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In gothic, fantasy and horror the representation of women tends to focus on female sexuality, the female as object of the male gaze, and the female as victim, usually in a sexual or erotic manner. Hence much of the imagery and iconography of women in science fiction and related genres is highly sexualised, featuring scantily-clad female bodies. Even when the female is an alien her body is frequently the object of male desire. Thus in Star Trek: First Contact (1996) the villain is a cyborg female, with a recognisably human body, provocatively dressed, and who uses seduction to subjugate men. Perpetuating the stereotype of women in science fiction as objects of the male gaze, this Borg Queen is a sexual threat to the fraternity of male officers who seek her destruction and that of her race. Furthermore, First Contact reverts to some of the tropes and conventions of gothic fiction, demonstrating the close relationship between the two genres and their representations of women. 
This paper will examine Star Trek: First Contact as an example of postfeminism in terms of its deliberate representation of the cyborg female as an unreconstructed gothic femme-fatale. Such a reading of the film positions it within the uncertain and sometimes contradictory ideology of postfeminism as a retrograde attempt to re-appropriate the femme-fatale as a demonised figure who threatens to sunder the bonds of male friendship and loyalty. Comparing the film with H. Rider Haggard’s imperial gothic fantasy She (1887) reveals the ideological and figurative foundations on which this type of gothic science fiction is predicated. Yet the film also deals with the postmodern concept of the cyborg, and it will also be the purpose here to explore how feminist perceptions of the cyborg, such as Donna Haraway’s, contribute to our understanding of the Borg in the film. Through this examination of both film and text it will become evident that the science fiction genre perpetuates female stereotypes from the gothic genre and thus First Contact demonstrates the slippery and uncertain theoretical parameters of postfeminism. 

Star Trek and Feminism

The Star Trek franchise has been renowned for tackling contemporary issues since its pilot episode in 1964, ‘The Cage.’ This was groundbreaking in featuring a female first officer, but the series was shelved, being deemed unsuitable for the target audience.
 The format was reworked and a male hierarchy of command was adopted for the now cult original series, with Kirk and Spock as captain and first officer respectively. The programme has had several incarnations and ten movies have been made featuring the casts of the various series. 

Despite it reputation for polystyrene props, rubber monsters and poor acting, Star Trek has evolved over the decades to become one of the longest running and most cult of series in television history. Various spin-offs, such as merchandise and pulp novels, often featuring homoerotic plots between Kirk and Spock, have extended its life far beyond initial expectations. Gene Roddenberry, the Star Trek series’ creator, was always anxious to have storylines that were utopian, exhibiting the most progressive of liberal American values.
 The first heterosexual interracial kiss took place between Kirk and Lieutenant Uhura in an episode entitled ‘Plato’s Stepchildren’ in 1968. The incident caused outrage in a society still riven with racial discrimination: some states in southern America refused to screen the episode. Twenty years after the first series the programme was relaunched with a new cast and reflecting the change in values over the decades since the original series. Entitled Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG), this series went further than before in breaking down taboos by featuring women in more prominent roles and adopting a more liberal attitude to all types of sexuality.
 Such high ideals, however, failed to permeate the series throughout, and it was not until Star Trek: Voyager in 1995 that the series acquired a female captain, Kathryn Janeway. 

In effect, Star Trek is generally deeply conservative, despite Roddenberry’s ideals. Michèle and Duncan Barrett have shown how the hierarchy and chain of command of the various Star Trek starships is closely modelled on a naval structure, with admirals, captains, lieutenants, ships, fleets and so on.
 Within this rigid structure feminist concerns are hard to discern. While male characters generally take authoritarian roles, female characters are confined to the caring professions: doctor, counsellor, teacher, botanist, and junior officers. As TNG progressed female admirals were introduced, but rarely as regular characters. Females as leading politicians on alien planets were a rarity; strong female characters have tended to be either dangerous femmes-fatale or the love interest of one of the male officers. 

By the time of the second movie to feature the TNG cast Roddenberry had died and the trajectory of the plot was in other hands. First Contact moved away from its niche family audience and into something altogether darker. This was the era of the action hero and the evil cyborg: Die Hard and Terminator, for example. Capitalising on a public taste for such genres, the creators of First Contact cast the hitherto calm, rational and emotionally reticent Captain Jean-Luc Picard, as the vest-wearing, muscle-bound all-action hero whose arch enemy is the cyborg dominatrix, the Borg Queen. In a post-feminist world the Borg Queen is a power-crazed alien with a sexy line in leather and boots. This blend of preternatural beings with erotica and sexual desire typifies the science fiction film genre in recent years, but also recalls the genre of Victorian gothic and another such femme-fatale, Ayesha, or She-who-must-be-obeyed in Haggard’s She. The Borg queen is a post-feminist gothic creature with a desire for universe domination, echoing her earlier counterpart’s thirst for power over the known world. Framing the film within a gothic context, reinforcing the masculine values of traditional science fiction, and casting the main female character as a terrifying alien, the makers of First Contact found a winning formula: the film became one of the most successful of all the Star Trek movies. 

Male Officers, Male Bonding and the Female Threat

The original series of Star Trek is often noted for the strong bond between the male characters: the crew represent a fraternity of male loyalty and (usually) platonic love.
 It is a given of Star Trek that the Enterprise’s captain commands the undivided loyalty of his crew. The interests of the Federation of Planets and the safety of the ship and her crew are the Captains’ paramount concern.
 Developing on the original series, and adding new complexities to the captain figure, TNG featured Jean-Luc Picard as a handsome, bald, middle-aged bachelor with a penchant for Dickens, Shakespeare, theatre and classical music.
 He is French, an intellectual, and commands unusually powerful loyalty because of his flawless judgement and scrupulously just dealings with all issues of transgression. A particular bond develops between Picard and the android who-would-be-human, Commander Data. This is largely due to Data’s role in rescuing Picard from the Borg, an alien species whose mission is to assimilate all humanoid life forms into the ‘Borg Collective’ until the Borg populate the whole Universe. The television series never posits this Captain, unlike Kirk, as an action hero: he is even-tempered, calm in battle situations, and rarely involved in armed combat. 

For First Contact Picard is transformed into a vengeance-seeking vigilante with rippling muscles and a single-minded purpose that threatens to destroy his starship and its crew. The object of this obsessive vengeance is the Borg Queen, and her race of cyborgs who implant human bodies, in this case the crew of the Enterprise, with mechanical eyepieces, limbs, and other prostheses. Human consciousness is lost once ‘wired up’ to the Borg Collective and thus linked telepathically: in effect all Borg are one. Fred Botting describes the Borg succinctly as ‘body and machine composed of bodies and machines, a meta-cyborganism.’
 In the television series Picard had been abducted and transformed by the Borg into Locutus and was, it is suggested in the movie, the love interest of the Borg Queen. First Contact builds on the plot of the television Borg episodes, and develops a ‘love triangle’ whereby the Borg Queen captures Data, endows him with human flesh, and ultimately makes him her consort, replacing Picard/Locutus. 

The Borg are terrifying: their blend of organic bodies with cybernetic implants makes them gothic monsters, hybrids, and immoral. As Haraway says, a ‘cyborg is a cybernetic organism’: ‘Contemporary science fiction is full of cyborgs—creatures simultaneously animal and machine, who populate worlds ambiguously natural and crafted.’
 Haraway argues that the cyborg does not ‘recognize the Garden of Eden.’ In other words, the cyborg denies human history as told through Christian mythology, because its very existence is predicated on its organic integration of technology. Instead the cyborg ‘is resolutely committed to partiality, irony, intimacy, and perversity. It is oppositional, utopian, and completely without innocence’ (Haraway 151). The cyborg is thus a contemporary gothic creature. Like the monsters of earlier gothic, Hoffmann’s Olimpia in The Sand-man (1817) Frankenstein’s creature, Stevenson’s Mr Hyde, Haggard’s Ayesha, Count Dracula, or H. G. Wells’s Invisible Man, the cyborg is recognisably human but weirdly and dangerously ‘other.’ Science fiction builds on earlier forms and earlier narratives, just as it builds on contemporary science and technology. As Joanna Russ states: ‘Science fiction must not offend against what is known.’
 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 recognisable as human-and-not-human.

The gothic monster threatens the social and political structures of the existing world: Ayesha, Dracula, and the Invisible Man all seek dominion over Britain, the Empire and potentially the whole planet. Frankenstein destroys the mate he was creating for his creature out fear that the monstrous couple would breed a race of monsters to challenge human dominance on the planet. Just as Haraway suggests that the cyborg operates outside of accepted human beliefs and value systems, so too the gothic monster is unrestrained by religion or Western morality. The cyborg, like the gothic monster, seeks to create its own world populated with its own creatures, ultimately, apart perhaps from Frankenstein’s monster, convinced of its own superiority to ordinary humankind. 

As Haraway implies, however, the cyborg goes further than earlier gothic monsters. Science and technology have endowed the cyborg with a new type of consciousness that does not depend upon organic wholeness: 

Unlike Frankenstein’s monster, the cyborg does not expect its father to save it through a restoration of the garden: that is, through the fabrication of a heterosexual mate, through its completion in a finished whole, a city and cosmos. (Haraway 151)

Haraway’s cyborg is a product of contemporary Western politics, a creature defined by the fast evolving culture of technological dependence and technological invasion. Ultimately, Haraway sees the cyborg as a means of challenging established gender and racial positions. Her cyborg is a political creature whose ‘manifesto’ is designed to liberate humanity from such dominant ideologies as patriarchy, religion and late capitalism. 

The Borg of Star Trek are nowhere near so sophisticated or political in their intentions, yet they do exhibit characteristics of Haraway’s cyborg. They have evolved from organic humanity to embrace technology not as an invasion of their bodies, but as a progressive development toward perfection: ‘perfection’ being a key word in Borg vocabulary. Perfection for the Borg involves integration of all that is efficient. The Borg assimilate the uniqueness of other species, adding this to their own consciousness. Their purpose is a homogeneity that, rather than diluting individuation, assimilates it—assimilation being another Borg watchword. They seek a new type of utopia predicated upon their own cyborg nature and thus their ‘Garden of Eden’ will exist once the whole universe is Borg. Thus technology coupled with human organicism is, for the Borg, an ideal union. 

The Borg disdain organic physical wholeness: the horror of their practices lies in their calculated replacement of human eyes, arms, and legs with cumbersome, but effective technological implants and prosthetics designed to maximise their efficiency: they are, in effect, apart from the Queen, without emotion, terrible killing machines with no conscience: conscience, morality, indeed most human values derived from religion are regarded by the Borg as weaknesses. As such they are indeed related to various emotionally deformed gothic monsters: Mr Hyde, Ayesha, the Invisible Man, and Dracula all exhibit a lack of conscience that becomes terrifying when coupled with power. Hoffman’s Olimpia is even more terrifying because as an automaton she lacks any emotion at all: in this respect she prefigures the Borg ‘drones’ whose human emotions have been erased so that they resemble technologically enhanced zombies. 

Presiding over this race of cyborg is the Borg Queen. She is the spokesperson and the unifying element of the Borg collective. Only the Queen has an individual self and an independent mind: she speaks with terrifying calmness of the Borg’s mission to assimilate. As with Haraway’s contemporary cyborgs, the Queen is deeply ironic in her disdain of human weakness for flesh, which she manipulates sadistically: knowing his desire to be human the Queen grafts human skin onto Data’s forearm. Breathing seductively onto the grafted skin, she arouses sexual desire in the android, and sadistically challenges him to tear off this evidence of humanity. Because Data is fully mechanical, the process of assimilation into Borg must be the reverse of that for organic creatures: Data must experience humanity. This, too, is evidence of the perversity and intimacy of the cyborg. There is no controlling moral world for the Borg: their purpose, like Dracula’s, is to multiply and colonise. 

Body Snatchers: Cybernetic Implants and Gothic Bodies

The Borg ‘refinement’ of the organic physical body with technology equates to what Katherine Hayles calls the ‘posthuman.’
 To a list of conditions determining the posthuman Hayles adds:

Third, the posthuman view thinks of the body as the original prothesis we all learn to manipulate, so that extending or replacing the body with other protheses becomes a continuation of a process that began before we were born. Fourth, and most important, by these and other means, the posthuman view configures human being so it can be seamlessly articulated with intelligent machines. In the posthuman, there are no essential differences or absolute demarcations between bodily existence and computer simulation, cybernetic mechanism and biological organism, robot technology and human goals. (Hayles, 3)

Hayles’s description of the posthuman defines the Borg body and the Borg ‘collective’ mind in rational terms: it is, however, the hybridity of the Borg that is most terrifying. Their prosthetics are an ‘improvement’ on the weak human physical frame; their ‘wiring up’ to the entire collective allows them to function as one through a communications system linked to their brain. Technology enables a group consciousness devoid of individual thought and individual motivation.
 Intellectually they function as one; physically each Borg ‘drone’ is adapted to a specific role through their prostheses. Borg technology thus controls the mind of the individual drone, just as Hayles notes happens in Bernard Wolfe’s novel Limbo (1952): ‘When the body is integrated into a cybernetic circuit, modification of the circuit will necessarily modify consciousness as well. Connected by multiple feedback loops to the objects it designs, the mind is also an object of design’ (Hayles, 115).
 In the same way, Borg minds are governed by technology that eradicates emotion, conscience, desire, and even a personal instinct for survival. 

In terms of their physicality, the Borg are more than machines and less than human, but they are also in some ways distinct from Haraway’s cyborgs because they are gothic in conception. The Borg’s biological selves are as horrifying as their robotic selves. Unlike say, Maria, the robot in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), or the wholly organic monster in Frankenstein, the Borg are part-human and part-robot. This makes for a chilling hybrid: the technological invasion of the ‘snatched’ human body effects a grotesque metamorphosis of human flesh that speaks of the gothic. The visible flesh of the Borg transformation turns a slimy grey, and the skin becomes glisteningly hairless and transparent revealing the vulnerable fleshiness and veins beneath. The Borg is now not a human; it is a thing, and as Kelly Hurley observes of the gothic novel, ‘thingness’ describes ‘that which is not human, undescribable.’
 Indeed, nothing ‘illustrates the Thingness of matter so admirably as slime’ (Hurley, 34). 

With their pale grey glistening flesh the Borg remind us of those other gothic dwellers in the dark, H. G. Wells’s Morlocks in The Time Machine (1895). But added to the Morlocks’ worm-like flesh is an insect-like carapace and mechanical antennae that compound the horror of these creatures. The dark metallic covering of the Borg torso, and the protruding sensors from eyes and head are reminiscent of insects. The effect is deliberate: the Borg collective is called a hive, implying bees, the Borg mass are called drones, and as humans pass among the Borg they are left alone unless they represent a threat, suggesting the behaviour of bees or wasps. The noise made by the collective is an insect-like whispering hum and clicking, devoid of words, like a beehive or the communications of an insect colony. Their collective mentality, lack of individuality, and instinct for protecting the hive also derive from insect behaviour. Except for the Queen, they are silent, grim workers on a collective project to colonise the universe. 

As Russ notes, it is a commonplace of science fiction that matriarchies are figured as swarming insect colonies (Russ, 46). The Borg collective is indeed a postfeminist matriarchy where nearly all the drones are recognisably male, subservient to a twisted and evil Queen: her progeny are the drones, conceived through an unnatural fusion of organic body with a grim technology. Although mainly male these Borg are sexless, almost androgynous: they are the subjects and the slaves of a voracious Queen, the only one of them possessed of independent will and a predatory sexuality. Insect-like matriarchies may be a symptom of the world of science fiction, but the femme-fatale dominating, enslaving and corrupting the male is a gothic convention. From Hoffman’s Olimpia to Poe’s Ligea to Haggard’s Ayseha to Helen Vaughan in Arthur Machen’s The Great God Pan (1894), male writers of the gothic have figured the femme-fatale as a threat to the enthralled male, fatally dangerous because of her ‘unnatural’ ability to subjugate the normally dominant male. Leaping over a hundred years of repositioning of the woman in literature and in reality, Star Trek: First Contact reverts to an earlier gothic type by giving us the unreconstructed femme-fatale and confirming the uncertain position of postfeminism. 

Things, insects, cyborgs, gross human bodies: the Borg are consummate gothic monsters who, like Dracula, pierce the flesh of the neck and inject a noxious substance that transforms the human into a something that seems to be the ‘living dead.’ In the case of the Borg, postmodern gothic monsters, the injected substance turns parts of the body to metal that bursts through the fragile flesh in metallic stars that grip the skin in gruesome contortions as the transformation commences. Just as the late-nineteenth gothic was preoccupied with transformations and unstable identities, the postmodern gothic of cyborgs deals with crises of identities within the body transformed by technology. Their hybrid bodies are terrifying because they are distantly recognisable as having once been human; but their human identity has been stolen, wiped out, and replaced with a grim purpose that denies their previous humanity. They are, as Botting recognises, indebted to Boris Karloff’s monster: ‘the deathly pallor of the skin, the ill-matched bodily assemblage and the unwieldy movements suggest something is missing, aesthetically at least, in the operations of technology on biology’ (Botting 266). But the Borg are not interested in the aesthetics of wholeness: their concern is with the aesthetics of imperial assimilation. They seek to add the ‘distinctiveness’ of other races to their own and thus completeness is not on the agenda: these are greedy gothic monsters who seek a surfeit of ‘distinctiveness,’ gorging themselves on the uniqueness of every race in the universe, and their Queen drives this mission with a terrible logic. The coldness of her rationale for assimilation is all the more repulsive because it is uttered by a woman, who in traditional patriarchal discourse should be locus of emotion and attentive care for the weak and the masculine. 

Postfeminist Gothic, the Cyborg, and the Caves of Kôr

In the heart of late-nineteenth century Africa, deep in the mythical caves of Kôr, Rider Haggard’s Ayesha, a two-thousand year-old woman, awaits the reincarnation of her dead lover, Kallikrates. Ayesha is so irresistibly beautiful, that she must cover her body from head to foot because all men who gaze on her become consumed with lust. Holly and Leo, two English imperial adventurers, enter this lair in search of the solution to a mystery revealed to them in an ancient pottery shard. Leo is unaware that he is the reincarnation of Kallikrates, and although both men are transfixed by her, Ayesha, desires only Leo. She will kill any rival for his love: the unfortunate Ustane is ‘blasted’ in jealous rage by a bolt of lightening from Ayesha’s fingertips. Ayesha’s longevity is due to her immersion in a flame of immortality: in trying to persuade Leo/Kallikrates to join her in everlasting life she re-enters the flame and apparently dies as the flame reverses its initial effects. 

A feminist critique of She reveals a gothic femme-fatale: a merciless, libidinous and murderous female-monster whose prey is the male. She is a human spider, luring the unwitting male into her inextricable web. Science fiction movies in the twentieth-century have utilised this woman in various comic and horror productions: Attack of the Fifty-foot Woman, Species and so on. More recent science fiction films have attempted to pursue a feminist agenda with strong women characters as action heroes and role models: Ripley in the Alien series or Sarah Connor in the Terminator series. But the mainstream film industry, in science fiction terms, at any rate, is more interested in box office returns than agendas like feminism. It could be argued therefore that postfeminism is redundant when it comes to discussing science fiction movies.
 Within the fantasy/horror/science fiction nexus female sexuality plays a crucial, and bankable role: even feisty female characters, such as Trinity in The Matrix series, are ultimately the love interest for the male lead. It is not surprising, therefore, that when it comes to the Borg Queen in First Contact we are confronted with an unreconstructed femme-fatale in the mould of Ayesha. Certain tropes of the gothic exhibited by She are clearly drawn upon in devising the plot of First Contact and, consciously or otherwise, She and its gothic counterparts may have informed some of the narrative structure and imagery of the film, and particularly the conception of the gothic female monster. 

Both Ayesha and the Borg Queen seek dominion over the available worlds, to reign supreme over subjugated races. Like She, First Contact features a woman who is physically transformed: Ayesha’s longevity is mirrored by the Borg Queen who, through her transformation from human female to cyborg, has achieved a near-indestructible body. These awe-inspiring, but terrible women seek to remould their men in their own image: Ayesha tries to persuade both Holly and Leo to enter the flame of life and join her in immortality; the Borg Queen has already once remade Picard as a cyborg and threatens to do so again. She seeks to compromise Data’s android identity by introducing human flesh into his mechanical being and thus create a hybrid mate as her equal. Remodelling their men is a means of achieving a state of union for both women whereby they are no longer alone in their status as superbeings. Like the mad scientists of traditional gothic fiction, Frankenstein, Jekyll, these women defy the natural world and its laws, yet because they are women their goals are not scientific exploration, but sensual pleasure. 

Ayesha is terrible and beautiful; the Borg Queen has a sensual beauty despite her viscous skin and lack of hair. Hurley’s notion of gothic ‘thingness’ is actively present in both women: neither is fully human because both have transgressed the rules of physical being. Ayesha is as dangerous as a venomous snake, ‘blasting’ humans from a power source at her fingertips. The Borg Queen is possessed of a similar psychic power, creating a forcefield around herself to repel others at will. While Ayesha dresses all in gauzy white to emphasise her femininity and sexuality, the Queen is the dark sexual dominatrix. She wears long leather gloves, and sculpted shiny black body armour into which her smiling head and glinting metal spinal column are mechanically lowered until levers snap into place around her shoulder blades. After this bodily/mechanical unification she writhes sensually, luxuriating in her strange physicality, her body restrained by technological implants, but lithe and dangerous as a snake: Ayesha too, in the tradition of the femme-fatale enjoys ‘snake-like’ movement.
 There is more than a touch of the sado-masochist about this Borg creature and she is compelling in her repulsive sensuality. 

The sexuality of both women threatens the integrity of the male and his homosocial world. Data, cast as an innocent child-like android, is seemingly seduced by the Queen’s gift of flesh and seems willing to betray his Captain. Shuddering with the sexual thrill, Data appears to be converted to the Borg cause, tempted by the Queen with the prospect of a perfect union between his mechanical self and his desired human sensibility. When Picard arrives to rescue the android the Queen reminds him of their previous intimacy when he was Locutus. ‘I can still hear our song,’ she croons, while seductively stroking Picard’s lips with her fingertips, her mouth close to his in a promise of unholy passion. Against his will, Picard is aroused and horrified, but the Queen is playing with his human masculinity and deliberately reawakening the lingering traces of his previous Borg self. Using her seductive powers to entrap both men, the Queen thus attempts to sunder the bonds of loyalty that bind Picard and Data, and when thus separated they are weakened and vulnerable to her will. 
The Borg Queen is, like Ayesha, represented as pure evil, threatening the integrity of male friendship and seeking the supremacy in all relationships. Having seen Ayesha’s terrible beauty and fallen under her spell, Holly articulates the misogyny at the heart of She when he declares: 

Curses on the fatal curiosity that is ever prompting man to draw the veil from woman, and curses on the natural impulse which begets it! It is the cause of half—ay, and more than half—of our misfortunes. Why cannot men rest content to live alone and be happy, and let the woman live alone and be happy? (She, 132). 

Woman reveals the man’s weakness, the sexual impulse, and for that Ayesha is condemned as a sorceress and a modern Circe. The woman threatens the bond between father and son, between male companions, and between captain and his subordinate: only her destruction can restore the ‘natural’ order of the patriarchal world. Holly acts as father to the younger Leo, but is aware of his own devotion to the woman who threatens to sunder their familial bonds. In this narrative the existence of the femme-fatale compromises male loyalties and, weakened by her sexual power, the father figure doubts himself and is torn between the need to protect the ‘son’ and his desire for the woman. At one point Holly is so entranced by Ayesha that he forgets to tend to Leo, who is near death. Cursing women for dragging men into evil Holly admits: ‘Actually, for the last half-hour I had scarcely thought of Leo—and this, be it remembered, of the man who for twenty years had been my dearest companion, and the chief interest of my existence’ (She 160). Ayesha now stands between ‘father’ and ‘son’, threatening the integrity of Holly’s homosocial world. This is a pre-feminist gothic: untainted by the ‘transgressive’ tendencies of feminists to challenge the hegemonies of a male discourse, this narrative assumes that sexually confident women are promiscuous and dangerous, a gothic stereotype. 

First Contact, on the other hand, is conceived in a postfeminist climate of doubt and retrogressive responses to the feminist advances of the twentieth century. In terms of this slippery and contradictory debate, this film deals with retrenchment rather than progression and consolidation. Repeating the narrative formula of She, the Borg Queen snatches the ‘son,’ Data, from Picard’s side, dragging him by the feet under a descending defensive panel into her ‘lair.’ She behaves much like Ayesha, even to the point of causing the sexual frisson in both ‘father’ and ‘son’ that places herself in a position of control over both. Risking his own life to rescue Data, Picard finds his ‘adopted’ son has been stolen from him and seemingly allied now to his archenemy. The Queen, once desirous of Picard as Locutus for her mate and equal, has now found a ‘superior specimen’ in Data and maliciously rejects Picard’s self-sacrificial offer to take Data’s place. Her sundering of their male bond seems complete as Data says of Picard: ‘He will make an excellent drone.’ 

All of this takes place at the heart of the starship Enterprise, its power source and now command centre for the Borg Queen. She threatens the well-ordered naval-style patriarchy of the ship’s command system, just as Ayesha had declared from the caves of Kôr that she would overthrow the government of England.
 Picard offers his crew strong leadership as a father figure and a moral and behavioural exemplar, thus reinforcing traditional pre-feminist family values, structures and authority systems. By seizing the ship, the Queen overturns the established order, and challenges Picard’s paternalistic role with her own desire for power and control. In the safe hands of the father figure, Picard, the ship functions smoothly and retains its structural integrity. The advent of the Borg inaugurates a gothic transformation of the very material of the vessel: they work with the actual fabric of the Enterprise to reshape it into a dark, sweaty Borg environment of steam-filled pipes, weak, pale lights and dials and industrial-scale activity. This postmfeminist femme-fatale not only seeks to remake the male in her own image but actively refashions his environment and his symbol of male authority, his ship, to resemble her own. Russ notes how in the mythology of ‘sexist society’ and in Joan Bamberger’s research into the Amazon area of South America, male symbols of power are ‘stolen’ by the women: 

To summarize: the men’s Sacred Objects—the badge of authority and means of dominion over others—are stolen or contaminated by women, who then become dominant over men. … Women lose because they abuse this power or are immoral (in various ways, e.g. incest), whereupon the men seize or reclaim the Sacred Objects, sometimes with supernatural aid. The purpose of the story is to show that women cannot handle power, ought not to have it, and cannot keep it. This is the natural order of things. (Russ 42)

Such is the narrative trajectory of First Contact, beginning with the Queen’s appropriation of Picard’s ship. 

Botting says that ‘The monsters of Gothic and Science Fiction, whether idealised or degraded figures, participate in a process of defending or transgressing corporeal borders, marking out the limits of individual, social and political bodies’ (Botting 267). As a gothic monster, Ayesha transgresses her corporeality through immortality and threatens to redefine the physical boundaries of the British Empire; the Borg Queen transgresses both human, spatial and temporal boundaries (the action takes place in the context of time travel). She transgresses humanity’s natural laws by usurping Picard’s position as controller of the space ship and gradually begins to assimilate his crew into her own monstrous collective. 

Conclusion: Resistance is Futile

In the gothic narrative of First Contact and She the power seized, illicitly, by women must be relinquished and the women must be punished for their transgression. The denouement of each tale is enacted with chillingly ugly vengeance. When Ayesha re-enters the immortal flame it reverses its effects and she ages before the eyes of the awe-struck Leo and Holly until she appears barely human: ‘She raised herself upon her bony hands and blindly gazed around her, swaying her head slowly from side to side as does a tortoise. She could not see, for her whitish eyes were covered with a bony film. Oh, the horrible pathos of the sight’ (She 237). 

The Borg Queen meets an equally gruesome end: Data betrays her and unleashes a lethal flesh-destroying gas. Picard climbs upwards pursued by the Queen, but she becomes engulfed. Like the Wicked Witch of the West, she melts before our eyes until all that is left is a fitfully twitching metal skeleton. As the gas disperses Picard descends, sneering at the cyborg remains. He grabs the writhing metal spinal column and maliciously snaps it in two. Data, the transplanted patches of transgressive flesh on his face now gone leaving traces of his cybernetic skull revealed, watches with satisfaction. The homosocial bonds and the patriarchal order of the Enterprise are restored with the destruction of the predatory woman, just as the demise of Ayesha reinstates the male loyalties of Holly and Leo.

The demise of the gothic monster, especially the female gothic monster, is never anything but ugly and prolonged, usually involving reversion to a repulsive, more viscous incarnation or an acceleration into an atrophied or degraded state. In the case of the monstrous femme-fatale all trace of her compelling sexual allure is wiped out leaving a repellent ‘thing’ in its place, a reminder of the transience of beauty and of the ‘dangerous’ nature of female sexual allure that hides a monstrous threat to male loyalties. In the case of She and First Contact the men survive and witness the horrific demise of the woman who sought an unnatural position of dominance over them. Vengeance against these transgressive women is complete. 

The Borg Queen, the postfeminist female gothic monster, is, in all but her technology-invaded body, a reincarnation of an earlier female type in gothic fiction. It is as if Ayesha had been reawakened after another 2000 years and had proceeded to re-enact her previous rapacious career within a new context. No progress seems to have been made, no notice taken of women’s urgent demands to be regarded as equals and not sexual subordinates and objects of the male gaze: the makers of First Contact have deliberately exploited attitudes to female sexuality from a pre-feminist era. The Victorian imperial gothic narrative and the science fiction narrative of Star Trek: First Contact display identical male attitudes to the possibilities of female ascension to power: the woman must be destroyed before she destroys them. 
Certainly the Queen is a monster and had she been a King he would have suffered the same fate. Gender reversals in imperial gothic fantasies like She would be almost inconceivable in Victorian literature: it is the formula of the genre that the adventurers are male.
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