Trek: Into Darkness (2013), even brings Khan into the so-called Kelvin timeline, an alternative  Star Trek universe, because of the popularity and longevity of the character. Khan can be characterized as a Gothic 

Villain within the confines of the Female Gothic because of the Explained 

Supernatural, his charisma, and the Romantic fetishization of non-white 

characters known as the love of the “exotic.” In the episode, and subsequent 
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film, Khan is a genetically superior human created through eugenics experi-

ments on Earth in the 1990s. Dr. Julian Bashir, in DS9, also is a product of 

such experiments and is another example of the eugenics storyline in  Star Trek, but his story ends much differently than Khan’s. Khan, before meeting the USS  Enterprise crew in 2267, becomes violent and, with the help of other genetically enhanced humans, overthrows governments and presents as 

a threat to Earth. Khan and his crew are eventually apprehended and put in 

cryogenic freeze. Kirk finds the derelict ship and awakens the most vicious 

and charismatic  Star Trek villain ever fashioned. 

Khan, sleeping in a cryogenic chamber on his ship, the  Botany Bay, looks the part of a Female Gothic Villain. The obsession with what the British 

Romantic Poets would call his “exotic” or “oriental” physical features, 

including long, dark hair and bronzed skin, foregrounds “Space Seed” as 

Khan appears otherworldly, handsome, and wrapped in very little gold 

lamé. In “Voyaging into the ‘Vast’: ‘The Ancient Mariner,’ the  Jinni  and the Universe of  The Arabian Nights,” Peter Vassallo explains, “the Romantic perception of the Orient was not merely a means of enforcing ‘demeaning 

stereotypes’ on nations and individuals, as [Edward] Said had argued; it was 

also the result of the reading public’s increasing interest in exotic and often transgressive settings” (2018, 78). This association continues as Lieutenant 

Marla McGivers, the USS  Enterprise historian, shows infatuation and eventual devotion to Khan based on his looks and his magnetism, yet Khan physi-

cally threatens her and the crew. McGivers aids in Khan’s attack on the ship 

and is eventually marooned with him on Ceti Alpha V as punishment for her 

participation. In the film, it is revealed that McGivers dies on Ceti Alpha V; her death, arguably Khan’s fault, fuels his hatred of Kirk and becomes a driving force in the film’s narrative. While Khan is an amalgamation of many evil tropes, the character pushes the limit on villainy in  Star Trek, and even over fifty years later, there is no other example with such reach. 

Another topic in the discussion of Gothic Villains is the Double, or 

the Doppelgänger. The Doppelgänger, writes Andrew J. Webber in  The 

 Doppelgänger: Double Visions in German Literature, as a character type is not only visually represented but also uses repetitive forms of dialogue, is 

performative, provides sexual and cognitive knowledge, engages in plays 

of power, is a product of a fractured home, and is (often) gendered as male 

(1996, chap. 1). This character type can be seen in Shelley’s  Frankenstein as the creator and creature mirror each other in many ways. In the case of  Star Trek, Khan and Kirk could be doubles of each other in that they are both strong, appealing, and handsome leaders who strive to protect their crews 

and complete their individual missions and are unable to exist while the other survives. Webber adds, “[The Doppelgänger] characteristically appears out of 

place, in order to displace its host” (1996, chap. 1). And this is true for Kirk 
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and Khan. How they achieve their goals is ultimately what sets them apart, 

however.  Star Trek showcases other evil twin- or alter ego–like characters of series regulars through what is known as the Mirror Universe where the evil 

Terran Empire rules. 

Chronologically, the alternative universes begin in the  Star Trek timeline with the ENT two-part episode “In a Mirror, Darkly, Part I and II” (2005), but there are many crossovers between the Prime and Mirror Universes in  Star 

 Trek productions. ENT’s two-parter takes place in the Mirror Universe setting without any crossover discussion. Detached from the other narratives in the 

series, “In a Mirror, Darkly, Part I and II” highlight the alternative universe in such a way that the timeline is running parallel with the Prime version. 

The episodes also elaborate some more of the inner workings of the structure 

of the Terran Empire as well. The Mirror Universe itself, however, begins in 

television history with the TOS episode “Mirror, Mirror” (1967). The Mirror 

Universe continues into DS9 with “Through the Looking Glass” (1995), 

“Crossover” (1996), “Shattered Mirror” (1996), “Resurrection” (1997), and 

“The Emperor’s New Cloak” (1999). 

In addition, other alternative timelines of the USS  Enterprise crew also appear in the so-called Kelvin Universe films  Star Trek (2009),  Star Trek: Into Darkness, and  Star Trek: Beyond (2016). In the second season of  Star Trek: Picard,    the Confederation plays the role of a dystopian universe that, like ENT’s version of the Mirror Universe, runs parallel to all the other versions in the franchise. This multiple timeline situation is established in TNG’s series finale, “All Good Things Part II” (1994). Other planes of existence, be they the Mirror Universe, the Kelvin timeline, or the Confederation, contain 

comparisons that might not allow for developed Doppelgängers per Webber’s 

definition, but the doubled characters and depressing settings are overwhelm-

ing nods toward the concept. There is an evil Kirk in the Mirror Universe, 

and a reimagined crew and Khan in the Kelvin timeline, for instance. In PIC 

(2020–2023), members of the TNG and VOY crews find themselves going 

back in time, and to an alternative universe, to reset the Prime Universe. 

Chapter 3 further illustrates the diversity of Villains appearing in DSC, 

and how they relate to the concept of a Gothic Villain. In DSC, there are few villains (one for each season). Each villain is drawn differently, and some are female, but all act as manipulators of Michael Burnham in a variety of ways. 

Season one’s Gabriel Lorca is the main Gothic Villain in the series, however. 

The Female Gothic framework present allows for these characters to initially 

thrive, but they are punished at the end of each season as the narratives reset. 
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CHAPTER 4. “THAT’S HOW WE FIND OUR 

WAY”5: ESCAPE NARRATIVES, THE FEMALE 

GOTHIC, AND THE VOYAGES

The Escape Narrative fundamentally propels heritage Female Gothic plots 

forward as readers follow the Heroine from hidden catacombs to vast natural 

landscapes as she flees hosts of dangers to reunite with the Hero. In SF nar-

ratives, like  Star Trek, the character escapes and subsequent societal restructuring happens in futuristic ways and are written from various gendered 

perspectives. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar argue in  The Madwoman in 

 the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Ninetieth-Century Literary Imagination, the Escape Narrative rests on the foundation framed by the women writers 

of the day: “Dramatization of imprisonment and escape are so all-pervasive 

in nineteenth-century literature by women that we believe they represent a 

uniquely female tradition” ([1979], 2000 84–5). Female Gothic Heroines, in 

the heritage-novel tradition, as defined by Gilbert and Gubar, typically escape family homes, convents, or other claustrophobic and confined physical 

spaces, in addition to the clutches of Gothic Villains, to achieve some degree of personal freedom. This formula, then, mirrors the real-life situations for the writers of the novels in which the ideas are depicted. 

“The dreaded Female Gothic image of the imprisoned woman,” as Carol 

Margaret Davidson explains the concept in “Haunted House/Haunted 

Heroine: Female Gothic Closets in ‘The Yellow Wallpaper,’” can be observed 

in a variety of ways in the  Star Trek franchise as well with numerous characters suffering captivity of various kinds (2004, 62). Since  Star Trek’s mission is to explore strange new worlds, the crewmembers often find themselves 

contending with various levels of danger and threats, but the gendered dif-

ference, however, illuminates characters of value to the series before DSC’s 

Burnham. In previous incarnations of  Star Trek, Starfleet’s male characters often suffer from confinement and ultimately need to find ways to escape, 

thereby visualizing the characters’ importance to the audience and to the narrative structures overall. 

For  Star Trek, the crews of the various ships and spacestations find themselves perpetually at risk, but since the command elements in most of the 

series is overwhelmingly gendered male—and these characters serve as the 

stars of the show—it is the male characters who are often taken hostage and 

need to escape in memorable ways. The episodes “The Cage” from TOS 

(1965; 1988) and “The Best of Both Worlds, Part I and II” from TNG (1990) 

highlight this construction. Rescuing a (male) captain in danger appears as 

a main trope in much of  Star Trek, yet in VOY, the first series with a female captain, Captain Katheryn Janeway must also flee peril in “Scorpion, Part I 
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and II” (1997), but Janeway harbors female strength and genius unmatched 

until DSC. 

“The Cage” puts Christopher Pike, the captain of the  United Spaceship 

 Enterprise, an early name for the eventual USS  Enterprise, in both physical and sexual danger that he must ultimately escape through the help of his 

crew. In the episode, Pike finds himself in a literal cage where he and his 

perceived sexual prowess as a “prime specimen” entertain the Talosians, the 

telepathic inhabitants of the planet Talos IV. The Talosians need a virile male to breed with the captive, and disabled, female in their charge, so they kidnap Pike and his ship. Vina, a survivor of a crash landing on the planet, appears young and beautiful, and materializes as the only human in Talosian zoo-like 

captivity. Vina, disfigured from her injuries, lives in a world of holographic make-believe, and the Talosians use their powerful telepathic power to lure 

Pike’s ship and crew to the planet for her (and their) benefit. The Talosians want to breed Vina and create a group of humans to serve their needs, thus 

echoing some thoughts on  Frankenstein and the constructions of legions of new creations that owe their lives to (in)human design. Throughout the narrative, Pike illustrates a “unique hatred of captivity” and eventually uncovers the secrets of the Talosian mind control and breaks away from Talos IV after 

two female crewmembers arrive on the planet with weapons. Pike eventually 

returns to Talos IV in “The Menagerie, Part I and II” (1966). “The Cage” 

screenplay, written by  Star Trek creator, Gene Roddenberry, was the original pilot for the series and features many scenarios deemed too provocative for 

television at the time. “The Cage” did not air in its entirety until the twentieth anniversary of the franchise, but some of the footage appears in “The 

Menagerie, Part I and II.” 

“The Best of Both Worlds, Part I and II” provide images of Gothic Terror 

through captivity and threats to autonomy through claustrophobic spaces 

and body reanimation, when the hostile alien species the Borg takes Captain 

Picard hostage. In this situation, Picard finds himself physically altered, connected to machine interfaces, and unable to escape on his own. The two-part 

episode begins with the abduction of Picard as the Borg transport him from 

the bridge of the USS  Enterprise D against his will and successfully assimi-late him into their collective, hive-mind structure. At the beginning of his 

confinement, Picard inhabits the cube-shaped Borg ship that he is unable to 

escape. The ship is filled with advanced technology and dimly lit areas. The 

episode shows him being marched through claustrophobic passageways, defi-

ant, yet helpless after learning that “freedom” and “self-determination” are 

“irrelevant” to the Borg. 

The trajectory Picard takes throughout the Borg ship illuminates the spatial 

confinement he finds himself in, while the Borg body and mind assimilation 

illustrate his ultimate physical helplessness. After assimilation, he appears 
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physically changed with both a bondage-themed wardrobe modification (with 

Picard in black pleather clothing with mechanical implants), and he displays a mind/personality change with Picard speaking with a new voice. Picard, now 

called Locutus of Borg, orchestrates the annihilation of the Starfleet ships 

amassed to fight the invasion at Wolf 359. In this way, the Borg ship serves 

as both Picard’s tomb and Locutus’s birthplace. Picard, like Pike, must rely 

on his crew to help him escape. Picard eventually leaves the Borg experience 

behind him and continues his Starfleet career, but the series PIC explores the hidden psychological damage he continues to endure after his assimilation 

and reentry into human life. 

Captain Janeway, in contrast, uses her own brand of what Radcliffe might 

call  genius to escape the Borg in VOY’s “Scorpion, Part I and II.” Janeway actually uses the enemy, the Borg, to help her and her crew defeat a more powerful adversary. Janeway’s actions diverge from those of Pike and Picard in 

that she brings a different approach to the situation at hand from the start. As Pike and Picard endeavor (and fail) to resist through physical means, Janeway understands that instead of outright fighting either enemy that she is unable to defeat, she needs to find alternatives. In the two-part episode, a more powerful enemy, Species 8472, endangers the Borg as well as other inhabitants of 

the Delta Quadrant; therefore, Janeway uses her intellect to negotiate with the Borg to defeat the common threat. She does this through consulting with the 

past through the holographic version of Leonardo DaVinci, reading classified 

Starfleet intelligence to add to her knowledge of the Borg, and through con-

ferring with Kes, a telepathic member of her crew who helps discover how 

Species 8472 kills the Borg. With Janeway’s empirical knowledge of Species 

8472, she defies both a Borg ship and personal assimilation. Because of 

Janeway’s bravery and leadership, the crew of the USS  Voyager successfully flees both Borg space and the assaults from Species 8472. Janeway’s actions 

call back to Radcliffian Female Gothic Heroines using their intelligence and 

trusted comrades to aid in escape from certain doom. 

Chapter 4 not only expounds on the so-called Escape Narrative found in 

heritage Female Gothic novels, but it also illustrates how the concept of the escape functions in a series like DSC. In the legacy Gothic, Female Gothic 

Heroines must escape the clutches of the Gothic Villain to achieve equanim-

ity. In  Star Trek fashion, Burnham, as Female Gothic Heroine, has many escapes, near-misses, and exciting adventures. As with many series of this 

type, however, the ship and crew must flee from the endemic dangers of space 

and some hostile alien species. The Female Gothic is an internal struggle in 

many ways, with the Gothic Heroine personally struggling against societal 

restraints. The juxtaposition of an internal struggle in the expanse of space, then, is narratively interesting, reflects some of the Female Gothic structure of confinement, and is also found in some other contemporary SF productions, 
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notably   Battlestar Galactica (2004–2009) and  The Expanse (2015–2022). 

This chapter argues that the escapes of the USS  Discovery and the personal escapes of the crew function as Female Gothic Escape Narratives. 

CHAPTER 5, “I LIKE SCIENCE”6: THE 

EXPLAINED SUPERNATURAL, THE FEMALE 

GOTHIC, AND  STAR TREK DISCOVERY

The Explained Supernatural foregrounds the Female Gothic and most of 

 Star Trek.  Star Trek’s plots almost entirely hinge on the fact that the crew can solve the problems at hand via technology, reason, and human ingenuity. 

Radcliffe specifically uses this technique in her novels to highlight the basic humanity of women in a time when women were property and often found 

themselves locked in a power struggle for basic human rights. Clery explains, 

“Radcliffe’s heroines are women of imagination” ( Women’s Gothic, 2004, 51). Radcliffe’s Heroines employ the Explained Supernatural to understand 

their situations and eventually break free from constraints and to show they 

are capable of logical, rational thinking. 

In  Star Trek, discussing the experiences of the crew in a non-superstitious manner is the Explained Supernatural, and Female Gothic novelists, like 

Shelley’s use of science to bring Frankenstein’s creation to life and Radcliffe’s use of the Gothic Heroine’s perspectives in the narratives, bring this concept to the forefront of importance. The ever-present mysterious anomalies  Star Trek crews encounter seem potentially ethereal or powered by an unseen supernatural force but are almost always shown to be scientifically recognizable (within the context of the series) and ultimately negotiated to achieve a positive ending. While this design can be found in many  Star Trek episodes, one from TOS brings the Gothic to life for the crew. 

A classic TOS episode that features the Explained Supernatural is 

“Catspaw” (1967). Gothic iconography fills the castle Kirk, Spock, and Dr. 

Leonard McCoy visit as they investigate the strange occurrences on Pryis 

III. “Catspaw” begins with a crewman warning Kirk to flee this part of space 

because Pryis III is haunted. After revealing this information, the crewman 

dies. Predictably, the USS  Enterprise crew investigates. Of course, this haunting is ultimately explained through reason with the understanding that 

the illusions are caused by an alien species, not a supernatural being, after Kirk, Spock, McCoy, and crew experience Edgar Allan Poe–themed horrors, including an impressive black cat, a magical poppet USS  Enterprise, an enthralled crew, and other psychological distortions. Kirk discovers the 

source of the illusionary power and destroys it; the ship and crew are restored, 
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and all is well. This successful mission ends with the captain and crew ready for the next adventure. 

The creation and consumption of  Star Trek (TOS) corresponded to an 

important era in world history, the space race, a time of both excitement and fear that left many Americans, and by extension TOS fans, wondering who 

would prevail in the “theater” of the infinite, the United States or the Soviet Union (“Space Race,” n.d., n.p.). The early years of the franchise and the 

real-life sciences of astronomy and astrophysics are historically and cultur-

ally linked as well. TOS ended its initial voyage due to cancellation at the 

same time as NASA aimed for the moon. David Alexander, in  The Authorized 

 Biography of Gene Roddenberry: Star Trek  Creator, recalls that it was an exciting, and bittersweet, time for SF and for fans of TOS. “Forty-seven days after the last new episode of  Star Trek aired, another televised ‘space program’ attracted a larger audience: television sets all over the world broadcast Neil Armstrong taking the first steps on the moon. It was science fiction come true” (1995, 400). Further links to the real science of space travel and fictional world of TOS continued, and by 1976, NASA’s shuttle orbiter 101 was 

named  Enterprise. “As the giant craft came out of the hangar, the Air Force band played the  Star Trek theme. The entire original cast was present” (1995, 467). The connections between the  Star Trek franchise, NASA, and space exploration continue notes Joseph Bergren in “When  Star Trek and the Real World Collide” with NASA astronauts appearing on TNG and ENT, the corresponding names of the space shuttles and  Trek  ships—including  Enterprise and   Discovery, an appearance by Buzz Aldrin at the thirtieth anniversary of   Star Trek celebration, and even the viral image of the Italian astronaut Samantha Cristoforetti posing aboard the International Space Station in her 

Janeway uniform from the series VOY (2020, n.p.). 

For DSC, the Explained Supernatural comes in many forms, but the char-

acters of Spock and Burnham take point. Spock, the USS  Enterprise’s Vulcan first officer, is a character many people recognize even if they are relatively unaware of  Star Trek. In DSC, Spock is Burnham’s foster brother, and the relationship is complex. Burnham is semi-adopted, fostered, and raised by 

Spock’s family on Vulcan after she is orphaned from the events of a Klingon 

attack on her family home on a Vulcan outpost. She turns to logic to under-

stand her pain. What is interesting in this dynamic is that the unfeeling Spock does the same. DSC uses science as a way of understanding more than the 

universe as science forms the core of this familial relationship. The series 

also muses on the complexities and moralities of scientific exploration itself. 

In the context of  Star Trek, the need to explain science and the relationship of technology to the crew is a cornerstone of the franchise. DSC   takes this impulse even further and uses science to explain the potential supernatural 

mysteries embedded in the episodes. The Explained Supernatural is part of 
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the Female Gothic form, and Chapter 5 makes extended links between DSC 

and the Explained Supernatural. 

CHAPTER 6. “SOMETIMES WE KNOW THE 

ROLE WE’RE MEANT TO PLAY”7: STARFLEET’S 

INEFFECTIVE GOTHIC HEROES

 Star Trek bends towards the heroic (think Kirk and the Kobayashi Maru, an unwinnable test that Kirk refuses to fail, for example), but while the character of the Hero in  Star Trek succeeds in the mission, he, too, often loses in family connections. Like the unimpressive long-term love connections of the heroic 

captains of Starfleet, Gothic Heroes spend most of the narratives as somewhat ineffectual characters when it comes to heroics, but they succeed in winning 

the love of the Heroine. Gothic Heroes function differently from other types 

of heroes since the character form rests on a Romance foundation. Romance 

in  Star Trek, although often ubiquitous in episodic and formulaic ways, functions with very few long-term heteronormative couples, but DSC provides a 

long-term LGBTQ+ romance narrative, and Burnham has two love interests 

in the series. Often, however, where romantic couplings do appear in the  Star Trek franchise, the heroic male figure tends to be fundamentally ineffective in personal relationships. 

Conversely, in the case of the Female Gothic, the Heroine chooses the 

Hero as a romantic partner. In “The Radcliffian Gothic Model: A Form for 

Feminine Sexuality,” Cynthia Griffin Wolff explains that Gothic Heroes 

present in the narratives as counterparts to the Gothic Villain, and the Gothic Heroine chooses the Hero over the Villain, but the Heroine saves the Hero, 

not the reverse. Wolff writes, “Generally the heroine declares her preference for the hero very early in the novel; an obstacle to their union is discovered; and they remain throughout the story—pining, faithful, (exchanging, at best, 

a chaste kiss)—to be rewarded at the very conclusion with the gift of matri-

mony” (1979, 103).  Star Trek, generally speaking, uses short-term, physical relationships instead of the more conservative marriages found in Radcliffe’s novels, but when the franchise does create a character worthy of a Gothic 

Heroine, these heroes tend to die, but DSC changes this narrative structure in the first three seasons and early in season four as Chapter 6 further explores. 

The journey to the happy ending also presents other problems for the 

Gothic Heroine and Hero in Gothic novels and  Star Trek alike. For the Female Gothic, the coupling must be one of chivalric love, not made-for-TV 

lust as often is the case in  Star Trek. Andrew Smith, in “Love, Freud, and the Female Gothic: Bram Stoker’s  The Jewel of Seven Stars,” writes that the sexual desire of Gothic Heroes for the Gothic Heroines creates an interesting 
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situation for Radcliffe as a novelist and for the characters specifically: “For these reasons the ostensible heroes of Radcliffe’s narratives . . . have to prove their moral worth before marrying the heroine. They have to show that their 

love is not a purely physical one” (2004, 85). Since Gothic Heroes do not 

save the Heroines, like Medieval knights on horseback or Kirk defeating 

an arch enemy with panache, Female Gothic Heroines save themselves and 

choose the Gothic Hero. Just as the Gothic mode historically joins revivalist architecture and chivalric-like characters in fanciful tales, the crews of  Star Trek’s starships and space stations sometimes find themselves in curated versions of love stories. The episodes “The Menagerie, Part I and II” from TOS 

and “What We Leave Behind, Part I and II” (1999) from DS9 offer specific 

pre-DSC nods to the character of the Gothic Hero in the  Star Trek  universe. 

“The Menagerie, Part I and II” revisits the story of Pike and Vina on Talos 

IV, but the story is told through the perspective of a Starfleet tribunal. Pike is no longer effective as a Starfleet captain because of his physical injuries, so a life of exile and fantasy is his only choice for long-term survival. The Talosians invite Pike to return so that he may regain what he has lost. In the episode, Spock stands trial for revisiting Talos IV to help his former captain. 

“The Menagerie Part I and II” uses footage from the previously unaired pilot 

“The Cage” and puts Kirk, not Pike, in command of the USS  Enterprise, where the trial takes place. Pike, now confined to a wheelchair, can only 

communicate via a blinking light. His mute, unrecognizable body shows burn 

scars and other external trauma, but his mind remains strong. Although Pike 

might secretly desire a return to Talos IV to be reunited with Vina, he cau-

tions Spock, through the minimal communication skills he possesses, against 

going against Starfleet protocols since the planet is quarantined and carries a death sentence for anyone who travels there. Pike blinks “no” as Spock 

continues this plan of action. Pike lacks agency since he is not able to fully make choices for himself and relies on others for his care. This physical turn of events creates an important change to the dynamic between Pike and Vina, 

however. After his injury, he is now Vina’s equal due to his own disabilities, and the status of equals is a main component of the Hero/Heroine in the 

Female Gothic. 

A progenitor to this sort of coupling, a disabled man and his paramour, 

appears in  Jane Eyre when Brontë disfigures Mr. Rochester in a similar way—bathed in fire—in order for him to be free of his past life (and his 

wife) and to become Jane’s equal. With this change in status, Pike serves as 

the Gothic Hero of the episodes “The Cage” and “The Menagerie, Part I and 

II” and of TOS more generally as he relinquishes his life to be with Vina. He, like Rochester, does not save her; Vina, like Jane, chooses him as her own and rescues him. An updated version of Pike appears in DSC as well where his 

future fate is previewed through a found fortune cookie. He reads the saying, 
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“Not every cage is a prison, not every loss eternal,” in the episode “Brother” 

(2019). DSC’s Pike also experiences a vision of his future in “Through the 

Valley of Shadows” (2019) and sees his fate as depicted in “The Cage” 

as flashes of his future. The latest  Star Trek series on Paramount+, SNW, explores Pike’s situation more fully than ever before. 

The series DS9 innovates not only on the character types, including the 

hero, but also in the structure of  Star Trek overall. Unlike the other series and films, DS9 is set on a starbase. Exploration no longer only takes place on deep space missions; the station itself harbors many stories, communities, faiths, and characters. Captain Benjamin Sisko,  Star Trek’s first protagonist captain of color, must negotiate the inner workings of the nearby planet Bajor and the oppressive Cardassians who previously held the space station. Throughout 

the series, Sisko shows heroism through many acts of valor, his personal 

choices, and ultimately, his leadership qualities, but Sisko suffers from the effects of the battle between the Federation and the Borg at Wolf 359, where 

Locutus and the Borg kill his wife, Jennifer. Jennifer Sisko’s death features in the first episode of DS9, “The Emissary” (1993). Sisko eventually remarries 

and fulfills his destiny through his death in the final episodes of the series, 

“What We Leave Behind, Part I and II” (1999). Sisko leaves behind a preg-

nant wife and son but saves numerous lives with his sacrifice. Here  Star Trek creates a heroic character but does not allow for the Hero to remain with his love. Unlike Pike, Sisko does not receive an alternate ending. 

In DSC, the same Gothic Romance–type formulae appears with the 

character of the Hero but with various results overall. Previous versions 

of  Star Trek promote the heroic captains of the USS  Enterprise and space stations like Deep Space Nine, yet Gothic Heroes function differently from 

other Hero-type characters. In the heritage Gothic Romance novels by Ann 

Radcliffe, for example, the Gothic Heroines ultimately save themselves 

and choose the Hero as the suitor of their choice. These so-called Gothic 

Heroes endeavor to help save the Heroine from the Gothic Villain but fall 

short, thereby illustrating some ineffective  heroics overall. In DSC, Michael Burnham and Lieutenant Ash Tyler appear as an early pair of Gothic Heroine 

and Gothic Hero. Later, Burnham meets Cleveland Booker, and he serves 

as another love interest in both seasons three and four. These examples give 

some insight on DSC’s use of the Hero as a character type. This chapter 

argues that these characters are forms of the Gothic Hero based on the frame-

work present in the Female Gothic. DSC also adds a bit of a complication to 

this construction, however, with the addition of Captain Christopher Pike in 

season two. 

In DSC, as Chapter 6 explores, there is a romantic relationship between 

Burnham and Tyler. Tyler is a love interest that Burnham chooses. 

Unfortunately, he is unable to fully reciprocate the feelings because of his 
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own haunted history, but Tyler is handsome, is attentive, and shows personal 

heroism as he confronts his own demons. Burnham meets Booker in the third 

season of the series, and he serves as her love interest in both seasons three and four. The reimaged Pike, in season two, also has his Hero moments and 

is considered one of  Star Trek’s greatest captains. There is no romantic relationship between Pike and Burnham, but there is a complication with Pike’s 

experience with Talos IV and his telepathic link to Vina. DSC also illustrates some dents in Pike’s heroic armor when he allows an admiral to sacrifice 

herself because he is unable to save his ship (“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II,” 

2019). These examples give some insight on DSC’s use of the Hero as a 

character type. This chapter argues that these characters are types of Female Gothic Heroes. 

Star Trek Discovery  and the Female Gothic: Tell Fear No  adds to the 

previous work done on  Star Trek through expanding  Trek scholarship into the realm of the Gothic where some work on contemporary Gothic 

forms is becoming more mainstream. While  Star Trek builds episodes and allusions from many classic pieces of literature, including  Frankenstein, Shakespearean plays and sonnets (1593–1623), snippets of Sherlock Holmes 

stories (1887), and even a holographic version of the poem  Beowulf (c. 1000), what might not be fully understood, however, is that this expanded universe, 

with nine television/streaming series, thirteen feature films, and innumerable novels and fan participations, provides a depth of literary understanding and connections that go beyond the SF genre to blend multiple types of storytelling. DSC not only uses the nods to literature for which  Star Trek  is famous, but it also incorporates the novel  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865) to guide the main character’s actions. These intricate narratives stemming from 

“The Cage” until the present day allow for fans, new and established alike, to experience the wonders of the unknown. 

The main character, Michael Burnham, functions as a Female Gothic 

Heroine in the future, enclosed not in a castle but in the wonders of the 

cavernous corridors of the USS  Discovery. She is bold, logical, and brave. 

Burnham is the first Black female protagonist in  Star Trek history. Even though there has been some fan blowback about DSC not being “true” to 

Roddenberry’s vision for the future, it is my hope that by examining the series through the lens of the Female Gothic, viewers might see that DSC’s vision 

for the future-world of  Star Trek reflects the experiences of the time-honored franchise in many ways. Just as TOS’s well-crafted allegories were originally placed to confront the contemporary problems in the 1960s, DSC uses the 

language of the Female Gothic to comment on twenty-first-century concerns 

of a changing, global society and exponential dangers including the elimina-

tion of women’s rights, threats to the LGBTQ+ community, climate change, 

racism, and emergent AI. Glancing forward and backward at the same time, 
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like Alice peering through her looking glass, allows DSC to be both relatable and powerful. It is my desire that the Female Gothic lens, as I will now illustrate more fully, brings enjoyment, exploration, and, perhaps, focus for fans of DSC and for those who like  Star Trek but are unsure of the newer versions of the franchise. As Captain Burnham says, “Let’s fly.” 

NOTES

1. “The Butcher’s Knife Cares Not for the Lamb’s Cry,”  Star Trek: Discovery, 

Season 1, Episode 4. 

2. “Vaulting Ambition,”  Star Trek: Discovery, Season 1, Episode 12. 

3. “That Hope Is You, Parts I and II,”  Star Trek: Discovery, Season 3, Episodes 1 

and 13. 

4. “Vaulting Ambition,”  Star Trek: Discovery, Season 1, Episode 12. 

5. “Saints of Imperfection,”  Star Trek: Discovery, Season 2, Episode 5. 

6. “Perpetual Infinity,”  Star Trek: Discovery, Season 2, Episode 11. 

7. “Such Sweet Sorrow, Part 1”  Star Trek: Discovery, Season 2, Episode 13


 Chapter 1

“Haven’t You Ever Been 

Afraid of a Ghost?” 

 Gothic Romances, Star Trek, 

 and Science Fiction

Readers of Ann Radcliffe often find the mood presented in her novels to be 

dark, gloomy, and dreamy, with misty cemeteries and dimly lit castles as the 

backdrop for excitement and spine-tingling  Terror.  Ghosts, or phantasmagoria, float in the ether as these tales progress in uncanny, and often far-flung, settings without explicit scenes of cinematic-type death. Radcliffe’s characters find family secrets, physical and sexual danger, and longing within the 

pages of her so-called heritage Gothic Romance novels that were both popu-

lar during her day and ultimately genre-constructing. For that distinction, 

Ellen Moers notes in “Female Gothic,” “modern readers of  Udolpho and  The Italian continue to hail her as mistress of the pure Gothic form” (1979, 78). 

E. J. Clery in  Woman’s Gothic: From Clara Reeve to Mary Shelley explains that Radcliffe uses “disparate elements” in her novels including poetry, landscape, and an adventure (2004, 58). Additionally, as Clery points out, the plot fueled by a love story running in the background predictably adds tension to 

the overall narratives for many readers. 

While Radcliffe is not the first writer to use the Gothic Romance form, she 

popularizes the Gothic mode for her audience of her contemporary women 

readers, and through her work, Radcliffe’s influence reaches both Mary 

Shelley and Charlotte Brontë, among others. Shelley and Brontë employ 

the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic foundation in their novels  Frankenstein 

(1818; 1831) and  Jane Eyre (1847). The Female Gothic also influences the realm of some Science Fiction (SF) through  Frankenstein’s long reach.  Star Trek: Discovery (DSC) becomes part of this long tradition of Female Gothic 29
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narratives as the overall construction mirrors some structures first used by 

Radcliffe, Shelley, and Brontë. 

Audiences like happy endings, for the most part, and Gothic Romance/

Female Gothic narratives usually conclude with the female protagonist, 

the Female Gothic Heroine, marrying the suitor of her choice, escaping 

the clutches of the villain, and solving the present mystery. The occasion-

ally reductive marriage plot becomes increasingly fraught when looking 

through a post-second-wave, postfeminist framework, however. Benjamin 

Brabon and Stéphanie Genz, in the introduction to  Postfeminist Gothic: 

 Critical Interventions in Contemporary Culture, put the contradictory ideas into context:

Although these traits of the Female Gothic remain fairly consistent there has been much debate on how they should be interpreted and whether they should 

be understood as transgressive or conservative. Ellen Moers’s original formulation of the Female Gothic has also come under attack for its blind spots regarding race and sexual orientation and its essentializing tendencies to equate the writer’s biological sex with the text’s gendered nature. (2007, 6)

While the collection  Postfeminist Gothic, edited by Brabon and Genz, 

provides much discussion on the changing nature of the terms— feminist, postfeminist,  Gothic, and  Female Gothic—and the subsequent political implications of them, the uneasy and conservative ending of the Female Gothic 

novel remains. The Heroine’s submission to the ultimate patriarchal structure through the would-be happy-ending-marriage to the suitor of her choice 

solidifies her place in a power structure she is unable to escape, argues Diane Long Hoeveler in  Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from 

 Charlotte Smith to the Brontës (1998, 9). How readers view this conclusion varies, and some Gothics shift some of the Heroine’s traits to a male-coded 

character (or two), for example. 

Since many feminist readers from the second-wave forward often point to 

the importance of the Gothic Romance and the Female Gothic in studying 

women writers, the dismissal of the work as novels of “sensibility” lowered 

the impact of many Gothic Romances in some early critical studies. In an 

essay that devalues Radcliffe’s Gothic Romance form for heavy-handed 

emotional states and “hand-me-down devices,” Robert Heilman in “Charlotte 

Brontë’s ‘New’ Gothic,” finds that Charlotte Brontë uses some of Radcliffe’s 

tropes in a more robust way. Heilman’s main sticking point is what he calls 

the “stereotype” in Gothic novels, and he notes how Brontë changes these 

ploys into more complex—and thereby important—pieces of literature. 

Heilman divides Brontë’s narrative tools into three categories: “old Gothic,” 

“anti-Gothic,” and “new Gothic” (1958, 120; 131–32). Before Brontë’s 

  

           “Haven’t  You  Ever  Been  Afraid  of  a  Ghost?” 

31

novels, Heilman states, Gothic Romances generally contain seemingly stock 

plots and characters—including fainting, but tenacious Heroines; castles; 

evil patriarchal family members; and themes of death and decay—but for 

Heilman, Brontë makes her work in the genre more than derivative. Heilman 

writes, “Charlotte leads ways from standardization characterization toward 

new levels of human reality, and hence from stock responses toward a new 

kind of passionate engagement” (1958, 121). What Heilman notices about 

Brontë’s work foregrounds much scholarship in what many call the Female 

Gothic. It is important to understand, however, that by minimizing Radcliffe’s romances in favor of more seemingly complex texts, like Brontë’s, Heilman 

undoubtedly misses the ultimate center of the Female Gothic, the Romance. 

The discussion of Gothic constructs exists in myriad disciplines outside 

of literary and media studies and helps whet curiosity surrounding a clear 

definition of the Female Gothic genre as a whole and its continued impact 

on literary and media texts. Josephine Ruggiero and Louise Weston, in 

“Sex-Role Characterization of Women in ‘Modern Gothic’ Novels,” provides 

some “empirical basis” for an analysis on Gothic forms and the “Women’s 

Liberation Movement” (1977, 282). This sociological study, with some out-

lined psychological dimensions, finds that the sample size of novels written 

between 1950 and 1974 mirror in the formulation from “ancestors,” includ-

ing   Jane Eyre,  Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë (1847), and Daphne du Maurier’s  Rebecca (1938), and “The depiction of the heroines in these novels has not changed substantially over the time-span of their popularity” 

(Ruggiero and Weston 1977, 280, 296). Ruggiero and Weston go on to note 

that “these heroines are certainly  not characterized in the traditional submission/dependent terms. . . . [T]hese Gothic heroines, then, could be called 

‘precursors’ of the [Women’s Liberation] Movement” (296). This study, 

published in  The Pacific Sociological Review,    presents charts and graphs that map out the characters in the chosen “romantic suspense” or “modern Gothic” 

novels and solidifies the value of these types of narratives through positioning them as texts that helped propel second-, and eventually, third-wave feminist ideas, even with the happily ever after constructions (Ruggiero and Weston 

1977, 280). 

Indeed, feminist and gender criticisms have a long, connective history with 

the Gothic novel. To that end, this chapter first will discuss the traditional elements that make up the conventionally defined form of the Gothic Romance/

Female Gothic including Sublime settings, Uncanny encounters, and the 

Explained Supernatural. Then, the chapter will connect the Gothic Romance 

form, through these elements, to DSC. 
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DEFINING THE SUBLIME, THE UNCANNY, 

AND THE EXPLAINED SUPERNATURAL

One of the more noticeable aspects of the Gothic Romance is the Female 

Gothic Heroine’s Sublime experiences. The Sublime, as Edmund Burke out-

lines in  A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757), impacts the readers’ emotions with an overwhelming experience that can be Positive or Negative. Positive Sublime moments, 

according to Matthew Brennan in  Wordsworth, Turner, and Romantic 

 Landscape: A Study of the Traditions of the Picturesque and the Sublime, elevate “the mind to sympathy with an overwhelming plentitude” while the 

Negative Sublime “humiliates and alienates the mind with its immeasurable 

power” (1987, 23). With Radcliffe and Brontë affording the female charac-

ters in their narratives the ability to experience the Sublime, the writers show feminine agency within the narrative structures. Emily, in Radcliffe’s  The Mysteries of Udolpho, looks to the sky with wonder, and Jane Eyre contemplates the moon. Both situations effectively employ the Positive Sublime in 

relationship to the wonders of the universe through light breaking through 

obscurity. Radcliffe describes Emily’s perceptions thusly as the “vast regions of space, glowing with worlds beyond the reach of human thought” ([1794] 

2008, 48). The light breaking through night’s darkness helps belay Emily’s 

feelings and fears regarding her father. 

Additionally, Brontë uses light from the moon as a way for Jane to 

self-regulate and self-parent: “She broke forth as never moon yet burst from 

cloud: a hand first penetrated the sable folds and waved them away; then, not a moon, but a white human form shone in the azure, inclining a glorious brow 

earthward. . . . It spoke to my spirit: immeasurably distant was the tone, yet so near, it whispered in my heart—‘My daughter, flee temptation’” ([1847] 

2016, 286). Both Radcliffe and Brontë’s Heroines feel Positive Sublime 

moments through light, the moon’s reflection, and the twinkle of the stars. 

Brennan adds that light allows the “perceiving mind” to “grasp something it 

dimly sees in the deluge of radiant light” (1987, 55). By achieving a Sublime moment, these characters, Emily and Jane, illustrate the genius they possess 

since they as female characters can receive this obscured information not 

always available to others. 

With plenty of Sublime moments embedded into the narrative, Mary 

Shelley’s   Frankenstein successfully creates a bridge between the Gothic Romance and SF, since the core of the novel’s plot revolves around a scientist creating a creature, not a heteronormative love story, and each main 

character equally experiences the Sublime, in Positive and Negative ways. 

Victor Frankenstein notices the serenity found in nature when he says, “I the 
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only unquiet thing that wondered restless in a scene so beautiful and heav-

enly.” Robert Walton experiences overwhelming emotion when discussing 

his quest: “Thus far I have gone, tracing a secure way over the pathless seas: the very stars themselves being witness and testimonies of my triumph.” 

And the Creature, like Jane and Emily, looks to heavens for comfort: “Soon 

a gentle light stole over the heavens, and gave me a sensation of pleasure. 

. . . I gazed with a kind of wonder” ([1831] 2008, 91, 23, 103). Consequently, Frankenstein defies easy categories based on author gender, as Moers discusses. In “Mary Shelley,  Frankenstein, and the Spectacle of Masculinity,” 

Bette London notes how feminist readings have informed the discussion of 

the Female Gothic in the novel and argues, “The novel can be thus read as 

putting into question the singular authority of masculinity and, with it, the fix-ity of sexual positions and the determinateness of gender privileges” (1993, 

264). In addition, by looking at the genders of the main (male) characters, it is clear that Robert Walton, Victor Frankenstein, and the Creature all function as Hero, Villain, and Heroine, thus defying Radcliffe (and Brontë)’s more clear 

delineation of character types, and each character experiences the Sublime. 

As Radcliffe, Brontë, and Shelley employ the mood of the Female Gothic 

with images of death and decay, (un)haunted houses, mysterious natural 

landscapes, shameful family secrets, adventure, and the escape of Heroines, 

the writers effectively harness readers’ emotions for longer effect through 

the use of the Uncanny. The Uncanny, Sigmund Freud writes, “belongs to 

all that is terrible—to all that arouses creeping dread and creeping horror” 

(1919, 1). Gothic Terror—not Horror—provides the interlacing mechanism 

for Radcliffe, Brontë, and Shelley’s work since Terror works on the psycho-

logical level (“creeping” as Freud notes) and for many is longer lived, so the unsettling feelings remain long after the experience. Radcliffe’s posthumously published essay “On the Supernatural in Poetry” states the often-quoted lines: 

“Terror and horror are so far opposite, that the first expands the soul, and 

awakens the faculties to a high degree of life; the other contracts, freezes, and nearly annihilates them” as a way to separate the effects of Terror and Horror on audiences (1826, n.p.). 

Besides the romantic pairing at the end of the novel, like a Shakespearean 

comedy, Radcliffe’s use of the Explained Supernatural instead of unearthly 

and enigmatic superstition further separates her fiction from other Gothic 

novels that came before and helped usher in a whole sub-genre of the Gothic 

narrative: the Female Gothic. The Female Gothic might at first appear in a 

few different forms as the genre continues into the nineteenth century and 

beyond, since the linchpin of the structure set in motion by Radcliffe relies on Terror, instead of Gothic  Horror, as the impetus that drives the narratives forward toward completion (Clery 2004, 67). Terror allows for the Heroine’s use 

of intellect to solve the seemingly supernatural problems she faces. Horror, 
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on the other hand, would freeze the intellect of the Heroine (as seen in many slasher films where the flight-or-fight responses pervade the action) whereby she relies on survival skills alone to attempt an escape. 

With the reliance on the Explained Supernatural as a way to tame the Terror 

found in Gothic Romances, writers in this mode effectively illustrate the 

power of scientific forms of inquiry. For Radcliffe’s Gothic Romances, the 

Gothic Heroine must understand her mysterious situation and push through 

the fear to find a way to resolve the conflict and still marry the suitor of her choice, so for these narratives, the ultimate Terror hails from the unknown 

rather than physical Horror. In this way, the pacing of Radcliffe’s novels, and those of her imitators, provides another example of how Terror adds to the 

satisfaction of the romantic ending as the central figure—a persecuted young 

woman—prevails against numerous tribulations. 

In the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic, the unknown can be a misunder-

stood identity, a lack of contextual education, or a missing piece of important knowledge. The lack of understanding triggers feelings of Terror since the 

Gothic Heroines have no agency to change their social strata without the 

consent of male allies, whom these narratives tend to discuss. For example, 

Gothic Heroine Adeline from  The Romance of the Forest initially lacks knowledge of her father’s murder until she uncovers the skeleton in the ruined abbey where she has taken refuge. Adeline, as an orphaned child, lacks the 

agency to secure a future for herself, so she must rely on strangers as potential allies. For a Female Gothic Heroine, in Radcliffe’s novels, her past unlocks 

her present confinement if she can solve the mystery and withstand the 

Uncanny surroundings long enough to survive. The use of the Gothic Heroine 

as an early form of a detective-type also adds to the contemporary under-

standing of science at the time of Radcliffe and builds on the Enlightenment 

and early Romantic ideals of nature. 

Terror also drives the force of Shelley’s narrative, and paired with the use 

of the Explained Supernatural, the construction forcefully tips  Frankenstein in favor of a Female Gothic reading, rather than a Male or Horror Gothic 

novel or a Radcliffe-style Romance, since the ending provides the deaths 

of the main characters instead of a wedding. The Terrors found in the novel 

are explained through science, and while the monster Frankenstein brings 

to life is indeed horrifying, he is a real being made from parts from other 

humans and animals; therefore, the Creature is ultimately natural—made 

by a man, not an unexplained or a supernatural force. Shelley contains the 

threat of more Creatures since Victor Frankenstein dies. The only survivor, 

the ship captain Robert Walton, eventually sees the folly in Frankenstein’s 

overreaching pursuits, and Shelley eliminates the transgressive figures and 

sends Walton home, thus reshaping the world of the novel. In a way, through 

Walton’s return to his homeland, he restores the stable, everyday patriarchy 
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like the ending of a Romance by Radcliffe. Moers argues that only a woman 

could have written  Frankenstein and claims that the gender of the writer informs the definition of the genre (1979, 79). This is a contested position 

among Gothic scholars since writers of all genders use both Terror or Horror 

Gothic constructions (Brabon and Genz 2007, 6). 

In “Ann Radcliffe’s Scientific Romance,” Adam Miller suggests almost a 

post-humanist position for the Scientific Romance, what he dubs Radcliffe’s 

work. In the Scientific Romance, Miller suggests, each natural system informs the other. This point verifies many readings of the Radcliffian Romance as 

a feminist or proto-feminist narrative since the female characters have both 

capacity, given their natural intellect, and are unnaturally confined based on domestic hierarchies. He writes, “The explained supernatural interrupts and 

arrests the progress of narrative with ordinary descriptions of material phe-

nomena” (2016, 531). For Adeline, the uncanny discovery of the skeleton and 

subsequent hidden information helps her understand the danger around her. 

She is then able to escape the clutches of the Gothic Villain—her terrifying 

uncle, the Maquis. 

The Terror of being ripped from one’s other half for eternity provides a 

romantic backdrop for the action in most Gothic Romances. This form of 

Terror also appears as an all-too-real fear of rape through the sexually preda-tory characters of the Gothic Villains. Here, then, the  Romance in the Gothic Romance takes center stage. As the Female Gothic Heroine vies for her 

humanity through her intellect and resolve, she must, at the same time, fight for the right to marry the suitor of her choice. This action may seem com-monplace for readers of mass-market paperbacks today, but for Radcliffe’s 

readers, choosing a life partner, and ultimately a life path, constitutes a radical act. For Adeline and Theodore in  The Romance of the Forest, the pairing offers reader satisfaction at the end of the narrative, but the relationship seems aspirational rather than true love since they are thrust together in the midst of conflict. Although the pair do end up together at the end of the novel, the quick twists and turns to create the avenue of that union possibly seem more 

contrived than that of some Female Gothic texts after Radcliffe. 

The Terror of leaving one’s soul mate, or equal, as Brontë describes Jane 

Eyre and Edward Rochester in  Jane Eyre, features prominently in the novel when Jane escapes into the night to refuse the temptation of a bigamous marriage. Jane’s physical Terror of wandering alone in nature and her palpable 

heartbreak bring the idea of a true love into the realm of the Female Gothic 

through the language of equality. Brontë’s use of the Gothic Romance form 

hits on every level: the Explained Supernatural (the very real madwoman in 

the attic); the Escape Narrative (Jane’s flight from Rochester and from her 

cousins John Reed and St. John Rivers); the Uncanny (the ghostly figures in 

the Red Room are just reflections of candles); the family secrets (Jane’s an 
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heiress and Rochester is married); and sexual danger (Jane travels alone as a child, Rochester makes his intentions clear, and Rivers offers a life of marriage, childbirth, and death). 

What makes  Jane Eyre a satisfying Romance is that Jane and Rochester 

end up in an economically and intimately equitable marriage and truly happy. 

This state is achieved through turmoil and emotional upset, to be sure, yet 

the pair’s power imbalance becomes much less at the end of the narrative, 

thereby allowing for Jane to marry Rochester as an equal partner of sorts 

given the systematic oppression of women during the time of Brontë’s writ-

ing. Jane says to Rochester during the first proposal scene: “[I]t is my spirit that addresses your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we stood at God’s feet, equal,—as we are!” ([1847] 2016, 227). Much happens 

on the journey toward the eventual Garden of Eden ending in the novel, yet 

the idea that the two are equals and should be together based on the grounds 

of that equality—that is, they are evenly matched before God—adds another 

layer to the almost–fairy tale construction of  Jane Eyre. 

In contrast, Male Gothic or Horror Gothic texts include the heritage novels 

 The Monk by Matthew Lewis (1796) and  Dracula (1897) by Bram Stoker, among others. A few ways to categorize a “Male” versus a “Female” Gothic 

text comes through the character of the female protagonist or main character 

and the use of the supernatural. Other ways more Horror or Male Gothic 

appears in a narrative also comes from the use of explicit sexual danger for 

the female characters, and often their eventual death, and the unexplained 

nature of the villain. The villains in Male Gothic texts are  real monsters—

not human men—and use extraordinary power to confront the world around 

them. Dracula, for example, can transform into mist, a bat, a wolf, and can 

appear younger. Ambrosio, in Lewis’s novel, uses devilish power to achieve 

his goals. 

More contemporary writers, including Stephen King and Anne Rice, work 

in the Male Gothic mode with Unexplained Supernatural creatures and lurid 

descriptions of death and the macabre. In the years after Moers’s “Female 

Gothic” essay, definitions eschew easy essentialist categories (especially in the case of the gender of the author). Terror over Horror and the Explained 

over the Unexplained Supernatural can provide paths for reading the Gothic 

overall; however, it is important to note: The conservative position of the 

Gothic, one that demands that the world be made whole at the end of the nar-

rative, forces the narratives down a somewhat-polarizing pathway where the 

world is righted often through the marriage or death of the female protagonist, thereby continuing this duality within the larger Gothic genre. Genre fictions, in general, become increasingly harder to define as the multitudes of texts 

expand, but looking through the lens of the Explained or the Unexplained 

Supernatural can facilitate a start to a more complicated reading. 
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THE SUBLIME, THE UNCANNY, AND THE EXPLAINED 

SUPERNATURAL IN  STAR TREK: DISCOVERY

Like in the novels of Radcliffe, Brontë, and Shelley, the Explained 

Supernatural fuels the narrative world of  Star Trek. Paired with Sublime settings, Uncanny encounters, and the overall Romance present in the narrative, 

DSC presents an overall Gothic Romance/Female Gothic structure. Over the 

fifty-seven years of the property, solving problems through empirical means 

attracts not only SF fans, but also working scientists who find the presentation of the franchise’s values of research, reason, and humanity paramount and 

even spawned a PBS documentary series hosted by the famed Bill Kurtis in 

1995 called  The New Explorers. Books like  The Physics of Star Trek (2007), Treknology: The Science of  Star Trek  from Tricorders to Warp Drive (2017), and NASA’s webpage “The Science of  Star Trek” (featuring an image of the space shuttle  Enterprise) also explore contemporary science and extrapolate it into the future world of  Star Trek. In 2017, however,  Star Trek introduces a character that pulls the entire Explained Supernatural narrative of one of 

the newer series into the realm of the Female Gothic in its entirety. Michael Burnham brings a fully formed Gothic Heroine to the  Star Trek universe, and with this character type in place, DSC effectively illustrates the Female Gothic narrative structure first popularized by Radcliffe with the addition 

of long-term romances, Gothic Villains, and Gothic Heroes to the  Star Trek series. In addition, like Shelley’s use of the Explained Supernatural, many 

lines of dialogue describe the scientific problems, situations, and the eventual solutions to each problem the crew encounters. 

DSC’s   premiere   episode, “The Vulcan Hello” (2017), introduces the character of Burnham, and the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic structure for the 

franchise can be seen. Burnham, the main protagonist of the series, begins 

as second-in-command serving under Captain Philippa Georgiou on the 

USS  Shenzhou. Captain Georgiou mentors Commander Burnham for seven 

years and readies her for her own command. The crisis of DSC’s first sea-

son occurs when Burnham commits mutiny instead of following Georgiou’s 

direct orders. Burnham attempts, through an ill-advised course of action, to 

avoid a conflict with the Klingons, a warrior race that sees the Federation 

as encroaching on their territory, but that action fails her and her captain. 

Burnham’s eventual fall propels her narrative forward in a much different 

way than that of other  Star Trek characters before her. 

DSC, with season-long story arcs rather than a more episodic construction, 

allows for a complex character study of Burnham and a tighter and cohesive 

narrative overall. It is this—the intense character development of Burnham 

and the season-long narrative structure—that allows for  Star Trek  to wade 
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deeper into the realms of the Gothic Romance structure/Female Gothic 

genre through some “stereotypical” Gothic constructions including confined 

settings, the Hero, Villain, and the Heroine, and the macabre, as Heilman 

says (1958, 121). These narrative choices are not superficial blandishments 

aimed at attracting a new audience for  Star Trek, however. The Romance and Female Gothic scaffoldings present important, human conditions and social 

commentary relevant to a twenty-first-century audience, and much of  Star 

 Trek’s audience has historically been female from the start, notes Tammy Oler in “Keep on Trekkin’:  Star Trek and the Legacy of Female Fandom” 

(2007, 65–66). 

Burnham’s fall from commander to mutineer is the opposite of the call to 

adventure many heroes experience, and this is typical for the Female Gothic 

genre. Early in the series Burnham finds herself in a vulnerable position that diminishes and dehumanizes her and puts her under the control of Starfleet’s 

criminal justice system, a patriarchal, top-down command structure. Later, she sits in the captain’s chair after earning the command through her own sheer 

force of will and acts of bravery. Radcliffe and Brontë’s Gothic Heroines are in similar desperate conditions as Burnham begins DSC, when family situations abruptly change forcing them into dangerous, patriarchal arrangements 

or confinements. The occurrences that upend the lives of female characters 

in Female Gothic narratives allow for the Gothic Heroines to illustrate their intelligence and bravery in order to (often only situationally) overcome present problems by the conclusion of the narratives. 

For Gothic fiction, setting becomes an integral part of the story world. 

Gothic settings typically offer shrouded rooms, cemeteries or graveyards, 

claustrophobic areas, aristocratic family homes, and ghostly natural places 

to influence the characters and readers alike. Radcliffe famously uses dilapidated abbeys and castles in Europe. Brontë chooses manor homes and a ter-

rifying and claustrophobic school. For Shelley, Victor Frankenstein’s lab and the wild spaces the Creature inhabits provide provocative Gothic settings. In DSC, the ship is the main  space for the series, and within the narrow corridors of the starship, the USS  Discovery, viewers see secret rooms, frightening—but contained—nature, along with a few skeletons of dismembered 

aliens. Otherworldly planets, nebulae, and the network of space itself appear through the windows onboard the ship and sometimes serve as secondary settings. Overall, settings do more than provide backdrops for scenes. Settings 

allow for powerful Sublime and Uncanny elements to influence the charac-

ters in positive and negative ways and ultimately illuminate the Explained 

Supernatural present in the series. 

The Sublime, in positive and negative forms, provides insight to charac-

ters through obscurity, light, vastness, and flashes. Images of light cascading through darkness appear regularly as the ship and crew travel the recesses 
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of space, but not all these encounters are Sublime ones, however. A Sublime 

experience brings awareness. With the advancement of special effects for the 

series, there are consistent lens flares and bursts of light on the bridge during battles and so on, but it is with Burnham and some of the other lead characters that viewers encounter the Sublime through their experiences. The Uncanny, 

also discussed as  unheimlich, comes from feelings that are unsettled and perhaps paranoid. The Uncanny appears in DSC through the form of character doubles, flashbacks, and memories. For DSC, both the Sublime and the 

Uncanny exist frequently: partly due to the SF nature of the narrative where 

the unexpected and strange is frankly expected and partly because of the con-

nection to the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic underpinning of the series. 

Giving characters of all genders the agency to understand the Sublime is a 

radical act in this context since, as H. J. Jackson in “Coleridge’s Women, or Girls, Girls, Girls Are Made to Love” reports, Romantic poet Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge believes the ability for insight and imagination are the purview of men (1993, 585). Radcliffe’s Emily contemplates the stars and Brontë’s Jane 

focuses on the moon’s light as a form of knowledge, therefore illustrating 

Sublime moments available to female characters in Gothic Romance/Female 

Gothic texts. Shelley’s Creature experiences the Sublime in a similar way as 

Emily and Jane do. He looks to the vastness of nature and to the light of the moon in the second volume of  Frankenstein. Coleridge ultimately denies the Sublime to women because it takes a higher faculty of the mind to produce 

this phenomenon, in his view, and he also believes that a truly creative mind is an androgynous one, but a woman could never be the receptacle of such 

a mind. For Coleridge, women are “made” to exhibit emotions, and men are 

“made” to think (1993, qtd. in Jackson, 582). These examples carry over into 

the realm of DSC because the Sublime comes equally to the main characters. 

In DSC, women think and function as well as characters of all genders and 

are thereby validated by the Sublime moments they experience. 

In DSC, both Positive and Negative Sublime occur. For Burke, the size of 

the object can heighten the Sublime experience thus beginning the positive 

and negative discussion of the state of being. Burke writes, 

[T]hat all edifices calculated to produce an idea of the sublime, ought rather to be dark and gloomy, and this for two reasons; the first is, that darkness itself on other occasions is known by experience to have a greater effect on the passions than the light. The second is, that to make an object very striking, we should make it as different as possible from the objects with which we have been immediately conversant. ([1759] 1812, 146)

Size is important because, as Burke mentions, size can contribute to the 

Sublime through the sense of Terror, thereby creating a Negative Sublime 
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experience. When discussing SF and the infinite nature of space itself, the 

vast, dark, cold environment the crew travels through is countered through 

the celestial bodies that emit some pinholes of light on the backdrop of space as the ships fly by. When the Sublime appears in DSC, it comes through massive bursts of light to illustrate the Burkean contrast effectively. Whether the experience is Positive or Negative sublimity, however, depends on the context of the light itself. 

THE POSITIVE SUBLIME IN DSC

The first season of the CBS All Access/Paramount+ series focuses on the 

personal journey of Burnham herself, and through this character develop-

ment, the Sublime appears to her as a way to help make sense of the situa-

tions she finds herself in—much like Jane Eyre in the heritage novel. During 

Burnham’s brave solo investigation of an anomalous binary star system, 

she uses the word  sublime to describe the setting, which could be better described as  picturesque since the scene is aesthetically beautiful, not knowledge enhancing (“The Vulcan Hello”). Burnham subsequently understands 

the hidden knowledge present in the star system and thereby experiences a 

Sublime event. 

Positive Sublime moments occur in the series’ inaugural season when 

Burnham experiences the astonishing chamber of the spore drive, the mecha-

nism that allows the USS  Discovery to travel undetected through space. 

Solving this mystery of the ship’s propulsion brings much-needed understand-

ing to Burnham (“Context is for Kings” 2017). Burnham enters the wondrous 

cultivation bay, a natural environment used to grow the spores necessary for 

the drive to function and experiences a visual understanding of the possibilities of the technology as her captain, Gabriel Lorca, explains them. In “Lethe” 

(2017), Burnham experiences a telepathic link to her Vulcan foster father, 

Sarek, and the way this link is shown onscreen encompasses the vastness of 

space and flashes of light that connect the two characters. This combination 

also can be read as a Positive Sublime experience since this moment brings 

awareness and a sense of bonding between Sarek and Burnham. 

In DSC’s second season, the main story arc revolves around red signals 

that light up space in a particular formation and operate as Positive Sublime moments. A humanoid with wings (an illusion to the image of an “angel” in 

some religious communities) appears with the signals. Each episode features 

a burst of red light that USS  Discovery and her crew chase to understand. 

The red angel brings knowledge with each appearance; thus, the angel is a 

conduit of the Sublime itself. The red signals bring the ship to the precise time and place where help will be needed. The “Red Angel” serves as a beacon 
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of hope and forms an uneasy cooperation with the command structure of the 

USS  Discovery since the crew is unaware, until the last few episodes of the season, that the Red Angel is, indeed, human and purposefully shines light on the specific areas to draw the ship there in time to forestall potential disasters. 

While not the only example of the Positive Sublime in season two, the 

episode “New Eden” (2019) reinforces the overarching Sublime settings for 

DSC through the use of light and dark and the balance of religious and sci-

entific imagery throughout the episode. The episode, directed by  Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG) actor and director Jonathan Frakes, prioritizes the use of light as the people on the planet Terralysium are from a pre-warp 

Earth and use little to no technology, and they are effectively in the dark about the current time, technology, and the current status of Earth. This means that the crew of the USS  Discovery must execute General Order One, the Prime Directive, and abstain from sharing technical knowledge with the pre-warp 

inhabitants, but like many of these situations in other  Trek series, this order is ultimately defied by the nature of the unfolding narrative. 

Light in “New Eden” becomes a focal point because the people of the 

colony use limited technology. The now reinstated Commander Burnham, 

Captain Christopher Pike, the current commander of the USS  Discovery, and Lieutenant Joann Owosekun transport under cover to the planet to investigate 

the red signals. The landing party learns that the community on the planet has mysterious origins and claims that the Red Angel took their ancestors from a 

World War III-era Earth to Terralysium two hundred years ago. Visually, the 

camera work, highlighted through the beams of light to signify knowledge, 

illuminates the Sublime situation present. 

When the team arrives, the beams of light from the transporter appear as 

a Sublime moment. The transporter itself, a Sublime invention because of its 

vastness and a sense of awe, allows people to move across space in particles 

of matter. In “New Eden” the light from the transporter function illuminates 

the dark surface of the planet. Director Frakes also features light in the creation of the church. The church, which at the start of the episode is lit by 

candles, glows with electric streams of light from the windows at the conclu-

sion. This is because Captain Pike gives a device to the scientist of the group that can generate power. This power literally becomes light. The device, and 

the light it creates, embodies the secrets hidden from the rest of the people on Terralysium: there is advanced technology, Earth still exists, and humans 

now travel the stars. 

In the third season of DSC, settings appear as wasteland planets, scrap-

yards, and unwelcoming technologically advanced spaceports after the crew 

travels 930 years into the future. With these inhospitable and futuristic landscapes, the settings offer various versions of the Sublime. The uneasy nature of time travel features in  Star Trek often with  Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home 
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(1986) and  Star Trek:  Deep Space Nine’s “Past Tense, Part I and II” (1998) as famous examples; however, for DSC the need for the change in setting is to 

protect the found knowledge from the sphere in season two. This impetus for 

travel changes the function of the setting in that the ship is no longer on a mission of science and exploration and therefore flying through space wondering 

at the mysteries found there. The mission now is to protect the knowledge 

from the past and solve the current mystery of “The Burn,” an event that decimated Starfleet and the Federation, and the Positive and Negative Sublime 

settings in season three reflect this change. 

The third-season episodes, “Die Trying” (2020) and “Sanctuary” (2020), 

offer much-needed Positive Sublime moments for the crew of the USS  

 Discovery since the future world the crew now inhabits feels alienating and dangerous. “Die Trying” offers a Sublime moment when the crew finds the 

long-lost Federation. The Positive Sublime appears when the ship approaches 

the Federation’s secret location. The ship’s crew sees the space station and the other starships in the dock. This might not seem sublime in any other version of  Star Trek, since other ships and ports exist and feature prominently in the narratives, but in season three of DSC, the future world is bleak and hostile to the crew. The glowing light of the ships and space station fill the empti-ness of space with a Sublime glow. This experience raises the spirits of the 

crew, and for viewers as well, with the soundtrack sampling some music from 

previous  Star Trek themes thereby offering hope and connection through the Positive Sublime. 

In “Sanctuary,” the Positive Sublime appears through the use of landscape 

and animals. Cleveland Booker, a recurring character nicknamed Book, is 

Burnham’s love interest. Book returns to his home planet, Kwejian, after 

being in space for a period of time. The contrast from the dark, lonely 

moments in the vastness of space to the landscape on Kwejian provides a 

striking image. Kwejian offers lush flora and fauna with blue-green creatures floating among the trees. The creatures, although initially harmful to the planet’s crops, become benign through communion with Book and his brother. 

The creatures visually equate with the sheer numbers of stars (and starships) through the presentation of them on the planet, and through this link to stars, starships, and planet-bound life, the Positive Sublime moments become a 

focus through the idea of magnificence, according to Burke. “Magnificence” 

signifies many sublime ideas, and “[a] great profusion of things, which are 

splendid or valuable in themselves, is  magnificent” (1817, 139). 

The fourth-season episode “The Galactic Barrier” (2022) illustrates the 

Positive Sublime in the form of the boundary itself. The galactic barrier 

appears as a ribbon that divides the place between known space and what lies 

on the other side. The other side of the barrier offers a total void that, while 
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vast, is claustrophobic and dangerous, but the initial image of the setting 

provides a Sublime moment as the bridge crew of the USS  Discovery stare in awe at what they see. 


THE NEGATIVE SUBLIME IN DSC

Negative Sublime experiences bring Terror to the characters. The emotional 

state of Terror from the Negative Sublime, according to Burke, is partially due to perceived size of the object. The contrast of the flash of light, for example, in a wholly dark sky amplifies the size of darkness, for example. Therefore, 

the knowledge of the vastness of space can trigger a Negative Sublime effect. 

Before Burnham joins the USS  Discovery, the episodes “The Vulcan Hello” 

and “Battle at the Binary Stars” (2017) show the Negative Sublime through 

the enemy vessel, a hostile Klingon ship, appearing drenched in an eerie 

green light when unveiled to the viewers and crew alike. The crew of the 

USS  Shenzhou scans the ship—using all the advanced  Star Trek technology at hand—and finds that the Klingon ship is covered in coffins filled with dead Klingons. This “Sarcophagus Ship,” also called the  Ship of the Dead, enters the narrative as an object of pure Terror as it collects the bodies of fallen crewmembers floating in space for entombment on its hull and through its 

sheer size since it dominates all other Starfleet vessels. Burnham first encounters the ship and inspects it as an artifact, as she is on a solo mission. When she lands on the hull, the ship, responding to her presence, awakens and an 

armed sentry appears. Fred Botting writes in  Gothic, “Gothic landscapes are desolate, alienating and full of menace” (1995, 2). The Sarcophagus Ship is, 

indeed, an alien landscape of sorts and eclipses the USS  Shenzhou  in size. 

The use of dead crewmembers as a sort of armor on the outside of the hull 

amplifies this message of Terror. The size and imposing nature of the ship 

allow for a Negative Sublime experience because the crew experiences Terror 

from this knowledge. 

In “Choose Your Pain” (2017), Burnham, while serving on the USS 

 Discovery, experiences a vivid nightmare where she navigates the ship, and this is a Negative Sublime experience. In reality, this navigation is controlled by a large, terrifying creature, a tardigrade named Ripper, but in the dream sequence, Burnham takes the tardigrade’s place and experiences pain 

and extreme flashes of light. This knowledge, when she awakes, leads her 

to understand that Ripper is in distress and the crew needs to find a solu-

tion. This Negative Sublime experience, for Burnham, brings her insight 

regarding the propulsion of the ship and extreme sorrow for the incarcerated 

creature. The creature’s entrapment mirrors Burnham’s own, and the two are 

effectively linked through this dream sequence. 
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Keeping with DSC’s poignant titles, the second-season episode “An Obol 

for Charon” (2019) centers on the Negative Sublime with the death of an 

unknown entity that threatens the ship. The entity’s mass surrounds and 

confines the USS  Discovery, and while trapped, the ship is inundated with data from the large object. In an important visual moment, the ship hovers 

in the middle of the vast object that emits yellow, red, and orange light. In this one scene, there is the darkness of space, the small ship, and the huge 

object in one single frame. Here, light, size, and contrast evoke a sense of 

Terror, a needed state for the Negative Sublime. The ship’s systems fail, and the corridors become dark and dangerous to navigate thereby focusing on the 

remaining light from the object. Bursts of light continue through the episode, one of which seems like a lightning strike in yet another Sublime image. The 

object, called the sphere, also emits overpowering sound that vibrates through the USS  Discovery, and for Burke, sound also finds its way into the conversation on the Sublime. Burke writes, “The eye is not the only organ of sensation by which a sublime passion may be produced. Sounds have a great power in 

these as in most other passions” ([1759] 1812, 149–50). The sphere, eventu-

ally, releases the ship before it dies. The data from the sphere is a hundred thousand years old, yet constitutes new, somewhat secret, knowledge that the 

command crew can use and must safeguard. This knowledge comes from the 

Terror of the Negative Sublime moments present in the episode. 

In the third season of the series, the episode “Far from Home” (2020), 

provides an allusion to Mary Shelley’s  Frankenstein in the form of the USS  

 Discovery encased in ice. This Negative Sublime image in  Frankenstein happens when the ship’s captain and ultimate narrator of the novel, Robert 

Walton, leads his crew to the arctic where the ship becomes trapped in the 

frozen tundra. The ice halts Walton’s advance to the North Pole, his ambitious quest, and thereby allows for Walton to meet Victor Frankenstein and hear his tale of creation. Yet, the ice, a vast and bleak landscape, threatens the crew. 

Walton writes in his letter to his sister Margaret, “I am surrounded by moun-

tains of ice, which admit of no escape, and threaten every moment to crush 

my vessel” ([1831] 2008, 212). For Burke, “that whatever is qualified to 

cause terror, is a foundation capable of the sublime” ([1759] 1812, 246–47). 

The ice spans as far as the crew can see (vastness in Burke’s philosophy has 

the potential to produce a Sublime moment), the sounds from the ice cracking 

and the ship roaring “like thunder” as Walton notes, and the threat of a pain-ful death at the hands of the harsh climate all add to the Terror present in the novel (Shelley [1831] 2008, 216). DSC uses similar imagery throughout “Far 

from Home” with even more Terror than that experienced by Walton and his 

crew because the USS  Discovery crashes on a frozen planet with parasitic ice that attacks at nightfall. 
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In “Stormy Weather” (2022), the DSC crew experience the Negative 

Sublime as they attempt to track the source of the mysterious entity har-

vesting space for resources. Season four focuses on a destructive form that 

threatens all regions of Federation space. The form first appears as a great 

eye. This image of sight brings forth the idea of insight or other types of 

knowledge (“Anomaly” 2022). Burnham and crew hope to make contact with 

the destructive force before other members of the newly reformed Federation 

and allies attempt to destroy it. Looking for hidden knowledge, that is occa-

sionally dangerous to perceive, falls into the larger Gothic mode, but for 

Burnham, and other Female Gothic Heroines, the knowledge allows for the 

eventual escape and personal equanimity needed for success. The issue with 

this particular situation, and why the Negative over the Positive Sublime 

becomes the driving force in the episode, includes the threat of death in the pursuit of the knowledge. “Stormy Weather” gives the viewers some idea 

of the personal danger to Burnham as she, alone, pilots the USS  Discovery through the rift in space to find the source of the mysterious non-humanoid 

life forms, Species 10-C, on the other side. The episode uses light and sound to propel this narrative forward. Both are parts of the Negative Sublime and 

used to great effect in “Stormy Weather.” 

THE UNCANNY IN DSC

The Uncanny finds its way into the settings and the personal histories of the characters of DSC, and with this addition to the construction of the series, 

the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic structure crystalizes even further. For 

Freud, the Uncanny “is that class of the terrifying which leads back to some-

thing long known to us, once very familiar” (1919, 1–2). The Uncanny or 

 Unheimlich  centers on the home in many ways, and that is a connection to the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic as well since the narratives focus on a 

Heroine dealing with dangers that exist in domestic spaces. The concept of 

Gothic doubles, or doppelgängers, relate to the Uncanny as well as Freud 

explains, “there is the constant recurrence of similar situations, a same 

face . . . or even a same name recurring throughout several consecutive gen-

erations” (1919, 9). Readers of Radcliffe, Brontë, and Shelley are familiar 

with this trope as each writer effectively uses the Uncanny to inspire  Terror over Horror in their readers, and a similar construction appears in DSC. 

In the first and second seasons of DSC, the Uncanny appears intermit-

tently through the characters of Lieutenant Paul Stamets and Captain Pike. 

Stamets, an astromycologist who helps create the spore drive on which the 

USS  Discovery travels, experiences the Uncanny through a distorted mirror image in the episode “Choose Your Pain” after injecting himself with the 
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tardigrade’s DNA, to integrate with the ship’s spore propulsion system. The 

tardigrade appears early in season one and is a large creature previously used for the ship’s navigation and source of Burnham’s Negative Sublime dream 

sequence. Stamets, now augmented with tardigrade DNA and corresponding 

implants in his arms, controls the ship’s navigation in the mycelial network, and is himself Uncanny because of this change. Stamets phases in and out 

of standard time and can see parts of himself left in the mirror (“Choose 

Your Pain”). He operates outside of the temporal loop in “Magic to Make 

the Sanest Man Go Mad” (2017), and his consciousness remains inside the 

mycelial network after Captain Lorca sabotages the spore drive so that he can return to the Mirror Universe in “Despite Yourself” (2018). Stamets exists on the ship and can also travel through the infinite nature of space due to his augmentation therefore making his everyday presence Uncanny and effectively 

adds to the Explained Supernatural presence in the series. 

For Captain Pike, the Uncanny nature of his character begins with his 

name. He, like Stamets, lives in an in-between space, but this situation stems from the character’s first embodiment on the previously unaired TOS pilot, 

“The Cage” (1965) and in the episodes “The Menagerie, Part I and II” (1966). 

Pike, in his TOS appearances, first explores the unknown planet Talos IV and 

escapes a life of zoo-like confinement and forced breeding. Eventually, Pike 

suffers a severe accident and elects to live his life in seclusion on Talos IV, where the confinement is visually enhanced through holograms and a form of 

virtual reality. Pike, for many  Star Trek viewers, exists as an almost-ghostly figure from the early days of the  Star Trek franchise, and his backstory provides a look at the Uncanny in DSC just by using the name and TOS 

character. In DSC, his brush with the knowledge of his life path begins in the second-season episodes “If Memory Serves” (2019) and “Through the Valley 

of Shadows” (2019). His narrative continues in the series  Star Trek: Strange New Worlds. 

The third season of DSC offers ethereal visions of the Uncanny through 

the characters of Adira Tal and former Section 31 agent/retired Captain 

Philippa Georgiou, who is in reality Emperor Georgiou brought from the 

Mirror Universe into the narrative of DSC after Philippa Georgiou dies in the first season. 

For Adira Tal, the culture of the Trill provides the Uncanny because of 

the body and host pair that makes up some of the members of the humanoid 

society. In “Forget Me Not” (2020), Adira Tal, a human with a Trill symbiont, travels to the planet Trill to learn more about the being they host within their body. The symbiont, a worm-like being, brings a lifetime of memories to each 

host. For Adira Tal, their memories are locked and require the help of the Trill to bring Adira, human, and the Trill symbiont Tal into harmony. The process of unlocking the memories requires a baptism of sorts and an Uncanny 
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encounter with all the former iterations of the life of the symbiont Tal. Adira literally must enter the unstable home of Tal’s consciousness to survive. 

While there, Adira meets all the other hosts of Tal. These hosts appear ghostly and add to the personality and pairing of Adira and Tal since some of the host memories also become part of Adira. The impetus for Adira’s paring with 

the Trill symbiont comes from the death of Gray Tal, Adira’s Trill partner. 

The Uncanny meeting space with all the Tal hosts allows Adira and Gray 

to reunite. 

For the Mirror Universe’s Georgiou, the episodes “Terra Firma, Part I and 

II” (2020) complete Georgiou’s narrative and illustrate the Uncanny as she 

suffers from physical and mental distortions from existing outside of her universe. In Freud’s discussion of the Uncanny and the concept of the double, 

he writes that some research suggests that through the idea of telepathy, “one possesses knowledge, feeling and experience in common with the other, 

identifies himself with another person, so that his self is confounded, or the foreign self is substituted for his own—in other words, by doubling, divid-ing and interchanging the self” (1919, 9). This interchange happens when 

the Mirror Georgiou enters the Prime Universe and covertly operates as the 

known and revered Captain Georgiou. This fabrication is short-lived, how-

ever, and Mirror Georgiou must go back to her universe in the third season 

of DSC because her body breaks down in the future world she and the crew 

now inhabit. When Georgiou returns to the Mirror Universe, through the  Star Trek device known as the Guardian of Forever, a time portal first seen in the TOS episode “The City on the Edge of Forever” (1968), she experiences her 

previous life as Emperor with her new knowledge of the Prime Universe and 

is thereby “confounded” by these experiences. 

The fourth season of DSC provides more Uncanny moments, and the 

Uncanny appears through large, macro-level storylines and micro-level nar-

ratives as well. The Uncanny appears through the unknown anomaly, and that 

storyline appears throughout the season arc (“Anomaly”). This object harbors 

immense power and destroys planets, and this version operates on a large 

scale impacting all the characters and inhabitants of space. Other Uncanny 

moments operate on the more individual level. “The Examples” (2022) shows 

the reincorporation of Gray into a synthetic body. So, in effect, the move 

from the ethereal to the corporal in this narrative provides the moment of the Uncanny as the synthetic body awakens with the spirit of Gray within. 

THE EXPLAINED SUPERNATURAL IN DSC

The Explained Supernatural in Gothic Romance/Female Gothic narratives 

essentially functions as a way for the Heroine to understand the world around 
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her, thereby showing her intellect and “genius” as Radcliffe would say. The 

Female Gothic Heroine ultimately illustrates to Radcliffe’s early readers that women have intellect, agency, and humanity. Often, these characters must use 

found knowledge to better their circumstances and/or escape impending doom. 

Hoeveler writes, “Gothic heroines are forever rummaging through chests of 

papers, just happening to stumble on some secret, long-lost document that 

explains a hidden or unsolved crime” (1998, 61). Often, in these narratives, 

the settings seem haunted or Uncanny. The threats seem insurmountable and 

frightening. It is the Heroine who discovers that the true danger is in everyday life, not in supernatural creations. In this way, when the Heroine learns the issue that she faces is not a “real” monster but is, in fact, a patriarchal male representing the patriarchal system, she becomes a more fully realized character and therefore earns some agency. The Explained Supernatural allows for 

this understanding to occur. The Heroine must investigate the terrifying world around her to solve the mystery and prove her worth. 

In DSC, Burnham discovers the Explained Supernatural often as this 

construct is part of the  Star Trek universe. Understanding the world through empirical data, research, and logic functions as one of the reasons the franchise continues in popularity. There is always a way to solve a problem. 

There is a solution for every impasse. The series’ first season provides a few perceived mysteries that must be identified and rectified to set the world right by the season finale, but there are a few moments that Burnham endures that 

are essentially supernatural in concept but are eventually explained through 

non-human traditions and physiology. 

In “Battle at the Binary Stars,” Burnham communicates telepathically 

with Sarek of Vulcan, her foster father. This is explained as a shared  Katra. 

A Katra is a sort of soul and sharing one involves a Vulcan living mind 

transfer. Burnham and Sarek have a shared Katra since Sarek used his own 

Katra to save Burnham when she was a child. Viewers learn this information 

from a flashback sequence early in the series. Sarek, through this connection, enables Burnham to save herself in the midst of the battle through a somewhat supernatural state that is ultimately explained through the world of the narrative. In “Lethe,” Burnham again links with Sarek. This time it is to help him survive an explosion aboard his ship. Burnham must fight Sarek in his 

own mind to allow him to admit his failures in order to free him from his near catatonic state. Like the fates of those who drink the water from the river in Hades, Sarek wants to forget his past; Burnham reminds him that he must 

face his failures. The story arc between Sarek and Burnham binds the human, 

alien, supernatural, and logic all into one through the Explained Supernatural. 

When the crew of the USS  Discovery determines that the Red Angel, 

the main story arc in the second season, is in fact human, the Explained 

Supernatural once again performs prominently in the series. The Red Angel 
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appears when a planet or people are in extreme danger, and therefore leads the USS  Discovery to places and specific times where the crew can intervene. The signals create a pattern in space that mystifies the science officers onboard. 

In “Brother” (2019), Burnham sees the Red Angel herself as she is wounded 

during a rescue mission. Burnham keeps this knowledge secret because she 

thinks that her captain, Christopher Pike, might not believe her or that she is not well mentally. Burnham along with her foster brother, Lieutenant Spock, 

find a way to force the “angel” to appear by using Burnham as bait in “The 

Red Angel” (2019). The plan works, and the angel is Burnham’s long-lost and 

perceived dead mother Dr. Gabrielle Burnham. Yael Shapira in “Where the 

Bodies Are Hidden: Ann Radcliffe’s ‘Delicate’ Gothic,” notes that, “Ghosts 

were not the only culturally suspect component of eighteenth-century Gothic 

writing. . . . [A]uthors of Gothic literature were intrigued by the possibility that the body, normally closed and neat, would be disordered, penetrated, 

exposed—that it would be made a spectacle for the protagonists and, through 

them, for the reader as well” (2006, 456). By season’s end, Michael Burnham 

herself wears the Red Angel suit thus becoming a “spectacle” of her own as 

Shapira describes the Heroine’s body and sends the signals necessary for the 

USS  Discovery to go into the future to protect the known universe. 

With the conceit that the USS  Discovery travels 930 years into the future, the basis of the series’ third season presents as entirely Explained Supernatural since the future world of  Star Trek must be built. As a SF series that becomes more speculative fiction as the gap between the beginning of the franchise 

( Star Trek’s famous First Contact with Vulcans appears in the year 2063) and the current era narrowing, the connections between the SF “science” and the 

“real” ideas around scientific advancement become even more important. 

Ultimately, then, the pseudo-science used to describe the propulsion systems 

of the ships in  Star Trek generally and in DSC specifically becomes of great interest in the third season as the entire Federation and Starfleet itself exist in diminished states due to a phenomenon called “the Burn.” The Burn destroys 

all the dilithium, a substance needed for space travel within the  Star Trek universe, before the action of the third season. The season’s mystery, the Burn, haunts Burnham, and she drives herself to solve the mystery and provide new 

ways for the ships to travel. 

The episode “Unification III” (2020) showcases Burnham’s logical and 

scientific mind as she returns to Vulcan, now called Ni’Var (a nod to linguist Dorothy Jones’s term that first appears in the fanzine  Spockanalia 1 in 1968), where Burnham uses her powers of logical persuasion, scientific fact, and 

personal credibility to win over the initially distrustful people of Ni’Var 

who hold the data that can help her solve the mystery of the Burn’s cause. 

Burnham and her crew, along with Ni’Var’s data, an engineering detail, and 

Book’s contribution of a ship’s lost black box, eventually conclude that a 
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child born on a planet made almost entirely of dilithium is the source of the cataclysmic event in “Su’Kal” (2020). 

The Explained Supernatural features in most  Star Trek episodes, and in season four this is still the case; one particular sequence in the episode “The Examples” highlights both the Explained Supernatural of the object itself 

and provides a look into a version of a “mad” scientist’s mind. Season four’s planet-destroying anomaly, known as the DMA (Dark Matter Anomaly) 

illustrates the Explained Supernatural as the crew eventually understands that it is not a natural phenomenon but is one created by an advanced species of 

aliens dubbed the 10-C (“Anomaly”; “Choose to Live”). The character of 

Ruan Tarka, a gifted scientist, advises creating a “mini” version of the DMA 

to study how it works. Tarka, with help from Stamets, succeeds in making 

a version of the DMA onboard the USS  Discovery, but at the same time, he shows himself to be focused on the experiment, not on the lives that are at 

stake if the device breaks through a containment field. Stamets, too, sees the experiment as wondrous and is caught up in the excitement of the feat. This 

example serves to illustrate how the science behind the DMA is explained and 

how the series, like Shelley’s  Frankenstein, questions unrestrained scientific exploration and experimentations. 

THE GOTHIC ROMANCE AND COUPLES IN IN DSC

The seemingly happy, in the happily-ever-after trope at the conclusion of a 

Romance, hides what the Gothic illuminates. Namely, the idea that Romance 

itself is a trap. The status of women in a society when their rights are few and agency belongs to the men in their lives appears as the standard plot for many heritage Gothic texts, and the Romance undercurrent flowing throughout 

perpetuates this structure. However, choosing a partner, rather than having 

one chosen, offers the Female Gothic Heroine a bit of agency that fosters 

independent thinking and perhaps some equality within the relationship. 

That is why the Escape Narrative, Explained Supernatural, and the character 

of the Heroine herself becomes important within the scope of the Gothic 

form, writes Anne Williams in  Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic (1995, 170–171). Williams asserts, “The Female Gothic narrative is . . . profoundly 

novel. But one could go even further; it is revolutionary” (1995, 138). Female Gothic texts allow for Heroines to show their humanity at times where their 

personhood was not fully established. Women in Radcliffe, Brontë, and 

Shelley’s eras had: no voting rights, no control of their own bodies, no ability to retain property—including their own children—outright, and few opportunities for self-sustaining work outside the home structure. Female Gothic 

Heroines, however, illustrate their intellect, experience the Sublime, and 
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solve the mystery at hand; therefore, they are “revolutionary” as Williams 

notes. Additionally, choosing a suitor and marrying for love becomes part of 

this revolt. Romance, too, can be a defiant act, of sorts, if one chooses a much older (and married man), for example, as is the plot in  Jane Eyre. Through this lens, the  Romance in the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic becomes much more than it appears at first glance. 

Similar to the complexity of the Romance narrative in the Female Gothic, 

the romantic pairings in the  Star Trek franchise, although not centered on the dehumanization of women as people, do share an interlocking history of 

misogyny, free love, and non-nuclear families, but in DSC specifically, the 

romantic pairings in the series fit a Gothic Romance/Female Gothic struc-

ture overall. The change in the romances present in the  Star Trek franchise is indeed “revolutionary,” as Williams explains the concept of romance in 

the Female Gothic novel (1996, 138). Burnham, as Heroine, chooses what 

relationships to have on her terms. Additionally, the couple of Stamets and 

Dr. Hugh Culber offers a multi-season love story between two equals, and 

the inclusion of the continuing romance between transgender and non-binary 

characters Adira and Gray Tal provides even more representation of the diver-

sity of the romances in DSC. The romances of Adira and Gray and Culber 

and Stamets surpass gender constructs, and the individual love stories even 

survive after death and reanimation as Adira and Stamets both face the death 

and rebirth of their partners. 

Love stories, like those of Adira and Gray and Culber and Stamets, 

undoubtably offer a positive view of life aboard the USS  Discovery, but some forms of “romance” appearing within the claustrophobic spaces of 

a starship can elicit feelings of Terror, however. In DSC’s first season, the understanding that Captain Lorca wants her in a sexual way brings about 

fear in the heart of Burnham. Lorca, as a Mirror Universe character posing 

as his Prime Universe counterpart, appears to be ruled more through his 

Id rather than his Super Ego, and that is by design. Lorca hides few of his 

Mirror Universe impulses and controls the USS  Discovery and expects his crew, and Burnham especially, to comply with his orders and desires. In the 

Mirror Universe, Lorca abandons Emperor Georgiou to have a sexual rela-

tionship with Burnham’s Mirror Universe counterpart even though he is a 

father figure of sorts to Mirror Burnham, and Mirror Georgiou is her adopted 

mother. Burnham, when understanding her sexual danger, decides that she 

will not become Lorca’s “new” mistress, since the Mirror Burnham dies in 

a previous timeline. Burnham says that she will offer Lorca her “mind” and 

“nothing more” in “What’s Past Is Prologue” (2017) as a bargain to attempt 

escape from the Mirror Universe herself that illustrates her form of genius 

and personal agency. This agency includes the love interest of Lieutenant 

Ash Tyler. Burnham loves Tyler and desires to maintain that relationship 
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over any connection to Lorca despite the power and safety it offers her in the Mirror Universe. Burnham also needs to bring her ship and crew back into the 

Prime Universe. Gothic Heroines, Burnham included, have complicated love 

stories. The Escape Narrative, in part, is a retreat from a forced marriage or association. Burnham’s desire to distance herself from Lorca and escape the 

Mirror Universe further illustrates this complexity. 

For Tyler and Burnham, their love connection is short-lived, but it pro-

vides a way for Burnham to further demonstrate her resolve to make her own 

choices and forge her own path, but this pairing provides Terror of its own. 

This happens as Burnham must tear herself from Tyler because of his past. 

Tyler arrives on the USS  Discovery in “Choose Your Pain” as a POW from a Klingon detention facility, rescued by Lorca. Tyler, strikingly handsome and 

mysterious, becomes chief of security onboard the USS  Discovery after providing little personal background or any Starfleet clearance while Burnham 

is still in her non-commissioned state. The power imbalance favors Tyler, but at the same time, frees Burnham to have the relationship because she is not 

a commissioned officer, and he is. They share a kiss, and the romance blos-

soms by mid-season. The pair share a connection well into the second season 

of the series even though they are no longer romantically attached since it is revealed that Tyler is a sleeper agent for the Klingons. Burnham tells Stamets in “Magic to Make the Sanest Man Go Mad” that she has never been in love, 

and presumably has had no intimate relationships, and he projects his sym-

pathy for Burnham, since love for Stamets is part of his main character arc. 

While not Heroes or Villains, the couple of Stamets and Culber transcends 

categories and illustrates a long-term Romance in  Star Trek  associated with both happily-ever-after and Gothic Terror narrative moments. As the first 

openly gay couple in the franchise, the pair are effectively homonormative, 

yet challenge gender stereotypes as they advocate for Adira’s and Gray’s 

journeys as non-binary and transgender people. Stamets woos Culber through 

preparing meals and playing his favorite operas. The Terror in this relation-

ship happens at the hands of Tyler as his sleeper agent persona activates and kills Culber in “Despite Yourself.” Stamets ultimately finds Culber’s essence and brings him back to the ship through his knowledge of science and the 

mycelial network that he is able to traverse (“Saints of Imperfection” 2019). 

The couple maintains their relationship status throughout the series, which 

is a departure for the franchise that often privileges shorter-term roman-

tic couples. 

The Gothic Romance form remains into the third and fourth seasons even 

after the USS  Discovery travels into the future. Like Jane Eyre “bewitch-ing” Mr. Rochester’s horse in  Jane Eyre, Burnham crashes into Cleveland Booker’s ship in “That Hope Is You, Part I” (2020), and a link is made. The 

pair work together to repair the damage, and a romance begins. Due to time 
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travel distortions, Booker and Burnham live and work together for almost 

a year before Burnham is reunited with her crew from the USS  Discovery. 

Burnham’s connection to Booker remains, and he effectively moves into the 

ship by parking his smaller craft in the shuttle bay. Booker and Burnham 

inhabit both spaces—the USS  Discovery and the ship within the ship—but it is on Booker’s private craft that they are free to be romantically involved. 

When Booker is taken hostage in “Scavengers” (2020), Burnham leads the 

rescue. In the fourth season, they are still partners, but Booker (sometimes 

known as Book) works against her at times because of his personal grief after losing his planet due to the actions of the anomaly known as the DMA (“All 

In,” 2022). The couple reunites at the end of the season in an emotional scene where the presumed dead Book is returned to Burnham by the newly introduced species the 10-C (“Coming Home,” 2022). 

While the concepts of Romance change with the culture, time, and audi-

ence, the idea that an underpinning desire for companionship and completion 

pervades the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic form. Frankenstein’s Creature 

desires such a relationship, and with his maker’s denial of it, rampages and 

destroys his creator’s life and his own. With this acknowledgment, Shelley 

argues for more equitable pairings based on the need for companionship and 

mutual support rather than those based on insubordinate positions. This, of 

course, does not happen in  Frankenstein, but Shelley illustrates the reasons it should. Radcliffe before her argued for the need for characters to choose their own life partners and helped create a whole sub-genre of Gothic literature 

that still influences texts today. For Brontë, the revolutionary act of pairing a governess with a member of the gentry broke class barriers down for her 

readers. The work in the Gothic Romance/Female Gothic structure gives con-

temporary texts the ability to further the conversations and storylines through re-imagined story worlds like those found in SF. DSC takes this form and puts it into the future to remind viewers that strength, resolve, and tenacity come from one place: love. 

NOTE
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 Trek,  13  Apr.  2019,  https: // www .startrek .com /article /spockanalia -the -first -star -trek 

-fanzine. 


 Chapter 2

“That Hope Is You” 

 Female Gothic Heroines 

 and Michael Burnham

 Star Trek:  The Original Series (TOS) broke television barriers and taboos in the 1960s through showcasing a Black woman on the USS  Enterprise bridge serving in a commissioned-officer’s role and portraying the first interracial kiss ever broadcast (“Plato’s Stepchildren” 1968). In doing so, the producers shared perspectives on race and gender with the first, and ultimately 

intended, audience. Through the almost-sixty-year history of the  Star Trek universe, however, new audiences not only experience those early forays 

into the complex, social commentary embedded into the brand from the 

onset, but also are exposed to contemporary perspectives on the initial TOS 

(1967–1969) concepts now present in other forms of the continuing voyages. 

 Star Trek: Discovery (DSC), neatly sandwiched between the TOS timeline and the  Star Trek: Enterprise (ENT) series, provides a unique opportunity for such reflection on TOS and the concept of  Star Trek more generally because of the transgressive underpinning of the series. This version of  Star Trek, Star Trek: Discovery (2017–ongoing), stands apart from other versions of the franchise because DSC effectively uses a specific, and elaborate, style to tell this unique  Trek story: the Female Gothic, a genre celebrated for defying containment. 

From the overtly Gothic setting in the Mirror Universe filled with dop-

pelgängers, dangerous companions, and despots to the monstrous and can-

nibalistic Klingons, DSC pushes the structure of  Star Trek from the original, and arguably overly optimistic, final frontier metaphor of space exploration. 

The move from a classic, Science Fiction (SF) narrative built on the concepts of American Western television productions to a twenty-first-century series 

steeped in Gothic tropes indeed allows for a new twist on  Star Trek–based storytelling, but DSC is not the first series in the franchise to deal with 
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complex SF yarns. Layered allegories and culturally significant commentary 

braided with adventure appear within the canon of the  Star Trek universe from the inception. What is perhaps underdeveloped in previous versions is, 

however, the heroic concept shown through the lens of a feminine character, 

namely a Female Gothic Heroine. 

DSC reflects a change of course for the franchise, and the Female Gothic 

form serves as a passage into these new frontiers. Instead of a strong, almost infallible, and typically white male, captain at the helm of a ship boldly 

exploring the unknown through an episodic, often lighthearted, space-focused 

adventure, DSC centers on a more internal exploration of humanity with 

space itself serving as the backdrop for the more developed character-based 

story arcs. Burnham does not become captain until the series finale in season three (“That Hope Is You, Part II,” 2021) and traverses from first officer, to mutineer, to incarcerated former officer and back again through the ranks of 

Starfleet. This circuitous narrative scaffolding is another type of departure for the juggernaut franchise1, but for the character of Burnham, this winding path through the complex and dangerous settings she finds herself in is part 

of what makes her character a Female Gothic Heroine. 

Gothic devices such as the Explained Supernatural, Gothic Villains and 

Heroes, as well as a tight Romance buttressing all come together within 

DSC to create a Female Gothic narrative hinging on the Gothic Heroine, the 

eventual Captain Burnham. This character type, the Female Gothic Heroine, 

features in heritage Gothic novels and forges the way for modern, female 

characters in multitudes of genres, including SF as Burnham illustrates. Each season of DSC comes pre-loaded with a mystery for the Heroine to solve, 

Gothic Villains, and Gothic Heroes instead of an episodic construction that 

often focuses on key characters and ends with a smiling crew surrounding 

the captain’s chair. Although there is another series with a female lead,  Star Trek: Voyager (VOY), DSC stands in stark contrast to other  Star Trek narratives including: VOY (1995–2001), ENT (2001–2005),  The Next Generation 

(TNG), and  Deep Space Nine (DS9) through the overarching structure of the series. 

While many may not equate the  Star Trek  franchise with heritage Gothic constructions, DSC can be discussed as a Female Gothic narrative, and Gothic 

elements can be found elsewhere in  Star Trek series and films, as I have illustrated in the introduction to this volume, but no other  Star Trek product uses these constructions in the way DSC presents them because of the Female 

Gothic Heroine present in the series. Moreover, this genre shift works well, 

within the context of DSC, because the crew becomes further away from the 

 Star Trek timeline as the USS  Discovery itself jumps over nine hundred years into the future, and the core of DSC remains one scaffolded from the perspective of a main female character. The move from a key group of characters, 
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seen often in TOS with the trio of Captain James T. Kirk, Mr. Spock, and Dr. 

Leonard McCoy or in DS9 (1993–1999) with Captain Benjamin Sisko, Major 

(and later Colonel) Kira Nerys, and Dr. Julian Bashir, to the design of DSC 

that allows for a long look at the inner life of a single female crewmember 

changes  Star Trek. “From its very conception,” writes Michael G. Robinson in “These Are the Voyages? The Post-Jubilee  Trek Legacy on the  Discovery, the  Orville, and the  Callister,” “Discovery was designed to break expectations” (2020, 87). When the first woman of color sits in the captain’s chair, the paradigm of  Star Trek  utterly shifts through the character of Burnham. 

Burnham breaks both gender and color barriers within the franchise; she also 

leads the ship and crew into an uncertain future—not just “undiscovered” 

space as TOS and TNG (1987–1994), problematically, boast. 

Furthermore, Sherryl Vint in “Unheimlich  Star Trek” notes that “Putting a woman of color at the center of a  Star Trek series requires more than just the optics of leadership. . . .  Discovery actively questions how and why the Federation should be valued, revealing the darker side of liberal humanism” 

(2020, 3–4). DSC’s interrogation of the  Star Trek formula then, at its core, is a transgressive act, and transgressive action also appears in many Female 

Gothic narratives, where the primary female characters eschew forms of 

patriarchal rule and experience consequences for those actions, yet at the 

same time, they are able to survive the narratives with honor, grace, and virtue intact. DSC effectively inverses  Star Trek lore and traditions including the white male savior trope and colonial-views of “uninhabited” space to favor 

a Black, female captain who wears non-regulation, but culturally significant 

braids, by the third season of the series, and provides a trauma-informed 

approach to alien encounters and other mysterious phenomenon. 

Since it is not unusual to discuss the Female Gothic, in general, with SF, 

the Gothic mode has been a precursor to SF from the time of  Frankenstein’s  

first publication in 1818. But what may not be as widely known is that before Mary Shelley penned her story about a scientist and his reanimated creature, 

Ann Radcliffe crafted Gothic Romances including  The Romance of the Forest (1791) and  The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) that became the bedrock of the Female Gothic genre on which Shelley’s fiction is built by placing the central female protagonist in far flung settings to confront the ultimate in Terror: the patriarchy. Present both in characters and through the metaphor of ruined 

architecture crumbling amidst the Heroine’s flight, this form of archaic, 

gender-based control pervades both heritage Gothic texts and those that come 

later within the genre. 

Brian Aldiss and David Wingrove in  Trillion Year Spree  further explain that the links between settings in SF and the Gothic modes creates the mysterious pall washing over the narratives: “Other planets make ideal settings 

for brooding landscapes, isolated castles, dismal towns, and mysterious 
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alien figures. . . . [F]or both Gothic and science fiction writers, distance lent enchantment to the view” ([1986] 2001, 16). In Radcliffe’s and some of her 

imitators’ work, the Gothic Heroine’s plight often finds root in the settings of the past, with decaying castles far from home as many of the main stages, to 

speak to the life stories of those in the contemporaneous present locked in the moments of everyday, unable to escape. This notion mirrors the complicated 

nature of SF as a genre that looks forward and backward almost simultane-

ously based on the time in which the text appears. Fred Botting in  Gothic says of SF and the Gothic mode more generally that “cultural anxieties in the present are no longer projected on to the past but are relocated in the future” 

(1996, 156). In looking ahead and behind, the “alien” settings further illus-

trate the links between SF and the Gothic mode. Radcliffe’s novels, although 

formulaic at times—much like an episodic television program—contain the 

effective situation that remains a key part of the Gothic and SF genres, a 

strange and unusual setting which the Heroine must find her way through. 

Ellen Moers in her genre-defining essay “Female Gothic,” argues that 

Radcliffe’s novels “firmly set the Gothic in one of the ways it would go ever after: a novel in which the central figure is a young woman who is simultaneously persecuted victim and courageous heroine” (1979, 79). In addition to 

being “persecuted” and “courageous,” E.J. Clery in  Women’s Gothic: from 

 Clara Reeve to Mary Shelley adds that Radcliffe’s heroines are also geniuses and use their intellect throughout the narratives (2004, 68). Being a female 

protagonist with an intellectual mind and steadfast heart corresponds to what Mary Wollstonecraft in  A Vindication of the Rights of Woman pushes forward as a goal for women. She writes: “I wish to persuade women to endeavour to 

acquire strength, both of mind and body” ([1792] 1988, 9). Anne Williams 

in  Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic explains that the character must use resolve, strength, and intelligence to keep herself whole and remake herself 

after some form of repression: “The Female Gothic heroine experiences a 

rebirth” (1995, 103). The character of Burnham, DSC’s main female pro-

tagonist, fits this rough formula of a classic Female Gothic Heroine as she 

uses her intellect to solve problems, to escape patriarchal persecution and 

incarceration, to find depths of courage to save herself and her crew, and 

to effectively illustrate how science explains the core of Uncanny elements 

present on the ship. DSC, as a series, pushes back against the misogyny pres-

ent in some other versions of  Star Trek through the development of seasonal arcs that allow for more internal character development, namely of the main 

female protagonist, and through the creation and casting of more female and 

non-binary characters. With the narrow focus on Michael Burnham and her 

 bildungsroman- type of narrative, DSC provides an emergent Female Gothic Heroine, and woman of color, commanding her own Starfleet ship. 
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GENIUS HEROINES

The Female Gothic Heroine is a complex character type and is an important 

part of literary history because the genre’s first readers could see active intellectual rebellion through these characters even if the actions seem docile by today’s standards. The seeds of rebellion against patriarchal structures can be seen in Radcliffe’s novels where the Female Gothic Heroines flee marriages 

to villainous family members to find love and more equitable relationships 

with the Gothic Heroes, and through their actions, the Gothic Heroines illus-

trate some personal agency. In  The Romance of the Forest, Adeline “roused all her fortitude” to confront Monsieur and Madam La Motte about her dire 

situation for example ([1791] 2009, 150). Indeed, “rousing fortitude” seems 

antiquated in the context of SF or other more contemporary texts, and hints 

at the Sentimental novel that David Punter in  The Literature of Terror: 

 The Gothic Tradition explains “dwelt upon the fine emotions of its characters” (1996, 25). To be sure, however, much has changed for women since 

Radcliffe’s novels were first published, but the core of this important genre of the Gothic remains relevant in many ways including the strong Heroine 

with an independent nature battling for her  space in the world. Yes, it can be argued that Radcliffe’s Female Gothic Heroines possess an overtly maudlin 

ethos, but when Adeline confronts the characters that would be her “protec-

tors,” this is a defiant act—an act not lost on the novel’s first readers. Female Gothic Heroines find themselves orphaned or motherless. Without parents to 

protect them, these characters suffer at the hands of those around them, thus highlighting the plight of women during Radcliffe’s time. 

Solving a seemingly supernatural mystery and surviving a Gothic narra-

tive with honor intact, the role Female Gothic Heroines play in these texts, 

illustrated to Radcliffe’s first readers that the impossible, indeed, could be possible through these characters that were both brave and smart. Ann B. 

Tracy writes, “The heroines of Gothic Romance lift the black veil, go to 

the attic, confront the possible specters—attempt, in short, to shed some 

factual light on their mysterious surroundings” (2009, 103). Claire Knowles 

in “Sensibility Gone mad: Or, Drusilla, Buffy and the (D)evolution of the 

Heroine of Sensibility” adds, “women’s capacity to reason becomes a sign 

of their ability to transcend the constraints imposed upon them by the female body” (2007, 145). Radcliffe’s Female Gothic Heroines, despite having the 

reputation for fainting in the midst of stress and other problems, because of the concept of  Sensibility (or an overly emotional state of being) bestowed upon them by Radcliffe and her imitators, still read the found manuscripts, 

descend into the crypts, and occasionally flee into wild nature because the 

alternative is more harrowing: ignorance of the threats to come from those 
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tasked into parental protective roles. Through self-education, inner strength, and curiosity, Female Gothic Heroines show that the characters are people 

with thoughts as well as feelings at a time when women held little power or 

access to property, and they were seen as lesser forms of humanity. 

Property rights find root in Female Gothic novels because Gothic Heroines 

have little to no control over their own physical bodies or monetary wealth, 

and any property bequeathed to them is often easy prey for Gothic Villains 

since women are not seen as intellectually able to care for their own finances or even their personal well-being. The question of who owns another person—or the rights to another person—becomes embedded into the concept 

of the Female Gothic Heroine because women, at the time of the original 

Gothics, were not deemed rational enough to be considered entirely human on 

equal footing with their male counterparts. Wollstonecraft argues for educa-

tion for girls because “It is plain from the history of all nations, that women cannot be confined to merely domestic pursuits, for they will not fulfil family duties, unless their minds take a wider range, and whilst they are kept in ignorance, they become in the same proportion, the slaves of pleasure as they are the slaves of man” ([1792] 1988, 174). Without a proper education, therefore, Female Gothic Heroines must find male allies to protect them, and their property, from Gothic Villains. These Female Gothic Heroines outwardly 

show the  Terror  of limited control over one’s own life through heightened emotional states, often derided by critics of the Gothic Romance form or 

other forms of the novel of Sensibility. One heritage Female Gothic text takes the overemotional stereotypes of women often found in many of Radcliffe’s 

Female Gothic Heroines and places that problematic sentimentality within the 

character of a brilliant scientist who makes a being and wields a level of personal control over that creation’s life. The novel, of course, is  Frankenstein. 

The author, Mary Shelley. 

Shelley, Wollstonecraft’s brilliant (and motherless) daughter, identifies 

 Frankenstein’s main characters as male throughout the narrative, but looking at the novel through the Female Gothic lens offers a potential to see the main three characters as coded female especially when it comes to property rights, bodily autonomy, and overly emotional states to discuss the complexity of 

being human—not just male or female. Shelley creates a Female Gothic text 

without one of Radcliffe’s stereotypical fainting Heroines by giving those 

occasional characterizations to the highly intelligent Victor Frankenstein. 

The Creature, unable to hold property or have control over his life, fills in another side to the characterization of the Gothic Heroine. He is self-taught, from watching a family from afar, but is seen as monstrous even though he is 

exceedingly smart and well spoken. Finally, Robert Walton acts with unbri-

dled enthusiasm to find a friend that can be his equal, much like a Female 

Gothic Heroine’s plight to achieve an egalitarian relationship with the partner 
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of her choice. Shelley wraps the whole narrative in an epistolary bow with 

Walton handling the outer frame narration and Frankenstein and his Creature 

each providing their own versions of the story. 

 Frankenstein contains only male protagonists, not a single, female protagonist finding her place in the world around her, yet Shelley’s own personal genius, as an almost real-life Gothic Heroine archetype, shines, however. 

Each character—Frankenstein, Creature, Walton—exhibit moments where 

the gender of the characters could be shifted based on their actions thereby 

calling the concept of binary gender into question. In “Victor Frankenstein’s Romantic Fate: The Tragedy of the Promethean Overreacher as Woman,” 

Barbara Frey Waxman writes: “Yet in allowing Victor and male readers 

to enter female realms, Mary Shelley is creating literary and social conse-

quences that are far-reaching and far from tragic. She, not unlike her husband 

[Romantic poet Percy Shelley] in ‘Ode to the West Wind,’ sounds the clarion 

calling for revolutionary understanding between women and men” (1987, 26). 

Lisa Hopkins, in “Engendering Frankenstein’s Monster,” notes that “knowing 

that there  are different sexes is not, of itself, enough to inform you of which one  you are” (1995, 81). To this end, Shelley’s scientist Victor Frankenstein, gifted and endlessly curious, illustrates the genius of Radcliffe’s Female 

Gothic Heroines in a male-gendered body. The Creature, self-taught and 

searching for personal perfection and a family of his own, also demonstrates a Female Gothic Heroine’s lust for external knowledge and dreams of security 

but in a wild or “savage” manner as he craves to find acceptance for what he 

is. Walton, with his goals and ambitions to be the first one to reach the North Pole, plants the seeds that there can be “firsts” and those who are exceptional, like a Gothic Heroine, and at the same time, he is looking for an equal partner for the voyage. 

BURNHAM’S INTELLECT

Despite the various positions on Radcliffe’s Heroines—if they are strong or 

weak, victims or victimized—there is no disagreement on one point: the even-

tual Captain Michael Burnham exhibits genius and personal strength. While 

DSC begins with a bond between two female characters, this tempo eventu-

ally shifts to a focus on the  bildungsroman of one of the two women, and the exceptionally intelligent Burnham outshines her counterparts from the start. 

Viewers first meet Burnham in the episode “The Vulcan Hello” (2017), where 

she exudes confidence in her own aptitude and capabilities while on an away 

mission with her captain, even though she has much to learn. Shortly after 

that first glimpse of her character, it is revealed that Burnham is raised as an orphan on the planet Vulcan, a planet inhabited by extremely logical beings. 
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With her foster brother, Spock, from TOS fame, Burnham steadfastly believes 

in her logical approaches to her life because she attempts to harness her predi-cably human and emotional states to aid in her healing from her childhood 

trauma. Burnham—after her relocation from a Human/Vulcan outpost to the 

planet Vulcan to live with Spock’s family consisting of Ambassador Sarek 

and Amanda Grayson, Sarek’s human wife and Spock’s mother—excels in 

her studies as illustrated via flashbacks in the episode “Battle at the Binary Stars” (2017) where a young Burnham learns among Vulcan children and is 

the only human child, thus highlighting her inherent difference. 

At the start of the series, Burnham serves as not only the first officer on 

the USS  Shenzhou, but she also functions as a dedicated scientist special-izing in xenoanthropology, the study of non-human cultures, a position that 

facilitates Starfleet’s protocols surrounding interacting with new non-human 

species, known in the franchise as First Contact and General Order One direc-

tives. Before joining Starfleet, Burnham graduates from the Vulcan Science 

Academy where she studies quantum physics (“The Butcher’s Knife Cares 

Not for the Lamb’s Cry,” 2017). Studying at and graduating from the Vulcan 

Science Academy, an institute of higher learning on Vulcan, not Starfleet 

Academy where most Starfleet officers attend, illustrates her genius in a 

different way, a way comparing her intelligence to aliens, not humans. And 

as many  Star Trek fans and viewers will agree, Vulcans stand among the most intellectual non-humans in the canon shown frequently—even before 

the TOS and Spock’s timeline—through the series ENT where the Vulcan 

Sub-commander and the USS  Enterprise NX-01’s first officer T’Pol at first finds humans “primitive and irrational” (“T’Pol,” 2010, n.p.). T’Pol eventually acclimates to the human crew’s ways and even enjoys a screening of the 

James Whale film  Frankenstein (1931) and equates the First Contact between humans and Vulcans to the action of the film where villagers fear what they 

do not know (“Horizon” 2003). In DSC, the characterization of Vulcans, as 

unfeeling automatons, softens from the moments in ENT where Vulcans seem 

to diminish humans and disregard emotions to a father-daughter instructional 

atmosphere where Burnham learns to interact in a more humanlike way 

through her foster father Sarek’s direction when Burnham first meets Captain 

Phillipa Georgiou and is instructed to “be nice” (“Battle at Binary Stars”). 

Burnham as a human raised on Vulcan uses logic to guide her choices and 

as a way to integrate her humanity for most of the first season of DSC with 

varying degrees of success. 

Sarek, Burnham’s foster father, raises her to embrace logic and use it to 

control the weaker parts of herself, namely her humanity. This dynamic, a 

father teaching a daughter to be intelligent and curious and to suppress the 

more emotional side of life, harkens back to many of Radcliffe’s novels. In 

 The Mysteries of Udolpho, for example, St. Aubert upon observing a “delicacy 
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of mind” in his daughter Emily decides to educate her in a way to “counter-

act” the parts of her personality that could keep her from happiness, namely 

her emotional vulnerability. Radcliffe writes: “He endeavoured, therefore, 

to strengthen her mind; to endure her to habits of self-command; to teach 

her to reject the first impulse of her feelings, and to look, with cool examination upon the disappointments he sometimes threw in her way” ([1794] 

2008, 5). Sarek, like St. Aubert, prepares his daughter for the difficulties to come by exposing her to knowledge and pushing her towards perfectionism. 

Diane Long Hoeveler writes in  Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontës, “St. Aubert undertakes to create a daughter very much in his own image” (1998, 89). Sarek, too, wants a 

legacy of sorts as he molds Burnham into one of his so-called projects, where he tries to teach illogical beings, namely Burnham and his half-human son 

Spock, logic as fellow Vulcans explain in the episode “Lethe” (2017). 

While many Female Gothic Heroines are parentless, including Emily St. 

Aubert with parents who die early in the novel and Jane Eyre, in Charlotte 

Brontë’s   Jane Eyre (1847), is orphaned at birth, Burnham, unlike Emily or Jane, has a steady mother-figure in Amanda Grayson. Grayson helps 

temper some of Sarek’s logical training with whimsy and curiosity through 

the reading of  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland ([1865] 2019)    by Lewis Carroll. Burnham2 acknowledges to her roommate and friend Cadet (and later 

Lieutenant) Sylvia Tilly that it is the book that helps her remain grounded 

since the world often exhibits many illogical situations (“Context Is for 

Kings,” 2017). While Captain Katheryn Janeway in VOY serves as a science 

officer and captain and therefore paves the way for other highly intelligent 

and innovative (human) female Starfleet officers, DSC’s Burnham surpasses 

Janeway in one sense: her ability to code switch between her human heart 

and her Vulcan-trained mind. The use of  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 

allows Burnham to put her logical mind to rest for a moment and picture a 

world where the small grow large through potions, and the mundane becomes 

whimsical. This insight, for example, helps Burnham understand the purpose 

of the Tardigrade, a creature captured from the adrift USS  Glenn when no one else can (“The Butcher’s Knife Cares Not for the Lamb’s Cry”). 

After the events of season one, including a trip to the Mirror Universe 

and the ending of the Klingon War, DSC resets the narrative in season two. 

Burnham, after her heroic actions to help the ship and crew escape the Mirror Universe, now finds herself reinstated in Starfleet and returns as Commander 

Michael Burnham, science officer on the USS  Discovery (“Will You Take My Hand?” 2018). In season two, the newest commanding officer, Captain 

Christopher Pike, says he needs her “smarts” to help him find the enigmatic 

red signals that shape the season’s story arc (“Brother” 2019). As in the 
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inaugural season for DSC and in season two, Burnham continues to be highly 

intelligent and scientifically minded. 

Burnham’s intellect becomes the driving force behind the narrative found 

in the second season. Burnham uses her Vulcan-trained mind to locate  Star Trek’s most famous Vulcan: her foster brother, Spock. Even though Pike is tasked to find the source of the red signals and their connections to Spock, 

Burnham deduces the situation and must reset time to save the ship, crew, 

and humanity (“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II,” 2019). In the episode “Point of 

Light” (2019), Burnham uses logic to construct a plan to help Tilly when an 

entity tries to interfere with the ship, and Burnham cracks the encryption to aid Grayson and Pike to learn more about Spock’s location. Later in the season, 

Burnham returns home to Vulcan in the episode “Light and Shadows” (2019), 

where she gathers information on her family dynamics and Spock’s health to 

eventually break the code Spock is unable to communicate in “If Memory 

Serves” (2019). Season two of DSC allows for more insight into Burnham’s 

childhood through the trauma she lives through because of the logic extrem-

ists, a terrorist sect that targets humans and their allies, on Vulcan. 

The impetus for season three revolves around intelligence and protecting 

that knowledge. Burnham vows to protect the information found in season 

two from an ancient civilization that threatens the future of humanity (“An 

Obol for Charon,” 2019). Burnham, with the USS  Discovery following, 

opens a time-travel rift in space, called a wormhole, and leads the ship into a new time. She must rely on her ability to understand the new, and more 

technologically advanced, setting. She uses her scientific training and her 

xenoanthropology background to attempt to understand the new world she 

finds herself in. Like Miranda’s exclamation of joy, “O brave new world, 

that has such people in ‘t,” in Shakespeare’s  The Tempest ([1611] 1936, act v, scene 1), Burnham rejoices to see that humanity survives, but at the same 

time, the new world she finds herself in suffers from the effect of “The Burn,” 

an event that destroyed the Federation as Burnham remembers it (“That Hope 

Is You, Part I,” 2020). Burnham spends almost a year searching for her lost 

crew and for the source of the event that reeked such havoc on the future. 

Burnham must face her Vulcan past to garner the needed information to solve 

the mystery in the episode “Unification III” (2020). 

Making First Contact with the aliens, Species 10-C in season four requires 

Burnham to further use her intelligence. The fourth season of the series pro-

vides a more ensemble-based story arc, but Burnham’s position is centered 

and allows for the Female Gothic Heroine to continue to show her brand of 

genius. Burnham relies on her xenoanthropology training in “Rosetta” (2022) 

to learn about the aliens through their abandoned structures. This mission 

allows Burnham, along with other members of her crew, to better understand 

the 10-C and therefore make First Contact a possibility. 
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ESCAPE FROM PATRIARCHY

Some discussion of the Female Gothic on television focuses on the adap-

tations of Female Gothic literary texts, including the televised dramas of 

 Rebecca (1979) and  Northanger Abbey (1987), according to Helen Wheatley in  Gothic Television where she argues that the awareness of the Gothic texts themselves impacts audiences differently based on the overall understanding 

of the Female Gothic genre (2006, 90–91). More savvy audience members, 

what Wheatley calls “model viewer[s],” understand the concepts that face 

the protagonist of such narratives including the instances of containment and escape (2006, 91). In the case of DSC, the intended audience of  Star Trek viewers may not have been prepared for the style and structure of the series 

thus igniting some of the backlash aimed at the production. DSC premiered 

to almost ten million viewers (Hibberd), but consistent online commen-

tary points to an undercurrent of dislike of the series from the perspective 

of self-identified “fans” of  Star Trek because of the series appearing on a streaming service with a fee, because of the focus on a female-non captain 

crewmember (seasons one and two), and because of racism in the fandom 

(Fullerton, 2022; James, 2017; Ulster, 2017). Illustrating the patriarchal 

control of women through female characters to an audience that sees itself as white and male—when in fact,  Trek audiences are more diverse—drives the central message of the Female Gothic present in the series home (Oler, 2008, 

68). The escape narrative of the Heroine embedded within DSC helps cement 

the Female Gothic structure of the series even further and perhaps serves as 

a metaphor of an escape from toxic fan cultures. 

Female characters, and by extension the audience members who relate to 

the struggles they face, must flee patriarchal systems to find independence 

and safety. Female Gothic Heroines, as orphans or women/girls who have 

no parental protection from the patriarchal systems that hold sway over their lives, find themselves alone with dangerous patriarchy. These powerful systems include the religious, the familial, and the political. Williams explains that the Female Gothic plot appeals to swaths of readers because it not only 

questions the patriarchy but at the same time, the Female Gothic narrative 

structure “rewrites” the situations for women (1995, 138). The dangers to the Female Gothic Heroine include, but are not limited to, physical and sexual 

assault and confinement and a loss of autonomy. This awareness happens 

early in the life of the characters. Radcliffe’s Adeline in  The Romance of the Forest says, “Thus was I, at this early period of my life, abandoned to strangers” ([1791] 2009, 36). Jane,  Jane Eyre tells the headmistress at her new school, “I explained to her that I had no parents” (Brontë, [1847] 2016, 41). 

And Burnham in the episode “The War Without, The War Within,” (2018) 

66 

    Chapter  2       

recalls her parents’ death with the words, “Death found me as a child.” 

Without any nuclear family to protect or guide them from external and inter-

nal threats, Gothic Heroines often lack identity and positive agency that might come with connections through a loving family structure, so they must often 

escape the controlling puppetry of unseemly connections using both their 

honor and personal desire to choose their own life partner in the form of the Gothic Hero to have some agency in their lives. 

Williams writes that the narratives in Gothic fictions are built over “a 

cultural fault line,” and this relates to the problems with identity within 

the Gothic genre: “In the earlier world ‘identity’ came from the family one 

belongs to” (Williams, 1995, 95). In many so-called heritage or legacy Gothic novels, if a Heroine is orphaned or the family members bury the knowledge 

of her true name, these characters look for the lost family. Hoeveler explains that the Female Gothic Heroine is “forever in the act of becoming someone” 

(1998, 84). In the case of DSC, the idea that a new series becomes part of 

the  Star Trek “family” and then is discarded by a subset of fans further illustrates this point: a Female Gothic Heroine lacks a patriarchal identity based on family power, since she is often orphaned and alone. She must create her 

own family structure, just as Burnham does as she leads the USS  Discovery into the future where the ship and crew are a new unit of sorts that lives in a new time and place and learns and grows together thus escaping the control 

of Starfleet command structures for a while. 

Hoeveler writes that the early Female Gothic novelists explain the uncer-

tain futures for women and girls because without agency even over their own 

bodies, women and girls lived at the mercy of family relationships. These 

relationships included the distribution of family wealth (1998, 88). Punter in A New Companion to the Gothic adds, “the writers of the female Gothic, then, were primarily absorbed in the struggle for sexual and political rights” (2004, chap. 6). And during the initial heyday for these texts, political and sexual rights include bodily autonomy, the ability to marry on personal terms, and 

the right to own and manage property. Often part of the impetus of the escape narrative is due in part to a forced marriage. Kate Ferguson Ellis in  The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology 

argues that the Heroine’s attempts to escape indicate a desire to destabilize domesticity (1989, 7). The forced marriage can be incestuous in some way, 

with an uncle or other close relation, or bigamous, wherein the male charac-

ter has one wife and wants the Heroine for her money or other property. For 

Radcliffe’s Heroines, self-determination is paramount: A young maiden must 

escape the confines that imprison her both physically and politically to have a chance at a more just life, like Adeline in  The Romance of the Forest. 

Even though there are many comparisons to Female Gothic Heroines 

to be made, Burnham relates to Jane in Brontë’s  Jane Eyre because of the 
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character’s tenacious nature and drive. Burnham also correlates to the explorer Robert Walton in Shelley’s  Frankenstein because of her drive to achieve and experience the unknown. Both Walton and Jane, and by extension Michael 

Burnham, find themselves trapped, however, and each find ways to escape 

the bonds that hold them be they, material, political, or self-induced. 

An escape from oppressive patriarchy begins early in  Jane Eyre and continues throughout the novel for the titular character. Jane begins the narration with a frank discussion of her exclusion from the family by her aunt (Brontë, 

[1847] 2016, 9). Thus, the action of being shunned from her extended family 

motivates the orphaned Jane’s first escape. Jane believes that going away to 

boarding school would be preferable to her current home life; however, the 

claustrophobic and abusive setting of Lowood provides yet another form of 

oppressive patriarchy in the form of the school’s supervisor and financial 

manager, Mr. Brocklehurst. Brocklehurst functions as not only the embodi-

ment of patriarchal control with his biblical quotes and authoritarian view 

of punishment, but he also serves as a reminder of the political nature of 

such control because he sees to the school’s finances since women and girls, 

the inhabitants and instructors, have no ability to manage their own money 

even after he is shamed for the tragic deaths of children at the school. “Mr. 

Brocklehurst, who from his wealth and family connections, could not be 

overlooked” (Brontë [1847] 2016, 77). Jane eventually leaves Lowood after 

successfully becoming a teacher at the school and desires a new form of ser-

vitude since liberty is elusive ([1847] 2016, 79). 

Later in the novel, Jane becomes a governess and moves to Rochester’s 

Thornfield Hall, and within the walls of the mysterious family home, she 

finds herself, again, contained, but with a wider perimeter in which to exist. 

Jane earns a salary but does not receive payment until she asks for leave from Mr. Rochester. Rochester calls himself her “banker” and demands that he find 

Jane another position if she wishes as a method of control (Brontë, [1847] 

2016, 202). Additionally, Jane ultimately flees two problematic romantic 

connections, one with Rochester and the other with St. John Rivers ([1847] 

2016, 287, 375). The desire for true freedom and the understanding that it 

is ultimately elusive, as Jane returns to Rochester by the end of the novel, 

remains at the core of Brontë’s most famous work. 

For Robert Walton, his ship’s escape functions a bit differently from the 

escapes of Jane Eyre, but the idea of breaking free from containment remains 

an integral part of the novel  Frankenstein. Walton finds himself trapped within his own desire for exploration and trapped within the ship he attempts to use for that purpose. He writes letters to his sister as a form of a captain’s diary, familiar to viewers of TOS as the voiceover that sets the scene for 

the action of each episode, and in Walton’s letter dated July 31, he recalls 

his ship surrounded by ice and fog (Shelley, [1831] 2008, 23). This natural 
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phenomenon physically stops Walton from continuing his journey to the 

North Pole. Walton and his crew then find Victor Frankenstein alone on the 

ice. The entrapment of the ship within the ice allows for Walton to learn from the enigmatic, and dying, Frankenstein. By September 2, the situation on 

Walton’s ship is “encompassed by peril” as the ice continues to hold the ship and begins to crush the vessel ([1831] 2008, 212). The use of ice here allows for Walton to be again physically stopped from his goal, and it lends Walton 

the time to rethink his mindset of exploration without boundaries, his “rash” 

“voyage,” thus breaking free of the controlling idea that could cause him 

further harm ([1831] 2008, 214). On September 9, the ice releases the ship, 

and Walton sets his sails toward home ([1831] 2008, 216). After Frankenstein 

dies, the Creature appears and confirms his existence and story. Walton now 

bears witness to Frankenstein’s creation but does not kill him as Frankenstein requests before his death. The Creature says he will travel to the North Pole and die there. The Creature, with this admission, vows to finish Walton’s 

journey of exploration thus freeing Walton from the fate of death ([1831] 

2008, 222). With this action, Walton escapes his earlier destiny through the 

intersession of others and the power of their stories, and at the same time he returns to the perceived safety of home. 

Female Gothic Heroines escape unwanted marriages, oppression, and 

sexual dangers, but the journey to independence often leads them back to 

some type of patriarchal structure, and this is reminiscent of Burnham’s winding journey through space and time in DSC as she ends where she begins, 

a Starfleet officer. Like Radcliffe’s and Brontë’s narratives that focus on 

an independent Heroine searching for escape from an unsafe home, DSC’s 

Burnham must break free from her entrapped situation after her incarceration 

for mutiny, she must escape the Terror of the Mirror Universe, and she must 

escape from the mistakes of her past by the end of season one. In “Raising 

Veils and other Bold Acts: The Heroine’s Agency in Female Gothic Novels,” 

Kyra Kramer discusses the idea of restraint, inequality, and escape in the 

Female Gothic. She argues, “This monster/woman image has the deeper 

implication that women, simply by not being male, are anomalies which must 

be feared and restrained. In the Female Gothic the heroine/monster/protago-

nist is often trying to escape restraint, and the reader is encouraged to hope that escape will be possible” (2011, 24). When Burnham transgresses against 

Starfleet, a somewhat patriarchal militaristic organization, she does so to save the ship from attack (“Battle at the Binary Stars”). Burnham loses her rank 

and her freedom as she is incarcerated, but in “Context for Kings,” Burnham 

returns to Starfleet aboard the highly classified ship the USS  Discovery at the behest of the Gothic Villain and Captain Gabriel Lorca. Although Radcliffe’s 

Heroines escape unwanted marriages, Burnham must traverse the expanse of 

space and interstellar politics all in a macabre setting—highlighted through 
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a Klingon ship encrusted with coffins—which is unusual for the classically 

optimistic  Star Trek franchise. 

Starfleet is a version of a maritime military organization, and women are 

a part of it, but in the early episodes of DSC, the female crewmembers are 

not centered and exist in a dangerous setting. The female captain is killed 

and eaten by Klingons and a threatening male captain takes over within the 

first three episodes in season one. DSC has more female characters in posi-

tions of power than other  Star Trek  series, but Starfleet is still a top-down, ordered universe, fraught with confinement. Burnham, like her cohorts, the 

strong feminine characters of the Female Gothic, eventually succeeds, but 

internal gender conflicts remain within the larger text. Jennifer Haytock, 

in “Women’s/War Stories: The Female Gothic and Women’s War Trauma 

in Helen Benedict’s  Sand Queen,” writes, “The highly gendered world of the military suits the conventions of the female Gothic as a hostile world in which women must make their way. In the past thirty or so years, the female 

Gothic has been defined as specific mode and genre in which women’s lives 

are rendered as horror tales, the familiar and domestic shown as threatening, especially in their normalcy” (2015, 3). Burnham saves her ship and crew 

on numerous occasions in season one, but with the inclusion of the Mirror 

Universe, the sexual danger present becomes familiar to readers of the 

Female Gothic and ultimately threatening to Burnham. 

In DSC, the more incestuous relationship is a danger to Burnham. In the 

Mirror Universe, Captain Lorca has a previous relationship with Burnham’s 

counterpart even though he is a father figure to the Mirror Burnham. Burnham 

bargains with Lorca in “What’s Past Is Prologue” (2018), and agrees to an 

intellectual exchange, not a physical one. As in many Gothic texts, the home 

is unsafe because of sexual dangers, and, for Burnham, her home is now on 

the USS  Discovery. As Ellis explains, the Gothic’s reoccurring subject is the 

“failed home, . . . the place from which some (usually ‘fallen’ men) are locked out, and others (usually ‘innocent’ women) are locked in” (1989, ix). Often 

in the Gothic form, danger erupts from an angry father-figure or another 

masculine-type of character, and this is true for DSC with Lorca harboring 

many secrets and appearing as a physical and sexual threat to Burnham. 

Although Burnham endures hardships including losing her family to the 

Klingons, shown through a series of flashbacks, her intellectual curiosity and personal resolve shape her character giving her the strength to escape when 

necessary. Georgiou, the first captain featured in DSC, and a mother-figure to Burnham, even suggests that Burnham is nearly ready for her own command. 

Burnham transgresses against this would-be mother/daughter relationship 

by committing mutiny, and Georgiou dies as a result (“Battle at the Binary 

Stars”). This situation creates the need for Burnham to escape the pain she 

now endures, thereby allowing her to fall prey to Lorca’s almost Faustian 
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bargain to regain her Starfleet standing and escape her prison sentence. 

Gothic Heroines have dangerous and complicated love stories, to be sure, 

and this is also part of Burnham’s story, but Burnham successfully escapes 

from Lorca and her past (“Context Is for Kings,” “What’s Past Is Prologue”). 

In season two, patriarchal systems that Burnham must fight against appear. 

This time, these systems take the form of the family in which Burnham is 

raised and in the form of an artificial intelligence (AI) that threatens all life. 

The micro and macro versions of these narratives complement each other 

because the family is the center of life for children, for example, and the AI becomes the center of command systems for Starfleet. Overall, season two 

of DSC highlights Burnham as principled and dedicated. She trusts her own 

mind to help her, and Captain Christopher Pike, now in command of the USS 

 Discovery after Lorca’s demise, believes in her abilities. But Burnham is still 

“dangerous” as her fellow officer Commander (and later) Captain Saru notes 

in season one, since she does not conform to every rule regardless of the situation further emphasizing her transgressive nature. 

Burnham finds her presumed dead mother in season two’s “The Red Angel” 

(2019), but she is again lost to her since Dr. Gabrielle Burnham exists outside of time and space, but there is hope that they will be reunited, and they are back together after the USS  Discovery  jumps over nine hundred years into the future for the series’ subsequent seasons. In season two, Burnham and the crew must flee the present and go into the future to escape a doomed universe because of the unmanageable AI bent on destruction. Burnham takes on her 

mother’s role and effectively self-parents like Jane Eyre does. Burnham puts 

on a copy of her mother’s time-traveling suit and becomes the Red Angel, 

resets the timeline, and leads the USS  Discovery into the future (“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II,” 2019). 

Burnham, after surviving her trip through time and a life-threatening land-

ing on a new planet in a new time, must again escape the confines of the past in the form of what she leaves behind (“That Hope Is You, Part I,” 2020). In 

particular, she must accept that what she knows as the Federation is no more, and the Emerald Chain now controls access and supplies that ships require 

to traverse space in this new time. Escaping from the “chain” has a double 

meaning in the context of this season of DSC. There is literally a group of 

gangster-like hooligans that control access to necessary materials and enslave populations to maintain control, but there is also a metaphorical situation at work here as well. Leaving the overtly optimistic version of the future, most notably highlighted in the  Star Trek franchise through TNG, for a future that harbors so many moments of injustice, creates the need for Burnham to push 

aside the idealist version of a future to concentrate on the present she is in (“Scavengers,” 2020; “Unification III,” 2020). 
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While season four operates with the conceit that an alien presence threatens 

the newly (re) formed Federation, the Escape Narrative remains in that the 

crew, with Burnham in command, must escape from preconceived notions 

and ideas without empirical evidence and discover the reason for the hos-

tile actions of the unknown entities. The narrative of season four, arguably 

the most collaborative of the series, gives multiple storylines on the ideas 

of escape from one’s personal past, as in the case of Ruon Tarka (“The 

Galactic Barrier,” 2021) and Book (“Rubicon,” 2021), and for Burnham as 

she confronts the edge of known space. Crossing the barrier from one area 

of space to the location of the species the crew seeks requires Burnham, as 

captain, to pilot the ship herself to escape a dangerous space rift (“Stormy 

Weather,” 2021). 

COURAGEOUS, AND PERSECUTED, CHARACTERS

Understanding the concept of heroism often falls under the category based on 

a white, cisgendered, male gaze, like that of James T. Kirk in TOS. A text that supports such a hero or heroic action looks much different from the concept 

of a Gothic Heroine in a Female Gothic text, however. In the Female Gothic, 

the Heroines save themselves, and with her male name, Michael Burnham 

functions (in part) both within and outside gender roles existing in the borderland of hero and heroine based on the demands of the command structure in 

Starfleet. The dangers that heritage Female Gothic Heroines experience differ from the life of Burnham as well, but effective parallels regarding courageous action can be drawn. 

Burnham, played by Sonequa Martin-Green, is the first Black female lead 

in  Star Trek history. Unfortunately, in the case of historical SF, independent, female leads are often fraught with over sexualization or a lack of character development as Lieutenant Uhura endures on the USS  Enterprise in TOS. 

Nichelle Nichols, the actress who played her, voiced that Uhura was under-

valued and wanted to leave the series for more robust roles, but was deterred by Martin Luther King Jr. (Hare, 2021). In DSC, Burnham, goes beyond the 

idea of just another woman of color on the bridge of a starship and is the central character of the whole series. Diana A. Mafe says, “[T]he point is that she gets to have her story. And that it’s the main story,” and through this structure, DSC normalizes Black female heroes (“Interview,” 2020, 192). A Female 

Gothic Heroine believes that she is worthy of a life that she wants to live and fights for that situation, and while a love-match is part of the equation, it is not her only purpose. When a Heroine values her life and her choices, she 

illustrates to others that they too are people to be valued. Consequently, this is a different form of heroism not always present in adventure series focusing 
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on the “frontier” of space, like TOS. Burnham as a person of color allows 

for viewers of DSC to not only see a full embodiment of a Female Gothic 

Heroine, but also to see a woman of color in such a role, valuing her own life and at the same time caring for and valuing the lives of others. 

Integral to the concept of a Female Gothic Heroine is a courage in the 

face of danger and the willingness to care for oneself in that role. Viewers 

of DSC immediately notice Burnham’s intelligence (what Radcliffe would 

call genius) as she quickly solves problems, yet Burnham functions as a 

courageous, yet persecuted, character as well. Burnham’s presentation dif-

fers from Hoeveler’s idea of “victim feminism” because Burnham, even in 

her most depressed state as an inmate of a Starfleet prison, never accepts 

victimhood. She accepts who she is at every part of her journey. Burnham’s 

love for learning helps regulate her emotions and gives her hidden strength 

and bravery in the face of danger, and with that milieu in mind, Burnham 

closely aligns to the character of Jane Eyre through the  bildungsroman structure of both narratives. Mafe in  Where No Black Woman Has Gone Before: 

 Subversive Portrayals in Speculative film and TV explains, “a black woman who regularly matches and mirrors the feats of the white male protagonist [is an] unusual parallel . . . which one does not see between Uhura and Kirk . . . 

[and] affords a powerful symbolic agency to . . . black female characters 

(2018, 125). Heritage Female Gothic novels, and some of the second-wave 

feminist criticism of them, problematically deal with race like the discussion of Jane Eyre’s so-called monstrous double, Rochester’s Creole wife Bertha 

Mason, as discussed in  The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and 

 the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, for example ([1979] 2000, 362). 

Both Jane and Burnham are bookish and both exhibit wells of resolve 

stemming from their traumatic childhoods. Jane says, “I returned to my 

book” as a way to deal with family stress early in the novel ([1847] 2016, 

10), while Burnham recites portions from  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland often as a way to understand the illogical world she exists in. Up sometimes 

is down in space, and Burnham, like Jane, also endures imprisonment and 

degradation. Jane, after being scapegoated by her cousin, finds herself locked in the dreaded Red Room where her uncle died and his restless ghost is said 

to remain, and Burnham lands in Starfleet’s prison system after her attempted mutiny (“Context Is for Kings”). Readers of Brontë and the viewers DSC 

understand, however, that both characters suffer miscarriages of justice. Jane is blameless, and Burnham’s insubordinate action happens to save the ship 

rather than to catapult her into a position of self-serving authority. Both characters, Burnham and Jane, find ways to deal with their personal pain in order to face the dangers surrounding them. 
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While the danger Jane experiences are most often sexual in nature, because 

of the bigamous marriage Rochester offers her, Burnham, too in season one, 

endures unwanted sexual advances from Lorca in “What’s Past Is Prologue.” 

The courage and resolve Jane shows when she first rebuffs Rochester and 

refuses to be his mistress, and even dares to say “I care for myself” shakes 

the core of the idea of a strictly romance-driven narrative by choosing oneself over a potential lover (Brontë, [1847] 2016, 284). Burnham, too, must resist 

the seemingly easier path during her time in the Mirror Universe, and this 

action reflects a fundamental understanding that she matters as a person, and that it is better to risk the danger of never returning to the Prime Universe through a daring escape than it is to remain in the evil Terran Empire 

(“Vaulting Ambition,” 2018). 

When Michael Burnham dons a copy of her mother’s time-traveling 

device, in season two’s, conclusion and takes on the role of the Red Angel, 

she shows more than courage. She finds herself thrust in the impossible 

position of taking the salvaged sphere data (“An Obol for Charon”) into a 

new time to save the present from the corrupted AI. Burnham volunteers to 

go alone, further illustrating her bravery, but the crew of the USS  Discovery refuse to abandon her to the cold recesses of space (“Such Sweet Sorrow, 

Part II”). Earlier in the season, Burnham illustrates her courage again by subverting Starfleet Command’s orders to save her foster brother Spock in the 

episode “If Memory Serves,” and thus is again a persecuted character as she 

finds herself marked for disciplinary action. 

The third and fourth seasons of DSC show Burnham’s tenacious nature in 

different ways. In season three, she refuses to eschew the idea of finding her lost ship and crew (“That Hope Is You, Part I”). Burnham also shows courage as she physically fights with the corrupt leader of the Emerald Chain, 

Osyraa, to reclaim command of the USS  Discovery (“There Is a Tide . . . ” 

2021). Additionally, Burnham chooses to love Book, even after she loses her 

previous lover, Ash Tyler because of the time jump. In season four, Burnham 

again performs acts of courage, but this season features a would-be enemy 

that overwhelms all previous encounters in the  Star Trek  universe. The unknown species, known as the 10-C, threatens to annihilate all life, and 

Burnham looks at the danger and crafts a plan that focuses on understanding 

rather than force, and this approach takes a different kind of courage (“All Is Possible,” 2021). 
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UNCANNY NATURE AND THE 

EXPLAINED SUPERNATURAL

The Uncanny, as a part of a Gothic narrative, functions to distort the setting for the characters and readers (or viewers) alike. The Uncanny, writes Avril 

Horner in “Unheimlich,” “is frightening precisely because it is  not  known and not familiar” (1998, 287). An uneasy nature, be it in a person or a place, disrupts characters and narratives alike. The need to understand the reasons for the disruption lead Female Gothic Heroines to a path where they can triumph 

against the seemingly Uncanny presences that hinder their journey to equa-

nimity and freedom. Solving the apparent mystery present in the Uncanny 

moments features as part of the Explained Supernatural element found in 

Female Gothic narratives. 

Empowering the Heroine through rationality is a powerful characterization 

that was not lost on Radcliffe’s contemporary readers. Botting explains that 

logical explanations provided by Radcliffe “undercut” the ideas of the per-

ceived supernatural, but this happens only after the Heroine, and reader alike, both experience Terror about the events or the found documents that occasionally are found to be “innocent” (1996, 64–5). The curiosity of the Heroine is enflamed, not extinguished, and Radcliffe asks her readers to travel the 

corridors along with the Heroine as she continues to explore her surround-

ings. Overall, the world of  Star Trek excels in the concept of the Explained Supernatural. Science, in effect, is the basis for  Star Trek. The captains and crew use their knowledge and understanding of the universe to confront the 

unknown. For  Star Trek, there is always a way out of the dire situations in which ships and crews find themselves. Technology can be modified. Science 

can fix the problems, even if the laws of physics sometimes must bend to 

accommodate the storylines. 

Mysteries appear in many Gothic narratives, but in the Female Gothic, the 

mystery can be explained through scientific investigation conducted by the 

Gothic Heroine. The Explained Supernatural allows for the Female Gothic 

Heroine to use her intellect to overcome her fear of perceived hauntings or 

monstrous threats that are eventually shown to be based in reality—not in the supernatural. Cleary adds, “Radcliffe employed the device of the ‘explained 

supernatural’ in all the novels published in her lifetime. It became her trademark” ( Women’s Gothic, 2004, 67). While in “Gothic versus Romantic: 

A Revaluation of the Gothic Novel” Robert D. Hume notes, “Among the 

significant Gothic novelists, only Ann Radcliffe bothers to produce natural 

explanations for all seemingly supernatural effects” (1969, 285). The entire 

basis of Shelley’s  Frankenstein is one that rests on the foundation of science since Victor Frankenstein studies and practices his distorted view of medicine 
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and can replicate the process with new technological advancement, for exam-

ple. In all, the Female Gothic narrative provides the Explained Supernatural 

(science) rather than the unexplained (superstition), and the Female Gothic 

Heroine ultimately triumphs in some way through this knowledge, but she 

is eventually put back inside the system from which she originally fled. 

Williams explains that the “supernatural” is the result of “human decep-

tion” and when that is discovered, through the Heroine’s “self-confidence,” 

the “happily ever after” ending can proceed (1995, 101). This formula, the 

joining with the Gothic Hero after learning and understanding the rational 

world around her, as a point of contention for many feminist critics, misses 

the idea that through the exploration of the supernatural events or locations, the Female Gothic Heroines do what no other characters do in the texts: they 

actually solve the mystery present. Consequently, the Female Gothic Heroine 

survives supernatural elements (that turn out to be explained through science, hence the explained supernatural), an onslaught of patriarchal interventions, and her own personal fears through her own intellect and resolve. 

Throughout the first season of DSC, Burnham successfully unravels the 

mysteries around her because of her intellect and logical training learned 

on Vulcan, but Burnham must face her fears as the ship itself is a mystery. 

She is unaware of the “Black Alert,” the wondrous spores, the secret propul-

sion, and ghostly specter of the USS  Discovery’s sister ship the USS  Glenn. 

This can be compared to the Female Gothic Heroine confronting her fears 

and finding that there is a rational explanation. Rumors of the “top secret 

research” or “the project” fly through the corridors before Burnham and the 

away team find the twisted, mutilated bodies on the USS  Glenn in “Context Is for Kings.” There is also a monster in the dark, the Tardigrade, that Lorca brings onboard where it is named Ripper. All of these scenarios are explained through the plots of the episodes and the series arc based on Lorca’s Mirror 

Universe past not revealed until the midpoint of the season in the episode 

“Into the Forest I Go” (2017). 

To further break free from her past and redeem herself, however, in seasons 

two and three, Burnham must solve multiple mysteries. In season two, the 

apparition known as the Red Angel and the location of her distressed, and 

missing, brother, Spock feature as the main questions that need resolution 

throughout the series arc, and Burnham discovers answers to both through 

her acumen and curiosity. In the third season of DSC, Burnham seeks infor-

mation on the mysterious phenomenon known as “the Burn” that destroyed 

all warp-capable ships. “The Burn,” eventually explained through the gath-

ering of information and meeting the source of the tragedy in the character 

Su’Kal, features as a mystery the Gothic Heroine, Burnham aids in solving 

(“Su’Kal” 2020). Science consultants to the writers of DSC, astrophysicist 

Erin MacDonald and biologist Mohamed Noor in “The Science Behind 
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Discovery’s Burn” note that “The science of  Star Trek has had a long legacy along creative storytelling. We are honored to have been asked to help the 

writers of  Star Trek Discovery tell this wonderful story by building a scientific background” (2021, n.p.). While the complexities of The Burn, like that of the Red Angel in season two, involve more knowledge than Burnham has 

on her own and require the help of other members of the USS  Discovery to solve, her willingness to insist on finding a way to understand the situations is the push for the main plot of both seasons and further illustrates her role as Female Gothic Heroine. 

Burnham’s understanding of xenoanthropology and First Contact protocols 

aid her, and the crew of the USS  Discovery, in understanding the source of the Dark Matter Anomaly (the DMA) that destroys the planet Kwejian early 

in the fourth season of the series (“Anomaly,” 2021). Burnham desires to 

help her partner, Book, deal with the loss of his planet and at the same time understand the cause of the DMA when the newly formed Federation seeks 

retribution rather than knowledge (“ . . . But to Connect,” 2021). While sea-

son four focuses more on the crew as a whole, in contrast to earlier seasons 

in the series, Burnham’s knowledge and desire to look for reasonable expla-

nations to the unreasonable actions of the DMA allow for her role as Female 

Gothic Heroine to continue as she leads the team tasked with learning to com-

municate with the species known as 10-C, the creators of the DMA (“Species 

Ten-C,” 2022). 

A Female Gothic Heroine escapes from containment, finds love on her 

own terms, explores mysterious surroundings, and exhibits bravery. This 

character type remains relevant in the twenty-first century as current political discourse surrounding women becomes increasingly problematic and reductive. In the case of SF, long-established franchises, including  Star Trek and Star Wars (1977–ongoing), find themselves dealing with openly misogynistic fan spaces online thus illustrating the need for more conversation about 

what type of female character a representation like Michael Burnham is: 

a Female Gothic Heroine.  In addition to her many acts of valor, Burnham moves from the position of first officer to mutineer to captain on the basis of her character, abilities, and moral compass. She makes romantic connections 

on her terms, and time and time again, she shows strength, bravery, and love 

for her crew. Seeing the character of Michael Burnham through the lens of 

the Female Gothic, and the heritage Gothic texts by Radcliffe, Shelley, and 

Brontë, truly takes a female character in a  Star Trek product to places none have traveled before. 

  

           “That  Hope  Is  You” 

77

NOTES

1. Even though Captain Kirk faces demotion in the TOS films, he never serves 

time in a Federation prison as Burnham does. Kirk’s demotions appear in the Prime 

timeline film  Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home and in the Kelvin timeline films  Star 

 Trek 09 and  Star Trek: Into Darkness. 

2. Star Trek Universe’s action figure of Science Officer Michael Burnham comes 

with a tiny version of  Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland sized for the hand of the 

figure. 


 Chapter 3

“He Groomed You. He Chose You” 

 The Gothic Villain and 

 Star Trek: Discovery

Coral Ann Howells, in  Love, Mystery and Misery: Feeling in Gothic Fiction (1978), writes of Gothic landscapes and settings: “Instead of a sense of stability and harmony what we find in Gothic fiction is a dreadful insecurity in the face of a contingent world which is entirely unpredictable and menacing” 

(25). While the worlds within Gothic constructions can be “unpredictable” 

and “menacing,” as Howells notes with various images of monstrosity and 

levels of psychological and physiological horror, one character type that falls into a more predictable role within the confines of the Gothic Romance or 

the Female Gothic includes the Gothic Villain. In the Gothic genre, villains 

take many forms, from aristocrats to evil monks to vampires to even Satan 

himself, but specifically in the Female Gothic, one constant remains: Female 

Gothic Villains are human, not supernatural beings. 

These Gothic Villains, as fashioned by Ann Radcliffe in her Gothic 

Romance novels, tend to be aristocratic, misogynistic, and somehow con-

nected to the Heroine through family relationships. Female Gothic Villains 

threaten the Heroine physically and sexually and propel the Escape Narrative 

present in most Female Gothic novels forward. For Radcliffe’s narratives, 

notes Diane Long Hoeveler, in  Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization 

 of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontës, “Murder as well as sex are, it seems, family secrets that one inflicts only on one’s nearest and dearest” 

(1998, 82). And it is from dangers like these that the Female Gothic Heroine 

must flee. In  The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of 

 Domestic Ideology, Kate Ferguson Ellis writes, “The world is a dangerous, violent place, but it is possible to exclude those elements and to keep women 

‘innocent’ of them. . . . This is the premise that the Gothic novel takes up” 

(1989, 7–8). In heritage Gothic texts, the Female Gothic Heroine must escape 
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the imprisonment or trap created for her by the Villain with her honor intact so she may marry the suitor of her choice. She still ends in a patriarchal 

system, but the Villain suffers for his abuse of the Heroine, and the Heroine chooses her life partner. Hoeveler calls this the “circuitous journey” of the Heroine within a patriarchal structure (1998, 10). But as Alison Milbank, in 

 God and the Gothic: Religion, Romance, and Reality in the English Literary Tradition, notes, Gothic fiction “can be both radical and conservative at the same time” (2018, 32). While the end may still be “conservative” with a 

heterosexual marriage and inequitable power structure between husband and 

wife, in Radcliffe’s Gothic, the Heroine determines her own life path within 

the structure and thereby exhibits some autonomy. 

A barrier to the Gothic Heroine’s domestic life choices, however, is the 

Gothic Villain. While myriad options of Gothic Villains abound, an arche-

typal Gothic Villain from one of Radcliffe’s Gothic Romances is Phillipe, 

Marquis de Montalt. The Marquis appears in the novel  The Romance of the 

 Forest (1791) and shocks readers with his murderous past and his lust for his own niece. This “radical,” as Milbank describes parts of the Gothic, sexual 

deviance, coupled with the villain’s “conservative” dream of controlling 

the Gothic Heroine’s family wealth, exposes an open secret present within 

Female Gothic texts through the sociopolitical idea that women themselves 

are men’s property, and therefore, all property is the property of men. Robert Miles, in “‘Mother Radcliffe’: Ann Radcliffe and the Female Gothic,” calls 

the Marquis a “seducer/ravisher,” and it is only through “the providential 

unwinding of the romance’s crimes that Adeline’s alienated property—

including her name—is returned to her” (2009, 48). As an orphan, Adeline, 

Radcliffe’s Gothic Heroine in the novel, operates without a family structure 

and needs to marry to find a place in the larger world. The Marquis, the mur-

derer of his own brother and Adeline’s father, entraps her for his own sexual needs and monetary wants. This scenario highlights the drives of the Villains in Radcliffe’s Gothic; the men desire not only the body of virginal girls/

women, but they also crave all the physical property that female characters 

are unable to legally hold. Female Gothic novels cleverly illustrate the lack of agency the female characters have through the symbol of the female body. 

Nothing, not even a corporal body, belongs to a woman in the Female Gothic; 

that is why she must escape the Gothic Villain. 

Much the same constructs appear in the modern retelling of Female Gothic 

narratives. The Gothic Villain desires the Heroine sexually, often against her will. With that desire, he also wishes her physical as well as psychological 

harm. He could present as a family member or as an extension of the society 

in which the Female Gothic Heroine exists, and through his connections to the Heroine, he commands a position of authority over her. In short, the themes of physical violence, incest/sexual terror, emotional abuse, and economic power 
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imbalances continue into the contemporary media versions of Female Gothic 

Villains. With the move from novels to visual texts, however, an interesting 

twist impacts the relationships between these Gothic Villains and audiences. 

Through the casting of attractive actors in these roles, Gothic Villains can 

be seen as sexy and desirable for members of the audience, thereby adding 

a layer of discussion and duality to the overall character type. For example, the casting of Adam Driver as the Sith Lord Kylo Ren in the rebooted  Star Wars (2015–2019) films showcases this phenomenon in another famous 

Science Fiction (SF) franchise. In this situation, many fans began to create 

and publish stories (sometimes called fanfictions) that feature the Villain Ren and the (female) Hero Rey in various romantic relationships even though Ren 

is a murderous and misogynistic, and potentially Fascist, all because of the 

perceived desirability of the character based on the actor’s good looks. 

In the case of  Star Trek, villains appear regularly throughout the episodic nature of most of the series, yet in  Star Trek: Discovery (DSC), villains operate a bit differently given the season-long story arcs. While many villainous characters appear throughout DSC, some fail to achieve the label 

of Female Gothic Villain, but they have many of the elements of such a 

character. Some villains in DSC operate in a “Big Bad” sort of structure as 

well. A Big Bad can be seen as an “arc” villain or even the larger villain of a franchise, for example. The term, according to TV Tropes, became popular 

when discussing  Buffy: The Vampire Slayer (1997–2003). “Each of the seven seasons of  Buffy,” writes Rhonda Wilcox in the introduction to  Reading Joss Whedon, “has a season long arc. . . . Whedon planned each season to be able to conclude the series, in case of cancellation. Each season focuses on 

a major villain or ‘Big Bad’” (2014, 18). The creation of story arcs in DSC 

resembles those from series like  Buffy, but DSC “intentionally was created as a post-network serial, instead of a traditional television series,” Ina Batzke, in “From Series to Seriality  Star Trek’s Mirror Universe in the Post-Network Era,” explains (2020, 105). The intentional shift from a series dependent on 

new stories, situations, and revolving villains to one that shows the development of key characters, namely the protagonist, the Female Gothic Heroine 

Michael Burnham, allows for the creation of more robust villains, namely the 

Gothic Villain. In DSC, there are few villains, one for each season. Each villain is drawn differently, and some are even female, when most appearing in 

heritage Gothic texts are male, but each character, regardless of gender, acts as a manipulator of Burnham in a variety of ways. While a variety of this type of character appears elsewhere in DSC, season one’s Gabriel Lorca functions 

as a Female Gothic Villain. 
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THE SECRETS LORCA’S EYES TELL

If there is a Gothic Heroine, there is at least one Gothic Villain, and in DSC 

there are a few villains, but one stands out as a Gothic Villain due to the format of the streaming series itself. Murray Leeder, in “‘But Is It  Star Trek?’: Prestige, Fandom, and the Return of  Star Trek to Television” (2023), notes that  Discovery is “less ensemble-driven than prior series, as almost all key plotlines center on Burnham’s melodramatic entanglements; it thus resembles 

how prestige television shows . . . favor strong central protagonists” (2023, chapt. 3). With the focus on Burnham as Gothic Heroine, the threats need to 

be personally close to her, and because she is the first lead character of a  Trek series who begins the journey as a non-captain, the logical choice for a villain would be a commanding officer. 

Burnham’s first captain, Philippa Georgiou, dies in the episode “Battle at 

the Binary Stars” (2017) after Burnham’s actions to mitigate the start of the Klingon War fail due to her mutinous behavior. Burnham loses her rank and 

begins her life sentence, but at the start of the episode “Context Is for Kings” 

(2017), she finds herself being transferred from one prison to another when 

DSC introduces Captain Gabriel Lorca, the commanding officer of the star-

ship USS  Discovery.  This meeting sets the season’s narrative in motion, and Lorca, in a predictable Gothic trope, conclusively proves himself to be evil 

after first winning Burnham’s devotion. Throughout the inaugural season of 

DSC, Lorca fits the definition of the Female Gothic Villain due to his nature as a Terran Imperial Officer rather than a member of Starfleet; his relationships with other characters in the series; his personal secrets; and most importantly, his twisted pursuit of the Gothic Heroine, Michael Burnham. 

Captain Gabriel Lorca is no angel, even if he has the name of one. From the 

start, Lorca performs differently from other Starfleet captains in  Star Trek. He avoids brightly lit spaces. He rebuffs fellow officers. He even seems to relish war and combat in a clear delineation from many previously known Starfleet 

captains in the  Star Trek canon. And in another sea change from earlier incarnations of  Star Trek  captains, Lorca, in the episode “Choose Your Pain” 

(2017), refers to Starfleet crewmembers as  soldiers rather than explorers or representatives of the Federation, an interstellar alliance (“United Federation of Planets,” 2023, n.p.). Additionally, Lorca injects his eyes with a type of syringe to almost illustrate this change of vision in Starfleet command—at 

least onboard the USS  Discovery. 

Peter Thorslev describes the features of a Gothic Villain in  The Byronic 

 Hero: Types and Prototypes, and Thorslev’s descriptions match much of what viewers notice about Lorca. Thorslev writes of Gothic Villains, “the 

most notable of his physical characteristics are his eyes” (1965, 53). Lorca’s 
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eyes play their part in uncovering his true nature as Lorca lies to Admiral 

Cornwell when he claims his inability to see well in lighter environments is 

due to a battle injury when she commands him to “get [his] damn eyes fixed” 

(“Choose Your Pain”). This request is a reasonable one since medical technol-

ogy allows for many medical advances in the  Star Trek  universe, but Lorca says of his vision, “I like to think that It makes me mysterious” (“Context 

Is for Kings”). For Lorca, his eyes are, indeed, the window to his shadowy 

soul given that he is often shown in dim lighting. Since Lorca is from the 

Mirror Universe, first brought to the franchise in the  Star Trek (TOS) episode 

“Mirror, Mirror” (1967), his eyes function differently based on his physiol-

ogy, and arguably his soul must be a disturbed one based on his actions. 

Radcliffe’s villains may seem a little interchangeable, yet the construction of Gothic Villains becomes more complex over time, and the character of Lorca 

is an example of such a construction because of his Mirror Universe persona. 

Lorca, played by veteran  Harry Potter (2001–2010) actor Jason Isaacs, is handsome and commanding, and his eyes do become a large part of the mystery surrounding his character. 

In the later versions of Female Gothic novels, like  Jane Eyre (1847) for example, the Gothic Villain becomes a Byronic Hero, and these Hero-Villains 

have a long and storied history of their own. Helen Stoddart explains: 

“Physically he is dark and of a powerful physique, and is frequently in pos-

session of piercing eyes and an expression which indicates a mixture of 

contempt (‘a vital scorn of it all’) and gloom (‘a thing of dark imaginings’). 

. . . [H]is behaviour is unpredictable; he is moodily taciturn and violently 

explosive” (1998, 112). Lorca is far from the Byronic Hero, however, but 

he does command the ship and (provisionally) protects his crew, so there are 

moments of heroism embedded within the character, but Captain Lorca func-

tions as a doppelgänger out of place. Instead of the evil version of the character inhabiting the evil space, like Mr. Hyde appearing near his ‘home’ rather than that of Dr. Jekyll’s, for example, Lorca in DSC’s season one exists in an alternative universe and is literally the copy of someone from the universe 

being shown onscreen. The catch is, however, that this copy is not a clear 

one. Mirror Universe characters function as distorted versions of the Prime 

Universe characters. DSC showrunners foreground the twist of the presence 

of a Mirror Universe Lorca through these competing attributes and indeed 

present a complicated character in the  Star Trek franchise. 

The understanding that the commander of the ship is, in fact, a villain from 

a different dimension grants the crew some solace in that they realize how 

Lorca’s actions impact them on a personal level, and at the same time, the 

crewmembers, and by extension the viewers, must contend with the ways 

they are complicit with Lorca. In the episode “Vaulting Ambition” (2017), 

Burnham discovers that Lorca is a member of the Terran Imperial Empire 
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and is, in fact, the Mirror Universe’s version of Gabriel Lorca. This compli-

cated doppelgänger situation situationally allows for his actions, personality, and presence in the world of DSC, since his narrative feels so distant from 

any other version of a  Star Trek captain to date. Yet the big reveal that Lorca is from the Mirror Universe both absolves and indicts viewers and the USS 

 Discovery crew alike, because we all should have seen it coming but we fell for the trap of the Gothic Villain. 

Further illustrating the complicity of Starfleet in Lorca’s situation, his commanding officer, and officers under his command alike, notice that Lorca is 

a different kind of captain. Throughout the nine episodes Lorca appears in 

before he is revealed to be from the Mirror Universe, he has sexual affairs 

with his subordinates and with his commanding officer, he manipulates his 

command crew to engage in risky behaviors to achieve tactical advantages, 

and he effectively sends an admiral to an ambush (after having sex with her) 

to keep control of the USS  Discovery. 

Early in season one, Commander Saru says that Lorca does not fear what 

other people might fear, and Lieutenant Paul Stamets calls Lorca a “war-

monger” (“Context Is for Kings”). Commander Ellen Landry tells Specialist 

Michael Burnham in the aptly named episode “The Butcher’s Knife Cares 

Not for the Lamb’s Cry” (2017) that the captain only wants results for his 

own purposes and dismisses all other needs. Vice Admiral Katrina Cornwell 

accuses Lorca of going rogue and tries to reason with him as a friend and as 

a person with whom she has an occasional sexual relationship, but even she 

senses that the man she previously knew as Lorca is not this Lorca (“Lethe,” 

2017). After having sex with Lorca while visiting the USS  Discovery, 

Cornwall discovers scars on his body that she never noticed in their previ-

ous lovemaking and learns that Lorca now sleeps with a phaser in his bed. It 

is in this scene, coupled with a previous encounter in which Lorca appears 

emotional and aggressive, that Cornwall eventually discovers Lorca’s duality, but she is unable to fully comprehend the truth or stop him. Thorslev explains that Gothic Villains “persevere in evil until the end” and are in effect “pasteboard” characters (1965, 54). This assessment rings true for many episodic 

villains in  Star Trek history and in Gothic novels more generally; however, for Lorca, the slow burn of his true nature surprises crew and viewers alike, but as some, including Whit Frazier Peterson, point out, viewers and USS 

 Discovery crew should not have been surprised (2020, 201–02). Lorca shuns Federation ideals. Lorca values what Starfleet publicly asserts to eschew—

war, torture, and lies. Lorca’s savage use of military might further illuminate the potential problems with TOS’s original missions (and with some fans 

themselves) through his big reveal as well. In short, Lorca does all this, and no one stops him, because of Starfleet’s reliance on the chain of command 
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and the embedded hubris of the organization that sees itself as more evolved 

than the rest of the universe. 

While Lorca performs as the antithesis of a Starfleet captain in most of 

his actions, when Lorca reveals that he destroys his previous ship and crew 

to avoid capture by Klingons and he alone escapes, the schism between a 

perceived Starfleet captain and Captain Lorca’s persona comes into focus, 

since going down with the ship is a maxim for most in command. He con-

fesses to his cellmate, Harcourt Fenton Mudd, that he destroyed his own 

ship and killed his own crew to save them from a cruel death at the hands of 

the Klingons (“Choose Your Pain”). Lorca also leaves Mudd behind on the 

Klingon ship when he and Lieutenant Ash Tyler eventually escape, while 

most Starfleet captains would work to save anyone in distress. Prior versions of  Star Trek captains/protagonists exude reliability, faithfulness, and devotion to the mission of Starfleet. 

While Lorca exhibits unpredictable behavior and runs his ship with a 

decisive nature that scorns Starfleet norms and protocols, he frames his 

actions, and his rhetoric surrounding them, in a way that suggests he is working toward the greater good, rather than for his own self-interest. His ends, winning battles against Klingons, justify his terrible means. DSC, yet again, illustrates a structural difference that separates it from other  Star Trek properties. The Female Gothic foundation allows for, and needs, a character like 

Lorca for the narrative to succeed. And SF, generally speaking, is similar to the Gothic mode in that the genre looks forward and backward at the same 

time in order to tell a story to the intended audience that might seem familiar even in its difference. Megan de Bruin-Molé explains in  Gothic Remixed: 

 Monster Mash Ups and Frankenfictions in 21st-Century Culture (2020), “The Gothic, in other words, is a genre already well suited to discussions of the ethics and aesthetics of historical appropriation. It has been concerned with the subjects since its inception” (5). Lorca’s brutality in the ongoing conflict with the Klingons foregrounds most of the action in the first season and ultimately projects his villainous nature forward into the Mirror Universe. 

Captain Lorca also claims to hate poetry, and if that is not enough to show 

his inherent villainy, the addition of the Female Gothic foundation present 

in DSC highlights other Gothic Villain tropes in this character namely the 

presence of patriarchal power over the Gothic Heroine (“What’s Past Is 

Prologue,” 2017). Most Gothic Villains from the time of Radcliffe forward 

hold some sort of powerful position over the Heroine herself and other char-

acters more generally. JoEllen DeLucia, in “From the Female Gothic to a 

Feminist Theory of History: Ann Radcliffe and the Scottish Enlightenment,” 

describes Radcliffe’s villain, Montoni, in  The Mysteries of Udolpho as a character “without restraint,” and he is “unregulated by the women surrounding him.” DeLucia adds that Montoni “regards women as inferior” and as 
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“property” (2009, 105). The descriptions of Montoni’s actions elucidate his 

feelings when Montoni threatens his new wife, Madam Montoni: “‘Come, 

come,’ said Montoni, . . . ‘I must be trifled with no longer. I have immediate occasion for what I demand—those estates must be given up, without further 

contention; Or I may find a way—’” (Radcliffe, [1794] 2008, 304). Radcliffe, 

and by extension the Female Gothic mode, does not avoid discussion of the 

inequities of power between Villain and Heroine. 

Lorca, as a Starfleet captain, maintains a high office and garners respect 

from his crew for his position in and of itself, but he misuses this trust and command through his aggressive nature. He pushes for autonomous control 

of the USS  Discovery (sans Starfleet protocols), and Starfleet command acquiesces. The plot of the first season of DSC ultimately demonstrates his 

manipulative character as it is further revealed in the latter half of the first season, that Lorca is a Terran Imperial Officer of high renown and seeks to 

replace the Terran Emperor herself (“Vaulting Ambitions”). The series also 

interrogates what Starfleet principles remain during a time of war—and of 

peace. Peterson, in “The Cotton-Gin Effect: An Afrofuturist Reading of  Star Trek: Discovery” (2020), explains, “the fact that Lorca is actually from the highly racist Mirror Universe (a fact at first hidden from the viewer), makes his easy assimilation into the Prime Universe, and the way his behavior is tol-erated in the Prime Universe, [is] telling of the hidden ideologies in the Prime Universe itself” (202–03). In effect, he is the evil twin to the “good” Captain Lorca from the Prime Universe, who, once the Mirror Lorca is revealed, is 

perceived as dead, through the character swap. The first season of DSC shows 

what the world of  Star Trek could be if the Federation ideals die to win a war. 

Another way Lorca’s secretive nature frames his actions includes his per-

sonal militaristic strategies that he keeps hidden from his superiors. Starfleet, desperate to win the war that begins in the first episode of the series, “The Vulcan Hello” (2017), allows Lorca free reign since he achieves victories 

due to his aggressive approach even if his plans contravene Starfleet’s, and 

through extension the Federation’s, ultimate codes of honor. These actions 

can be seen as transgression in the Female Gothic. The Federation ultimately 

allows Lorca to continue his brutal methods, and Lorca himself acknowl-

edges his unorthodox style thus connecting him to the Gothic Villain even 

further. Thorslev says that the Gothic Villain understands he is breaking the 

“moral codes of society” and revels in his own “wickedness,” so the character lacks sympathy from the audience (1965, 53). On the surface, Lorca plays 

the role of a Starfleet captain, but Lorca harbors secrets and keeps his own 

counsel rather than work with a closely knit bridge crew as most  Star Trek captains do. 

In yet another contrast to previous  Star Trek captains, Lorca harbors deep secrets symbolized not only by his desire to remain in darkly lit spaces, but 
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also through his semi-private room filled with devious weaponry, biologi-

cal specimens, and rare animals. This area, onboard the USS  Discovery and called the menagerie in the episode “Magic to Make the Sanest Man Go Mad” 

(2017), first visually appears in the episode “Context Is for Kings” and serves as a futuristic version of the shrouded room often found in Gothic novels. 

The shrouded room as Helen Wheatley points out in  Gothic Television is 

“symbolic of the hidden past of the Gothic household” (2007, 108). Lorca’s 

collection inhabits his pseudo-private space where only the invited can enter. 

The first executive producer of DSC, Aaron Harberts, in the short-lived post 

episode roundup series  After Trek (2017), states that the collection of horrible objects in Lorca’s space are intentionally placed to drop hints for the audience about his true nature. Harberts says, “What does it says that he has one of those? Who does he know? Where did he get it?” (qtd. in Nguyen 2017). 

Lorca claims that these weapons provide a means of studying war and under-

standing enemies, but this collection symbolizes hostilities and aggression 

instead of agreement and harmony and visually shows the distain Lorca has 

for Starfleet’s egalitarian and exploration initiatives. The room harbors specimens of species not yet encountered in this version of  Star Trek  and futuristic-looking torture devices, thereby hinting at Lorca’s out-of-place nature. 

Lorca’s menagerie shows everyone, crew and audience alike, who he really 

is, but no one notices or sees past the veil of the captain’s leadership role, at least not at first. As Wheatley explains further, “The most potent image 

portraying these destructive secrets within the houses of the female Gothic 

drama on television is that of the shrouded room” (2007, 108). Lorca’s 

menagerie effectively illustrates his villainous nature since he hides his true identity within the collection of weapons of war and dismembered bodies of 

alien species found there. Lorca also imprisons the tardigrade, named Ripper, in the room to be used as a weapon against the Klingons until it is revealed 

that the creature can navigate the USS  Discovery through the intricate mycelial network. 

The main way that Lorca shows himself to be a Female Gothic Villain, 

however, is through his pursuit of Michael Burnham. The nature of the 

relationship between Lorca and Burnham is one that many Female Gothic 

novelists, like Radcliffe, explore through the characters of the Gothic Villain and Gothic Heroine. In Gothic adaptations, Wheatley adds, the threat of 

domestic violence is the “ultimate family secret” (2007, 109), and that threat surrounds Burnham. 

Lorca, obsessed with Michael Burnham from the start, grooms her and 

uses her abilities for his own purposes. Lorca hides the fact that he knows 

Burnham’s alternate self in the Mirror Universe and harbors almost-incestuous feelings for her since in the Mirror Universe, he is effectively her adoptive father, whereas in the Prime Universe, her father figure is Sarek of Vulcan. 
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Burnham, orphaned in both the Prime and Mirror Universes, first meets Lorca 

when she is a prisoner of the Federation being mysteriously transported from 

one prison facility to another in “Context Is for Kings.” Burnham desires 

a return to prison over a work-release sort of situation offered by Lorca 

onboard the USS  Discovery. Lorca demands that she use her scientific talents to benefit the ship and crew, and she eventually acquiesces to Lorca’s orders. 

Burnham lacks the knowledge of the entirety of the mission and the command 

situation, however. Lorca uses Burnham’s diminished stature, from her muti-

nous behavior in the premiere episode of the series, against her so that she 

will be willing to engage in unethical missions and work without rank on the  

USS  Discovery. This eventually backfires on Lorca because Burnham stands firm in her Starfleet ideals. 

The perceived sexual situation between Lorca and Burnham creates an 

uneasy tension between the characters and within the plot of the first season of DSC as well. Burnham, focused and driven on her work, misses the interpersonal communication happening between the characters since she oper-

ates through her Starfleet-trained perspective. Lorca, however, only feigns 

understanding of protocols and appropriate boundaries between a captain and 

crew. Lorca follows and tracks Burnham throughout the ship. He stalks her 

every move and watches her with a knowing gaze. He even appears out of 

a dark corner of the ship when she is investigating the hidden secrets of the USS  Discovery to personally show her the classified spore drive, the secret weapon helping win the war against the Klingons. Lorca also tasks Burnham 

with discovering how the tardigrade Ripper connects to the mysterious spore 

drive onboard the ship. With this directive, however, Burnham must occupy 

Lorca’s inner sanctum of his menagerie of barbaric trophies and weapons. 

Burnham tries to understand her captain from this shrouded space, but as 

Thorslav writes of the character type, the Gothic Villain “was always of the 

aristocracy, partly for the sense of power . . . partly for the air of the fallen angel” (1965, 54), and Lorca is indeed an example of “perverted greatness” 

as Thorslev describes these characters (1965, 54). Lorca wins almost unwin-

nable battles and ultimately survives in the Prime Universe because of his 

devious Mirror Universe nature. 

Lorca’s authority as captain informs his character, but his pursuit of 

Burnham complicates the overall structure of his place in the narrative. The 

power situation offers racialized themes as Lorca is a white male character in command of a Black female character, Burnham, and attempts to dominate 

her. When looking at the dynamic in this way, the characters of Lorca and 

Burnham mirror some other heritage Gothic novel couples, including Edward 

Rochester and his “mad” wife, Bertha Mason in  Jane Eyre. 

 Jane Eyre typically falls under the category of the Female Gothic and provides not only the personal story of the titular character but also the 
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mirroring of the characters of Jane and Betha, discussions of entrapment, 

marriage, race, and female agency. The relationship between Bertha Mason, 

a Creole woman from Jamacia, and Edward Rochester corresponds, as many 

post-colonial scholars note, with the colonization of territory by the British Empire. In  The Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak discusses Bertha Mason and her place in English 

literature: “Literature occupies a kind of enchanted space within intellectual history since at least the end of the eighteenth century in Europe. . . . [T]he English nineteenth century needed the axiomatics of imperialism in order to 

construct itself” (73). Rochester marries Bertha Mason (and never refers to 

her as Mrs. Rochester) while abroad. He takes her, and her family wealth, 

back to England, entombs her within the third floor of his stately home, and 

leaves her there. In effect, Brontë illustrates that Rochester owns Bertha and sequesters her in his house after taking all her material resources and reduces her. Lorca endeavors to possess Burnham in a similar way and to use her to 

seize power in the Mirror Universe. 

Similar to Jane Eyre’s refusal to be Rochester’s mistress after discover-

ing Bertha in the attic, Burnham refuses to participate in Lorca’s immoral 

and self-righteous plans. Lorca, like Byronic Hero Rochester, demands that 

Burnham help his personal cause through emotional manipulation. Issacs in 

the interview with  Inverse, “Jason Isaacs Finally Explains Captain Lorca’s Secret: The ‘Star Trek: Discovery’ Captain Explains the Big Reveal”   (2018), says that “Burnham is his character’s fatal flaw because of a misguided form 

of love: [H]e wouldn’t kill Burnham. . . . Because he thought maybe he could 

still persuade her. He’s confused Prime Burnham with Mirror Burnham, who 

was, his lover. He thought maybe he could convince her to stay, and rule 

this place with him. And that was his downfall” (qtd. in Britt, 2018, n.p.). 

Rochester, too, tries to plead his case to Jane as he begs her to listen to his sordid tale of woe regarding his marriage, to achieve his early goal in making her his mistress instead of his wife, in an emotional scene in the novel: “‘I am a fool’ cried Mr. Rochester suddenly. ‘I keep telling her I am not married, and do not explain to her why. I forget she knows nothing of the character 

of that woman, or of the circumstances attending my infernal union with her. 

Oh, I am certain Jane will agree with me in opinion when she knows all that 

I know!’” (Brontë, [1827] 2016, 273). Jane, like Burnham, however, is not 

deceived. When Burnham understands that Lorca is Terran, she also learns 

that Lorca, at his core, manipulates people in both universes (“Vaulting 

Ambition”). Since Burnham’s Mirror Universe counterpart is the chosen—

and presumed dead—daughter of the Emperor Philippa Georgiou, she ulti-

mately wields her own power in the Mirror Universe and with that power, 

breaks free of Lorca’s control with the help of the Emperor just as Bertha is 
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eventually freed from Rochester through her own sacrifice, and Jane makes 

her match with him on her own terms. 

Lorca presumably dies at the end of season one of DSC, with a fall through 

a chasm into space (“What’s Past Is Prologue”), but the Gothic-themed vil-


lains do not go with him. The second, third, and fourth seasons of DSC pro-

vide different villains for Burnham to contend with. One takes the form of 

technology that can inhabit humans and other hosts. The other is female and 

alien, and the fourth season brings a new species, 10-C, into the orbit of the action. While these villains might not first appear as the archetypal Gothic 

Villain, as Gabriel Lorca does, they do present some of these character types albeit in a variety of ways. 

CONTROL’S ARTIFICIAL PATRIARCHY

The second season of DSC changes the narrative from the first season and 

resets many of the characters’ stories; however, the Female Gothic foundation remains with a new Gothic Villain, Control. When the second season begins, 

Michael Burnham again holds her Starfleet rank since she is reinstated due 

to her heroism in season one. The trajectory of the USS  Discovery’s mission shifts to accommodate a new one based in a mystery, however. Captain 

Christopher Pike assumes command, after Lorca’s demise, to understand the 

spectacular red signals appearing all over Federation space. These signals, 

and the accompanying “angel” that many claim to see, becomes Starfleet’s 

number-one priority since the enigmatic bursts of red light and angelic visions correlate to numerous important events—and relate to Lieutenant Spock’s 

disappearance and subsequent mental strain. Burnham and crew eventually 

discover the origins of the Red Angel, the bursts, and the connections to 

Spock through the Explained Supernatural and the bravery of the Heroine. 

Instead of a broodingly handsome male nemesis, however, an Artificial 

Intelligence (AI), known as Control, functions as the sophomore season’s 

villain. Control, created by Starfleet’s intelligence organization, Section 31, operates as a “threat assessment system” that command-level personnel consult for recommendations regarding strategy (“Control”). Control eventually 

turns on Starfleet, reminiscent of Frankenstein and his creature when the creation turns on the creator within the second volume of Mary Shelley’s famous 

novel,  Frankenstein  (1818; 1831), and attempts to destroy the universe. 

During the season’s two-part Shakespearean-named finale “Such Sweet 

Sorrow, Part I and II” (2019), the crews of the USS  Discovery and the USS  

 Enterprise confront Control’s drone squadron and effectively neutralize the danger by sending the USS  Discovery and her crew 930 years into the future. 

But before that consequential ending to the season, Burnham must struggle 
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against another version of a Gothic Villain that appears in many SF-themed 

depictions: the body-replacement. 

While Mirror-Universe Lorca, in effect, is a replacement for the 

Prime-Universe version, the exchange happens by accident, it appears, and 

evil Lorca does not belong in the universe he finds himself in. To be sure, 

Lorca takes full advantage of the situation, but in season two, Control, 

embodies an internal rather than external threat. Control, eventually kills and reanimates Captain Leland, a white human male in authority to do its bid-ding, and through this body snatching, a body-replacement allusion, Leland 

becomes the season villain in a humanized, AI form. Bernice M. Murphy, in 

 The Suburban Gothic in American Popular Culture, writes that before World War II, “American horror and science fiction had generally focused upon terrifying external threats, generally personified by overtly alien or supernatural menaces. In its terrible aftermath, a significant strand of genre-writing and movie-making began to focus instead on dangers that were much closer to 

home” (2009, 76). Leland serves as a high-ranking member of Starfleet’s 

Section 31 and initially functions on the margins of Starfleet’s pristine vision of the future because of his work as a spy. Because Section 31 develops a 

reputation of secrecy and little oversight as noted in  Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (DS9) episodes, “Inquisition” (1998) and “The Dogs of War” (1999) and in  Star Trek: Enterprise (ENT) via Lieutenant Malcom Reed’s associations with the organization and in the notable episode “Divergence” (2005), the 

“black ops” sort of positioning of Section 31 appears onscreen via the dark 

uniforms and insignia the members wear—reminiscent of a black hat/white 

hat dichotomy in a classic western-genre film or televisual narrative. 

Captain Pike, however, seems to know and somewhat respect Leland at 

the start of the season thereby adding to his credibility as a character. Leland also aids the USS  Discovery in a rescue of Ensign Sylvia Tilly from the mysterious mycelial network in the episode “The Saints of Imperfection” 

(2019) before his character takes a more sinister turn due to the corruption of Control. Control, secretly infiltrated by an advanced technology, seeks out a conduit for its plans and uses Leland for this mission after trying (and failing) to inhabit the cybernetic-hybrid bridge officer Lieutenant Commander Airiam 

in the episode “Project Daedalus” (2019). 

Control, before taking over the person of Leland, infiltrates Burnham’s 

friend Airaim to use a close colleague to deceive Burnham. Although Airaim 

appears as a cybernetic being, she is human with computer augmentation due 

to an accident prior to her tenure on the USS  Discovery (“The War Without, The War Within, 2019; “Project Daedalus”). Airaim’s cybernetic augmenta-tions save her life, but in many ways strip her of humanity, but Burnham 

treats her as an associate not a computer. Airaim walks stiffly and speaks in a computerized-voice highlighting her difference from the rest of the crew, but 
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in a departure from many science-fiction narratives, including the shunning of cybernetic beings known as the Cylons in  Battlestar Galactica (2004–2009) or the Borg in  Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG), Airaim’s crewmates accept her and value her as a person rather than an othered, non-human trope. 

Even though Burnham calls Airaim a friend, she must physically fight 

her when Control—through her—threatens the ship and crew when Control 

infects her in the episode “Lights and Shadows” (2019). In Radcliffe’s 

 Romance of the Forest,  Adeline must also confront a person that at first seems like a friend but then becomes a threat. Monsieur Le Motte, a parent-like 

figure to Adeline, allows for the Gothic Villain the Marquis to discover her 

location, but eventually warns Adeline and puts himself in danger: “Since he 

has discovered your retreat, he is probably not ignorant of the circumstances which detain me here, and if I oppose him, he may betray me to the officers 

of the law, as the surest method of obtaining possession of you” ([1794] 2009, 125). Airaim’s personal sacrifice—being released into space after Control’s 

infection becomes irrevocable—done in part to save Burnham the Female 

Gothic Heroine of DSC, eventually brings new knowledge of the Red Angel 

and forces Control to find a new human host in Leland. 

At the start, Leland approaches the USS  Discovery’s crew with motives of his own, but the AI ultimately decides to override those personal desires for more all-encompassing ones as an embodiment of patriarchy in the Female 

Gothic mode. The AI, Control, craves sentience and power above all else, 

and through the desire for power, Control provides another visualization of a Gothic Villain’s motives: The hunger for power over others. By replacing the 

Starfleet officers with AI copies of themselves, season two of DSC provides 

a heightened level of  Terror, and Terror over Horror is the mode in which the Female Gothic exists. And as Murphy notes: “After all, what could be more 

terrifying that suddenly realizing that those around you have gradually been 

‘replaced’ by someone, or something else?” (2009, 76). Just as patriarchy 

hurts men as well as women and gender non-conforming people, Control 

embarks on a mission of destruction and authoritarianism to replace the more 

open society represented by the Federation and Starfleet by using Starfleet’s own personnel against itself. 

Control, even as AI technology, uses misogyny as it sputters and fights 

three female characters: Burnham, Phillipa Georgiou, the Mirror Universe 

Emperor brought to the Prime Universe by Burnham, and Commander Nhan 

(“Perpetual Infinity,” 2019; “Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II”). Misogynistic 

characters, like Leland’s Control, appear often as Gothic Villains. Leland 

takes this mantle after the AI kills his physical body, through entering his 

body through his eyes—reminiscent of Lorca’s eyes being the clue to his vil-

lainy in the first season of DSC. The AI then reanimates Leland from nano-

technology so that he appears human but is in effect not. 
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Like Lorca before him, Leland operates from a position of authority and 

power even before his reanimation, but after his physical change, Leland 

voices more gendered language as he/Control vies for the AI’s ultimate goal, 

the sphere data. He says, “Women: Stop talking,” as he battles for “control” 

of the ship in “Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II.” In  Being Bionic: The World of TV Cyborgs, Bronwen Calvert notes that in the case of  Star Trek: Voyager’s (VOY) use of AI connectivity, “individuals can be programmed in certain 

ways whether they are cyborg or not, and the violence between different 

factions of the supposed ‘cooperative’ shows that this programming can 

be difficult or impossible to overcome” (2017, 58). What Leland illustrates 

with his language is a fundamental disregard for women’s intelligence, and 

similar to other forms of illogical hatred, this mode of thinking proves dif-

ficult to remove, like Control from Leland’s human body. Both Burnham and 

Georgiou possess knowledge and strength, and with this dismissive dialogue, 

Leland attempts to dimmish them both. As her Mirror Universe counterpart 

however, Georgiou neutralizes Leland’s threats with quippy dialogue and 

extreme fighting skills and physically defeats him herself to allow Burnham 

the time to reset the signals and thereby set the new future in motion. 

In addition to the standoff with Leland and the AI-controlled drone 

army, Burnham struggles against Control in other ways as well. Ash Tyler, 

Burnham’s former lover, joins Section 31 in a bid to redeem his character and his place in Starfleet since he is not seen as fully human, even after going 

through a ritual to purge himself of the Klingon alter ego he previously car-

ried (“Will You Take My Hand?” 2018; “Point of Light,” 2019). Tyler, the 

amalgamation of the Klingon Voq and the human Ash, operates as a sleeper 

agent in season one, but his story arc in season two is one of redemption. 

Control uses this knowledge to undermine Tyler and scapegoat him based 

on his unique situation. Burnham resists alienating Tyler and convinces Pike 

to work with him. Tyler helps solve the technical problems Burnham faces 

with her suit, and with the effort of the crews of the USS  Enterprise and USS 

 Discovery working together, Control is eliminated, thus freeing Tyler for a new life without the boundaries he had before, and Tyler’s redemption arc 

symbolizes a way out for would-be villains. There is an exit, but often, these characters refuse to acknowledge any other course of action—except the one 

that achieves a selfish goal. 

THE EMERALD CHAIN, THE ORIONS, 

AND PROPERTY RIGHTS

Season three’s use of a misshapen capitalistic system as the enemy fits within the confines of the Female Gothic because of the focus on access to resources. 
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Within the heightened macabre setting focused on the Heroine’s journey, 

many of the heritage Gothic novels focus on patriarchal control of the Female Gothic Heroine’s property. The third season of DSC finds the ship and crew 

over nine hundred years into the future because of the unravelling of the 

events in season two. To protect the future from the knowledge of the past 

obtained from the dying sphere, Burnham, with the use of the time-traveling 

device officially known as the Daedalus Project but seen onscreen as a type 

of an angel figure swathed in a red light, leads the USS  Discovery  through a rift in space (“An Obol for Charon,” 2019; “Project Daedalus”; “Such Sweet 

Sorrow, Part II”). Burnham’s journey leads her to a desolate future, where 

separated from her ship and crew, she must understand the new situation she 

finds herself in (“That Hope Is You, Part I,” 2020). 

Unfortunately, the future seems more like the past with uncontrolled 

and dangerous figures in power. The power structure, called the Emerald 

Chain, rules without mercy and controls access to swaths of materials and 

other forms of “wealth” including slave labor and capitalizes on the despair 

found in the larger universe after the event known as the Burn destroys all 

warp-capable ships and makes space travel expensive and limited due to the 

lack of resources for such movement. 

In DSC’s third season episode “Scavengers” (2020), the Orion woman 

Osyraa appears as the leader of the Emerald Chain, a mercantile exchange not 

unlike an organized crime mob on Earth of the past. The Orions, or the Green 

Women, harken back to the beginning of the franchise with the unaired pilot, 

“The Cage” (1965), and the episode “The Menagerie, Part II” (1966) and are 

seen as little more than sexpots and slaves. As Catherine Spooner explains in 

“Unsettling Feminism: The Savagery of Gothic,” “there is also much within 

Gothic fiction that is troubling to feminists, in particular a sado-masochistic dynamic that appears to enjoy the spectacle of violence against women and 

the reaffirmation of cultural stereotypes projecting women as either victims, monsters or  femmes fatales” (2019, n.p.). In many  Star Trek properties, including TOS and the Kelvin-timeline film  Star Trek (2009), one image of women that fits Spooner’s “troubling” description of a Gothic dynamic that 

is problematic to feminists includes the depictions of Orions. 

Osyraa, while the leader of legally sanctioned business by what is left of 

the Federation in season three, runs her fiefdom through inhumane ways 

and eventually threatens the safety of the Federation worlds and the USS 

 Discovery in particular since she sees the ship as an important asset to obtain. Osyraa’s actions fit Spooner’s discussion of Gothic feminism through 

her barbarous tendences. Spooner argues: “Barbaric feminism . . . disrupts 

the dream of progress towards an imagined safe future with its temporal 

discontinuities and returns. . . . [I]t offers an arrested space, in which the savagery of girlhood plays out, an unsettled and unsettling—and distinctly 
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Gothic—feminism” (2019, np). Osyraa, as part of a Big Bad narrative, func-

tions as the villain of season three, but her form of villainous behavior leans more toward Spooner’s discussion of a “savage” Gothic rather than an aristocratic Gothic Villain because Burnham need not escape her to return to safety or for the promise of a stable family home. Rather, Burnham and Osyraa 

physically fight for control of property. 

Osyraa’s relationship with Burnham follows a path unlike those found 

within a heritage Female Gothic constructions, however. Burnham’s “prop-

erty” as it were—the USS  Discovery—provides the impetus for Osyraa’s 

desire to pursue her, yet this is not a sexual dominance situation akin to 

Lorca’s desires for Burnham or a “control” position as Leland demonstrates, 

and the ship is the property of Starfleet. This is an economic position, for 

Osyraa, to bolster her own personal power, and Burnham stands in her way. 

Osyraa, featured in only four of the season’s episodes, falls rather flat as a developed character and plumets into a “pasteboard” type of evil-doer as 

Thorslev might identify, yet the idea that she is a female/female-coded villain demands this sort of treatment, unfortunately. Reminiscent of Frankenstein 

destroying his female creature—

I was now about to form another being, of whose dispositions I was alike ignorant; she might become ten thousand times more malignant than her mate, and 

delight, for its own sake, and in murder and wretchedness. . . . I thought with a sensation of madness on my promise of creating another like to him, and trem-bling with passion, tore to pieces the thing on which I was engaged. (Shelley, 

[1831] 2008, 165–6)

—the replication of female/female-coded characters worthy of the label of 

Gothic Villain signal that these sorts of characters should exist in a Gothic setting, but unfortunately, they must be destroyed because Gothic texts, generally, allow for one strong overarching female character, the Female Gothic 

Heroine. Season three still focuses on Burnham’s story, but the series brings more of an ensemble feeling to the episodes throughout. The final fight, however, is still between Burnham and the villain, Osyraa. Burnham successfully 

defeats Osyraa in the season finale, “That Hope Is You, Part II” (2021). 

THE 10-C, LANGUAGE, AND CONNECTION

Season four of DSC, focuses on an unknown species, called the 10-C. The 

10-C control what is known as the Dark Matter Anomaly (DMA) and threaten 

all life. The DMA appears as a large eye in space and creates a feeling of 

unease in those who view it. The construction of season four’s arc villain, 
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the species known as 10-C, misses a direct connection to a Female Gothic 

Villain, however, in that the species does not have a relationship with the 

Heroine, Michael Burnham, in any way except that Burnham must help her 

love interest, and Gothic Hero, Book, deal with his loss after the 10-C destroy his home world (“Anomaly” 2021). The 10-C are an unknown, and with the 

unknown there is fear, but for this season, it is eventually discovered that the 10-C’s DMA searches for needed materials for life in the area of space in 

which they live. The 10-C use the DMA to harvest, not to kill indiscriminately (“Species Ten C,” 2022). But the result is the same: destruction and ill will. 

The villains of season four almost become the fellow Federation members 

and Starfleet personnel who are afraid of the DMA and want to destroy it 

before it destroys again (“Rubicon,” 2022), while Burnham favors a First 

Contact sort of position where she argues that the member worlds of the 

Federation should strive to understand the DMA rather than figure out ways 

to fight it (“ . . . But to Connect,” 2021). The push and pull between diplomacy and war feature at the core of the season. Jay Stobie, in “Recap:  Star Trek: Discovery—Species 10-C,” notes that “Discovery  once again juxtaposes the large-scale dilemma with the desire for individuals to connect” (2022, n.p.). 

And through looking at the crisis of the 10-C through the lens of the Female 

Gothic, and the Female Gothic Villain in particular, the understanding through the perspective of the Heroine gives viewers the opportunities to experience 

the 10-C through Burnham’s point of view. The centering of Burnham’s 

perspective allows for viewers to contemplate the large problems of property 

rights, individual bodily autonomy, and personal liberty through the macro/

microcosm themes as found in the subtext of season four of DSC. The 10-C 

looms over everyone and everything, and at the same time, Burnham attends 

to the individuals and helps rescue inmates in “The Examples” (2022), as well as contemplate and work toward larger-scale solutions. 

A Heroine looking for a connection, that will not overpower or diminish 

her, features prominently within heritage Female Gothic narratives. Blocking 

that goal is the Female Gothic Villain. The Villain interferes with the Heroine for a variety of reasons including desiring her sexually, wanting control of 

her assets, and denying her fundamental liberty. But that is not all the Female Gothic Villains achieve. The construction of this character type gives a 

glimpse into the psyche of readers/audiences because the Villains often oper-

ate as sexually interesting and/or physically good looking, and therefore rise in popularity based on external traits rather than their personal morals. These Villains, arguably a marriage between a variety of character types including 

Heroes, Villains, and the Byronic Hero, bring depth to the Female Gothic 

Heroine’s journey and help her pave her way to the life she seeks, even when 

they stand in her way. 

 Chapter 4

“That’s How We Find Our Way” 

 Escape Narratives, the Female 

 Gothic, and the Voyages

The “Female Gothic performs rebellion and transgression . . . against impris-

onment, patriarchal rule, cultural limitations and expectations,” writes Julia Round in  Gothic for Girls: Misty and British Comics, and it is within this frame that the Escape Narrative illustrates its overall importance within the genre (2019, 205). While arguments continue to debate the definitions of the 

Female Gothic and even ask if the genre itself remains relevant, the Escape 

Narrative addresses many of the divergent situations within these discourses. 

As Chapter 1 and the Introduction to this volume outline, this form, the 

Female Gothic, relates to the creation of some main female protagonists in 

so-called heritage Gothic novels and in modern versions of these narratives, 

or narratives like them including those found in Science Fiction (SF). Other 

subsets of the Romance or Novel of Sensibility also based on the ability of 

the main female (or coded female) character’s ability to withstand patriarchal forces working against her and survive—and escape—such storylines with 

her honor and resolve intact feature in the creation of Female Gothic texts, 

and by extension, into some SF narratives. 

The connections between the Gothic and other genre fiction including SF 

appear through entwined themes of “time travel, genetic experimentation and 

alien invasion,” writes Aris Mousoutzanis in “‘Death Is Irrelevant’: Gothic 

Science Fiction and the Biopolitics of Empire,” “ . . . with a focus on the grotesque and the monstrous, as, for example in the cannibalistic Morlocks, the 

vampiric Martians and the hybrid animals of Moreau” illustrate (2011, 57). 

These larger themes relate to main protagonists in the texts, and the structure of the Gothic mode further develops some predictable treatment of the characters in the texts based on a seemingly binary construction of the Male and 

Female Gothic wherein the main female character either escapes the plot, 
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historically through marriage, or potentially dies or suffers a great personal loss, like Dracula’s pollution of Mina Harker in  Dracula (1897) discusses. 

Psychological Terror appears as the main version of unease in Female Gothic 

narratives rather than bloody Horror. The Explained Supernatural over super-

stition, or supernatural monsters, also finds root in the Female Gothic, but the Escape Narrative allows for the Female Gothic Heroine to live to tell the tale. 

For Ann Radcliffe’s Female Gothic Heroines, the traps from which they 

must escape often consist of a living entombment or an orchestrated death 

within a family home structure. These Heroines have no other choice. They 

must flee. If they remain, they often risk sexual degradation and even murder. 

For Adeline in  The Romance of the Forest (1791), the Escape Narrative takes a few forms, for example. First, she must flee from the killers set upon her 

at the start of the novel. Adeline needs protection, and Monsieur La Motte 

happens to be available. He takes Adeline as he and his family run from 

their creditors, thus escaping from their own problems. The group arrives 

in a crumbling abbey in the woods that many fear is haunted. The newly 

formed family group takes refuge in the ruin and remains safe until the Gothic Villain, Phillipe, Marquis de Montalt, descends upon the hideaway and 

ultimately threatens Adeline’s future with his bigamous marriage proposal/

demand. Adeline must again disappear. Eventually, Adeline finds a new fam-

ily who protects her, and she is reunited with Theodore, her chosen lover. 

She also discovers that she is actually an heiress, and therefore can command some control over her future because she no longer must rely on the kindness 

of strangers for food and shelter. These examples of the Escape Narrative in 

 The Romance of the Forest illustrate a few reasons that Radcliffe effectively uses this construction again and again because there are many reasons that 

force the Gothic Heroine to run: sexual violence, threats to her property, fear for her life, and a lack of agency to make decisions over her future. 

Emma Domínguez-Rué, in “Nightmares of Repetition, Dreams of 

Affiliation: Female Bonding in the Gothic Tradition,” writes that the legacy 

of the Female Gothic is one that highlights the necessity, and often the inability, to fully leave the confinement of patriarchal systems. Domínguez-Rué 

analyses the work and lives of Mary Wollstonecraft, Elizabeth Gaskell, and 

Ellen Glasgow to posit that within the genre of the Female Gothic, small 

escapes are possible for the Heroines, but these instances are perhaps keys to unlock “the Father’s house,” not to fully open a door (2012, 135). Squeezing 

through a small opening does not, on its face, illustrate true liberty for a character, so with this sort of construction at the core of the legacy of the Female Gothic novel, the Escape Narrative further discusses the limited choices 

for the Heroine in such a text. Domínguez-Rué writes: “[T]he house is an 

imprisoning, almost suffocating setting within which the female protagonist 

is trapped” (2012, 126). The idea that this narrative structure reappears in 
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different times, settings, and genres also points to the “nightmare” of the 

concept at its core: the need to escape the overarching power structures dominating the characters remains, even into the twenty-third century, as some 

contemporary SF texts demonstrate. 

Jonathan Crimmins, in “Mediation’s Sleight of Hand: The Two Vectors 

of the Gothic in Mary Shelley’s  Frankenstein,” argues that Shelley’s novel illustrates the two “vectors” of the Gothic: the romantic (materialist) and the sentimental (ideological) and both are needed for a “fantasy of completeness” 

(2013, 569). Crimmins goes on to explain that “The Gothic may be thought 

of as the fear that haunts our cherished values, our cherished instincts, and thus is a source of freedom, an outlet, an escape, without which we would 

be enslaved to our beloved. Thus our fears as much as our loves are also . . . 

at times also a trap and a ruination” (2013, 580). For the Female Gothic, 

then, the Escape Narrative provides the Heroine a way to find her chosen 

other half and become whole, but that choice pushes the Heroine back into 

the patriarchal situation as she is now part of the system of her own oppres-

sion. Breaking free completely from the patriarchal Mobius strip of infinity 

for many Heroines remains elusive even in twenty-first-century forms of the 

Gothic, however. 

The originating impetus for escape from obligatory, heterosexual marriage 

or confinement within a religious order for the female/femme protagonists 

happens in many forms of Gothic narratives, yet within the context of the 

Female Gothic, the Heroine actually survives and chooses her own path, 

albeit still within a conservative, patriarchal structure. In heritage Gothic novels by Radcliffe and others, the escapes take many forms, but in essence, as Q 

says to Admiral Picard in  Star Trek: Picard’s (PIC) episode “Mercy” (2022), 

“The trap is immaterial; it’s the escape that counts.” It is with this concept—

escape from a trap—that  Star Trek: Discovery’s (DSC) Michael Burnham 

shows strength and dedication to her path, much like those Radcliffian char-

acters who came before. 

The Female Gothic Heroine, in this case DSC’s Specialist (and later 

Captain) Burnham, must break free from various levels of confinement to 

find ways to survive and thrive within the context of the narratives present in the series. Diana Adesola Mafe, in  Where No Black Woman Has Gone Before: 

 Subversive Portrayals in Speculative Film and TV,     notes that most Black women in SF and speculative-fiction texts “quickly become absent, reliant, 

or marginal” (2018, 8). Yet, for DSC, the story of Burnham, a Black, female 

character, propels the entire plot of the series. Burnham’s story, however, 

is one filled with the need to escape. This chapter will examine each of the 

season arcs that focus on the escapes of the series’ Female Gothic Heroine 

Michael Burnham and how DSC embeds these narratives as ways to connect 

the series to larger  Star Trek franchise continuity with various degrees of 
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success. Each type of breakaway storyline in DSC ultimately harkens back 

to the heritage Gothic trope of the Escape Narrative through the character of Michael Burnham. 

In DSC, Burnham must first escape from her imprisonment in the brig dur-

ing the opening battle of the Klingon-Federation war, and it is this action that ultimately drives the need for the further Escape Narrative arcs that appear 

for her character (“Battle at Binary Stars,” 2017). This sequence highlights 

and communicates Burnham’s Vulcan-trained mind and her Female Gothic 

Heroine qualities. Further into the narrative of the inaugural season of the 

series, Burnham must escape from her overwhelming guilt for the loss of 

Captain Philippa Georgiou and the trap of the Mirror Universe set by Gothic 

Villain Captain Gabriel Lorca. In season two, Burnham and the crew of the 

USS  Discovery must flee to the future to protect the present from the mali-cious Artificial Intelligence (AI) known as Control, while in the third season, the now antique ship, the USS  Discovery,  must escape the clutches of futuristic disaster capitalists known as the Emerald Chain. And, in season four, 

Burnham confronts her ubiquitous childhood pain, and ultimately escapes 

from the expectations of others as she assumes the captaincy in her own right. 

All these “escapes” be they Burnham’s or other narrative conventions of plot 

are rebellious in nature harkening back to the legacy Gothic novel heyday of 

the Heroine fleeing patriarchal control. 

SEASON ONE: TRAUMA REDUX AND ESCAPE

The Escape Narrative in season one of DSC begins as the series originates 

and is present as a season-long arc. To create  space for viewers to understand the construction of the new  Star Trek (1966–ongoing) series—one that is season arc–based instead of episodic, as other manifestations of  Star Trek products generally appear—the action of the first episode, “The Vulcan Hello” 

(2017), helps set the tone of DSC as a series that embodies not only a modern-space-adventure series in a  Star Trek fashion, but to also fully (and literally) ground the series in franchise lore therefore creating a new  Star Trek story. 

To illustrate this, Captain Philippa Georgiou and her first officer, Commander Michael Burnham, return to their ship, the USS  Shenzhou, in a dramatic fashion created to appeal to new and long-term fans of  Star Trek alike, with the pair walking through sand to create Starfleet’s insignia that can be visible from the sky. This action cements the series as part of the larger  Star Trek franchise, through visual storytelling, and it positions these new characters as those who fit within the  Trek  continuum. This positioning is important in the Escape Narratives discussed in the first season because this action, the 

mapping of the insignia in the sand, provides the impetus for the captain 
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and first officer to evacuate from the planet on which they are stranded. The events that precede the escapes, and rescues, change with the later seasons 

and subsequent story arcs, but the idea of escape from danger is part of the 

construction of the Female Gothic mode and serves to illustrate the role of 

Female characters in such texts. DSC presents key elements from a traditional Female Gothic text—as I have argued throughout Star Trek Discovery  and 

 the Female Gothic: Tell Fear No—the Escape Narrative provides the frame toward freedom for characters in such tales. 

Another important way “The Vulcan Hello” connects DSC to the larger 

 Star Trek universe and to the larger escape-from-danger motif within the genres of both Gothic and SF is through the historical relationships between 

humans and Vulcans in the franchise. The feature film  Star Trek: First 

 Contact (1996) brings to life the meeting between famed scientist Zefram Cochran and the Vulcans known to  Trek fans as First Contact Day. In the film, Cochran flies his warp-capable ship and is noticed by the Vulcans passing by Earth thus ushering in a new era for humanity. The meeting between 

Cochran and the Vulcans, where the aliens first share the famous Live Long 

and Prosper hand gesture, becomes a part of franchise lore and history, and 

it even appears in a distorted fashion during the Mirror Universe episodes in Star Trek: Enterprise’s (ENT) “In a Mirror, Darkly, Part I and II” (2005). The Vulcans are the first aliens the humans on Earth encounter within the boundaries of  Star Trek, and the meeting between humans and aliens potentially allows the inhabitants of Earth to escape their battle-scarred life with the 

apocalyptic third World War recently ended. 

Sian MacArthur, in  Gothic Science Fiction: 1818 to the Present, explains that both invasion fictions and narratives that focus on the decline of human populations and limited reproduction further inform the unease found in the 

plots of such stories. “With this in mind it should come as little surprise that when it comes to exploring the concept of human decline within science fiction there is often a great deal of Gothic trace to be found” (2015, 61). The Vulcans as logical beings also bring a sense of balance to (what Vulcans 

would say are) the overly emotional humans of Earth but the aliens are also 

seen as threatening as the ENT episode reimagines. The connections between 

Vulcans and humans become further intertwined—political, social, and famil-

ial—in DSC generally and for Burnham specifically since she is a human 

raised on Vulcan after she escapes a Klingon attack as a child, and Vulcan 

tactics are not necessarily human ones or ones that align with Starfleet val-

ues. Threats from near and far haunt Female Gothic Heroines, and Burnham 

confronts, and ultimately escapes, both, but she must fall first. 

After the rescue from the planet that begins the series, later in the episode 

“The Vulcan Hello,” Burnham, alone and untethered in space, struggles to 

return to the safety of the USS  Shenzhou, and here the Escape Narrative 
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for her individual character arc begins. Burnham uses her intellect and 

Vulcan-trained mind to solve the problem erupting from her away mission—

the killing of a Klingon in self-defense—and the subsequent conflict between 

the two ships: the USS  Shenzhou and the Klingon’s sarcophagus ship, also known as  The Ship of the Dead. While Burnham reaches out to her Vulcan guardian/parent, Ambassador Sarek, and father to the famous  Star Trek (TOS) character Spock, for help in escaping the David-and-Goliath-themed standoff 

she finds herself in, her captain follows Starfleet protocols and not Burnham’s advice learned from the Vulcan Sarek. Sarek’s council provides a mismatch in 

values, Vulcan/Starfleet, thus when Burnham chooses his advice, she begins 

her initial demise in Starfleet, metaphorically illustrated via the choosing of the father figure (Sarek) over the mother figure (Georgiou). 

With an escape plan from the unwinnable conflict in mind, Burnham com-

mits mutiny to incapacitate her captain and to save her ship. Sarek informs 

Burnham to fire first, as the Vulcans historically did when they successfully made First Contact with the Klingons, i.e., “The Vulcan Hello,” to illustrate Starfleet’s strength since Klingons, an aggressive and hostile species pervasive in  Star Trek canon first emanating from the TOS episode “Errand of Mercy” (1967), value military might. Burnham fails in this mission, and she 

is imprisoned in the brig as the Klingon war, now just begun, rages outside 

(“Battle at Binary Stars”). Within the first two episodes of DSC, Burnham 

loses her captain, her ship, her potential own command, and her freedom 

because she takes her patriarch’s advice over that of her captain. DSC not 

only displays the Gothic Heroine’s literal need to escape confinement with 

this series of actions, but the series also subverts the concept of patriarchal control illustrated through the distrust of Vulcan superiority as shown in 

 Star Trek: First Contact and ENT’s Mirror Universe episodes. These distrustful feelings, ironically, are all encompassed within DSC’s version of 

Ambassador Sarek. 

Even though the series premiere features Burnham serving as first officer 

and thriving in her duties to Georgiou and her fellow crew aboard the USS 

 Shenzhou,  her human/Vulcan hybridity clearly sets Burnham apart thus creating another impetus for escape. This time her escape from the weight 

of overly logical thinking. Within the context of DSC’s opening sequences, 

Georgiou teaches Burnham patience and innovative thinking as the pair 

awaits transport back to the ship from an away mission. For Georgiou and 

Burnham, the mission to help the Crepusculans, a non-humanoid species 

facing extinction, becomes a dangerous one that they must flee as they are 

seen as a threat. As Sarah Annes Brown, in  Shakespeare and Science Fiction, notes, “Much science fiction draws the reader in through some striking vision of the future, sometimes offered as a promise, more often as a threat” (2021, 3). While the escape from the planet harkens to the adventurous narrative 
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in DSC, the overarching Escape Narrative in “The Vulcan Hello” becomes 

more in the style of the Female Gothic as the plot continues with the escape 

from one threat to the potential for another. This time, the peril comes from Burnham’s adult encounter with the Klingons. 

Burnham, like a brave Female Gothic Heroine in one of Radcliffe’s nov-

els who traverses a long corridor in a drafty castle, embarks on a journey of exploration into the unknown, and subsequently must flee that initial danger. 

Running from the hostile, and (at this point in the  Star Trek timeline) mis-understood, Klingons is not an option for the crew of USS  Shenzhou  after Burnham finds the hidden ship near the Federation border. She leaves the 

safety of her ship alone to ascertain why the equipment on the USS  Shenzhou is unable to function. This Klingon ship becomes an object of fear because 

of its size, and the discovery that it is coated in the remains of the dead. 

Although space is infinite—instead of confining, like a secret interior cor-

ridor a reader may expect in a Gothic novel—a spacesuit confines and seals 

Burnham inside it while she explores this object of Terror. Michelle Massé, 

in “Gothic Repetition: Husbands, Horrors, and Things That Go Bump in the 

Night,” explains, “The silence, immobility, and enclosure of the heroines 

mark their internalization of repression as well as the power of the repressing force” (1990, 688). In this sequence, Burnham finds herself encompassed in 

an area of space without communication and trapped within a space suit with 

a powerful and “repressing force” since the encounter with the Klingon ship 

brings back traumatic childhood memories. While the spacesuit is her only 

way to survive within the void, the visual juxtaposition—enclosure and infin-

ity—is one way SF can discuss claustrophobic spaces within the backdrop of 

boundlessness and ultimately repression of the individual. And while Gothic 

Heroines like  The Romance of the Forest’s Adeline might find one skeleton, Burnham finds innumerable on the hull of the sarcophagus ship. Both Adeline 

and Burnham must leave those skeletons behind to escape their own entomb-

ments, and to do this, each must flee toward some idea of safety. 

Confinement in season one of DSC takes a circuitous journey, as Diane 

Long Hoeveler calls the journey Gothic Heroines take from confinement 

within the patriarchal structures of family homes to new forms of confine-

ment within marital structures, in  Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontës, as the Gothic Heroine 

Burnham ends her story as she begins it (1998, 10). While Burnham begins 

the series as a first officer, she suffers demotion and humiliation, and serves time as an incarcerated mutineer, before becoming accepted within the 

confines of Starfleet once again after leading an intricate escape from the 

Mirror Universe. Burnham, like other Female Gothic Heroines, remains 

trapped within the structures that house her, however. The season ends with 

Burnham’s rank reinstated and her role in Starfleet secured. In effect, she ends 
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where she begins, an officer in Starfleet. The escape from one system within 

the confines of the Female Gothic demands an integration into another for 

the characters to survive. Starfleet, and by extension The United Federation 

of Planets, as most in the  Star Trek fandom would attest, provides a positive look toward the future, but this future, built on the scaffolding of colonialism, empire, and human hubris, remains problematically pristine. 

Burnham’s initial imprisonment provides a window into some of the 

remaining areas of colonialism and racism from which the  Star Trek franchise (occasionally) itself tries to escape. Harvey Cormer, in the entry on race in The Routledge Handbook to Star Trek adds, “Unfortunately, a look at the first few episodes of DSC shows a treatment of racial nature that is troublingly 

ambivalent. . . . The problem is instead that some post-TOS . . . metaphors 

of racial conflict have been, while well-intentioned, awkward and artless” 

(2022, 382–83). Michael Burnham, played by Sonequa Martin-Green, is a 

Black woman in Starfleet and is the first Black female protagonist in the franchise. In the scope of three episodes, however, the image of a former Starfleet officer reduced to a Black incarcerated woman on a prison shuttlecraft com-mandeered and rescued by a white male captain falls under the definition of 

the white savior trope often found in colonial narratives. Burnham’s fall, and the presentation of it, cannot be ignored. If TOS pushes back against some 

of the racist makeup of American society as Cormer and others have argued, 

then the beginnings of DSC’s choices with regard to Burnham’s incarceration 

need further attention. Mafe describes Uhura’s last lines in TOS , “See in our century we’ve learned not to fear words,” during the episode “The Savage 

Curtain” (1969) as ones that on the surface seem hopeful but can signal the 

need for further understanding. Mafe writes: “[Uhura’s] claim to a postracial or perhaps a postracist consciousness in the future twenty-third-century universe of  Star Trek can be read as social commentary on the racially charged mid-twentieth century America in which the show was actually produced” 

(2008, 18). In DSC, the image, then, of the disheveled former first officer, 

Michael Burnham, dressed in a prison jumpsuit held captive in a doomed 

shuttle craft remains a shocking one and helps frame Burnham’s eventual 

story arc in the series beginning in the episode “Context Is for Kings” (2017). 

Burnham wants to serve her time for the crime of mutiny, even if her reasons 

for that action were logically justified, and spurns Captain Gabriel Lorca’s 

offer of reprieve. Lorca, further discussed in Chapter 3, is the first Gothic Villain of DSC, so Burnham needs to escape his clutches as well. 

During the first season of DSC, Burnham must not only escape Lorca’s 

reach as a woman, since he eventually presents as a sexual threat, but also as a Black woman where that threat is multiplied through a history of enslavement. In the episode “Context Is for Kings,” Lorca effectively ensnares 

Burnham into his plot and on to  his ship, the USS  Discovery. Lorca uses 
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Burnham’s dedication to the ideals of Starfleet to confine her to the USS  

 Discovery after disrupting the prison shuttlecraft. Lorca’s confinement of Burnham begins with restricting her movements onboard and continues as 

he dangles the idea that Burnham could be who she once was while aboard 

the USS  Discovery if she submits to his command. Lorca also conscripts her to work for her accommodations and food. The assertion that Lorca forces 

Burnham, as a Black person, to work further highlights the problematic rela-

tionship the  Star Trek franchise has with some racial elements. Additionally, Lorca takes a personal interest in Burnham that borders on obsession. Lorca 

uses the ship and crew for his own means (“Choose Your Pain,” 2017), and 

Starfleet, through Admiral Katrina Cornwall, allows this to continue because 

Lorca wins battles against the Klingons. Burnham finds herself swept up in 

Lorca’s plans and fails to see the entirety of her confinement until the ship jumps to the Mirror Universe later in the season. 

Images of Burnham’s confinement onboard the USS  Discovery  appear 

onscreen in a few key ways. First, she is a literal prisoner confined and shackled being transferred from one facility to another. Next, Burnham is confined to quarters when not working for Lorca as a non-Starfleet crewmember. And 

finally, the entombment of Burnham appears as she is held inside the spore 

drive chamber that begins in a nightmare sequence in the episode “Choose 

Your Pain.” Burnham imagines herself tethered to the equipment that propels 

the ship, not the creature that is used for this purpose, a tardigrade named 

Ripper. Ripper, a prisoner in Lorca’s shrouded room, lives its life in a holding cell until it is transported to the chamber to navigate the ship. The navigation causes the creature to feel immense pain, and Burnham dreams that she, too, 

is caged and inhabiting the same space as Ripper. Burnham understands that 

Ripper must escape or die, and she finds a way through her self-styled “curi-

osity” to free the creature after it can no longer navigate the ship. 

The USS  Discovery, a wonderous ship filled with a secret propulsion 

system, a menagerie shrouded in mystery, and a captain who shuns the light, 

increasingly becomes a place of confinement for Burnham and the crew alike 

during the first season. Serving on ship captained by Lorca, a white man 

who commands with an authoritarian style and little regard for humanity, 

frames the imperative for Burnham to escape for her own safety, but it also 

adds to the need for the rest of the crew to escape as well. Escaping from 

Lorca becomes the main plotline after it is revealed that he is from the Mirror Universe. Lorca wants to use the current Burnham (known as the Prime 

Universe’s version) to replace the deceased Mirror Universe’s Burnham with 

whom he has a sexual and, in a heritage Gothic sort of twist, a parental type of relationship. Lorca brings the USS  Discovery  into the Mirror Universe as a way for him to initially escape the Prime Universe, yet he dismisses the cost 
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to anyone else, including Burnham, since he is single-minded in his plan. In 

true  Star Trek fashion, however, the crew of the USS  Discovery  miraculously escapes the Mirror Universe in the episode “What’s Past Is Prologue” (2017). 

The Mirror Universe Lorca dies, and the ship and crew are saved. Burnham 

leads the crew to safety and is eventually reinstated to Starfleet for her singular efforts. 

SEASON TWO: DODGE THE PAST 

THROUGH THE FUTURE

Fleeing from patriarchal control, akin to Burnham escaping the villainous 

clutches of Lorca in DSC season one, fuels the narratives of Female Gothic 

novels, including those from Radcliffe and  Jane Eyre (1847) by Charlotte Brontë, but  Frankenstein ([1818], 1831) by Mary Shelley provides multiple versions of the Escape Narrative based on the fluid roles of the main characters in the novel: Victor Frankenstein, the Creature, and ship’s captain Robert Walton. The multiple storylines (and use of technology) found in Shelley’s 

novel relate to the Escape Narratives present in DSC season two in that the 

escapes function differently based on the character and his/her/their particular role in the overall plot. For example, the Creature fleeing Frankenstein after he abandons him at “birth” functions differently than Walton’s need to escape the dangerous journey he finds himself on. Season two of DSC, although still 

mainly focusing on Burnham’s journey, starts to center more of an ensemble 

cast-based narrative season arc. Many of these new storylines feature char-

acters in need of rescue as well including the adventurous escape from the 

network that propels the ship that Dr. Hugh Culber and Ensign Sylvia Tilly 

experience in the episode “Saints of Imperfection” (2019). 

Robert Walton’s expedition to the North Pole frames the outer narrative of 

 Frankenstein, just as the new Starfleet directives thrust the season-two plot forward in DSC. The second season of DSC picks up where the first leaves 

off, and since the original captain of the USS  Discovery  turns out to be a villainous character from the parallel Mirror Universe, the crew needs a new 

leader. This addition comes in the form of the charismatic Captain Christopher Pike of the USS  Enterprise. Pike follows Starfleet orders to take command of the USS  Discovery for one specific mission (“Brother,” 2019). Pike’s mission frames the story arc for the season and is the eventual motivation for 

the escape Burnham and USS  Discovery  must achieve. Within the confines of the main Escape Narrative, the jump to the future to save the present, 

other sequences of evasion appear throughout season two, namely Lieutenant 

Spock’s escape from Section 31, Starfleet’s intelligence organization, and 

Pike’s need to escape his personal future (“If Memory Serves”; “Through the 
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Valley of the Shadows,” 2019). For Walton, his desire to explore, regardless 

of the danger to himself or crew, allows for the meeting between himself and 

Frankenstein therefore allowing him to learn from Frankenstein’s sordid tale 

and return to the safety of home. Both Walton and Frankenstein exist in a 

state of natural confinement whilst aboard Walton’s ship because of the ice 

surrounding them and impeding their journey. Starfleet can be seen as an 

impediment as well since the final scenes of season two include the main 

bridge crew from the USS  Enterprise lying about the fate of Burnham and crew to ensure their safety in the future. 

The image of being frozen in time, like Walton’s ship, relates to the escape 

for Burnham and the USS  Discovery,    as the journey calls for both to leave the current time and move into the future using a time rift in space. Until 

this event happens in the season finale, “Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II” (2019), Burnham is stuck in time—unable to go forward until she goes back to restart 

the events of the series—but this  time, these happenings are on her terms and with her knowledge. Burnham, as the character of the singular Female Gothic 

Heroine, is the only person who can trigger the time shift, and the ship must leave the current moment because of secret data held in its archives. Burnham volunteers to lead the crew-less ship into the future to save the present from an apocalypse. Burnham’s selfless act is, of course, heroic in the milieu of 

other famous Starfleet crewmembers who singlehandedly save the universe 

akin to Captain James T. Kirk’s death in  Star Trek: Generations (1994), where he sacrifices his life for the future in a time-distorted narrative, for example. In DSC, complications ensue, and the full complement of the USS  

 Discovery chooses to go with Burnham. 

Season two’s villain, the AI known as Control, provides a precise stand-in 

for a patriarchal system from which the Female Gothic Heroine, Burnham, 

must escape. The focus on technology as the villain, of sorts, in season two 

harkens to the idea of overreaching science in  Frankenstein. MacArthur notes that with this addition to the Gothic mode, Shelley does something 

extraordinary. “Shelley is moving away from the realms of traditional 

Gothic and into something new, and that is the beginnings of Gothic sci-

ence fiction, a sub-genre of the Gothic, recognizable by its specific interest in science, industry and technology within a Gothic structure” (2015, 2). 

So as Shelley changes the mode of the Female Gothic into something new 

through   Frankenstein as MacArthur argues, DSC shifts  Star Trek (again) with the use of the AI as patriarchal villain. Lisa Meinecke, in “Post-Human 

Life,” describes non-human (and technologically based) characters, includ-

ing AI, cyborgs, androids, and holograms, as part of the search for meaning 

in humanity that the franchise continually returns to, and explains, “The 

inclusion of the posthuman Other then touches upon an uncomfortable sus-

picion about the relationship between us and our technology” (2020, 440). 
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Control—Section 31’s threat assessment system—effectively creates unease 

in the viewers as it morphs and moves from inhabiting the mind of the cyber-

netically augmented character of Lieutenant Commander Airiam to finding a 

home in the character of Captain Leland and effectively corrupting him from 

the inside out (“Project Daedalus,” 2019). 

Control/Leland’s position of authority, that Burnham and crew must defeat 

and escape, appears in the two-part season-two finale where he attempts to 

take the USS  Discovery’s secret data by force (“Such Sweet Sorrow, Parts I and II”). Control’s drone squadron dwarfs the two Federation starships, the 

USS  Discovery and the USS  Enterprise, and provides a real and immediate threat to the liberty of all involved. Within this story structure, Burnham must reset time for USS  Discovery to flee and for the USS  Enterprise  to survive. To do this, she needs her monstrous maternal figure, represented by the Mirror 

Universe’s version of Captain Georgiou now in the Prime Universe, to over-

power Leland and entomb him within the spore drive chamber on the USS 

 Discovery, thereby protecting Burnham and the future. 

In addition to escaping the physical threat of Control and of Leland him-

self, Burnham must aid her foster brother, Spock, in his escape from Section 

31 and from the trap of his own learning difficulties as illustrated in the 

episodes “Light and Shadows” (2019) and “If Memory Serves.” The context 

of Burnham’s journey in season two of DSC includes working through some 

personal traumas and even recovering, for a time, her lost mother (“Perpetual Infinity,” 2019). The need for escape from the past into the future allows 

Burnham to focus on her missions and not her life as almost a respite from 

those cloudy thoughts, and as Ellen Moers states in “Female Gothic,” “At the 

time when literary Gothic was born, religious fears were on the wane, giving 

way to that vague paranoia of the modern spirit for which Gothic mechanisms 

seemed to have provided welcome therapy” (1979, 78). The Escape Narrative 

in DSC’s season two provides another form of a Gothic “mechanism” and 

allows for Burnham to escape in a variety of ways. 

SEASON THREE: FLEE FROZEN CAPITALISM

After the reset, DSC’s move from its position in the  Star Trek timeline, set in 2255, ten years before Kirk’s voyages in TOS, and almost one hundred years 

after Captain Jonathan Archer and crew first explore space in ENT in 2151, 

the (future) future-world presented in the third season of DSC offers exquisite moments of beauty and Terror on a new scale—and in a new time, the thirty-second century (Spencer, 2020, n.p.). The new time, some nine hundred years 

in the future, allows for new sorts of technology to take point, yet the heart of the series still centers on the journey of Michael Burnham. The escape 
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from the past to the future allows her story to change (again) and for her to grow as a character throughout the season, albeit this time initially outside the confines of Starfleet. Concurrently, the separate journey of the crew of the USS  Discovery provides a memorable episode reminiscent of  Frankenstein early in season three. 

Angela Wright in a selection for  Women and the Gothic: An Edinburgh 

 Companion calls the Female Gothic Heroine’s (often-attempted) escape 

from enclosing patriarchy as the “heroine in flight,” and Burnham’s journey 

through time and space is an example of such a breakaway (2016, chap. 1). 

Season two ends and season three begins with Burnham, again encased in 

a space suit, but this one, unlike the one at the start of the series in “The Vulcan Hello,” is made for her and serves as a means for her movement into 

the future and can also trigger the distortion for the ship to escape as well (“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II”; “That Hope Is You, Part I,” 2020). The image 

of Burnham in a spacesuit with wings signifies another version of the angel 

paradigm, the basis of the story arc in the second season, as well. When the 

first visions of the angel in season two are shown through a red lens, they look almost like an avenging version of the supernatural type of being. Burnham, 

now swathed in a blue and white light, appears as an angel of flight rather 

than perhaps one of retribution. Burnham’s flight through time, although suc-

cessful in achieving the goal of preventing an apocalypse, separates her from her ship and crew, and early in season three, Burnham must escape from new 

terrors on her own, working with new trusted allies, until she is physically 

reunited with the crew in “People of Earth” (2020) after finding her damaged 

ship in “Far from Home” (2020). 

While Burnham flees from the newest villains for the season-long arc, the 

Emerald Chain, the ship, USS  Discovery must escape encasement in parasitic ice in the episode “Far from Home.” The entrapment in ice provides an effective allusion to Shelley’s  Frankenstein when Walton’s ship halts its journey northward due to the natural phenomenon on Earth. For the crew of the USS 

 Discovery, this alien form of the phenomenon presents new terrors in that the ice not only freezes the ship in place after it crashes, but it also attacks the hull forcing the crew to take desperate measures to make repairs. 

For Walton, contained to the small wooden structure of his ship, like an 

image of a Female Gothic Heroine in a confining enclosure, the frozen tun-

dra his ship encounters offers a certain level of Terror and claustrophobia; 

the same can be said for Burnham’s ship and crew. Each must escape or die 

trying. Walton writes to his sister Margaret: “I write to you, encompassed 

by peril, and ignorant whether I am ever doomed to see again dear England, 

and the dearer friends that inhabit it. I am surrounded by mountains of ice, 

which admit of no escape, and threaten every moment to crush my vessel” 

(Shelley, [1831] 2008, 212). The USS  Discovery experiences similar threats 
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to both ship and crew as it crashes on a planet known as “the Colony” after 

following Burnham into the future. On the Colony, ice attacks everything, 

and in a more Gothic tone, grows more powerful at night thus heightening the 

crew’s fears of Walton’s idealized version of a “land of mist and snow” in his mention of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient Mariner” (1798) 

in one of his letters written to home before his own wintery containment 

(Shelley, [1831] 2008, 21). Andrew Griffin, in “Fire and Ice in  Frankenstein,” 

notes that frozen water in contrast to burning fire is “dead” thus differentiat-ing between the spark of life and the coldness of human decay symbolized 

through ice (1979, 49). He writes, “Ice opposes and suppresses life and 

change; it is repression and death” (50). While Walton shows no fear, initially, of the North Pole—his final destination—because he sees it as the “region 

of beauty and delight” (Shelley, [1831] 2008, 15), the catastrophic event of 

being entombed in ice eventually changes his mind, and his conversations 

with both Frankenstein and his Creature, give the final push to abort his mission and return to the safety of home (Shelley, [1831] 2008, 215). The crew of the USS  Discovery, however, have no home to return to (at present) and must continue to escape dangers found in the new time until they are reunited with what is left of the Federation after breaking free of the would-be parasitic ice tomb (“Die Trying,” 2020). 

The addition of property rights into the fabric of DSC allows for another 

version of the Escape Narrative in the Female Gothic tradition. This time, the escape is not only concerned with the body of the Gothic Heroine and her 

physical safety, as shown through the character of Burnham and the safety of 

home on the USS  Discovery and throughout heritage Female Gothic novels including  Jane Eyre among others. Rather, the concern lies with the idea of a Gothic Heroine having rights to property more generally. Kate Ferguson 

Ellis points out in  The Contested Castle: Gothic Novels and the Subversion of Domestic Ideology that “The importance of wealth that rightly belongs to the heroine, . . . is a Radcliffian theme that is particularly prominent in  The Mysteries of Udolpho. A fortune that fell into female hands would legally become the property of a heroine’s husband upon her marriage” (1989, 112). 

While there are differences between Radcliffe’s reimagined medieval tales of 

property rights and relationships and a television series set in the imagined future world like DSC, in season three especially, it is possible to understand the connections. The drive Burnham, as Female Gothic Heroine, exhibits to 

keep her and her ship safe from the out-of-control capitalistic system that 

seeks to dismantle the ship and crew (and Burnham) alike, becomes clearer 

through the lens of heritage Gothic texts that explore issues of property rights. 

Like the unrestricted versions of dystopian capitalism occasionally por-

trayed in SF narratives including  WALL-E (2008) and within  The Hunger Games film series (2012–2015), season three of DSC grapples with a society 
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in which limited resources create a distinct and contrary worldview to much 

of  Star Trek. Most of the  Star Trek franchise famously hails from a moment in time when hunger and want, as Captain Jean-Luc Picard extolls in the  Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG) episode “The Neutral Zone” (1988), have been eliminated, but DSC dares to turn a narrative toward a future where this might not be the case and shows the need to escape from such a fate. 

The Emerald Chain functions as the season-three antagonist to Burnham 

and the crew of the USS  Discovery, when the “Chain,” as the capitalistic collaboration of aliens including the Orions and the Andorians is called, decides to capture the Federation relic of a ship in order to make profits. Aliens, 

and humans alike, profit from business function within  Star Trek narratives, including the Ferengi in TNG and in  Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (DS9), and the business opportunities that appear in the post-TNG world in which the 

now-retired Admiral Picard finds himself a part of in PIC (2020–2023). But 

in DSC, the tone is markedly different. Starting in season one, when Harcourt Fenton Mudd seeks to sell the USS  Discovery  to the Klingons and sets up a series of time loops from which to accomplish his goal, predictably, Mudd 

fails, but the disturbing images of the doomed ship exploding time and time 

again provide a hint at the darker overall setting for DSC (“Magic to Make 

the Sanest Man Go Mad,” 2017). Once Osyraa, in season three, takes the 

ship, the crew must escape her and her group since Osyraa, the leader of the 

Emerald Chain, wants to replicate the technology on the USS  Discovery to grant her more power since space travel is limited, due to a lack of resources in the thirty-second century (“There Is a Tide,” 2020; “That Hope Is You, 

Part II,” 2021). 

The theme of people as a commodity in season three also illustrates the 

history of slavery and forced labor camps through a  Star Trek lens. The Emerald Chain uses violence and forced labor to accomplish its goals, harkening back to the historic images of slavery and death camps of Earth’s past (“Scavengers,” 2020); therefore, escaping the “chain” has multiple meanings 

for the Female Gothic Heroine, for Burnham, and for her home, the USS 

 Discovery. The ship, as Admiral Charles Vance reminds Burnham after she, and her crew, are reunited with what is left of the Federation, does not belong to her, but Burnham protects the ship since it houses her most prized posses-sions—her family in the guise of the crew (“Die Trying”). With Burnham; her 

love interest, Book; and multiple members of the USS  Discovery crew being people of color, this imagery goes even further into the discussion futuristic technology and “property” rights found in the series. 

In “The Cotton-Gin Effect: An Afrofuturist Reading of  Star Trek: 

 Discovery,” Whit Frazier Peterson explains that the “black body” functions as technology “before the industrial revolution; it was technology in every 

sense of the word as used today in that the black body was used for labor, for 
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education, for childcare, for entertainment and for enjoyment” (2020, 214). 

In effect, then, the threat of enslavement under the “Chain’s” control provides another impetus for the Female Gothic Heroine to escape, but this time, the 

power structure is more than one landed aristocrat versus the “blue-eyed” 

Heroine of Sensibility (Wright, 2016, chapt. 1). The economic power fueled 

by the capitalistic system run amok presents a larger threat to Burnham as 

both Female Gothic Heroine and a Black woman. 

Escape from the Chain’s control eventually comes when Burnham solves 

the mystery of “the Burn,” the event that causes the catastrophic lack of 

resources. When the mystery is solved, restoring the missing technology 

and resources needed for ships happens quickly, the Emerald Chain’s hold 

releases. In the season finale, Burnham kills the leader of the Chain, Osyraa, and the USS  Discovery’s technology fights assimilation as well. By the narrative’s end, Burnham fully achieves the holdover escape from season two and 

additionally escapes a potentially threatening future in season three. During her journey, she helps create a better path forward for the Federation, the USS 

 Discovery, and for all those hurt by the Emerald Chain by releasing the source of the Burn, a trapped Kelpian Su’kal (“Su’Kal,” 2020). 

SEASON FOUR: A BREAKAWAY FROM 

EXPECTATIONS AND IGNORANCE

Season four, the last season available at the time of this writing, resets 

DSC again and veers towards a fully ensemble-based series. The main plot, 

however, still focuses on Burnham, as she now sits in command of the USS  

 Discovery (“That Hope Is You, Part II”). With command duties, however, her circuitous journey, as Hoelever calls the Female Gothic Heroine’s movement 

from safe family home to dangerous confinement and finally to an estab-

lished home of her own making, does, in fact, bring Burnham’s story there 

and back again. Burnham, however, must still flee danger in myriad forms 

as a Starfleet captain, but season four uses the escapes of minor characters 

as well to amplify the concept of the Female Gothic structure of the series 

through the small openings that offer glimpses of freedom from limiting, 

Gothic-themed plots as Domínguez-Rué points out as keys to the doors to 

father’s houses, not wide-open exits that free characters from patriarchal rule (2012, 135). 

In season four, the main villain appears as a great eye in space (“The 

Kobashi Maru,” 2021), but later, the true antagonists in the season-long nar-

rative are those who leap to conclusions without all the facts and who sow 

disharmony among their fellow people/aliens. The rush to uncover what the 

new creatures are, subsequently revealed to be a species called the 10-C, and 
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to understand how the 10-C can destroy planets and whole areas of space 

causes Burnham to question those who wish to find ways to kill the unknown 

aliens before learning anything about them (“Choose to Live,” 2021). The 

struggle to escape the human penchant for revenge anchors the fourth-season 

plot lines as the weaknesses in the new version of the Federation is appar-

ent. Additionally, the episodes “Stormy Weather” (2022) and “The Galactic 

Barrier” (2022) both illustrate escapes from catastrophic situations for the 

ship and crew. The main Escape Narrative for Burnham, in the role of Female 

Gothic Heroine, appears when she ultimately must make peace with her past 

and break away from the confines of her logical, Vulcan-trained mind and 

embrace her humanity in “All Is Possible” (2021). 

Escape Narratives, in the legacy Female Gothic novels offer opportunities 

for the Heroine, and by extension the reader, to imagine life outside the confining walls or overgrown labyrinths present in the fanciful plots. The act of contemplation of a future without barriers for women provides to be a political one, and through the actions of the Heroines of the Female Gothic novels, feminist modes of thought continue to resonate in audiences. The same can be 

said for SF audiences. SF franchises and productions continue to push against the containing structures of casting and settings to create Afrofuturist worlds rather than situations where once only white men boldly traversed. One of the main tenants of Afrofuturism, writes Elizabeth Hamilton in “Alma Thomas 

was the Godmother of Afrofuturism,” is Black liberation (2022, n.p.). In the 

case of DSC, escaping white patriarchy burns at the core of the series strik-

ingly illustrated through the racist Terran Empire of the Mirror Universe. Like the Female Gothic novels that predate the series, however, the problem with 

small escapes for individual characters, namely the Gothic Heroines, needs to be rectified by allowing escapes for all the characters involved. 


 Chapter 5

“I Like Science” 

 The Explained Supernatural, the Female 

 Gothic, and Star Trek: Discovery

When Captain Christopher Pike says what many watching  Star Trek: 

 Discovery (DSC) might be thinking: “If you’re telling me that this ship can skip across the universe on a highway made of mushrooms, I’ll go on faith,” 

the need to explain the Science Fiction (SF) world and the relationship of 

its technology becomes apparent (“New Eden,” 2019). However, explain-

ing the unexplainable forms a cornerstone of the  Star Trek (1966–ongoning) franchise and is often referred to in fan spaces as Technobabble (or 

 Trek nobabble), and some of the information is labeled “TECH” in drafts of scripts when waiting for ideas from scientific consultants (“Technobabble,” 

n.d.). DSC (2017–ongoing) takes this  Trek   impulse even further, as Pike’s lack of understanding of the USS  Discovery’s unusual propulsion system demonstrates, since the story world centers the use of science, mathematics, 

and technology to understand the potential supernatural mysteries embedded 

in the episodes. Additionally, in the case of the Female Gothic mode, the 

Explained Supernatural, like  Star Trek’s “TECH,” allows for the protagonist, the Female Gothic Heroine, to discover the reality of her situation; this appears as humanly fabricated, rather than phantasmagoria. The Explained 

Supernatural becomes the way by which the Female Gothic Heroine can 

escape her initial confinement and confront what other characters in the 

context of the so-called heritage Gothic Romances might be afraid to see, 

and for DSC, the use of the Explained Supernatural continues the  Star Trek franchise’s dedication to reason and rationality. 

Ann Radcliffe’s Gothic Romance form uses the Explained Supernatural 

to great effect, and as E. J. Clery, in  Women’s Gothic: From Clara Reeve to Mary Shelley, notes, Radcliffe employs the technique as a “trademark” (2004, 68). In Radcliffe’s most famous work,  The Mysteries of Udolpho, the female 115

116 

    Chapter  5       

protagonist, Emily St. Aubert, dismisses her maid’s fears of ghosts as “fancies” 

that the servant must not “indulge in” as she begins to investigate the castle and the veiled portrait ([1794] 2008, 237). Emily’s spoiling of even the idea of ghosts illustrates the Explained Supernatural as it appears in Radcliffe’s heritage Gothic Romance novels (231). Robert Mayhew explains in “Gothic 

Trajectories: Latitudinarian Theology and the Novels of Ann Radcliffe” 

that “Radcliffe rationally explains what appear to be omens or interventions 

from a supernatural world of ghosts and spirits. Normally the resolution of 

supernatural appearances into their natural causes is delayed until the end of the novel (2003 608). In the case of  The Mysteries of Udolpho, confronting the would-be ghosts or specters in the castle allows Emily to understand her 

situation as more dire than a misty phantom rattling chains. Within the walls of Udolpho, she faces life-threatening danger from the Gothic Villain of the 

piece, Montoni, and his demands on her person. Gothic Villains attempt to 

restrain the movement of the Heroine on her journey to independence, and 

they use fear tactics to do so. Superstition is one such device. Radcliffe, by exposing the supernatural happenings in her novels as natural ones, further 

goes on to highlight the intellect of her Gothic Heroines as well. 

 Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë also focuses on dispelling myths of the supernatural, forcing those to see what they choose to ignore, but eventually it uses a form of telepathy to join the titular character and her chosen love interest, Mr. Rochester, at the end of the novel. Jane narrates her childhood incarceration into the supposed haunted bedroom of her deceased uncle: 

“Superstition was with me at that moment; but it was not yet her hour for 

complete victory: my blood was still warm” ([1847] 2016, 16). Jane falls 

prey to the idea of a ghost in the room, but she comes to understand it is her extended family that functions as the active threat. After leaving her uncle’s home at Gateshead, Jane attends school, where she witnesses the real horrors of starvation and death in those around her, before she lands in the nest of Thornfield Hall and discovers another unsettling fact of life: namely, that sometimes women, who displease their husbands, remain as prisoners in their 

own homes. 

Rochester’s wife, Bertha Mason, inhabits the third floor of Thornfield, and 

Jane hears her laugh, but the staff at the house endeavor to keep the woman’s life secret. It is only after Bertha’s brother, Richard Mason, arrives and visits her, that Jane sees the truth. Mason states to Rochester, with Jane witnessing, 

“She sucked the blood: she said she’d drain my heart” (Brontë, [1847] 2016, 

192). With this statement, Bertha’s life, reduced to the image of a vampire, 

becomes almost supernatural, but her real death makes her ultimately a 

human being striving for escape. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar argue in 

 The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century 

 Literary Imagination, “[H]er confrontation, not with Rochester but with 

  

           “I  Like  Science” 

117

Rochester’s mad wife Bertha, is the book’s central confrontation, an encoun-

ter . . . not with her own sexuality but with her own imprisoned ‘hunger, 

rebellion and rage’” ([1979] 2000, 339). Jane and Bertha both face confine-

ment and the idea of the supernatural, but it is only after the death of Bertha and the humbling of Rochester that the link between Jane and Rochester 

telepathically appears. Brontë’s version of the Explained Supernatural relies on the idea of the fated romance, as a link between those who are meant for 

each other in some unearthly way, along with the knowledge of the everyday 

horrors of women to tell this unique Female Gothic narrative. 

Use of the Explained Supernatural also appears in Mary Shelley’s 

 Frankenstein (1818; 1831) and bridges the concepts of the Gothic Romance with the Gothic mode more specifically through science and technology as a 

means for the disruptions in the text rather than the machinations of a Gothic Villain. Making connections from legacy-Gothic texts to contemporary SF 

media products faces a few challenges, however, but  Frankenstein, with its use of monstrous science, technology, and innovation allows for these 

ephemerally frightening ideas to connect. Through this literary kinship, both SF and the Gothic mode have an interlacing history. “Science fiction builds 

on earlier forms and earlier narratives,” Linda Dryden writes in “She: Gothic Reverberations in  Star Trek: First Contact,” “just as it builds on contemporary science and technology. . . . The monster of the gothic is an ideal prototype for science fiction to appropriate: it is known, but it is also infinitely able to mutate into something new and more terrifying, while remaining recognizable as human-and-not-human” (2007, 157–58). The Creature in Shelley’s 

 Frankenstein   resembles this uneasiness as he is “human-and-not-human,” 

and the narrative present in the novel further links the Gothic elements to SF 

through Shelley’s reliance on the Explained Supernatural rather than magic 

to bring the Creature to life. 

Shelley uses SF-themed language to describe the birth of the first Creature 

and the aftermath of the second’s demise, and  Star Trek, too, features futuristic scientific ideas to bolster its plots and characters. Victor Frankenstein speaks the language of a scientist, rather than a mystic, as he narrates his tale: 

“I collected the instruments of life around me, that I might infuse a spark of being into the lifeless thing that lay at my feet” and “I summoned sufficient courage, and unlocked the door of my laboratory” ([1831] 2008, 57, 170). 

George Levine, in “The Ambiguous Heritage of  Frankenstein,” explains 

further, “Perhaps the most obvious and continuing application of the word 

‘Frankenstein’ in modern society is to technological advances. . . . Modern 

science fiction and modern industry are full of such ‘animated’ beings” (1979, 16). Levine makes the distinction between a creature having “life” or “spirit” 

and that can also relate to the ideas of sentient lifeforms also discussed in  Star 
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 Trek generally and other SF media products including the reimaged  Battlestar Galactica series (2004–2009) through the characters of the Cylons. 

Arguably, using science or pseudoscience in the form of Technobabble in 

DSC also allows for a discussion of character action based on reason and 

intellect over fear and superstition. In  Gothic and Gender: An Introduction, Donna Heiland writes, “While gothic fiction has traditionally looked to the 

past and science fiction to the future, both present uncanny images of the 

‘real world’ in which they are written, and they present uncanny images of 

each other as well. Gothic and science fiction are flip sides of the same coin” 

(2004, 164). And looking at DSC through a Female Gothic construction, as I 

have endeavored to define it throughout Star Trek Discovery  and the Female Gothic: Tell Fear No, provides a context to highlight the glimpses of true bravery required when facing the unknown. When characters understand and 

demystify the supernatural, a task typically designed for the Female Gothic 

Heroine as Radcliffe’s timid, yet bold, characters show, the focus on the  why or the science can be highlighted over any trepidation, yet DSC is not the only Star Trek product to do this. 

While the expanse of space harbors many dangers,  Star Trek, overall, 

tends to romanticize the experiences with moments of wonder at the explo-

ration of the unknown. Captain Jean-Luc Picard’s famous line of “Let’s 

see what’s out there” from the  Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG)   pilot episode, “Encounter at Farpoint, Part II” (1987) rings as one of these classic images of the inherent sublimity of the crew’s missions. It is true that in TOS 

(1966–1969), TNG (1987–1994),  Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (DS9),  Star Trek: Voyager (VOY),  Star Trek: Enterprise (ENT), and  Star Trek: Strange New Worlds (SNW), the crews experience joyful moments stemming from 

their experiences with new places and peoples, but the experiences conceal 

potential moments of Terror for the ships and respective complements. 

These adventures, reminiscent of the Horatio Hornblower tales, notes Stefan 

Rabitsch in Star Trek  and the British Age of Sail: The Maritime Influence Throughout the Series and Films (2019, 70), alleviate the overall feelings of dread that a sojourn in deep space, or in Hornblower’s case—the open sea, 

might cause, since the audience understands that the wrap-up to the current 

narrative will reset the overall story by the end of the episode (or by the 

second episode in the case of the pre-binge-streaming TV tactic to ensure 

viewers return by using the dramatic  to be continued teaser to draw viewers back to the series next week). While VOY (1995–2001) offers a more dramatic underpinning due to the nature of the lost-in-space motif present, the 

overall episodic construction of the series helps keep any audience anxiety 

at bay overall. 
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 Star Trek’s presentation of rationality and the scientific method comes from the creator of the series, Gene Roddenberry, and his personal views on 

such topics. He famously stated in the writer’s “bible” for TOS that the stories should be about people, not “gadgets,” and the narratives must contain realistic, albeit through an imaginary future, scenarios because the series is “never fantasy; whatever happens, no matter how unusual or bizarre, must have 

some basis in either fact or theory” (1967, 5). DSC pushes these concepts 

forward with the idea of a ship trekking through space via mushroom spores, 

but while the concept seems more fantasy than SF, the idea is indeed rooted 

in science here on Earth, notes Linh Anh Cat, in “3 Real-life Inspirations for the ‘Star Trek: Discovery’ Spore Drive” (2019, n.p.), that links mushrooms, 

plant life, and forests. K. M. Heath and A. S. Carlisle, in  The Voyages of Star Trek: A Mirror on American Society Through Time,    add that, “Roddenberry was a humanist and viewed the future of humanity as moving beyond religion. Finding solutions to complex problems in the unknown would rely 

on science, facts, evidence, and critical thinking” (2020, xvii). DSC centers science, like Roddenberry’s desire for rational thinking serves as the basis of the narratives in TOS and TNG—the two series he was involved in before 

his passing in 1991—and further focuses each season arc on a problem that 

requires the intellect of the brave crew, with the leadership of the Female 

Gothic Heroine, to ultimately solve. 

Since DSC operates a bit differently from other  Star Trek products, as this chapter has discussed with seasonal story arcs rather than an episodic construction, the long-form narrative allows for many different actions requiring deep analysis and problem solving from multiple perspectives to occur. The 

narratives, then, stand in contrast to the previous versions of  Trek and to the current episodic series SNW (2022–ongoing) where the science can be used 

quickly and explained away to focus the narrative on the allegorical message 

present or to forward character development in the episode. Key examples 

include episodes where Mr. Spock in TOS or Lieutenant Commander Data 

in TNG provide a neat summary of the plot’s McGuffin in TECH speak that 

explains how the ship and crew live to explore another day. DSC plays with 

the idea of “speak English” when TECH becomes complicated, and has used 

the quip, “in Federation Standard, please” to acknowledge the concept of 

explaining the science in a way a non-scientific person would understand 

(“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II,” 2019; “Kobayashi Maru,” 2022). 

The use of the Explained Supernatural centers DSC. This, although still 

rational and theoretically based per Roddenberry’s initial guidelines, differs in that the scientific-language and SF-themed-technology are almost characters, and in the case of the Artificial Intelligence (AI) found in seasons two, three, and four, they essentially are. The science in DSC functions in a more 
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serious way than  Trek nobabble often plays out. The quick escape at the end of episodes still occurs in DSC, but the rationality presented evokes a different sense from the viewer based on the episode’s position in the season-long arc. 

DSC’s plot design works for the streaming-based construction and still pays 

homage to the logic and reason that form the foundation of  Star Trek. At the same time, DSC, gives the Female Gothic Heroine, Michael Burnham, first 

as science officer and later as captain, visibility and the chance to showcase her form of Radcliffian genius. 

Like  Frankenstein before, however, DSC allows for an amalgamation of 

characters to harbor some of the Female Gothic Heroine’s traits. For Shelley, the main trio of Victor Frankenstein, Robert Walton, and the Creature each 

possesses some attribute often applied to a Gothic Heroine. Frankenstein’s 

intellect and curiosity, Walton’s bravery in his journey to the North Pole, 

and the Creature’s self-education and desire for safety all mirror some of the Heroines in Radcliffe’s Gothic Romances in a particular way. In DSC, the 

Female Gothic Heroine is Michael Burnham, but the Explained Supernatural 

encompasses the series in such style that many minds aid in solving some of 

the mysteries and technological problems found on the ship and in the quiet 

dangers of space. Unlike the characters of TOS’s Spock or TNG’s Data who 

often operate alone when confronting scientific tasks that require their unique logical traits, DSC’s Commander (formerly Lieutenant) Paul Stamets, Ensign 

(and later Lieutenant) Sylvia Tilly, Ensign Adira Tal, Captain (formerly 

Commander) Saru, Dr. Hugh Culber, the AI found in Control and Zora, and 

the civilians Cleveland “Book” Booker V and Ruan Tarka all play parts in 

the sometimes undiscovered and highly scientific world of DSC. Stamets, 

however, exists in the heart of the ship, literally. 

The Explained Supernatural features prominently in the inaugural season 

of the series as the early episodes aim to shape the story world from which this version of  Star Trek hails. At the start, DSC introduces the new crew and the new technology aboard the first ship shown, the USS  Shenzhou  as a way into the new version of  Trek.    The interior bridge photography dramatizes the look of the crew stations and the main viewer, the screen from which the bridge 

crew can see outside the ship or communicate with others via a video-chat 

like function. The command chair imitates other versions of the iconic set 

piece in  Star Trek productions, but on the USS  Shenzhou,  the captain’s chair, streamlined and modern with a brushed metal appearance, reigns as the 

main feature of the bridge, and that set-up also holds true for the captain’s chair found on the USS  Discovery  as well. The retro futuristic look of DSC 

comes from the marriage of familiar  Star Trek technology, like the tricorder, phaser, and communicator, and the use of twenty-first-century special effects and graphics not available for TOS, TNG, VOY, or even ENT (2001–2005). 
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 Star Trek often predicts technology; Apple’s iPad, for example resembles the PADD device found in TNG, notes Chris Foresman in  Ars Technica (2016, n.p.). Foresman also states that SF often influences new forms of technology 

(2016, n.p.). The flip of TOS’s handheld communications device predated the 

era of flip phones as well. With the predictions, however, the constraints of contemporary visual effects, props, and budgets impact the presentations of 

such innovations. 

DSC, with more computer-aided graphics, provides sleek looking inter-

faces, screens, and other tech on the ship, thus showcasing more visuals for 

the Explained Supernatural. Season one’s development and implementa-

tion of the Spore Drive and telepathic connection between Burnham and 

Ambassador Sarek, season two’s use of the Red Angel and Dr. Culber’s 

regeneration via the mycelium network, season three’s integration of the 

technology of the future into the ship from the past, and season four’s discussion of cybernetic bodies, a powerful anomaly, and emerging AI all illustrate various forms of the Explained Supernatural. Burnham, as Female Gothic 

Heroine, aids in the workings of each of the season’s technology, but the narratives allow for other members of the crew to offer individual knowledge 

and experience as well. 

BLACK ALERT: SEASON ONE’S SPORE DRIVE

Technology is not the only focus of DSC; rather it is the people who use the 

technology who take center stage and demonstrate the Explained Supernatural 

through their individual work and knowledge while solving the problems at 

hand. The initial premise of the series, early in season one, includes the idea that scientists, including Stamets, become part of the war effort and develop technology not seen before in  Star Trek. Scientists, used to not explore space or study wonders in the natural world, but create military weapons and systems push the narratives in season one forward to an uncomfortable place in 

the franchise. This is out of necessity, it seems, as the Klingon-Federation 

War begins after Burnham’s mutiny and the destruction of a fleet of ships at 

the binary star system on the edge of Federation space (“Battle at the Binary Stars,” 2017). When Burnham, conscripted to work on the USS  Discovery 

after her incarceration for mutiny, finds the mode of travel on the ship mysterious and unsettling, she explores what “Black Alert” means and delves into 

the reasons why Stamets appears secretive and standoffish (“Context Is for 

Kings,” 2017). Eventually, Burnham finds the missing piece for the naviga-

tion in the tardigrade contained in Captain Lorca’s menagerie. 
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The concept of “Black Alert” functions both as Explained Supernatural 

and as a new mode of transportation in the franchise. The USS  Discovery’s spore technology, the basis for the “alert,” appears on the “sister” ship the USS  Glenn as well, since the team of scientists Stamets and Straal, broken up in order to create an alternative propulsion system faster, work on both 

ships with Stamets heading up a unit on one and Straal on the other. After the accident on the USS  Glenn, the USS  Discovery holds the only version of the device left, and the spore drive’s ability to travel space faster than the  Star Trek mode of warp speed, allows for the USS  Discovery  to decisively win battles and appear at an instant. The surprise tactic gives the ship an edge over the Klingons, but the system only becomes available after Burnham understands that the Tardigrade, the creature found in the wreckage of the USS 

 Glenn,  serves as a navigator through the mycelial network. The Tardigrade eventually becomes unable to navigate the system, and Stamets, using DNA 

from the creature, enhances himself and becomes able to navigate the net-

work from the chamber located in the ship’s engineering section—at the 

center of the ship. Stamets becomes the heart, perhaps in a reference to Edgar Allen Poe’s famous imagery, of the ship’s navigation enclosed in a chamber 

of the propulsion system. 

The spore drive seems fanciful, even for the world of  Star Trek, but the reality is that the study of fungi has Earth-bound resonance and a well-known curator, so the use of the spore drive meets the  Star Trek “bible” guidelines. 

Paul Stamets, mycologist, studies mushrooms, and is the namesake for the 

character of the astromycologist in DSC. The award-winning scientist with 

publications in the  International Journal of Medical Mushrooms (2005), Ecology Engineering (2015), and  Explore (2020), among others, informs those in the scientific community and the more general public through TED Talks 

and other content as well about the magic of mushrooms (“Mycologist,” n.d.). 

Britt Holewinski, in “Underground Networking: The Amazing Connections 

Beneath Your Feet,” offers a succinct description of the idea that the writers and showrunners of DSC attempt to illustrate via the Displacement-Activated 

Spore Hub Drive and the network through space on which it travels. In for-

ests, on Earth, “Mycelium are incredibly tiny threads of the greater fungal 

organism that wrap around or bore into tree roots. [This] network . . . connects individual plants together to transfer water, nitrogen, carbon and other miner-als” (Holewinski, n.d.). DSC’s version of these fungi exists as spores, grown and cultivated in a lab near engineering, and the spores are used to navigate the universe through a network of space-age mycelium “threads.” 

Ultimately, the use of the spore drive functions as a mode of propulsion, 

and while looking at the technology through the lens of the Female Gothic 

genre, it serves as an expression of the Explained Supernatural. In season one, Stamets, with the implanted Tardigrade DNA, physically becomes part of the 
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spore drive itself and has bodily changes to accommodate his joining with 

the drive via the spore chamber. When he prepares to participate in the jump 

sequences, Stamets enters the tomb-like structure where he is linked to the 

system through his arms. Sara Wasson and Emily Alder write in the introduc-

tion to  Gothic: Science Fiction 1980–2010, “To say that technology can be traumatic is to say that, in certain cases, an encounter with a machine can be experienced as a profound violence to either human body or mind” (2011, 10). 

For Stamets, in season one especially, the joining with the spore drive results in personal trauma. The confinement of the chamber also becomes a place 

of danger and fear for Burnham when she dreams that she takes the place of 

the Tardigrade in the episode “Context for Kings.” Toward the midpoint of 

the first season, Stamets suffers a break with reality and finds his alternative universe self in the Mirror Universe. This doubling of his character serves as a form of the doppelgänger or second self, often found in Gothic texts. 

The “Black Alert” announces the inevitability of the jump and primes the 

viewers for the Explained Supernatural feat that is about to appear. The ship spins and disappears and then reappears, falling into the shot onscreen to 

indicate a celestial drop. Lightning bolts and other alarm sounds round out the presentation of the effect. What appears as a magical apparition, is explained through the science and technology available in the  Star Trek universe, and as the ship gains the knowledge of the sphere data merged from a dying lifeform 

in “An Obol for Charon” (2019) and moves almost a thousand years into the 

future, the Explained Supernatural remains. 

TELEPATHY AND NON-HUMAN CONNECTIONS

Season one also features the character of Ambassador Sarek, the father of 

Mr. Spock from TOS, and his (almost) supernatural link with the Female 

Gothic Heroine Michael Burnham. The bond between the characters func-

tions similarly to telepathy since Vulcans are beings with this sort of abil-

ity, but Burnham is human and Sarek, Vulcan. Jane and Mr. Rochester 

share a version of this unexplainable link as whispers on the wind in  Jane Eyre, but in  Star Trek, certain aliens can read minds or broadcast thoughts. 

Telepathy, in this way, is Explained Supernatural since telepathy is biological for the non-humans, and DSC further exposes how this link can be shared 

with humans. 

The unexplored recesses of the mind, shown in DSC through Vulcan 

telepathy and even the famous “mind melds,” becomes a main way the Gothic 

mode remains relevant and mutable into new forms of narratives, like the SF 

series’ use of telepathy as a plot device. Telepathy is Gothic in nature because it is unsettling to imagine this sort of communication, and as DSC portrays 
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it, it is even dangerous, but in the case of most of the Female Gothic, it is explained. Emily Brontë, in  Wuthering Heights, offers an Uncanny connection between two of the novel’s lovers. The famous passage, “Whatever our 

souls are made of, his and mine are the same” ([1847] 1998, 71) hints at the 

seemingly supernatural bind between Heathcliff and Cathy, yet the link, after removing all the ill-fated romantic overlays, appears as one of similarity of tastes and affection torn asunder by greed and social influences. The unconscious mind harbors many images and features in the imagination via dreams 

and other forms of personal exploration of the self, but as Matthew Brennan, 

in   The Gothic Psyche: Disintegration and Growth in Nineteenth-Century 

 English Literature, notes, “As long as the unconscious remains uncharted territory and as long as humanity struggles with balancing the outer demands 

of its increasingly mechanized, impersonal society and the inner desires of 

the soul, the Gothic will continue to draw audiences to its haunting, mysterious myths” (1997, 149). In this way, the link between Sarek and Burnham is 

“uncharted” and “mysterious” as Brennan describes the Gothic mode gener-

ally, yet the connection between Sarek and Burnham is ultimately explained 

through further discussions of Vulcan culture and biology. The Vulcans can 

also share parts of their life force or soul, called a Katra, and Sarek shares this with Burnham when she nearly dies as a child to save her life. With the telepathic and soul-bond between the characters established, season one of DSC 

uses this connection in a few ways to demonstrate the familial, not romantic, link between Burnham and Sarek and later with Spock. 

In the episodes “Battle at the Binary Stars” and “Lethe” (2017), Sarek’s 

bond with Burnham allows for her growth as a character. Burnham, confined 

to the brig after her attempted mutiny, fights for her life during the battle as the ship’s hull gives way. Sarek, sensing her distress, offers her sage wisdom, via the shared telepathic link, and Burnham frees herself. In “Lethe,” the 

reversal of character positions happens. This time, it is Sarek needing help 

from Burnham. Throughout the episode, Burnham and Sarek confront their 

shared past, via a relived memory, and understand the roles each play in each other’s life. Both events result in the survival of Burnham and Sarek, yet the experiences allow for the characters to grow more complex and highlight the 

inherent connectiveness between them. 

The character of Spock, the half-human, half-Vulcan first officer on the 

USS   Enterprise, is one that many people recognize even if they are relatively unaware of  Star Trek. The first and second seasons of DSC introduce Spock as Burnham’s foster brother, and the relationship between them is 

complex. Burnham, adopted and raised by Spock’s family on Vulcan after 

she is orphaned, turns to logic to understand her childhood trauma. What is 

interesting in this dynamic is that the (seemingly) unfeeling Spock uses logic the same way. DSC uses science as a way of understanding more than the 
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universe through this family construct, and families in the Female Gothic 

mode offer many challenges. 

NON-ANGELIC VISIONS: SEASON TWO’S RED ANGEL

If magic mushrooms and linked minds seem like a slow start in the supernatu-

ral explained by science trope for DSC, the second-season story arc features 

an angelic image embedded into red signals found at random points in space. 

The Explained Supernatural appears within the story arc since the angel is 

not, in fact angelic, but human. Again, DSC centers the use of the Explained 

Supernatural as a main plot device, and through this positioning, the Female 

Gothic foundation of the series takes precedence. The confining setting of 

space as both infinite and terrifyingly small when characters appear in space suits or in tiny shuttlecrafts, the threats from the unknown recesses, the longing for an equitable version of love, and the reanimation of key characters all appear in the second season of DSC—along with an all-encompassing version of AI known as Control. 

The Explained Supernatural, in season two, first appears with a burst of 

light, and from there, the Red Angel provides spectacular visual effects and 

creates the season-long mystery with its presence. While the Sublime is part 

of the crew’s experience when encountering the Red Angel, further interro-

gation of the being gives Michael Burnham, as Female Gothic Heroine, the 

impetus to confront her own family history. Throughout the second season, it 

is revealed that Spock sees the Angel, and through his encounters, he harbors certain aftereffects including a break with logic, since logic is not enough for him to understand the situation at hand. Spock’s relationship with Burnham, 

strained since childhood, must be revisited, and repaired for the mystery surrounding the Red Angel to be solved (“Brother,” “Light and Shadows,” “If 

Memory Serves,” “Perpetual Infinity,” 2019). Once the relationship between 

Burnham and Spock, mended on Talos IV through the help of the telepathic 

Talosians and their human captive Vina, DSC callbacks to TOS and the first 

pilot, “The Cage” (1965), the seemingly supernatural situation can be named 

and understood. 

In DSC’s second season, the Explained Supernatural includes time travel, 

telepathy and other mind tricks, and the AI known as Control. Although all 

these elements are science-based, the containment of such elements in a 

Female Gothic narrative, like DSC, gives the characters even more to deal 

with beyond the understanding of science or mathematics. Sarah Böhlau, in 

“‘Lorca, I’m Really Gonna Miss Killing You’: The Fictional Space Created 

by Time Loop Narratives,” argues that time-travel storylines are traumatic to those who experience them, and the “imprisonment” of the characters in such 
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a loop creates a need to escape the recurring instances of the disintegration of self (2020, 138). By the midpoint of the season, it is confirmed that the 

first Red Angel is actually Burnham’s mother, Dr. Gabrielle Burnham, who 

creates the suit with her husband, Mike Burnham, for Section 31’s Project 

Daedalus. And as Böhlau goes on to state, “No matter how many temporal 

jumps Michael’s mother attempts, she will always be dragged forward into 

the desolate future, separated from her own time and her family” (2020, 138). 

In this way, the Explained Supernatural further threatens the Female Gothic 

Heroine since the time-travelling separates her from her mother indefinitely, and Michael Burnham must confront the fact that her mother is alive, after 

almost a lifetime of separation, and strive to understand why this link is so damaging to Spock. 

Time travel, a perpetual theme for iconic SF narratives, including  Dr. Who (1963–1989; 2005–ongoing), H.G. Wells’s  The Time Machine (1895), and 

Octavia Butler’s  Kindred (1979), allows for the fantasy of resetting a wrong or undoing a mistake to take place, but for the Red Angel, the mission is 

much more dire. Before the attack on the Vulcan outpost that thrusts Michael 

Burnham into the lives of Sarek and Spock, Dr. Burnham realizes that Section 

31’s Control threatens all life. Dr. Burnham escapes the attack and finds 

ways to prevent the future she first encounters on her travels. All the shifting though time illustrates that time itself is fluid, and the Red Angel appears 

precisely where there is a specific need. The crew of the USS  Discovery, now under the command of Captain Christopher Pike, seeks the red bursts since 

Starfleet makes the mysterious situation, Priority One, and the race begins 

to acquire the information before Section 31, Starfleet’s dubious intelligence gathering wing does. 

Further illustrating the Explained Supernatural, it is important to note that the Red Angel appears to save those in need, but in essence, the Red Angel 

saves those who are chosen. The Red Angel saves people, planets, and data 

where each can be most useful in staving off the Terror of Control’s AI. The 

AI, used by Starfleet to aid in assessing various threats to avoid conflicts 

where possible, goes haywire and becomes dangerous and turns on its cre-

ators, like Frankenstein’s famous monster disrupting his own creator’s life. 

Dr. Burnham, in the time travel suit, aims to undo what the AI plans for the 

future and what will be if the plan to stop Control fails. To accomplish this task, Dr. Burnham must pass the mantel of the Red Angel on to Michael 

Burnham since she must take the final steps to end the AI’s destructive 

power. In “Perpetual Infinity,” Burnham learns of Control’s malfunctions and 

what her potential place in the story is. As Female Gothic Heroine, Michael 

Burnham succeeds in resetting the timeline and bravely taking the precious 

data and the USS  Discovery into the future. The visual effects of Burnham emerging through the wormhole, a rift in space used for time or other sorts of 
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travel in the  Star Trek universe, showcases both the beauty of space exploration and the Terror of such an act. 

The AI known as Control desires the data collected from a dying lifeform 

encountered in the episode “An Obol for Charon,” and the creation of con-

sciousness from artificial means is Explained Supernatural. Destructive, or 

potentially destructive, evolving technology features in other  Star Trek series as well namely TNG in the episode “Emergence” (1994), where the ship, 

the USS  Enterprise D, produces a new life form itself. Sara Annes Brown, in  Shakespeare and Science Fiction, notes that the staging of  The Tempest (1611) in “Emergence,” as an activity for the crew, bookends the theme of 

the episode and further emphasizes the use of the Explained Supernatural in 

creating life. She writes, “Invoking the magician’s [Prospero’s] power over 

life and death is significant within the episode as its central focus is their creation of a totally new life form” (2021, 136). In DSC, the corrupted AI enters the bodies of both Lieutenant Commander Airiam of the USS  Discovery and Captain Leland of Section 31 and takes them over. 

The idea of a highly evolved AI becomes clear as Airiam, a cybernetically 

augmented human crewmember, dies fighting Control through her human 

nature. Leland, on the other hand, becomes artificially controlled as his 

human self effectively dies before his AI-fueled body does and is entombed 

in the spore-drive chamber. To make this situation clear both to crewmembers 

and to viewers, Commander, and acting Captain Saru states during the battle 

against Control that Leland has a human “face” but is not human (“Such 

Sweet Sorrow, Part I,” 2019). Separating what is and is not life becomes 

increasingly complex as DSC continues. 

HE’S NOT QUITE DEAD: CULBER’S SECOND-SEASON 

RETURN AND REGENERATION

The discussions of states of being, death, and even the undead fall within 

the confines of the Supernatural in the Gothic mode, and DSC embraces this 

imagery in the episode “Saints of Imperfection” (2019). In the episode, the 

ship hovers between the mycelial network and space. The depiction onscreen 

shows the slanted hull of the USS  Discovery with a light blue haze over the portions within the network. This visual separation illustrates the transgression of the ship into this wonderous place where only the ship’s navigator, 

Stamets, has ever been before. This breaking down barriers between the net-

work and space eventually appears as dark, cavernous, and dangerous as the 

crew attempt the daring rescue. In a plot familiar to Frankenstein’s desire to eliminate his Creature, Stamets, Burnham, and Ensign Tilly endeavor to save 
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the lifeforms inhabiting the mycelium network by destroying a “monster” 

that is disrupting the ecosystem found there. Megen de Buin-Molè, in  Gothic Remixed: Monster Mashups and Frankenfictions in 21st Century Culture, points out that “In the case of a text like  Frankenstein, which has accrued many adaptations, even a seemingly singular monster can become endlessly plural in its meanings” (2020, 45). And the plurality of the monstrous is indeed on display as the crew must engage with the embodiment of the 

network beings found on the ship as a large, black blob that attaches itself to Tilly (“Point of Light,” 2019). The beings then demand that the crew kill the monster in the network. 

The crew of Stamets, Burnham, and Tilly traverses the innerworkings of the 

network, thanks to some  Trek nobabble and exciting visual effects, and they find a person hiding there and calling out in pain. This is Stamet’s partner and ship’s doctor, Commander Hugh Culber. Dr. Culber dies at the end of season 

one when Lieutenant Ash Tyler, a sleeper agent for the Klingons, snaps his 

neck (“Despite Yourself,” 2019). His murder happens whilst Stamets lan-

guishes between reality and the network, and because of Stamet’s condition, 

he is housed in sickbay. Stamets witnesses the murder but is not in a state to help, but he holds Culber, and it is this physicality that allows Dr. Culber’s consciousness to escape death and find a home in the mycelium network. 

The Explained Supernatural, over the Unexplained Supernatural, features 

in the locating of Dr. Culber within the mycelium network and his eventual 

rebirth through a cocoon found in main engineering. Culber appears as almost 

incoherent and in a regressive state while in the network. Culber in these 

sequences shares similarities with Frankenstein’s Creature since he accepts 

his current state as monstrous. He shuns help from the crew and even from 

his partner. Shelley’s Creature tells his creator, “I am alone, and miserable” 

([1831] 2008, 144). Culber voices similar feelings to Stamets when he can 

understand the situation more clearly. Eventually, the beings in the myce-

lium network attempt to reanimate Culber and send him back to the plane 

of existence from which he originates. Culber reappears naked—reborn—

made anew from the network organisms and thus symbolizes the creation 

life from lifelessness and appears as a copy of his old self. Sara Wasson, in 

“‘A Butcher’s Shop Where the Meat Still Moved’: Gothic Doubles, Organ 

Harvesting and Human Cloning,” explains, “while a double might enable 

the fantasy of immortality for the self, that fantasy is simultaneously undermined by the very fact of a split between the self and its double” (2011, 74). 

Culber struggles with his new version of self, however, and harbors anger 

toward Stamets for bringing him back to life. Some dialogue between them 

is reminiscent of Shelley’s lines “How dare you sport thus with life?” ([1831] 

2008, 99). In this episode particularly, the ship’s network and spore drive 
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effectively illustrate the Explained Supernatural in multiple ways, including human reanimation. 

FUTURE TECH AND INTEGRATION: SEASON 

THREE’S FUTURE (FUTURE) WORLD

Season three of DSC brings new challenges to the crew of the USS  Discovery, but akin to the previous narratives and story arcs, the Explained Supernatural frames the adventures through the lens of science and technology. With the 

jump 930 years into the future as the season’s starting point, the main issue comes in the form of new and updated technology that needs exposition. 

The third season, however, does more than showcase the imaginary future 

tech; rather, the stories still focus the action on the intelligence and resilience of Female Gothic Heroine, Michael Burnham through the Explained 

Supernatural. Season three does feature more collaboration between and 

among the main bridge crew, but the series focuses on Burnham’s desire to 

solve the mystery of “the Burn,” an event that destroyed all the ships in that time. According to astrophysicist Erin MacDonald and biologist Mohamed 

Noor, real-world scientists tapped to consult on DSC, in “The Science Behind 

Discovery’s Burn,” the events in the new timeline have both a basis in science today as well as come from the imagination of those working in the world of 

science. “As the science consultants for Season 3, we helped develop the sci-

ence behind both dilithium as well as the biology of an alien left in a unique environment that resulted in a galaxy wide disaster,” they explain in a blog 

post for  Star Trek’s website (2021, n.p.). The Burn effectively destroys space travel, and by extension, the Federation, because of the destruction caused 

by and the lack of dilithium, the element needed to travel faster than light in Star Trek. 

Both viewers and Burnham experience the Explained Supernatural as 

Burnham traverses the new landscape to find information on the USS 

 Discovery,  since she and her ship are separated. When Burnham arrives in 

“That Hope Is You, Part I” (2020), she finds that the future predicted by 

her mother based on Control’s plans has been circumvented through the 

time jump she and the USS  Discovery achieve, but the future seems bleak as she lands on a desolate planet. The technology used by the inhabitants is 

far advanced from anything shown in  Star Trek previously and seems to be highly individualized. The tech operates in some ways that are similar to the devices in past iterations of the franchise, but the use of holograms and “pro-grammable” matter stand in contrast to other versions of  Star Trek. 

In addition to the new look of the technology in DSC, the ship, the USS 

 Discovery, when Burnham and crew are reunited in “Far from Home” (2020) 
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becomes invaluable to the current time because of the spore hub drive. 

The Explained Supernatural here includes the idea that the spore drive still 

functions in this new time, and since it is not reliant on dilithum, the ship can still travel through space, therefore allowing for Burnham and crew to 

discover the reason for the Burn. Amy Chambers and R. Lyle Skains write 

in  The Routledge Handbook of  Star Trek, “The series itself recognizes that technology alone neither causes utopia nor apocalypse, arguing that science and technology are knowledge and tools; it is the people and culture 

in which they are embedded that shape how they are used in reality” (2020, 

349). While the Burn is the impetus for the destruction in the universe, other issues remain, and with the introduction of the ship from the past, the new 

future world can be remade. Since the USS  Discovery is antique in the new century, but with the integration of the sphere data, from season two, the ship provides a new kind of hope to what is left of the Federation through the 

retro-futurism present. 

Other, more personal versions of the Explained Supernatural appear in sea-

son three as well. As Burnham follows leads, and Stamets and his team work 

tirelessly to find the source of the Burn, the characters of Book and Su’kal 

become embodiments of the Explained Supernatural. Book, as a Kwejianian, 

has the ability to connect with the natural world in an almost mystical way, 

but since this is part of his biological, empathetic makeup, this is Explained Supernatural. Book can even integrate with the spore drive chamber, like 

Stamets, because of this ability. He, unlike Stamets, does not need Tardigrade DNA or augmentation to do so (“That Hope Is You, Part II,” 2021). 

Su’Kal, a Kelpian, like Commander and later Captain Saru, causes the 

Burn, and this knowledge allows for Burnham and crew to not only rescue 

Su’kal, but to also reverse the effects of the disaster on the ships and pro-

vide the needed component to Starfleet so that space travel is again possible (“Su’Kal,” 2020). Su’Kal’s distress ultimately brings the Burn about and 

removing him from the dilithum-laced planet will mean the event can be kept 

from happening again. In the episode “Su’Kal,” it is revealed that the Kelpian inhabits a vast holographic world created by his scientist mother who was 

marooned on the planet when her ship crashed while she carried Su’Kal. The 

holographic world is itself a Gothic setting with labyrinths and dead ends 

for the away team of Burnham, Culber, and Saru as they endeavor to locate 

Su’Kal and convince him to leave the planet. Su’Kal must remember his 

trauma to be freed from the holographic space, however. Like the experience 

of Culber in the network, Su’kal struggles with the pain of his condition. He wants to forget his discovery of the bodies of his mother and other family 

members. That moment, his utter terror and grief upon discovering the bod-

ies of his lost family, creates the space for the event of the Burn to happen. 

Su’kal’s primal scream is ultimately linked with the dilithum explosions. 
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Confronting his past, and bravely looking at the reality of the situation and not the holographic fancy, allows Su’Kal to perform an action worthy of a 

Radcliffian Heroine as she lifts the veil or reads old family secrets to gain the knowledge needed to move forward (“That Hope Is You, Part II”). 

SEASON FOUR’S OVERPOWERING ODDS: THE DMA

The image of the “Mad Scientist” appears through the character of Ruon 

Tarka in season four as he rushes to find the source of the anomaly that 

destroys Kwejian and threatens the rest of Federation space. In this way, 

science, as Explained Supernatural, becomes almost as dangerous as the 

anomaly itself because of the reckless behavior and overinflated ego pre-

sented by Tarka. Tarka’s personality mirrors one of Victor Frankenstein’ 

professors, M. Krempe, professor of natural philosophy. Shelley describes 

him as “an uncouth man, but deeply embued in the secrets of his science” 

([1831] 2008, 45). Tarka uses a tactile food demonstration to get his hands 

“dirty,” in contrast to Stamet’s use of math and data to study the anomaly, and Tarka goads Captain Saru into a screaming match, much to Stamets’ dismay, 

in “The Examples” (2021). Tarka also refuses to follow protocols or to think 

of the safety of those on the USS  Discovery and inserts himself into delicate negotiations without care for the outcome (“ . . . But to Connect” 2021). 

Tarka’s brilliance and knowledge make him appealing to the Federation and 

to Starfleet, but his secret, selfish nature harms him and Book as he convinces Book to betray Michael Burnham in (“Rubicon,” 2022). Tarka’s actions, 

therefore, allow a “Mad Scientist” sort of reading of his character. 

The fear of science and technology finds its way into Gothic novels as 

 Frankenstein illustrates, but in contemporary SF texts, future-world tech often predicts danger for humans. In the case of the anomaly, the Dark Matter Anomaly—also known as the DMA—acts as an object of Terror since it 

is unclear what it is and where it originates. Stamets first posits that it is a natural phenomenon in space, but that is later proven to be false (“Choose to Live,” 2021). The DMA turns out to be Explained Supernatural in that it is the creation of a new group of aliens, Species 10-C and is used to harvest needed resources from space. The 10-C, in a reverse colonist narrative for  Star Trek, comes to the Milky Way to expand, rather than the inhabitants of Earth jet-tisoning into the stars seeking new life and civilizations. And the DMA’s 

search, destroy, and harvest mission forces the Federation into a position that is unusual for the franchise. The Federation must prove its worth to the 10-C, not the other way around. 

Burnham argues for and eventually uses various scientific methods to 

discover the means to communicate with Species 10-C. Burnham, as a 
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xenoanthropologist, an anthropologist who studies non-humanoids and their 

cultures, handles this task, rather than the more technical, and scientific 

computations happening in engineering with Stamets and his team. Burnham 

continually must fight for the more peaceful solution, and Burnham, with an 

away team, goes into the unknown dangers of the home world of the 10-C to 

investigate some ruins. Through this exploration, the team finds out the aliens suffered a great loss there and are capable of feeling. Burnham, with this 

anthropological data in hand, now focuses the engineering task force to find 

a way to understand the species based on the remnants found on the planet 

(“Rosetta,” “Species Ten C,” 2022). 

CYBERNETIC BODIES AND THE 

(FURTHER) EXPLORATION OF AI

Season four continues with the Explained Supernatural through the use of 

cybernetic bodies and further AI threats as discussed through the charac-

ters of Gray Tal, a civilian Trill, and Zora, the emergent AI found on the 

USS  Discovery. The emerging AI onboard the USS  Discovery becomes not only a character with a name, Zora, but the AI also functions as Explained 

Supernatural through the expression of humanity and emotions (“ . . . But to 

Connect”). Gray Tal, as a Trill, comes from a species that lives in symbiotic balance between host body and sentient organism, and even though Trills 

appear in TNG and DS9 (1993–1999), Gray Tal is first introduced in DSC 

in season three. Gray suffers severe injuries, and the Trill symbiont is transferred to the human Aidra (“Forget Me Not,” 2020). Gray, before the joining 

with a new body, encompasses a space between life and death, in a familiar 

Female Gothic trope, since the symbiont he carried previously joined with 

Ensign Adira Tal. 

The cybernetic body created for Gray and first presented in “Anomaly” 

(2021) offers many SF tropes and callbacks. Donna Haraway’s “A 

Cyborg Manifesto” frames the discussion of cybernetic humans thusly: 

“Contemporary science fiction is full of cyborgs—creatures simultaneously 

animal and machine, who populate worlds ambiguously natural and crafted. 

Modern medicine is also full of cyborgs, of couplings between organism and 

machine, each conceived as coded devices, in an intimacy and with a power 

that was not generated in the history of sexuality” (1991, 151). For  Star Trek, namely in TNG and  Star Trek: Picard (PIC), the cybernetic and the human exist because of the research of cyberneticist Dr. Noonian Soong and his 

extended family. Soong is the creator of Lieutenant Commander Data. DSC 

builds on this foundation by referencing the history of the Soong family’s 

work and by creating a body for Gray Tal to reincorporate into. Hardaway 
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also discusses the post-gender makeup of such beings, and Gray Tal, played 

by Ian Alexander, is transgender. 

In true Gothic form, until Culber sees Gray in the holographic simula-

tion where Su’Kal lives, Gray functions as a ghost on the ship. Adira can 

see and speak with Gray, but no one else can until Culber sees Gray in the 

holographic simulation created for Su’kal (“That Hope Is You, Part II”). 

Yael Shapira, in “Where the Bodies Are Hidden: Ann Radcliffe’s ‘Delicate” 

Gothic,” explains the positioning of ghosts in Radcliffe’s Gothic Romances 

as “equivocal figures” that are useful to advance a variety of situations in the narratives (2006, 456). In a similar way, Gray wants to be seen, and when the holographic world Su’Kal lives in allows for that eventuality, it allows for 

more character development for Gray—and gives him a body. When Gray’s 

new body sits on a slab in sickbay, it indeed is a spectacle and a wonder. Gray is able to reincorporate into a new cybernetic body and chooses to explore a 

life on Trill (“Choose to Live”; “ . . . But to Connect”). 

In  Femicidal Fears: Narratives of The Female Gothic Experience, Helene Meyers concludes her thoughts with this: “I think that both cultural feminism and poststructuralist thought are implicated in female Gothic scripts; the former tends to underestimate female agency . . . , while the latter overestimates it” (2001, 155). And Meyers’s thoughts on the theoretical constructions of the Female Gothic genre connect to Burnham’s character in DSC, as she continually must exude bravery and intelligence even when she is underestimated, 

early in season one, and when she must overestimate her ability in season 

four to singlehandedly pilot the ship through a dangerous void (“Stormy 

Weather,” 2022). 

The Explained Supernatural allows for Female Gothic Heroines to 

broadcast their intellect and problem-solving skills, and DSC gives Captain 

Michael Burnham, by the conclusion of season three, the ability to do this on multiple occasions. Just as Radcliffe’s Heroines are underestimated by the 

villains in the text, the readers come to believe in them and their attempts to find freedom and equanimity. For Burnham, the same can be true, and while 

so much is asked of her, she never fails when it comes to her intellect in 

understanding the presenting problems. Burnham manages to deal with her 

own grief, reconnect with her former crew after her mutiny, find peace with 

an absent mother, journey to a new time, and fall in love, twice. More Female Gothic Heroines should be so lucky. 


 Chapter 6

“Sometimes We Know the 

Role We’re Meant to Play” 

 Starfleet’s (Ineffective) Gothic Heroes

Although heroic images of Medieval knights protecting fair maidens or 

Superman flying to the rescue of Lois Lane often paint heroic character 

types in particularly astonishing ways, Gothic Heroes often fall short of such actions. In the introduction to  The English Hero, 1660–1800, the characterization of a heroic character moves from a demigod-like state, and then 

becomes merely human with the notation of Samuel Johnson’s position that 

the heroic-type characters are, at the heart of it, flawed humans created for their times (Folkenflik, 1982, 15–16). For Howard Anderson, in “Gothic 

Heroes,” the understanding of these characters “includes the recognition 

of the fact that what constitutes ‘men’ is divided, fragmented, split among 

characters” (1982, 206). Early Gothic Heroes, from the Gothic Romances of 

Ann Radcliffe, among others, ultimately serve as love interests to the Gothic Heroine, but they are not the focus or the protagonists of the novels. These 

characters, too, may appear in different forms. 

Radcliffe’s novels, including  The Romance of the Forest (1791) and  The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), center on the struggles of the Gothic Heroine trying to escape an enclosing patriarchal structure, not only the fanciful tales of white male savior narratives, but unfortunately, the Gothic Heroines in 

these texts become reabsorbed into patriarchal systems by the end of the 

narratives. Donna Heiland, in  Gothic and Gender: An Introduction, explains further, “Early gothic novels make absolutely clear the genre’s concern with 

exploring, defining, and ultimately defending patriarchy” (2004, 8). To that 

end, Gothic Heroes function as part of the structure of which the Gothic 

Heroines eventually become part—even though they desire escape from such 

structures. What is interesting, however, is that Gothic Heroes often require rescue by the Gothic Heroine at some point, and the forms the characters 
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take is dependent on ways the character is divided or otherwise represented 

through a variety of (male) characters. 

As the discussion of the character of the Gothic Hero continues, one thing 

bears repeating: Gothic Heroes do not save Gothic Heroines. Gothic Heroines 

save themselves with the help of trusted allies, and the Gothic Hero is often among them. The constructions of the characters of Hero and Heroine in the 

Gothic mode provide a look at the complex relationships between romantic 

love and violence within the character types of Hero/Heroine and “love inter-

est” and through the genre fictions of Romance and Science Fiction (SF) 

themselves. These genres often provide dichotomies between the binary gen-

ders and an essentialist attitude about who might prevail in such narratives by producing the “love interest” as a character according to Justine Larbalestier, in  The Battle of the Sexes in Science Fiction (2002, 107). Moving the Hero into the place of the Heroine, as many SF narratives do, eliminates the depth of both the character types found in the Gothic mode. The move to a more 

male-centric version of genre fiction in SF, without a female characters “polluting” the narrative with romantic inklings reflects an anxiety “to keep the whole discourse of romance out of science fiction. . . . The idea of romance, and therefore women, polluting science fiction begins almost immediately in 

the pulps” (Larbalestier, 10; 45; 107). What is missing from this calculation, however, is the idea that SF rests on the foundation of the Female Gothic 

novel, among other narrative types, so what is of interest here focuses on 

the shift and presentation of the character formation of Heroes from the 

Romance, to the Gothic Romance, to SF and the characters’ interactions with 

(female) counterparts. 

The Gothic Hero, in the context of Radcliffe and her imitators, is the love 

interest of the Gothic Heroine. The Gothic Hero essentially functions as the 

basis of a safer home for Gothic Heroine to claim because her current situa-

tion is markedly unsafe. This is a key difference from the idea of a Byronic 

Hero or Gothic Hero/Villain character type because these characters func-

tion as dangers to the Heroine in myriad ways. While Gothic Villains might 

be more memorable or help create a “mass production of excitement,” they 

are not safe for the Gothic Heroine and threaten her personal and financial 

wellbeing (Anderson, 1982, 205). In contrast, the Gothic Hero serves as 

“stability,” as Anderson notes and may not even constitute only one character within the novel as the would-be heroic protagonist may be divided among a 

variety of male characters in novels of this type (1982, 206). A split between the heroic natures of characters also appears in Mary Shelley’s  Frankenstein (1818; 1831) where ship’s captain, Robert Walton, Victor Frankenstein, and 

his Creature each possess a modicum of heroism but in different forms, and 

the text itself further connects the Female Gothic mode to SF. 
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The fragmented nature of three heroic characters in  Star Trek: Discovery 

(DSC), as a SF narrative built on a Female Gothic foundation, also fits the 

definitions and analysis put forward by Folkenflik and Anderson, among oth-

ers, that describes these heroes as “only men” who each play a different role in the life and experiences of the Female Gothic Heroine, Michael Burnham. 

Throughout the four seasons of the series, the eventual Captain Burnham 

must contend with the patriarchy, often in the form of her own love matches 

and within the structure of Starfleet itself, so interrogating the concept of heroism in DSC allows for a discussion of not only the Gothic Heroine, but 

also a look at the “fracture” of the character of the Gothic Hero. 

Like the Gothic Heroine, the Gothic Hero exists away from extended fam-

ily security and structures. Unlike the Gothic Heroine, the Gothic Hero must 

prove his personal worthiness to pursue/marry the Heroine. In  The Haunted Castle: A Study of the Elements of English Romanticism, Eino Railo encapsu-lates the “young hero” of the romance as a character with a “sunny humanity 

and joyous outlook” ([1927] 2018, chap. 8). The character often appears as 

a man with manners, but he is from an “unknown birth” and reinstated into 

his birthright in an aristocratic family by novel’s end (1927; 2018, chap. 7). 

Railo says of Radcliffe’s Valancourt, in  The Mysteries of Udolpho,    that he 

“lacks interest just because of his too decorative and model virtuousness” 

(1927; 2018, chap. 9). In  The Romance of the Forest, Theodore, Adeline’s chosen suitor, is “the friend of the Marquis” (the Gothic Villain of the piece) and attempts a rescue of Adeline from the maze of the Marquis’s garden, but 

he, too, seems unable to defeat a powerful enemy in the Marquis (Radcliffe, 

[1791] 2009, 167). The pair of Adeline and Theodore initially escape, but they are captured when Theodore “received himself the stroke of a Sabre on his 

head” ([1791] 2009, 176) and Adeline is recaptured by the Marquis. She fears 

for Theodore’s safety since “Against such an enemy what could Theodore 

oppose?” Conscious rectitude would not avail him to ward off the blow which 

disappointed passion and powerful pride directed” ([1791] 2009, 228). While 

they do eventually find each other again when Theodore is reunited with his 

(aristocratic) family, Adeline must finally escape the Marquis, for good, with the help of other allies including Monsieur Le Motte and Peter ([1791] 2009, 

232). This character type of the Gothic Hero is typical in Radcliffe’s work and is often replicated in the Gothic Romance (sometimes referred to the Female 

Gothic or Scientific Romance) genre in general. 

Romantic Heroes, according to Lillian Furst in “The Romantic Hero, or Is 

He an Anti-Hero?,” eventually disappoint, and “both reflected and appealed 

to a period of transition” [and] looked at the same time backwards and 

forwards” (1976, 53). The looking backward and forward simultaneously 

is also indicative of the Gothic and SF genres themselves with the Gothic 

Romance looking to Medieval architecture and chivalric virtues and SF 
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placing narratives in galaxies far, far away as set pieces and plot devices. 

With this idea of looking ahead and behind embedded into the heroic charac-

ter, per Furst’s statement, the hero operates as a displaced character in either genre. Through this genealogy of character, Furst continues to illustrate the collapsing of Hero with Anti-Hero through the time of Lord Byron’s  Don 

 Juan (1819). The character construction becomes of interest to the Female Gothic because Shelley’s  Frankenstein is also first published around this time (1818) and speaks to the ineffectual nature of heroism in general as the main character, Victor Frankenstein, creates a monster and unleashes it without 

care, while Walton threatens his crew before changing his mind and return-

ing to England. Victor Frankenstein and his Creature take turns playing the 

hero of sorts—with Frankenstein completing his unmatched experiments and 

the Creature saving humanity in the guise of a small child, but instead of a 

love-match, they each find death. Walton, like a real-life Sir Joseph Banks, 

serves more of the hero-type at various parts in the narrative as he brings his ship’s company home, but he gives up his chance to be “heroic” and find the 

North Pole further illustrating Folkenflik and Anderson’s take on the frac-

tured makeup of heroic characters. 

Lord Byron, memorable for his own poetry and subsequent ghost-story 

writing contest that helped propel  Frankenstein into the cultural imagination, appears a character type in his own right: the Byronic Hero.  Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812–1818) contains the first Byronic Hero, Childe Harold, who is dangerous, brooding, and tired of his current path. Charlotte Brontë’s Edward Rochester fits this character type since Rochester, as the love interest of the Gothic Heroine in  Jane Eyre (1847), scares her at first with his words, actions, and behaviors. Eventually, he becomes worthy of her as his life is 

diminished, however. Rochester walks the line between Hero and Villain for 

most of the novel, and it is not until he is washed clean, as it were, by the fire lit in his family home by his sequestered and angry wife, Bertha Mason, 

is he deemed worthy of the Gothic Heroine, Jane Eyre. An equitable pair-

ing between Gothic Hero and Gothic Heroine appears as a hallmark of the 

construction, and by the novel’s end, Jane Eyre is an heiress and Rochester, 

blinded, maimed, and widowed, becomes less of a threat and is now worthy 

enough for Jane’s love. 

With this literary heritage: Radcliffe’s “fractured” Gothic Heroes become 

the chosen love matches that reorder the patriarchy with the marriage to 

the Gothic Heroine. The Romantic Heroes who overreach and ultimately 

become characters of “total self-absorption” and “idiosyncratic ego” (Furst, 

1976, 56). And, writes Rhonda Wilcox, in “Bite-Size Pieces: Disassembling 

the Gothic Villain in  Witchblade,” with the Byronic/Gothic Hero/Villain’s 

“attractive” face of “a dangerously seductive man,” the waters of Gothic 

Heroism undoubtably become murky (2007, 45). Separating the character 
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of the Gothic Hero from other types of characters in Gothic texts requires 

patience and a willingness to look under the opaque surface to forecast the 

type of character these might eventually become by the end of the narratives. 

It is within the character of the Gothic Hero, predictably, that the underlying anti-feminism in the Gothic genre pools and settles only to be dredged back 

up at the end, however. 

After making a love match, the Gothic Hero and Gothic Heroine re-create 

the patriarchal structure for themselves within a new home. Catherine 

Spooner in “Unsettling Feminism: The Savagery of the Gothic” explains that 

feminism and the Gothic mode push against each other since embedded in 

the foundations of the Gothic there exists an “uncanny” retelling of the plight of women, and “Feminism is riven by its attempts to separate itself from the 

Gothic even as it finds its grand narratives and most productive metaphors 

within Gothic texts” (2019, n.p.). Within this construct, she adds, harbors the idea of a “savage” feminine Gothic that inherently strives to resist. Spooner’s argument is especially poignant because after the love match with the Gothic 

Hero, the Gothic Heroine presumably again loses agency as she submits 

to her chosen husband. This claim, also made by Diane Long Hoeveler in 

 Gothic Feminism: The Professionalization of Gender from Charlotte Smith to the Brontës (1998), among others, provides the ultimate issue with the ending of a Female Gothic text. But a question remains: If a text elucidates a love 

match, and the Heroine survives with her wealth and status, what could go 

wrong? Happily-ever-after may not be the result, given the situation, and try as modern texts might, the pull between a Shakespearean-type tragedy at the 

end of a Horror (or Male) Gothic text and a marriage in a Female (or Terror) 

Gothic text becomes a delicate tug that can unbalance a narrative if taken too far in an extreme mix of the genres and thus polluting the murky waters of 

Hero and Villain even further. 

Gothic tales allow for typically two endings even in present-day ver-

sions: the main female protagonist, the Gothic Heroine, either dies in some 

way or marries or joins with the Gothic Hero, the suitor of her choice. With 

this frame, plots like those in a few contemporary texts, including  Crimson Peak (2015) and  Penny Dreadful (2014–2016), profoundly disappoint some twenty-first-century viewers as they watch the strong and capable Gothic 

Heroines succumb to a safe (read smothering) existence with the Gothic Hero 

in the case of  Crimson Peak, and the brutal, dehumanizing fall from Gothic Heroine to Monster who dies at the hands of the Gothic Hero in the case of 

 Penny Dreadful. These texts, contrary to those crafted by Radcliffe and others, eschew the modernization of women’s lives to a point and follow the 

path of either death or marriage even though women and femme people today 

have more options than those who came before. Overall, it can be argued that 

 Crimson Peak and  Penny Dreadful both harbor feminist stances at the start of 
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their Gothic narratives, but there is no “feminist” ending available for either Gothic Heroine as each is reabsorbed within the patriarchal structure present, and the structure of Gothic texts demand the resetting of the world by the end of the narratives. 

A series that attempts to reexamine the Gothic Hero and Gothic Heroine 

motifs includes  Buffy: The Vampire Slayer (1997–2003). In  Buffy, the Slayer not only must die and be reborn against her will, but she also must gift her 

power to all “inactive” slayers by the end of the series to succeed in stop-

ping a full-blown apocalypse while, the Gothic Hero, Buffy’s former lover 

Spike, sacrifices himself (“The Gift,” 2001; “Chosen,” 2003). Buffy, and her 

so-called Scooby Gang, achieve their objectives, but the loss is great, and the ending effectively appears as a stalemate. Overall, it is rare to find a Gothic Heroine-type character in popular culture–type of narrative where she overcomes all odds and looks toward the horizon for the next adventure, like a 

contemporary, male superhero in the Marvel franchise might, for example. 

If unpacking the Gothic Hero character in Gothic novels proves difficult, 

further connecting the Gothic Hero to SF texts indeed provides similar 

problems. However, there is an exception.  Frankenstein  illuminates the elements of a Female Gothic novel without a traditional Gothic Hero or Heroine 

or the (heteronormative) marriage ending. Like  Buffy’s bleak ending, the novel’s conclusion feels unfinished and dreary. This uneasy link of ideas 

and concepts is a feat that only a woman like Shelley could achieve, says 

Ellen Moers. Moers with the conflation of author and characters, creates the 

Female Gothic genre for decades through her essentialist essay, “The Female 

Gothic,” first published in 1974. Imagining Shelley’s Monster/Creature as 

Gothic Hero or Heroine, however, provides a deeper meaning to both the 

monstrous character and his ending. Since the ending is ambiguous at best, 

the Hero(ine)/Creature could survive and choose not to die upon a funeral 

pyre as he claims he will do. Ultimately, Shelley’s narrative choice of having her Creature leap out of the ship’s window, rather than kill the ship’s crew 

and captain or return to “civilized” parts of the world, potentially provides the Creature freedom from all patriarchal systems in a new setting and therefore 

ushers in a space in the Gothic novel structure for “what if?” The ambiguous 

ending allows for many hypothetical scenarios for the Creature, and wonder-

ous imaginary worlds are the playground of SF. 

Post- Frankenstein narratives allow SF writers to build worlds and character traits that can change based on the imaginary future worlds at play. In this galactic space, the setting can be a place where people of all genders exist 

and work together, and the endings, hypothetically, allow for more freedom 

from established, and patriarchal, structures. The Creature’s escape, then, can be reframed as a journey to a new land where he can live a new life without 

such constraints. This is similar to the idea that the North Pole was a warm 
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and beautiful place, where the heroic ship’s captain Walton desires to go. Joel Levy, in  Gothic Science: The Era of Ingenuity & the Making of Frankenstein, reports that the “Northwest Passage” was a “mirage that, for centuries, drove explorers to the edge of reason” (2019, 145). For Walton in Shelley’s novel, 

“His expedition is founded on the belief that beyond the belt of pack ice, . . . 

lies an ice-free realm of open seas and balmy climbs: the open polar sea” 

(Levy, 149–50). If this place exists, then the Creature has a chance to survive the harsh climate, for example, thus ushering in a whole genre of settings and characters in otherworldly places and a further link to the genre of SF, since the balmy climate of the North Pole does not exist in reality but becomes a 

point of interest and an imaginary realm for many. 

Other ways SF creates new and interesting settings for the characters to 

inhabit include the breaking down of gender roles in some texts, thereby cre-

ating some confusion about the more traditional Radcliffian Gothic notions 

of Gothic Heroines and Gothic Heroes. Many examples of film and television 

in the SF genre exist where people of all genders occupy roles that could be 

binary gendered in more Earth-bound narratives. Examples include  Alien 

(1979),  Battlestar Galactica (2004–2009), and  The Expanse (2015–2022). 

In the case of  Star Trek, in particular, creator Gene Roddenberry’s early world-building attempts to provide escape hatches from the all-encompassing 

confinement of Earth’s history and to explore ideas of a society without 

gender roles or oppressive patriarchy. This goal is often unmet, however, 

and the Heroines of SF texts, including Michael Burnham in DSC, must free 

themselves from this oppression in similar ways like the actions of Gothic 

Heroines before them and locate allies to help them do this. The Gothic Hero 

is one such ally. 

The Gothic Hero is occasionally called the Child of Nature and/or the Hero 

of Sensibility according to Peter L. Thorslev, in  The Byronic Hero: Types and Prototypes (1962, 21). These characters often find themselves bundled with Byronic Heroes or Gothic Villains in the imaginations of contemporary readers, but there is an important distinction to be made especially when it comes to the discussion of DSC as a Female Gothic text. Since the Female Gothic 

Heroine, Michael Burnham, chooses her own suitors, the main conflicts 

with the patriarchal system remain in a different, non-Romance form. The 

love-interests Burnham chooses enter her life with problems of their own, 

and she decides how the relationships continue or end. But because she is part of a military-esque hierarchy rather than a lone virgin running from an evil 

uncle as is the case for many of Radcliffe’s romance structures, the patriarchy comes in the form of Starfleet Command. This chapter will connect the ideas 

of the Gothic Hero to the characters of Ash Tyler and Cleveland Booker, 

Burnham’s love interests in the first four seasons of DSC. Tyler is the love 

interest Burnham chooses in seasons one and two, and Book is the partner 
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Burnham claims in seasons three and four. Furthermore, this chapter explores 

the ineffective nature of heroism itself through the character of Christopher Pike and an investigation of the patriarchy found in Starfleet Command. 

THE ILL-FATED ROMANCE: ASH TYLER 

AND THE HAUNTED KLINGON/HUMAN 

HYBRID, SEASONS ONE AND TWO

The handsome and mysterious—and Gothic Hero—Lieutenant Ash Tyler 

first appears in the episode “Choose Your Pain” (2017) and soon becomes a 

valued member of the USS  Discovery crew after he and Captain Lorca escape a Klingon prison ship. Tyler, played by Shazad Latif, who also stars in  Penny Dreadful as Dr. Jekyll and Lord Hyde, brings a smoldering performance of a dual character to DSC. He has eyes for Burnham but never pushes her. He 

wants a relationship and starts with a friendship and eventually becomes an 

ally to Burnham. Tyler and Burnham are very much alike. Both are additions 

to the crew and seem to be out of place. Burnham, in her non-commissioned 

role and status as prisoner, keeps to herself and is shunned by most of the 

crew. Tyler arrives on the USS  Discovery   injured and leery after seven months of captivity by the Klingons. While Tyler makes his intentions 

towards Burnham clear, Burnham, at first, eschews any fraternizations, but 

eventually falls for him and admits her feelings in “Magic to Make the Sanest Man Go Mad” (2017), where they share their first, chaste kiss. 

This blossoming romance, between Tyler and Burnham, fits within the 

parameters of a Gothic Romance for a few reasons including the idea that 

Tyler is a “fractured” character. Tyler is really Voq, the Klingon Torchbearer and named successor of the slain leader, T’Kuvma, so he holds a powerful position in Klingon culture before he is betrayed. Klingons at this time 

in  Star Trek attempt to unite their twenty-four “houses” or clans under one leader. T’Kuvma fails in this goal and is killed by Burnham. Before his death, T’Kuvma passes his mantel to Voq. The chant “Remain Klingon” reverberates onboard the Klingon  Ship of the Dead in DSC’s early episodes as a way to symbolize the unity proposed by T’Kuvma. Tyler does not remember this 

life, so the unknown origin of his past remains and is reminiscent of some 

of Radcliffe’s heroes who are eventually revealed as being aristocratic or 

wealthy by the end of the novel. This redacted part of his life remains a 

mystery until L’Rell, Voq’s partner and the one ultimately responsible for 

his human appearance as Tyler, attempts to activate the dormant Voq within 

Tyler (“Despite Yourself,” 2017). Like the idea put forward by Anderson that 

discusses how Gothic Heroes exist in parts of characters rather than always 

harbored in one, Tyler is a splintered person. He is an artificially created 
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Klingon-Human hybrid designed to be a sleeper agent; he is also in love with 

Burnham and she with him; and he is a Klingon of high office, but from a low 

birth, before his change brought about after a political coup. 

The “fracture” of Tyler appears as a physical one, however. Latif plays the 

Klingon Voq as well as Tyler, albeit under heavy makeup and prosthetics, and 

the actor strove to hide this duality by using his father’s name in the credits to stave off the big reveal (Britt, 2018, n.p.). Voq disappears in “The Butcher’s Knife Cares Not for the Lamb’s Cry” (2017), and by the next episode, Ash 

Tyler appears in a cell with Captain Lorca (“Choose Your Pain”). A third 

version of Voq—called the Fire Wolf—in the Mirror Universe—fights the 

now-not-quite-human-not-quite-Klingon version of Ash Tyler in “The Wolf 

Inside” (2017). These three breaks in the character of Ash Tyler/Voq/Mirror 

Voq illustrate the splintering of a Gothic Hero because Voq is L’Rell’s love 

interest; Ash Tyler presents as a stalwart and brave Starfleet officer who 

risks his life for others; and finally Mirror Voq shows the folly in the Prime Klingon slogan “Remain Klingon” as one of xenophobia and short sidedness 

and illustrates a more complete heroic-type character because he strives to 

create alliances, resist the Terran Empire, and celebrate his own culture. Voq’s Fire Wolf persona awakens the hidden Voq in Tyler just by his presence, and 

it is the meeting between selves that causes the break in Tyler’s psyche. 

Tyler’s attack of Fire Wolf Voq also illustrates how he hates that part of 

himself, the Klingon part, to a degree, and at the same time complicates 

the relationship with Burnham. Tyler’s attack of Voq happens while he and 

Burnham attempt to find answers to the situation they find themselves in since jumping into the Mirror Universe. In this parallel universe, people, places, 

and things are doubled but not in the same way. Within this plane of exis-

tence, the Terrans, an evil and aggressive human race, attempt to destroy all other non-human races and exhibit Fascist and authoritarian tendencies. The 

Terrans create the moment for the alliances for the non-humans—Klingons 

and Vulcans among them—to band together to resist. In the episode, “The 

Wolf Inside,” Tyler faces his alter ego, but this Voq is reasonable and wants to work with Burnham. Surprisingly, the lack of Klingon xenophobic rage as 

T’Kuvma demonstrates, allows for Tyler’s break from his human persona. 

Another dimension of the Gothic Hero within the character of Ash Tyler 

is that Tyler’s early activation fails, and after meeting the Mirror Voq, he 

first requires saving from Burnahm and then from L’Rell. L’Rell begins the 

“prayer” to awake the hidden Voq inside Tyler, but the process of awakening 

Voq fades after the first few moments (“Despite Yourself,” 2017). What is 

left is a scared Tyler roaming the ship for answers. Tyler heads to the sickbay, where further examination shows he is not really human, and he kills Dr. 

Culber for revealing the truth. He then puts Burnham’s life at risk, instead 

of protecting her as he has sworn to do, and it is Burnham who saves Tyler’s 
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life by pleading with the Mirror Universe’s resistance members and submit-

ting to a mind meld from the alternative version of Sarek of Vulcan in order 

to prove her trustworthiness (“The Wolf Inside”). The inactive version of 

Voq, created by L’Rell to save Voq’s life, lies in wait and creates the uneasy tension of Tyler’s eventual breakdown in the episode “Vaulting Ambition” 

(2017). Anderson argues: “Yet, again, each character is related to that haunting past in his own way” (1982, 220), and for Tyler this haunting past plays 

out with flashbacks of his surgical alternations and seemingly sexual abuse at the hands of L’Rell. Tyler is the embodiment of the “dark” side of a person 

since his rage and violence becomes all-encompassing after the partial activation of his hidden Klingon personality. He is unable to free himself from the pain, so L’Rell must extract Voq from Tyler’s body through a Klingon ritual. 

What is left, however, is a shell of a being that is not quite human, and not quite Klingon. 

Tyler is unable to be the equal to the Gothic Heroine, Michael Burnham 

due to his hidden Klingon personality and his subsequent broken humanity 

after its extraction, so he is ultimately  ineffective  when it comes to the “Hero” 

part of the Gothic Hero connection. He attempts to save Burnham on many 

occasions, but often arrives just a few moments too late, and she in Gothic 

Heroine form, saves herself. She even says to Tyler in an emotional scene: 

“I’ve saved your life. I’ve loved you. You didn’t just jeopardize me [;] you 

jeopardized our mission” (“The Wolf Inside”). Tyler’s warrior-like mind, 

from his Klingon-self, aids him initially as he becomes chief of security, 

after only one training session with Lorca in a brutal holographic simulation, and Tyler impresses Lorca with his: fighting, shooting, and flying (“Lethe,” 

2017). These hyper-masculine displays also bend toward the ideals of hero-

ism in a time of war, but these actions are not equal to the genius or stability of the Gothic Heroine; therefore, Tyler is not worthy of Michael Burnham. 

Lorca trusts Tyler since they are housed together during Lorca’s time on the 

prison ship, and because Lorca assesses his ability as one needed to be effective during wartime. These activities are important for someone in a position of security in any militaristic organization, and Tyler does his job well until his Klingon persona breaks free. 

After the events of season one, Tyler attempts to redeem himself, in season 

two, as he secures a safe future for his son, but the redemption arc comes too late to change the outcome between Tyler and Burnham. Voq and L’Rell have 

a son together, but the child threatens L’Rell’s future as High Chancellor of the Klingon Empire, so Tyler, after being freed of his Klingon persona with 

L’Rell’s aid, desires to help save the child and to secure a place of safety for him (“Point of Light,” 2019). By this point, Tyler and Burnham are separated 

because Tyler decides to be loyal to L’Rell and serve her in the Klingon 

Empire until he is recruited by Section 31, Starfleet’s Intelligence operation, 
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and transitions into that role. In Section 31, Tyler again must show divided 

loyalties, and that split in his persona shows he is unworthy of Burnham, 

since her loyalties are clear and stalwart. Matthew Brennan, in  The Gothic Psyche: Disintegration and Growth in Nineteenth-Century English Literature, explains that the discontinuity that a character like Tyler undergoes fits within the larger conversation of the Gothic genre itself. “[T]he Gothic principally represents psychic disintegration, myths about the breakdown of identity and 

the decentering of the Self. . . . The Gothic embodies cautionary tales about the dangers of neglecting the unconscious” (1997, 9). Tyler is unable to go 

to the future with Burnham, so their connection ends when she and the USS 

 Discovery pass through the wormhole at the end of season two (“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part II,” 2019). Tyler is heroic in that he chooses loyalty over his own desires, but he is ineffective in that heroism overall in that both Burnham and L’Rell lead promising lives without his particular brand of heroics. 

CRASHED INTO HIM: “ROCKET GIRL,” 

BOOK, AND AN EQUITABLE PARTNERSHIP, 

SEASONS THREE AND FOUR

Cleveland “Book” Booker V, known as Book or Mr. Booker, played by David 

Ajala, in the third and fourth seasons of DSC presents as a more rounded and 

a more positive version of the Gothic Hero than the character of Ash Tyler 

does in seasons one and two because of his equitable relationship with the 

Gothic Heroine, Michael Burnham. Book and Burnham create a partnership 

based on mutual respect and understanding, and while this takes a little time to flourish, this coupling functions as one of the most successful heteronormative relationships in the  Star Trek franchise. 

The pair of Book and Burnham also highlights the Afrofuturist perspective 

present in DSC. Micah Saint Michael, in “A Look at Afrofuturism in Star 

Trek: Discovery,” explains that “Afrofuturism” is “the shared vision of an 

abundant Black future. . . . Anchored by the speculative fiction of Octavia 

Butler and Samuel R. Delaney, Afrofuturism is the expression of science fic-

tion, fantasy, and a cosmic mythology that binds the Black diaspora” (2022, 

n.p.). Burnham and Book’s positive relationship appears, in part, because of 

the Female Gothic foundation, as I have attempted to define it, of DSC and 

because of the abundant and positive images of Black people in this future. 

And as Anne Williams, in  The Art of Darkness: A Poetics of Gothic, notes, 

“the Female Gothic asserts that happiness is possible” (1995, 171). Happiness for Burnham as a Black Female Gothic Heroine comes, in part, because 

of her relationship with Book. While there is a much more diverse cast in 

DSC then other versions of  Star Trek, Book as a Black man can represent a 
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connection to Burnham in other ways as well. Dylan Reed Miller, in “The 

Unkillable Idea of Benny Russel: Afrofuturist Temporalities and ‘Far Beyond 

the Stars,’” adds, “Just because racism is theoretically an anachronism in  Star Trek’s twenty-fourth century does not mean that the people of color that live in it are unaffected by the fact it once existed” (2022, 127–28). Burnham, 

after spending the first two seasons of the series trying to find her place within Starfleet’s hierarchy, finally finds that peace through her jump to the future and through her relationship with Book. Book is Burnham’s chosen lover, 

partner, and friend, and he exhibits typical heroic qualities, like flying, shooting, and fighting, as well. He is not a fractured character like Tyler is, however; he represents the safety of home for Burnham when she needs it most. 

When Burnham crashes into Book’s ship, in “That Hope Is You, Part I” 

(2020), the star-crossed romance begins between the characters. This chance 

meeting is reminiscent of Jane Eyre and Mr. Rochester after the pair meet 

on an icy path. Rochester says to Jane: “When you came on me in Hay Lane 

last night, I thought unaccountably of fairy tales, and had a half a mind to 

demand whether you had bewitched my horse: I am not sure yet” (Brontë, 

[1847] 2016, 112). Book refers to Burnham as “rocket girl” because of her 

unique appearance in space as she exits the wormhole in a terrifying decent 

into the atmosphere of a planet. Book’s ship is nearby and is inadvertently 

damaged by the impact. Book derides Burnham’s presence, like Rochester’s 

first impression of Jane, since she damages his ship—or upsets his horse in 

the case of  Jane Eyre. Rochester asks Jane if she, too, is from another world and if she broke “through one of [her] rings” to find him on Earth (Brontë, 

[1847] 2016, 112). Burnham, recently arrived—through a ring in space—930 

years in the past, finds the new world unsettling (much like Jane does during her stay at Thornfield Hall after meeting Rochester in the lane), but Burnham also feels excitement at the prospect of surviving in this new future. She 

requests help from Book to find a way to be reunited with the USS  Discovery. 

Book, on the other hand, is wary of Burnham because of her antiquated tech 

and Starfleet insignia. Burnham must prove her dedication to the long-lost 

Starfleet, and by extension Federation, ideals to convince Book to help her 

find others like herself. After Book understands Burnham’s story, the two 

form a partnership, and this is significant since Book usually works alone. 

Book, a humanoid from Kwejian, runs his own courier business and as 

Gothic Hero has much knowledge Burnham needs to survive in the new 

century. Fred Botting in  Gothic writes that the “isolated and sovereign” . . . 

“heroes in the Gothic mould” . . . “are wanderers, outcasts and rebels con-

demned to roam the borders of social worlds, bearers of a dark truth or hor-

rible knowledge” (1996, 98). This is the case for Book as he is estranged from his family and endeavors to save lifeforms indigenous to his home planet, 

even though this is dangerous and unsanctioned work. Book explains the 
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almost-one-thousand years of history that created the world Burnham now 

inhabits. Each character—Book and Burnham—possesses knowledge and 

strength of mind and will, so in this way they are more equitable characters 

than the paring of Tyler and Burnham since Tyler spends a great deal of time 

reliving his trauma, hiding his pain, and endeavoring to understand his per-

sonal journey. Book also experiences traumatic events in season four when 

his planet is destroyed in the episode “Kobayashi Maru” (2021); however, he 

spends most of season three working equally with Burnham and developing a 

relationship with the crew of the USS  Discovery to provide needed information and context about the future world they now inhabit and the destructive 

force of “the Burn,” the event that decimates the Federation. Book also pilots his advanced ship and navigates the USS  Discovery’s spore drive to aid the crew in many adventures thus showing his continuing version of heroism. 

Book’s ship rests in the hanger, or shuttle bay, of the USS  Discovery after Burnham and crew are reunited in “Far from Home” (2020), and therefore it 

visually represents a safe haven and home for Burnham that exists apart from 

her ship and separate from her originating “family” structure. The separation between Captain Burnham and romantic partner Burnham is clear when she 

appears in Book’s personal space. She is fully present as a partner not a commanding officer. Book makes sure to remind Burnham in many ways, when 

they are not in the safety of his ship, that he is not Starfleet nor is he under her command, but he loves and respects her even if they disagree. This is an 

important distinction to be made because the couple of Tyler and Burnham 

is part of the structure of Starfleet and that imposing infrastructure confines them in ways that does not apply to the relationship between Burnham and 

Book. One way the writers of DSC illustrate this is through the separate living quarters on Book’s ship and the way that Book refers to Burnham as Michael 

not “Burnham” as Tyler does early in their relationship denoting the Starfleet connotations embedded in their relationship. 

Burnham’s trust of Book as a partner and as a person bolsters his heroic 

character overall. In season four, the main conflict comes from those who 

wish to strike out against an anomaly without understanding it first, and 

those who desire a more peaceful situation to discover facts first. The 

larger situation includes governments and political calculations, while the 

granular-level discussions divide members of the USS  Discovery crew, and more important to this discussion, Book and Burnham. It is Burnham’s trust 

in Book as a person and a partner that keeps him safe, when there are orders 

to eliminate him as a threat to the potential diplomacy efforts (“Rubicon,” 

2022). Book initially aligns himself with problematic scientist Ruon Tarka 

against Burnham because he harbors such grief at losing his planet to the 

anomaly created by the powerful Species 10-C (“All In,” 2022). Once Book 

understands that Tarka will kill Burnham, and everyone else, to achieve his 
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own personal goals, Book rethinks his position and is ultimately saved and 

returned to Burnham in an emotional ending to the season’s last episode 

(“Coming Home,” 2022). Book represents Burnham’s new home in the future 

and is a key part of her life and overall narrative. In terms of the Female 

Gothic structure in DSC, his character represents the counterpart Burnham 

chooses and offers her safety and contentment. Book shows heroics when he 

stands up to Tarka when his selfish choices hurt others and to the mysterious 10-C themselves. He represents an idealized version of the Gothic Hero and is Burnham’s “one” as she tells the 10-C as the crew and Federation delegation 

attempt to facilitate First Contact with the powerful aliens (“Coming Home”). 

Overall, Book represents a strong character with a moral, romantic, and 

an emotional core. Because of Book’s actions, from the mid-point of season 

four on, he ends the season separated from Burnham, since he takes up arms 

against the Federation to eliminate the threat of the 10-C on his own terms, 

incited by Tarka and his grief, rather than wait for the actions of Burnham 

and Federation leaders. To atone for this action and to become worthy of the 

Female Gothic Heroine, he aids fellow refuges to apologize for taking part in Tarka’s misguided plans. Sherry Ginn writes in the epilogue,  To Boldy Stay: Essays on Star Trek: Deep Space Nine, that, “Star Trek . . . offers a sense of inevitability that humanity’s ultimate outcome is, in fact, utopian. It is not so much hope for the future but the absolute certitude that the future is hopeful” (2022, 182). The ending of season four pushes forward the optimism 

of  Star Trek as the Federation is reformed, the 10-C no longer threaten star systems or their inhabitants, and Burnham and Book, although separated, will 

be reunited. 

AN ALLY FOR THE HEROINE, BUT A FLAWED HERO, 

CAPTAIN PIKE’S JOURNEY IN SEASON TWO

If survival depends on a Gothic Hero, the Gothic Heroine often will find her-

self waiting for a rescue that may or may not happen. Since Gothic Heroines 

rescue themselves, the Gothic Hero often seems ineffective with regards to 

heroics overall since Gothic Heroines in the Female Gothic tradition evade 

danger themselves and by working with trusted allies. The Gothic Hero, then, 

is a departure from the “hero” that many might think of. Kristian Frisk, in 

“What Makes a Hero? Theorizing the Social Structure of Heroism,” explains 

that there are four main types or “perspectives” of heroism: “the study of 

great men; hero stories; heroic actions; and hero institutions” (2019, 88). 

Historically significant persons fit the first category, while mythology and 

other narratives along with motivations for heroic actions describe the second and third categories, and finally, the construction of heroic systems round 
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out the rest of the study by Frisk (2019, 89). This classification allows for a discussion of Captain Christopher Pike, in season two of DSC, since this 

character offers a version of heroism, but ultimately has his (ineffective) Hero moments, and it is within the “failure” of his heroism that the Female Gothic character type shows through the cracks in his façade. Unlike the pairs of 

Tyler and Burnham and Book and Burnham, there is no romantic relationship 

between Pike and Burnham, but as this chapter endeavors to discuss, there is 

a fracture within the idea of the Gothic Hero, and Pike is one of the “splits” 

among that character type. 

Even though Pike is considered one of  Star Trek’s greatest captains, he is a haunted character and appears only minimally in  Star Trek: The Original Series (TOS) and in the Kelvin-timeline films,  Star Trek (2009) and  Star Trek: Into Darkness (2013). In TOS (1966–1969), Pike appears in the original pilot, 

“The Cage” (1965), and in “The Menagerie, Part I and II” (1966), where his 

story centers on his meeting with the Talosians, Vina, and his choice—with 

Mr. Spock’s help—to return to Talos IV after his career-ending injuries. In the Kelvin films, Pike first appears as the future Captain James T. Kirk’s mentor and father figure before he is killed by John Harrison, aka Khan Noonien 

Singh in a reimagined version of the quintessential TOS Prime-timeline film, 

 Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (1982). One of Paramount+’s newer series, Star Trek: Strange New Worlds (SNW) attempts to create a backstory and further character development to the Prime Universe’s version of Pike after 

his experiences with the USS  Discovery  crew before his eventual disappearance. Pike, as a legacy character, brings his own story to DSC in the second 

season, and this includes the ending to his story, so in essence, he is a ghost of himself. Since most  Star Trek fans are aware of his final canonical storylines, a retreat into captivity with the Talosians and into the arms of Vina because of his physical injuries in TOS or death at the hands of a terrorist in  Star Trek: Into Darkness. Pike’s own story, then, mirrors the resulting outcomes of the Shakespearian-type endings as they appear in the Gothic novel structures 

themselves: marriage (or long-term relationship) in the Female Gothic or 

death in the (Male) Gothic. 

Pike, as a form of the Gothic Hero, provides Burnham with allyship, but is, 

as her commanding officer, in an uneven power structure with her throughout 

the season. Gothic Hero and Heroine attempt to find a more equal partnership 

in the heritage novels. In this case, Pike allows Burnham to pave her own way and for her to express her own brand of genius as he requests in the season 

opener, “Brother” (2019), since he needs her intelligence to complete his 

special mission on the USS  Discovery. Pike gives Burnham leeway to break some rules and to attempt to ascertain the location of Lieutenant Spock, Pike’s crewmember on the USS  Enterprise  and Burnham’s foster brother, but Pike’s command style, reminiscent of TOS’s Western themes and pseudo-innocent 
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frontier rhetoric, appears as a luddite and an American pie–loving  great man with charisma and good looks. 

Pike breaks a few rules himself, but the broken rules all fall within the confines of the captaincy—as the series defines these situations—and his ability to bend those “directives” is based on his power as commanding officer just 

as Lorca does before revealing his true nature. Burnham and Spock contact 

Pike, for example, from the restricted planet Talos IV after they discover 

the threat facing the universe from the corrupted Artificial Intelligence (AI). 

From there, Pike follows the trail of red bursts to find his own destiny (“If Memory Serves”; “Through the Valley of the Shadows,” 2019). Pike does 

not punish Burnham and Spock for going to the restricted planet nor does 

he turn them over for Burnham’s rescue of Spock from Section 31 captivity. 

Pike also breaks General Order One protocol when he gifts a power source to 

a non-warp capable group to trade for information on the Red Angel (“New 

Eden,” 2019). These decisions frame the unequal relationship between Pike 

and Burnham however, since he is allowed to break the rules without imme-

diate risks. 

Pike’s version of heroism offers wisdom and steady leadership to a crew 

bereft with distrust after the experiences with Captain Gabriel Lorca in season one. There is a need for the crew of the USS  Discovery  to heal after Lorca betrays them and abducts them and the ship in “Into the Forest I Go” (2017), 

where they end up fighting for their lives in the dangerous Mirror Universe. 

Pike’s common sense and discussions of his own personal moral code allows 

for the crew to believe in Starfleet once again, as a “heroic institution,” as Frisk would define it (2019, 88). Burnham, especially, needs this reassur-ance after coming into contact with her dead captain, Phillipa Georgiou’s 

Mirror Universe counterpart as Emperor of the Terran Empire (“What’s Past 

Is Prologue,” 2017), evading Lorca’s almost incestuous clutches (“Lethe,” 

2017), losing her chosen love interest in Tyler (“The Wolf Inside”), and fac-

ing a world without her Vulcan-family structure (“Point of Light,” 2019). 

Burnham inevitably trusts Pike and seeks his allyship as she searches for 

Spock and the answers to the Red Angel, the second-season’s story arc that 

features a time-travelling human and Sublime red bursts in space. 

Pike strives to be “heroic,” however, to the almost detriment to the crew 

of the USS  Discovery.  As the captain of the USS  Enterprise,  Pike sits out the Klingon-Federation War and harbors guilt for his lack of participation 

(“Brother”; “Light and Shadows”). Pike, ordered to remain with the new 

constitution-class ship, the USS  Enterprise   not yet completed in time for battle, takes command of the USS  Discovery to complete a mission and to find his missing officer Spock. At the end of the season, Pike reclaims the 

command of the USS  Enterprise, while Commander Saru commands the USS 
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 Discovery. The two ships face off against the AI/Control drone squadron in 

“Such Sweet Sorrow, Part I and II” (2019), and Pike allows Admiral Katrina 

Cornwell to sacrifice herself for the USS  Enterprise   in what feels like a feat of heroism for her, but a militaristic failure for him as he struggles to watch the countdown of the unexploded torpedo in the ship’s hull that kills 

Cornwell. Pike takes risks and participates in away team missions, where he 

is injured either physically or mentally (“New Eden”; “Light and Shadows”; 

“Through the Valley of the Shadows”). These actions show Pike’s nature 

since heroes are supposed to be men of “action” and “the hero has typically 

shown traditionally masculine virtues, involving competitiveness, power of 

will and risk taking” (Frisk, 2019, 97). However, Pike wants to be remem-

bered for his contributions and is called out for the risky behavior by Section 31-member, Ash Tyler as the pair face danger in a shuttle craft that Pike 

insists on piloting himself. 

What is also interesting about Pike’s brand of heroism is that when he sees 

his own future—that is the future from TOS’ “The Menagerie”—he strives to 

find a way to change it even though it offers a “heroic” ending to his life. In the episode “Through the Valley of the Shadows,” Pike must choose a time 

crystal for the new Red Angel suit that is being built on the USS  Discovery to save the future from the threat of the corrupted AI in Control. When he is instructed to choose a crystal, the Klingon Tenavik, a monk who is a time-keeper and the now grown son of Voq and L’Rell, instructs Pike to choose a 

crystal, but Pike needs to understand that when he sees his future after touching the crystal, he will not be able to change it. The future Pike sees is one in which he is severely burned and in a wheelchair just as the images of him 

appear in “The Menagerie.” He suffers the injuries by saving young crew-

members in a show of valor. He, like  Jane Eyre’s Rochester, is burned and cleansed of his former inaction during the Klingon-Federation War through 

this moment in his life, yet he obsesses about this future and ultimately fears what is to come (“A Quality of Mercy,” 2022). The redemption through disability narrative, that arguably runs through  Jane Eyre, creates problems in the future world present in  Star Trek because of the advanced medical technology, but the metaphor of disability functions in similar ways, and there are some differently abled people represented in the franchise. 

Disability, similar to what Pike faces in his future, finds ways into  Star Trek through other characters, yet Pike actively resists his fate even though choosing the time crystal is a heroic and selfless act. In DSC, a science officer in “Magic to Make the Sanist Man Go Mad” and “Perpetual Infinity” (2019) 

is portrayed by actor and wheelchair user George Alevizos and is a part of 

the crew and serves Starfleet in his role with his mobility aid. In  Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG) series, Lieutenant Commander Geordi LaForge 
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relies on a prosthetic device to help him see. Pike, in SNW (2022–ongoing), 

however, attempts to find a way out of his future. 

Disability, it seems, for Pike causes him to lose some of his heroic quali-

ties—since these qualities, for him, are based in the physical realm, and as 

Lennard J. Davis writes in “Seeing the Object As in Itself It Really Is: Beyond the Metaphor of Disability,” “The problem with metaphor and disability is 

that disability already involves looking away. As the normate [an idealized 

image of a healthy, perfectly abled body] regards the person with a physical 

disability, the normate both wants to stare and to look away [. . .]” (2012, x). 

Pike stares into his future and desires to look away from it at the same time even if his injuries come from a heroic action. Facing the future, of saving 

people’s lives without worry for one’s own, defines acts of heroism for mili-

tary members and the like, so Pike’s weariness of the idea of disability falls flat when looking at his character through the lens of heroism. Thus, the idea of a splinter of the Gothic Hero remains embedded in this character since he 

is flawed and ultimately human and is not able to change his course. 

Burnham’s relationship with Pike revolves around his willingness to trust 

her personally and through her relationship with Spock. Pike understands the 

act of valor Burnham attempts in the season finale, “Such Sweet Sorrow, Part 

II,” and is visually humbled by her willingness to risk her safety in this way. 

While Pike strives to be heroic, he finds that his best show of true heroism is through the support of the Female Gothic Heroine and her singular mission to 

escape the present for the safety of the future (“An Obol for Charon,” 2019). 

Pike’s allyship with Burnham provides a great version of a slice of the Gothic Hero embedded into his character. Other heroes, including Tyler and Book, 

also provide effective allyship to Burnham throughout her journey. 

Allies who act, not just performatively, are essential for the Gothic Heroine to succeed. Gothic Heroes show audiences that the connections Gothic 

Heroines make as the protagonists of their own stories are valuable on mul-

tiple levels—not just through romantic entanglements. Connection, growth, 

and understanding all help Gothic Heroines on their paths to more equable 

homes in the Female Gothic traditions. Choosing the love match, with the 

Gothic Hero, however, is the main way the Gothic Heroine first shows her 

independence and singular force of will at a time when a woman’s choices 

were limited in the eras when the early Gothic novels first appeared. Now, 

hundreds of years later, and far, far away, SF texts, including DSC, take up 

the conversations surrounding the idea of the Romance in non-Earth settings 

and clearly discuss the benefits of varieties of heroism found in the idea of a Gothic Hero. 

Conclusion

 Star Trek’s Gothic Final Frontier

The conversation between Emperor Phillipa Georgiou, of the Mirror 

Universe, and the Prime Universe’s Michael Burnham in the  Star Trek: 

 Discovery (DSC) episode “Vaulting Ambition” (2017) provides haunting 

undertones as Georgiou says to Burnham, “I would never grant anyone else 

in the Empire the mercy of a quick death” while Burnham battles for her life. 

A Female Gothic substructure, as this book attempts to discuss and broadly 

define, appears from the first episode of the series, and continues through 

as part of the character arc of Burnham herself where viewers see Burnham 

struggling and ultimately succeeding time and time again. This Gothic under-

pinning positions other tropes and themes throughout the first four seasons. 

While season five is unaired at the time of this writing, the use of such Gothic images, themes, and settings is not unique to only DSC (2017–ongoing) in the 

 Star Trek universe, but the eventual Captain Michael Burnham is, however. 

Other versions of  Star Trek (1966–ongoing) use some Gothic character 

types and/or forms of Gothic story building to various degrees. This has been the case from the inception of the enduring franchise. These Gothic images 

begin with the confinement and escape from a world of fantasy Horror and 

Terror in the unaired pilot, “The Cage” (1965), and appear in later episodes 

of  The Original Series (TOS) where automatons, replicants, and alternative personas cause havoc for ship and crew (“Spock’s Brain,” 1968; “Mirror, 

Mirror,” 1967; and “Turnabout Intruder,” 1969).  Star Trek: The Next 

 Generation (TNG), while known for its corporate version of space exploration in the look and style of the setting on the USS  Enterprise D, provides an acknowledgement of the Gothic mode as well by using the Borg as villains, showing the capture and dehumanization of Captain Jean-Luc Picard, 

and illustrating that multiple time lines offer potentially terrible endings for the ship and crew (“Best of Both Worlds, Part I and II,” 1990; “Yesterday’s 

Enterprise,” 1990; “All Good Things, Part II,” 1994). 
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 Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (DS9) uses the horrors of the Cardassian War and the containment of the Bajorans to great effect, and particularly focuses on the haunting of characters because of time spent in battle (“Cardassians,” 

1993; “It’s Only a Paper Moon,” 1998).  Star Trek: Voyager (VOY) boasts a new setting for the franchise and a threat-filled adventure that focuses on coming back home—to the Federation—and this return to the symbol of a 

colonial patriarchy offers a glimpse into the idea of the Female Gothic in particular (“Caretaker, Part I and II,” 1995; “Year of Hell, Part I and II,” 1997). 

 Star Trek: Enterprise (ENT), although positioned before the events of TOS, warps to screens in the early 2000s and brings with it the cultural concerns of the day, including the ongoing AIDS crisis in “Stigma” (2003) and the early 

forays into the “new frontier” that the crew of the USS  Enterprise   NX01 

first explores. 

In Science Fiction (SF) narratives, crossing a boundary and exploring a 

frontier constitute transgressive actions, if the inhabitants of these settings find this advancement into their personal  space unwelcome. But these crossings are necessary for the Female Gothic genre since the Female Gothic 

Heroine must transgress the patriarchal control, at least a little, to find a new life based on her choices. In the case of SF narratives like TNG, the 

plot, ship crossing a border—into the Neutral Zone, for example—happens 

again and again. In the  Star Trek universe, however, the governing body of Starfleet, the United Federation of Planets, offers some mandates including 

General Order One or the Prime Directive to mitigate damage done when the 

ships and crews inevitably cross hidden (or known) borders and encroach 

on “undiscovered” space that is already inhabited. These orders, mandates, 

and damage control measures generally allow for the captains of the affected 

ships to decide how to proceed, and the ship, a microcosm of social order, 

family structure, and norms, houses the symbol of the patriarchal Federation 

through the individual captains. 

In the heritage Female Gothic mode, an arguable ancestor to some modern 

SF, crossing boundaries that enclose Female Gothic Heroines allows for them 

to eventually escape initial containment and choose a life for themselves. 

Throughout this work, I have cited the “definitions” of the genre from the 

scholars Ellen Moers, Kate Ferguson Ellis, Anne Williams, David Punter, 

Donna Heiland, Diane Long Hoeveler, E.J. Clery, Sandra Gilbert, Sandra 

Gubar, and Catherine Spooner, among others. While no one scholar agrees 

on an official definition of the Gothic mode, or genre, or movement, let alone one statement that defines the works focusing on the journey of the “courageous” and “persecuted” Heroines that make up much of the work by Ann 

Radcliffe, the repeating images, character types, and use of the Explained 

Supernatural do, however, appear in most of these scholars’ positions on 
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the so-called Female Gothic. Within the Female Gothic, the uneasy balance 

between transgression and obedience shapes the genre, and by extension, this 

choreography occasionally impacts SF. DSC, as I have attempted to illus-

trate, fits within the Female Gothic based on the character of the Heroine, 

the Explained Supernatural, the use of the Sublime, the Escape Narrative, the fractured nature of Starfleet’s Heroes and Burnham’s love interests, and of 

course, the unforgettable Villains. 

The lines between monster and human often blur, like the border 

between transgression and obedience (and the buffer between Federation 

and non-Federation space) in heritage Gothic novels, and within  Star Trek as well. Some of the most memorable characters in Female Gothic texts 

include the classic Gothic Villains the Heroines must contend with for their 

very lives. This assessment holds true for some villains, or gray characters, in the  Star Trek franchise too, including, Khan, Armus, Q, the Borg, Lore, the Cardassians, the Dominion, Species 8472, the Artificial Intelligence (AI) Control, Gabriel Lorca, and Emperor Georgiou, because they illustrate a 

cynical representation of the idyllic Federation, problems with overreaching 

technology, extreme uses of power, monstrous threats from the unknown, 

and alternative versions of self. Villainous characters and other Gothic tropes appear with more frequency and are given longer narratives within the 

streaming series DSC and  Star Trek: Picard (PIC), however, since the other Star Trek properties use more episodic foundations overall that only allows for glimpses of these types of characters. 

Crossing a boundary and defying an order consistently appear in the Gothic 

world of DSC. In the last three episodes of the first season, Burnham must 

confront that which she wishes to avoid, namely the “ghost” of her past in 

the form of Phillipa Georgiou. Burnham must cross the boundary between 

universes to eventually find closure for her actions at the beginning of the 

series. After the events of the second episode, “Battle at the Binary Stars” 

(2017), Captain Georgiou dies on a risky away mission with Burnham. 

Georgiou’s body is subsequently defiled and eaten by the monstrous versions 

of the Klingons DSC presents in season one. Burnham, armed with all the 

knowledge of Georgiou’s end in the Prime Universe and emotional baggage 

she carries from her mutinous behavior, must submit herself before the Mirror Universe’s version of Phillipa Georgiou, the terrifying leader of the Terran 

Empire. This act of supplication also allows for Burnham to bring the Mirror 

Georgiou into the Prime Universe in order to save the life of this Georgiou 

when she is threatened (“What’s Past Is Prologue,” 2017). 

Scholars of the Gothic often assert that the mode is effectively transgres-

sive in that the characters inhabit Uncanny settings, upset the social order, and appear in a theater of Horror and Terror built for the enjoyment of the 

contemporary reading audience of the first novelists including Radcliffe, 
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Matthew Lewis, and Horace Walpole. What should be remembered, however, 

is the idea that these heritage writers create worlds where order is restored at the end of the narratives but experiencing the fight against personal confinement allow for readers to see the radical ideas put forward by these novelists and those who follow their narrative structures. Some of the radical ideas 

that writers like Radcliffe, Lewis, and Walpole address include: matters of 

freedom for the Gothic Heroine, property rights, and the questioning of reli-

gious structures. Additionally, the contemporary and mainstream discussion 

of gender expression and sexuality, for many scholars, creates a new space for the Gothic—expanding from the Male or the Female—to the Queer Gothic. 

George Haggerty, in  Queer Gothic, explains, “Gothic fiction is about reaching into some undefinable world beyond fictional reality, and that ‘beyond’ 

can never be pulled back into narrative control. That is why gothic fiction 

remains as queer as it is, and also suggests why and how gothic remains to 

challenge the status quo and at the same time to expand its purview” (2006, 

10). The expansion of the Gothic into the realm of the Queer Gothic illus-

trates another border crossing in the mode. 

Other forms of Gothic tropes appear in DSC through the use of the 

Uncanny and the Explained Supernatural. While a part of the series from the 

start, the Uncanny and the Explained Supernatural are on full display within 

the sequence of episodes that take place in the Mirror Universe and explore 

the Terran Empire. The Terran Empire, a xenophobic and Fascist group 

that serves as a counter to the egalitarian and diverse Federation, presents 

duplicates of all those who exist in the Prime Universe—and vice versa—so 

meeting oneself is an Uncanny experience—like the consultation between 

Prime Paul Stamets and Mirror Stamets on the innerworkings of space time 

and place within the mysterious mycelial network (“The Wolf Inside,” 2017). 

Seeing the version of the person Burnham once loved, Captain Phillipa 

Georgiou, now as a corrupted version of herself, as the evil Terran Emperor, 

is increasingly difficult for Burnham. Burnham fears meeting this version 

of her former, and lost, captain and illustrates this by holding tightly to her Captain Georgiou’s Starfleet insignia almost like a talisman as she embarks 

on the encounter with Mirror Georgiou. Burnham’s steadfast belief in her 

Starfleet ideals, housed in this tiny object—Captain’s Georgiou’s battered and scuffed insignia—eventually frees her, however, and this action is indicative of other Female Gothic Heroines and their actions in the novels of Radcliffe. 

For Emily St. Aubert in  The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), the belief in her ideals, her value as a human being, and her love for Valencourt ultimately save her from the villainous Montoni and his bands of soldiers, just as Burnham 

resists Lorca and finds new allies including Emperor Georgiou herself. After 

Emily’s parents die, she becomes the ward of her widowed aunt who eventu-

ally marries Montoni. Montoni uses his wife for her property. She figures out 
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the situation and refuses to submit to him and sign over her holdings. This 

action seals Madam Montoni’s fate, since Montoni then shuts her up in the 

castle Udolpho until she dies. Emily, although she eventually retrieves the 

rights to her aunt’s property, must escape Montoni first. This defiant action is boundary breaking for both aunt and niece as Madam Montoni attempts to 

help Emily through this action before her death. Emily shows continued cour-

age in the face of Montoni, as Burnham does when she stands in front of the 

Emperor, Captain Lorca, and the Starfleet tribunal. Emily says to Montoni, “I shall never betray my right” as she refuses to go along with his orders knowing the danger that awaits her ([1794] 2008, Radcliffe 382). Burnham says to 

Lorca as she refuses an order that she deems incongruent with her ideals, “I 

no longer have my pips, but I’m still Starfleet” (“The Wolf Inside”). Burnham then turns to the Emperor to see if there is a way out of the Mirror Universe as they talk in the throne room with soldiers surrounding her reminiscent of 

Montonti’s Cavaliers who stalk and abuse Emily. Emperor Georgiou eventu-

ally agrees to aid Burnham in her escape, thereby becoming an ally instead 

of an adversary because of her previous parental-type of relationship with the now-dead Mirror Burnham. 

Monstrous versions of motherhood also appear within the Female 

Gothic mode, as Mary Shelley’s  Frankenstein (1818; 1831) depicts Victor Frankenstein’s lack of parental care for his Creature. In DSC, Emperor 

Georgiou is herself a monstrous mother figure. Emperor Georgiou calls 

herself “mother” to Burnham and claims to have adopted her and educated 

her. Burnham’s disobedience, then, is the main cause of Georgiou’s anger 

since it is rebellious in a personal way. Emperor Georgiou accuses Burnham 

of conspiracy to usurp her power with the help of Lorca, the Emperor’s 

right hand, whom the Emperor claims sexually “grooms” Burnham for this 

task. Transgression against a family member in some heritage Gothic novels 

proves to be dangerous for those Heroines, like Emily’s dismissal of her uncle Montoni’s demands, and that can be said of Burnham’s situation as well as the Emperor perceives her as the Mirror Universe’s version of Captain Burnham 

who once was her unruly daughter. 

Others Gothic tropes in DSC appear as the characters of Burnham and 

Emperor Georgiou meet onboard the ISS  Charon, the Terran flagship, include the confining, and dimly lit, hall where the Emperor holds court. The setting is terrifying to Burnham and harbors (almost) cannibalism where Burnham 

must choose a Kelpian—the species of aliens that Commander Saru is—for 

this purpose without her knowledge. Burnham and the Emperor share this 

meal where Burnham realizes what she has done. The oppressive and claus-

trophobic filming of the scenes in the episode “Vaulting Ambition” include a 

tight focus on Burnham surrounded by this show of militaristic might and her 

interactions with the grotesque just as Emily must contend with Montoni’s 
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minions who hold spaces all over the castle and the Terror of the mysterious 

music and painting in the castle. 

“You speak like a heroine,” Montoni says to Emily as she refuses to submit 

to his demands, and Burnham too speaks in a similar language throughout 

DSC. “The only way to defeat fear is to tell it no,” Burnham says in a speech at the end of the first season of DSC, and this logic holds true for her character throughout the series (“Will You Take My Hand?,” 2018). As a comple-

ment to Female Gothic Heroines such as Emily who strive to overcome their 

fright (and do even with the occasional fainting spell) Burnham fundamen-

tally refuses to submit to fear. She finds a way out. Burnham stands up for her rights as a person, and she defends others. The character type of the Female 

Gothic Heroine, like that found in Emily and Michael Burnham, provides a 

lens with which to view the heroic that goes in a different direction from bold and brash actions that may be associated with such terminology because these 

characters must suffer for their heroism. “Montoni [says] contemptuously [,] 

‘we shall see if you can suffer like one’” ([1794] 2008, 381). And, as Female Gothic Heroine, Burnham suffers throughout the series in different ways. 

Burnham suffers the loss of her parents when she is a child. Burnham suf-

fers the loss of her brother and her connection with her entire adoptive family when she must travel into the future. She loses her first lover, Ash Tyler, and feels the loss of her comrades at the Battle at the Binary Stars, but with all the suffering, there is light and hope. At the start of the second-season episode, 

“Brother” (2019), Burnham gives the voice-over that sets the tone for the 

series arc. She says, “Space. The final frontier. Above us. Around us. Within us. . . . A thousand centuries ago, in Africa, the Xam Abathwa tribe gathered to share a story. The tale of a girl who dug her hands in the wood ash and 

threw it into the sky to create the Milky Way.” This monologue of the “Girl 

who made the Stars,” (also a  Short Trek episode available on Paramount+) offers a beautiful narrative that explains the creation of the universe and how a person, like Michael Burnham, can see herself reflected in and ultimately 

a part of that story. That knowledge and subsequent connection, brings the 

mythology to Burnham personally, and she then uses that connection to 

relate to everyone else she meets. Each person (or alien) is made of the same components of the universe based on this myth, so each contains the wonders 

of the infinite. The Female Gothic mode allows for one woman’s story, like 

Burnham’s, to reflect the stories of others in a singular and important way. 

When Burnham returns to Starfleet in the first season finale, “Will You 

Take My Hand?” (2017), her narrative completes the circular journey. She 

begins as she ends as a member of Starfleet. She is readmitted because of 

her valor during the mission to escape the Mirror Universe, and she redeems 

herself and, this time, saves Georgiou. When Burnham travels to the future, 

crossing yet another boundary—this one in space time—she questions her 
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choices to remain in Starfleet and feels confined by the structures she finds in the future. She consciously persists, endures, and succeeds, however, thereby illustrating her brand of duty and honor within the Starfleet structure of the future found in seasons three and four. While season five will be the last for DSC, some early press on the season discusses another series-long plot arc 

that focuses on a mystery with Burnham in the lead role. 

In a post-9/11 and (a potentially) post COVID-19 world,  Star Trek now embraces a more somber view of the future in many ways as shown in the 

latest, so-called prestige sort of series available on the streaming service 

Paramount+. Both DSC and PIC (2020–2023) explore the dangers of tech-

nology and bring forward powerful female characters. This can be seen as 

a departure from Gene Roddenberry’s initial vision of a wagon train to the 

stars that first appeared almost sixty years ago with TOS, but if one thinks 

of genre fiction, like westerns and the Gothic, the forms serve contemporary 

audiences. So, DSC first appears at a time where the worries of climate 

change, global pandemics, and civil unrest continue to press on the audience, and the narratives reflect those worries, and even though  Star Trek is known for boundary-breaking characters and storylines—including race, gender, and 

sexuality—DSC offers some of the more fully realized female characters in 

the franchise’s history along with an openly gay couple and non-binary and 

trans characters. The Female Gothic form present in DSC allows for many 

ways to confront these large social issues, and at the same time, mirror some of the contemporary conversations and family structures through this lens. 
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