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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines the portrayal of two characters of ethnic minorities in the popular Star 

Trek–franchise. Its primary purpose is to determine whether the portrayal of the African 

American lieutenant Uhura and the middle eastern inspired antagonist Khan adheres to 

negative stereotypes and how their portrayal has changed over time in the franchise. Theories 

important for this case study are: W.J.T. Mitchell’s Seeing Through Race, Edward Said’s study 

of Orientalism, and J.P. Telotte’s work of Science Fiction Film.  

 In order to examine the characters’ portrayal with the help of these theories, the case 

study of this thesis will focus on two episodes from Star Trek – The Original Series from the 

1960s, the movie Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan from 1982 and the new Star Trek from 2009 

and Star Trek Into Darkness from 2013. These particular products have been chosen because 

firstly, the feature both of the characters and secondly, ample time has gone by in–between the 

episodes and movies to open the possibility of change in the portrayal of ethnic minorities. 

The results of this thesis show that the portrayal of the African American woman, Uhura, 

in the 1960s and the 2000s are both progressive. In both cases, she is portrayed as a valuable 

member of the team. Further, in the movies from the 2000s, Uhura takes actively part in the 

plot. In the 1982-movie Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan however, her character vanishes fades 

into the background and she does not carry any importance for the team or the plot. As for the 

portrayal of the antagonist Khan, the television episodes from the 1960s as well as the movie 

from 1982 emphasizes his mystical and mysterious background reminiscent of the Orient 

through his clothing and his behavior. In Star Trek Into Darkness his ethnicity was erased 

which opens the discussion of this character having fallen victim to being white-washed. 
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1. Introduction  
 

The popular science fiction–franchise Star Trek celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2016. It tells 

the story of the fictional starship Enterprise commanded by the famous James T. Kirk 

(portrayed by William Shatner) and his first officer, the alien from the planet of Vulcan, Spock 

(portrayed by Leonard Nimoy). The franchise is still very well–known today not least due to 

the reboot movies from 2009, 2013, and 2016 respectively. As a utopian science fiction show, 

Star Trek has presented the viewer with an ideal future where all of humanity comes together 

to travel through space in the fictional space agency Starfleet throughout its various movies 

and television series. The newest movie has come out in July 2016 and has been met with 

mixed reviews (cf. Scott). Additionally, a new TV series has been announced for 2017, 

courtesy of CBS Television Studies for the North American market and Netflix for the rest of 

the world (cf. “Netflix to Beam New CBS ‘Star Trek’ Television Series in 188 Countries 

Around the World.”). Due to this demand, it is obvious that the franchise still enjoys great 

popularity today.  

The franchise's first series, Star Trek – The Original Series, aired from 1966 to 1969 

and featured the African American actress Nichelle Nichols in a non–stereotypical role on 

public television for the first time. She was portraying Communications Officer Nyota Uhura, 

commonly referred to as Uhura, aboard the starship Enterprise (cf. Nichols 164). The actress 

continued to reprise this role in the Star Trek–movies from the 1980s and 1990s. In the reboot 

movies of 2009 and onwards, the role of Uhura is portrayed by actress Zoë Saldana with 

Dominican–Puerto Rican ancestry (cf. “Zoe Saldana”). However, some critics argue that her 

role should have been more substantial considering the advancements in civil rights and women 

rights since The Original Series aired (cf. Scodari 336). Similarly, another character was faced 

with criticism as well: In an episode of The Original Series and in the movie Star Trek II: The 

Wrath of Khan, actor Ricardo Montalban of Mexican descent portrayed the antagonist of the 

story, Khan Noonien Singh, who is originally of Indian descent (cf. “Singh, Khan Noonien”). 

The makers of the reboot movie Star Trek Into Darkness chose to revive the storyline with a 

few alternations and has faced criticism in regard to the choice of a white actor in the role of 

Khan (cf. Foundas).  

 

 Popular cultural products, such as TV series and movies are subject to their respective 

time period and portray on–going stereotypes and ideologies: “[B]y studying American film 

history, we can gain keen insights into the ways that different groups of American people have 
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been treated (and continue to be treated)” (Benshoff and Griffin 3). More often than not, 

Hollywood’s characters are based upon negative stereotypes (cf. Benshoff and Griffin 27). This 

makes the depictions of ethnic minorities questionable since they draw upon pre–existing ideas, 

which have not been changed since years. Continuing to promote a negative image of a certain 

group of people does lead to tensions in the human community. In Star Trek and Sacred 

Ground, Jennifer E. Porter and Darcee L. McLaren further point out that TV series act as a 

mirror as well as a model of real life (cf. 1). Especially since the matter of race should be an 

“obsolete concept” (Mitchell XI) by now, as scholar W.J.T. Mitchell argues in the preface to 

his book Seeing Through Race, the treatment of ethnic minorities has to be examined to find 

out whether it really is an old–fashioned concept or if it is still subject to stereotypical 

depictions from half a century ago (cf. Mitchell xi).  

 

 The following thesis will therefore center on the subject of race particularly featuring 

Star Trek, as the franchise allows a rich variety of case studies. This thesis will specifically 

focus on how two characters, namely Khan and Uhura, are portrayed in the Star Trek–

franchise, focusing on the aesthetic aspects, their importance regarding the storyline, and 

whether their portrayal adheres to stereotypical standards of their ethnicity, i.e. the political 

aspects of their roles. It will focus on two episodes of Star Trek – The Original Series; “The 

Man Trap”, as it was the first episode of Star Trek to screen on public television (cf. “Man 

Trap, The”) and “Space Seed”, which explores the beginnings of the character Khan (cf. “Space 

Seed”). These will be put in contrast to the roles of Khan and Uhura in the movie Star Trek II: 

The Wrath of Khan from 1982. This movie has been chosen because it prominently features 

the antagonist Khan again. Finally, with regard to the so–claimed political post–racial era, the 

movies Star Trek from 2009 and Star Trek Into Darkness from 2013 will be examined as well. 

The respective time periods and political climate in the United States of America during which 

the episodes and the movies were produced will be taken into consideration for their analyses 

as well. These are important to consider because the different socio–political and cultural 

climate of the periods are influential for popular cultural products. 

 

 An important theoretical approach which has to be examined for this thesis is W. J. T.  

Mitchell’s Seeing Through Race. In it, Mitchell argues for race to be seen as a medium through 

which other things should be assessed, rather than seeing race as content (cf. 4). Mitchell’s 

book is based on a series of lectures given at the Harvard University in 2012 under the title of 

‘teachable moments’ which is a phrase coined by US American President Obama “to identify 
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events and episodes that offer themselves up for teaching and learning” (Mitchell 1). The 

phrase was used for describing events of conflict or when Obama was required by the public 

to speak about issues of race (cf. 2). Mitchell extended the use of the phrase “to the more 

general question of race as a global issue in our time” (2). Mitchell argues that the election of 

Obama as an African American could have indicated a post–Black or even post–racial era. 

However, this stands in contrast to the outpour of racial hatred which has been prominent in 

the media in recent years. He therefore proposes to not see race as content, but as a medium, 

i.e. something through which the world can be seen and evaluated (cf. 4). This is important for 

this work, as it offers a new way of approaching the issue of race. Rather than looking at race, 

this approach looks through race, like it is a veil. This outlook emphasizes that race is prevalent 

in everyday life and therefore important to consider at all times, rather than only at specific 

times (cf. Mitchell xii ff.).  

 Similarly, Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism is important for this thesis as well. His 

book Orientalism analyzes the incorrect view the western hemisphere has of the eastern one 

and how this view of the west is degrading to anything that is not considered western. 

Essentially, Edward Said criticizes western knowledge, or rather lack thereof, of what the west 

has defined as the ‘Orient’, the east. The book was vital in sparking discussions surrounding 

the western view of the east up until today (cf. Prakash 200). The criticism voiced in the book 

Orientalism unsettled the western view by dissolving the boundaries between the Orient and 

its counterpart, the Occident. Further, it questioned the until–then accepted notion of the west 

being the authority (cf. Prakash 211).  Considering the nemesis in the case studies of Star Trek 

– The Original Series, Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, and the new Star Trek–movies from 

2009 and 2013, Khan Noonien Singh, who is a character from India (cf. “Singh, Khan 

Noonien”), it is essential to consider Orientalism in the following paper.  

These two theoretical approaches are especially important in connection to the science 

fiction genre. In order to discuss these approaches within the genre, J.P. Telotte’s Science 

Fiction Film will be taken into consideration. Telotte focuses in particular on the definition of 

the science fiction–genre and examines its boundaries (cf. Telotte 8). He argues that science 

fiction lets humanity inquire about itself and its place in the human world. Therefore it is 

adaptable to on–going issues and important in the assessment of culture (cf. 16). Having stated 

before that science fiction is an “expression of human curiosity” (3) and especially in the film 

medium, one of the most imaginative genres, Telotte’s work will be important in contributing 

to the definition of science fiction for this thesis especially with regard to the question of race. 

Important in this respect is also Adilifu Nama’s work Black Space: Imagining Race in Science 
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Fiction in which he examines the treatment of race in science fiction in the past years. Similarly 

to Telotte, Nama argues that science fiction can be viewed as the most “imaginative genre” 

(Nama 2). He further argues that science fiction movies have tackled serious social problems 

and offered solutions (cf. 3).  

 Challenges here are of course that research on the matters of race and ethnicity is vast 

and might be overwhelming. Additionally, the theories are not focused solely on race in 

movies. A lot of research about race and its representation in the Star Trek–franchise already 

exists; however, it focuses mostly on the ‘older’ Star Trek series and does not take the new 

movies after 2009 into account. An example for a work such as this is the book Star Trek and 

History: Race–ing Towards a White Future by Daniel L. Bernardi. Additionally, the focus of 

scholarly work surrounding Star Trek has lain more in the topics of humanism and Star Trek’s 

use of spirituality, which can be seen on the examples of Star Trek and Sacred Ground – 

Explorations of Star Trek, Religion, and American Culture by Jennifer E. Porter and Darcee L. 

McLaren and The Ethics of Star Trek by Judith Barad and Ed Robertson. While these also 

consider the issue of race, it is not their focal point. Since these also do not include work on 

the movies from the 2000s, the need for a study that compares the old depictions of race in Star 

Trek – The Original Series to the newer movies becomes evident. 

 

 The characters’ comparisons to their various portrayals over the course of the series 

will be the focus of this thesis. It will examine the extent to which Star Trek, with its 

progressive future imagined by its creator Gene Roddenberry, really has advanced for its time 

and whether the progressiveness has risen in proportion to the time periods in which the 

respective episode or movie has come out. By ‘progressiveness’ it is important to question 

whether the depiction of people from ethnic minorities mirrors that of their time or whether 

there has been an advancement in their equality. Regarding the role of Uhura, the main 

questions to be considered are: Does she have a substantial function for the plot development 

or is she reduced to being a pretty girl with no importance? Does she make use of her different 

ethnic background or is her heritage erased on the starship? How is she portrayed visually? Is 

her portrayal equal to, say, a white crewmember or does it differ and if so, how? Additionally, 

since the character of Uhura appears in the television series from the 1960s, in the movie from 

1982, and in the movies from 2009 and 2013, the questions’ answers will be compared with 

each other to see how the depiction of this character has changed over time. Accordingly, this 

will be done for the character of Khan as well: How is the character introduced: visually, as 

well as story–wise? What kind of implications does his heritage carry in The Original Series 



Mueller, s4597281 /  9 
	

	

versus the reboot movie from 2013? How are the other men portrayed in contrast to Khan? 

Similarly to Uhura, since Khan appears in the television series from the 1960s, the movie from 

1982, and in 2013, his character will be examined over the course of these time periods and 

how his depiction has changed over the years. 

 

Even though there is a timespan of 40 years between the episodes of The Original Series 

and the reboot, it is very probable that the reboot movies are not as positive regarding their 

depiction of equality as they should have been – despite the fact that the years between them 

have included several endeavors for not only racial equality but also gender equality, it is 

lacking that daring progressive nature that was featured in The Original Series, and that was 

part of the driving force behind its success. Above all, this becomes evident in the choice of a 

white actor to play the role of Khan in Star Trek Into Darkness instead of an Indian one, which 

has ultimately erased the heritage of the character and white–washed him. Furthermore, with 

the addition of a romance between the characters Uhura and Spock in the reboot movies, which 

has not been a part of The Original Series or the movie from 1982, the role of Uhura seems to 

have been reduced to that of a love interest for Spock, and simultaneously carry little 

significance for the plot.  

 

In order to evaluate this hypothesis and discuss the questions which have been posed 

before, the following thesis will be structured as follows: The second chapter will focus on the 

theoretical framework by examining the science fiction genre and the topic of race in relation 

to the genre by considering the aforementioned theoretical framework by Mitchell, Said and 

Telotte, amongst others. This will be linked to the mechanics of analyzing a movie or television 

series. Further, it will include an examination of Hollywood’s treatment of race in general, as 

well as a brief evaluation on the issue of race in science fiction with special regard to the Star 

Trek–franchise. The third chapter will use the findings of the second chapter and apply them 

to the treatment of race in Star Trek. Thus, chapter three will focus on the idea of race in Star 

Trek and examine the way in which race has been treated in the franchise. It will go further in–

depth about the idea of equality on Star Trek throughout the three representative decades from 

which the cultural products have been chosen. Consequently, it will first focus on The Original 

Series and explore the characters Uhura and Khan; how they had been introduced, what 

purpose their characters serve for the plot, how they are treated as far as characterization goes, 

and in how far they represent the zeitgeist. After this, it will consider the same aspects of the 

same characters for the movie Star Trek II:  The Wrath of Khan and ultimately, for the two 
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reboot movies Star Trek (2009) and Star Trek Into Darkness (2013). Finally, the findings of 

this paper will be summarized in the fourth and final chapter, while also drawing conclusions 

about how race continues to be treated in popular discourse today. It will furthermore provide 

an estimate on how race will continue to be treated within the Star Trek–franchise with regard 

to the new series coming out in 2017, as well as the treatment of race and ethnicity in 

Hollywood at large. 

2. Theorizing Race in Science Fiction 
 

Television shows are cultural products, and as such, they reflect, reinforce, and 

challenge cultural ideas. As a pre–eminent forum for the expression of popular culture, 

television acts as a mirror and a model for society. In examining and coming to an 

understanding of the cultural messages and popular appeal of certain television shows, 

we come to understand something about the society that has created and sustained them. 

(Porter and McLaren 1) 

 

As reflected by the quote above, there is more to television series than just mere entertainment. 

They convey and portray ideas about the society we are currently living in, and past television 

shows offer us a view into how society was perceived in the past. As such, they carry either 

overt or underlying messages about various issues, such as race and ethnicity, and society’s 

treatment of those. An important aspect to consider here is that Hollywood productions “often 

[draw] upon pre–existing social and cultural stereotypes” (Benshoff and Griffin 27) in their 

characters. Stereotypes describe people who have been put in the same group because of their 

alleged shared traits – may they be because of their race, ethnicity, or behavior. These become 

a short version of describing a person and thus putting them in a box with other people. When 

these assumptions are repeated over and over, for example on television, they become 

stereotypes. As a result, human diversity is reduced and this is where it becomes problematic: 

when people assume that stereotypes about other people are true. Even more problematic is 

that these stereotypes are still used today to favor one group of people over another: “Within 

race, those considered white or of Anglo–Saxon descent still seem to have more privilege and 

opportunity than do those of other races” (Benshoff and Griffin 7, emphasis in original). 

However, in Introduction to Film, Lacey points out that it is not sufficient to only consider 

entertainment productions as a mirror of society, but emphasizes that different genres can carry 

different ideologies. Furthermore, they can be a criticism of the current society (cf. Lacey 66). 
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In addition, by looking at different movies from different eras, we can gain an insight into 

changes that may have occurred with regard to an issue over time (cf. Lacey 59). 

This master’s thesis focal point is the treatment of race in the Star Trek–franchise. It 

will therefore examine the way in which race is portrayed on the show. Star Trek has been 

chosen because of its popularity: “Star Trek continues to hold a place of importance within 

popular American culture. Since the series first premiered in the 1960s, Star Trek has reflected, 

informed, and often challenged prevailing social attitudes toward a wide variety of often 

controversial topics” (Porter and McLaren 9). It is important here to note the phrasing of the 

quote as it also emphasizes Star Trek’s challenging of the status quo. Further noteworthy is the 

year of Star Trek’s premiere in television in 1966, which also marks the height of the Civil 

Rights Movement, as well as the genre of Star Trek, which is science fiction. However, it has 

also been chosen because Star Trek is supposed to take place in the future and as such, its 

consideration of race portrays a glimpse of what previous decades have thought the ideals 

future would be.   

 

Taking all of the above into account, this chapter will go more in–depth on these various 

themes that have briefly been touched upon. Chapter 2.1 will focus on science fiction as a genre 

and aim to explain why considering the issues of race and ethnicity in the science fiction genre 

is important in today’s genre discussions. It will further include a brief introduction into film 

analysis. Chapter 2.2 will focus on the treatment of race and ethnicity in media and 

entertainment overall. It will take into account W.J.T. Mitchell’s approach of seeing race as a 

medium rather than something to be mediated with, as well as Edward Said’s approach to 

Orientalism. It will further provide an evaluation of how race and ethnicity should be treated 

in the science fiction genre. Chapter 2.3 will focus on Hollywood and race, outlining a brief 

history of the subject and provide a deeper look into the issues today and why it is relevant. 

Chapter 2.4 will be the final subchapter and focus on race in Star Trek, thus providing a first 

in–depth look into the treatment of race in the overall Star Trek–franchise.  

 

2.1 Science Fiction Genre and Analysis 
 

The following subchapter will briefly look at science fiction as a genre and examine its 

importance for the case study at hand. It will further serve as a short introduction into film 

analysis and outline certain characteristics of movies, specifically science fiction movies, 

which are important to consider when examining the meaning of a movie. Before this can be 
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done, it is vital to briefly consider the purpose of genres: “Genres are ‘ideal types’: that is, they 

are an abstract idea, and no one film every fully uses all of the elements of a genre” (Lacey 57). 

Therefore, genres are a means to convey what a movie is broadly about. They are used as an 

interactional tool between the producers of a movie and its audience to determine from the 

producer’s side how it should be marketed and from the audience’s side whether they consider 

it worth watching because it falls into their spectrum of interest. Thus, both sides have to see 

eye to eye on the general characteristics for each genre (cf. Lacey 46). Naturally, genres do not 

only exist for the medium of the film, but are pre–dated by their literary counterparts (cf. Lacey 

63). Yet, for the purpose of this paper the focus will be on science fiction as a cinematic genre.  

 

 In Science Fiction Film, J.P. Telotte outlines that defining the science fiction genre is not 

easy and takes several attempts to describe it. Neither in its literary form, nor in its cinematic 

form is a definition able to encompass its whole spectrum. A general introduction into its 

meaning could be that “[s]cience fiction should be ‘an effort to predict the future on the basis 

of known facts […]’” (Telotte 3). Science fiction as defined by the Oxford Dictionary is “a 

type of book, film/movie, etc. that is based on imagined scientific discoveries of the future, and 

often deals with space travel and life on other planets” (“Science Fiction.”). However, Telotte 

is quick to point out that science fiction sometimes overlaps with other genres, such as horror, 

disaster film, and Westerns (cf. Telotte 5ff). He further identifies a couple of distinctive traits 

of science fiction films, such as “rockets, robots, futuristic cities, alien encounters, fantastic 

technology, scientists (mad or otherwise)” (Telotte 4). Nick Lacey, in his book Introduction to 

Film takes a slightly different approach to defining a genre and uses science fiction as an 

example in his endeavors: Lacey suggests defining a genre by a repertoire of different elements, 

some of which shall be mentioned here in relation to the science fiction genre. The first element, 

according to Lacey, is iconography: visual or aural clues for the audience to determine the 

genre. Classic examples of iconography for science fiction are spaceships and its mostly 

futuristic setting. However, not all genres have something iconic to them and though spaceships 

are known for appearing in the science fiction genre, they could also appear in another genre 

(cf. Lacey 48). The other elements are the narrative, setting, and characters. The narrative and 

setting are both more ambiguous, since they both can vary for science fiction due to the fluidity 

of the genre. As Lacey argues, a science fiction production can take place anywhere from the 

now to the distant future and as such, the setting is hard to pin down while the narrative often 

overlaps with other genres (cf. 52). Taking it one step further, the popular British science fiction 

show Doctor Who frequently uses time travel in its narrative and thus can take place in the past 
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as well (cf. “Doctor Who”). Here, the complexity of defining the narrative and setting of the 

science fiction genre becomes increasingly evident. With characters, it seems more easy as 

Lacey argues “alien guarantees [science fiction]” (53) and further the “human:non–human 

opposition” (53). Telotte comes to the conclusion in his discussion that it is hard to bracket off 

one genre from another and that the science fiction genre is linked to other genres (cf. Telotte 

9).  He describes this resistance of a genre to be fully defined as one of their most important 

key points:  

 

 genres resist being easily pinned down, thanks to one of their key characteristics: their 

 vitality, the fact that they are constantly changing in response to a variety of cultural 

 and industrial influences, and thus pushing at the very outlines we would, it so often 

 seems, like to set for them – and to maintain against all critical objection (9) 

 

Telotte points out in this quote that genres change to correspond to their current cultural 

surroundings and emphasizes the meaning of science fiction by arguing that it “has simply 

proven to be one of our most flexible popular genres — and perhaps for that very reason, one 

of our culturally most useful” (Telotte 10). Taking a brief look at the case study, Star Trek – 

The Original Series did correspond to its cultural surroundings and emphasized how people 

from different nations working together can bring mutual benefit to everyone in a time where 

the Cold War was prevalent. Star Trek–creator Gene Roddenberry did obviously not shy away 

from social commentary on then–current cultural and social situations, which can be seen on 

the fact that he created a multi–racial crew in a socially tense decade. Lacey points out, that 

“[b]y comparing texts of the same genre from different periods, it can become clear how 

society’s understanding of particular issues has changed” (Lacey 59). This is what the case 

study will do in the case of Star Trek, as it looks at various Star Trek–episodes and movies 

from different time periods, to see how the making of Star Trek has been influenced by its 

respective time period. Star Trek also offers a view into a possible future for humankind — as 

Telotte argues, science fiction is an “expression of common human curiosity” (3) which works 

best in this genre, as it can take place anywhere between the now and the future: “science 

fiction often seems to appeal precisely because it lends itself to the greatest imaginative 

capacities of the film medium” (Telotte 3). However, science fiction as a genre is still 

influenced by its cultural surroundings, or rather: conventions — just as every other genre. 

Special effects might be able to erase skin color, but they are not able to erase the stigma with 

it.   
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 Having looked at why it is important to analyze science fiction movies, the following part 

of this subchapter will focus on how to look at science fiction movies. It will serve as an overall 

introduction into the spheres of analyzing scenes in movie, but it should be kept in mind that 

the analysis of a scene depends on the context. Thus, certain aspects of film analysis will be 

deepened once actual scenes in this paper will be subject to examination.  

 When analyzing movies, it is important to know that content follows form; the content 

dictates what kind of artistic outlet will be used: a painting, a book, or a film. Further, the way 

the content is communicated to an audience, that is, “creates meaning” (Benshoff and Griffin 

4) in a cinematic discourse is dictated by other artistic choices – i.e. the form – which influence 

the audience’s perception of the content. In America on Film — Representing Race, Class, 

Gender, and Sexuality at the movies, the authors Benshoff and Griffin break the form into five 

aspects which should be paid attention to when doing an analysis: “literary design, visual 

design, cinematography, editing, and sound design” (4, emphasis in original). The literary 

form includes everything that is derived from the script: the story ideas, the setting, the 

characters as well as dialogue and the deeper meaning of the film. Visual design and 

cinematography are grouped together under the term mise–en–scène. Visual design hereby 

focuses on “what is being filmed” (Benshoff and Griffin 4), that is the setting, the clothes etc. 

Cinematography focuses on how the visual design is being filmed, i.e. how the camera puts a 

certain choice of the visual design in focus or how it excludes it. Depending on how the 

cinematography appears on screen, the viewer will react differently (cf. Benshoff and Griffin 

4). Mise–en–scène might be the most important part for analyzing a movie, as it creates the 

narrative and hereby drives the story. It is basically what the audience will see on the screen. 

It includes the choice of the set and objects which might be needed in a scene, the lightning 

and the color it creates (or does not create), the actors, who are performing in this (normally by 

literary design pre–determined) setting, the sound that occurs naturally in this scene (and is not 

added later on, which is usually the soundtrack), and finally, the angle from which the camera 

is recording the scene (cf. Lacey 5ff). Editing determines which shots of the movie are shown 

together or which are not. This also includes the length of each shot: longer shots are mostly 

creating a calm atmosphere while quick short shots are mostly used for action scenes. The last 

element of the form is sound. There are different types of sound which can occur in a movie 

and can easily influence the meaning of it; quiet dialogue will make the audience listen more 

closely, thus directing more attention to the conversation. Music can accompany a moment and 

create different meaning: a romantic ballad can underline an amorous exchange, but a darker 
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kind of music can create suspense or danger in the same moment. These musical choices will 

influence the viewer’s understanding of said scene (cf. Benshoff and Griffin 5). The film 

analysis later in this paper will consider these elements and by means of looking at certain 

scenes, examine how they create meaning and attempt to find underlying meaning. This has 

only been a short introduction into the spheres of film analysis, but it shows what kind of 

elements are important to pay attention to when analyzing a movie and how they can create 

different meanings for the audience. Even though the content of a movie can be neutral, the 

form will ultimately create meaning and influence the viewer’s perception of it. It is also 

important to note that the absence of certain aspects, such as no music in a scene, obviously 

creates a different meaning than a scene with music. Thus, the way these elements co–exist 

and how their existence or lack thereof brings the plot about say a lot about the ideas which 

were present at that time in culture. By comparing the portrayal of women to that of men 

according to the before–mentioned aspects of mise–en–scène for example, it can be examined 

whether or not their portrayal is equal by means of comparing the setting that they are in, their 

dialogue, the angle from which the characters can be seen and more.  

 

2.2 Theorizing Race in the Media and Entertainment Industry  
 

As has been touched upon, this paper focuses on race in science fiction. Science fiction as a 

genre has already been introduced together with the elements to be taken into account when 

analyzing a movie. Consequently, the following subchapter is going to focus on the treatment 

of race and ethnicity in general media and entertainment and will finish with a deeper look into 

the treatment of race in science fiction. Before this can be done, an attempt at defining race and 

ethnicity will be undertaken.  

 Race is defined as follows by the Oxford dictionary: “Each of the major divisions of 

humankind, having distinct physical characteristics” (“race” Def. 2.1) and further as “[a] group 

of people sharing the same culture, history, language, etc.; and ethnic group” (“race” Def. 2.1.1). 

Ethnicity is defined as “[t]he fact or state of belonging to a social group that has a common 

national or cultural tradition” (“ethnicity”). As can be seen on these short definitions, the 

difference between these two terms is narrow and has thus led to many discussions. In 

Representing ‘Race’ – Racisms, Ethnicities, and Media Downing and Husband argue that it is 

important to distinguish race and ethnicity from one another. According to them, race is a 

socially constructed category and carries political implications rather than scientific ones (cf. 

2). Benshoff and Griffin agree with this definition, as in the past race has been described as a 
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means to divide humankind into different categories based on certain identifiable traits, which 

have been attributed to science. These have since been discredited, but the issues surrounding 

race have not gone away and the traits have still been used for determining one’s racial status 

over another and which are continued to be upheld by media (cf. 50). Ethnicity, as a contrast 

to race, has more social implications, as ethnicities are held “together by shared cultural custom” 

(50).  

 To be able to discuss race in contemporary meaning, Downing and Husband argue that 

its historical emergence and development have to be considered as well (cf. 3). One kind of 

classic elements of traditional race thinking are putting a person of one kind of race over 

another, which implies a hierarchical thinking with the color of the skin being a key difference 

(cf. 3). Therefore, the power of shaping racial identities is attributed to a dominant racial group, 

which further dictates the knowledge of race and ideologies of the oppressed racial group (cf. 

Weiner 332). This power assures the privilege of that one racial group by maintaining further 

inequality (cf. 332ff). Racism occurs when this privilege is carried out by the oppressing group 

over the other racial groups. Racism however, is not only about the color of the skin (cf. 

Downing and Husband 3). The categorization of an individual according to his/her race for 

ideological reasons is termed racialization. The process of racialization is inherently 

ideological as well, as this has evolved over time and is subject to the given historical and 

socio–economic circumstances (cf. 4). In media or entertainment, racialization is a type of 

race–thinking (cf. 5). These racialization changes over time (cf. 7). Downing and Husband 

claim that “any attempt to unmask the racist content of the mass media is political” (8). This 

happens in form of racial discrimination due to mass media providing a venue on which racial 

stereotypes are expressed and as such, they provide a framework for doing so (cf. 9). This is 

also very dangerous because the more a racialization becomes embedded in a culture, the more 

difficult it is to erase: “Such prejudices become racist when race thinking and racial ideologies 

are drawn upon to provide the content of the stereotype and to legitimate the reasonableness of 

the hostility” (Downing & Husband 10). Further, these prejudices are institutionalized when 

the racial thinking is only provided by one dominant group (cf. 11). To sum up, race has 

negative implications. Ethnicity as a contrast, “has widespread credibility and positive 

affirmation” (Downing & Husband 12).  

 

 W.J.T. Mitchell’s book Seeing Through Race considers the issue of race in media under 

the umbrella term of ‘teachable moments’. This term was first coined by Obama and is now 

being used by Mitchell because he believes that the world is currently encountering such a 



Mueller, s4597281 /  17 
	

	

teachable moment, which is “to identify events and episodes that offer themselves up for 

teaching and learning” (Mitchell 19). A teachable moment is effective globally and it redefines 

the relations between the races, citizenship, and also spatial dislocation (Mitchell 10). The 

reason for the use of the phrase ‘teachable moments’ in relation to the discourse surrounding 

race is that the issue of race has reached a crisis moment: the idea of racism is officially 

denounced (cf. Mitchell 10), and society should be colorblind by now (cf. Mitchell xi). 

However, especially since the election of Obama as President of the United States, a new 

outpour of racist imagery has been triggered (cf. Mitchell 3). Mitchell proposes the idea that 

the issues with racism might go away if races become irrelevant (cf. Mitchell xii). As opposed 

to this notion of colorblindness, Wise in his book Colorblindness – The Rise of Post–Racial 

Politics and the Retreat from Racial Equity argues against this notion of colorblindness in 

regard to race. Wise argues that seeing society colorblind will only increase racism as it 

advocates to ignoring its realities and hence will make it more difficult to point out 

discrimination (cf. Wise 18). He argues that if the historical context of one’s race is ignored, 

the more unfortunate ones in society will be blamed themselves (cf. 18ff). Colorblindness can 

thus deepen racism as it will “[encourage] individuals and institutions to downplay the role of 

race and racism in the lives of the public” (Wise 19). This downplaying of racial issues will 

limit people to respond to the needs of racial inequality to further equalize races (cf. Wise 19). 

Another issue with colorblindness according to Wise is that it dismisses the different views in 

which society is perceived, since it prevents society from taking measures to give each 

individual the same kind of opportunities (cf. Wise 20). Furthermore, the concept of colorblind 

racism enables whites to dismiss the nature of racial inequality and that they are in a position 

of privilege. It also enables them to simply blame people of color for their disadvantages and 

deepens white racial hostility (cf. Wise 23). Mitchell comes to the same conclusion and agrees 

with the notion of colorblindness being problematic: Race, for Mitchell, is a myth based on 

reality and the racial identities surrounded by different narratives. Being colorblind would erase 

each person’s individuality (cf. Mitchell 21). However, he points out that today, since the 1990s, 

there is a different kind of racism than there was before, which is also related to a perceived 

decline in racial identities because new forms of media undermine forms of identity: “The new 

men and women of the cyber age are creatures of racial, sexual, and gender mobility” (Mitchell 

28). Therefore, new forms of racism are emerging and they quickly become problematic if they 

are focusing on something which they perceive as a threat to the American way of life; these 

are constituted as the ‘other’ (cf. Mitchell 30). This racialization is not tied to a specific color, 

“but to any colorization of profiling or coding that suffices to mark an individual as belonging 
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to an identifiable group” (Mitchell 33).  

 

 Mitchell’s solution to race problems is to consider race as a medium: “race is not merely 

a content to be mediated, an object to be represented visually or verbally, or a thing to be 

depicted in a likeness or image, but that race itself is a medium and an iconic form—not simply 

something to be seen, but itself a framework for seeing through or […] seeing as” (Mitchell 

13). This way, according to Mitchell, the medium of race is always open for remediation and 

critical reflection (cf. Mitchell 89). Mitchell concludes that race is a matter of space, time, and 

material things. To see through race, i.e. to use it as a medium, gives it transparency and makes 

it possible to see things behind it. But there is also the danger of opacity, or obstructions: i.e. 

the thing through which is seen, in this case race, can produce a distortion. But it is also able 

to enhance or magnify the understanding of the issues surrounding race (cf. Mitchell 174).  

 

 An argument regarding the treatment of race, which Mitchell has briefly touched upon 

before, is the treatment of constituting someone, or a group of people, as the ‘other’, because 

they seemingly threaten the ‘American way of life’. The example of Edward Said’s study of 

Orientalism from 1978 will show why this will lead to even more identity problems. This 

theory has been chosen because the nemesis in the upcoming case study is a character from 

India (cf. “Singh, Khan Noonien.”). Orientalism is a controversial term with a whole set of 

underlying ideas about the so–called ‘Orient’. Broadly described, the Orient is what the West 

is not: consequently, it includes the Middle East and parts of Asia. It is a set of western ideas 

about the unknown and a way of dealing with it (cf. Said 46). Orientalism is the top reminiscent 

of colonialism: “the term Orientalism is less preferred by specialists today, both because it is 

too vague and general and because it connotes the high–handed executive attitude of 

nineteenth–century and early–twentieth-century European colonialism” (Said 2). Said argues 

that the Orient is a European invention, a place which is imagined to be exotic, romantic and 

different — somewhere where remarkable experiences are possible (cf. Said 1). What can be 

concluded from this is that Orientalism is a certain style of thinking about the East from a 

Western standpoint (cf. Said 2). He further argues that Orientalism is important for Europe’s 

identity, because it emphasizes the need of Europe “dominating, restructuring, and having 

authority over the Orient” (3). But even in Europe, the view of the Orient is restricted as it was 

mainly a British and French cultural enterprise (cf. Said 4). Said outlines that the Orient, as 

well as the Occident, are both man–made geographical regions and the relationship between 

both is subject to varying degrees of power, domination, and complex hegemony (cf. 5). It is 
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suspect for Europeans not because it was thought to be Oriental from the beginning, but 

because it could be made Oriental by the West (cf. Said 6). Said believes that the Orient is 

therefore nothing more than lies and myths, and it says more about Europe than about the 

Orient itself (cf. Said 6): “the major component of European culture is precisely what made 

that culture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea of European identity as a superior 

one in comparison with all the non–European peoples and cultures” (Said 7). The Orient 

resisted very little and in a way depends on the positional superiority in which it is put by the 

West — additionally, this way, the West will never lose its upper hand (cf. 7). Out of this 

unchallenging Orient emerge the ideas about who or what is an Oriental and how it should be 

governed (cf. Said 8).  

 So what is the Orient? Said argues that it has to be questioned repeatedly whether the 

ideas of Orientalism are overriding the material which exists about the Orient, which in turn 

are influenced by European doctrines and constitute different kinds of racism (cf. 8). When 

considering the Orient, Said has two fears: distortion and inaccuracy, or rather, that in both 

cases the Orient is presented too generally and too positively (cf. 8). The Orient did not fight 

this but rather reinforced the notion of the strong West, as it covered a greater part of the earth’s 

surface (cf. 41). Rather uniquely, it can in this way also express the West’s strength and its own 

weakness (cf. Said 45). But this distinction only helps in driving an even bigger wedge between 

the West and the East, as it supports an ‘us versus them’ mentality (cf. Said 45). Through this, 

the differences between the two are even more amplified: “the Oriental becomes more Oriental, 

the Westerner more Western—and limit the human encounter between different cultures, 

traditions, and societies” (Said 46). Here, the Orient stands for the whole of the East (cf. 63). 

The opposition between these two is even more strengthened by the notion “of the Orient 

insinuating danger. Rationality is undermined by Eastern excesses, those mysteriously 

attractive opposites to what seem to be normal values” (Said 57). This is what the Orient is 

summarized by: the constant opposition it has felt towards the West (cf. Said 201). In 

“Hermeneutics vs. History”, David Kopf argues that the anger at being stuck between the 

Western imperialist culture and the Orient should serve as a reminder that the West should not 

remain oblivious to the problems of identity which come along with it (cf. Kopf 495). However, 

Kopf also criticizes Said’s study of Orientalism, saying it is too overgeneralized and only 

encompasses a limited area of study: “Said is not really talking about Orientalism as it existed 

in concrete historical reality: as an ideology, a movement, and a set of social institutions. For 

him it is an idea, a construct, almost always sinister, with its own ‘history and a tradition of 

thought, imagery, and vocabulary’” (496). He therefore concludes that it is historically 
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imprecise and does not have further historical understanding and subtlety (cf. 497). Graham 

Huggan in “(Not) Reading Orientalism” also argues about Said’s theory of Orientalism that 

Said acknowledges the greatness of Western scholars who have written about Orientalism, but 

criticizes that Said has drowned out, or rather, given very little voice to the people on whose 

behalf he wanted to speak, i.e. the Orientalists (cf. Huggan 127ff). He stresses however, that a 

dialogue of deafness has developed on both sides of the Oriental/Occidental divide, not only 

in certain sympathetic kinds of Western anti–Orientalist criticism, but also in those anti–

Western (Said calls them “nativist” or “fundamentalist”) readings that have chosen to 

misinterpret Orientalism, from a position of “cultural insiderism” (124) (128). Huggan points 

out that these arguments can be found over and over again when it comes to Orientalism and 

he further points out that these continuous misreadings are very ignorant to the Orient (cf. 

Huggan 129). There is a weird dynamic in the Orient: “More knowledge was needed, but not 

really needed since the Orient was already known (or at least intelligently intuited); more 

reading was needed, but not really needed since it confirmed what already been written before” 

(Huggan 127). The representation of the Orient was therefore structured largely through 

repetitions and became a copy of itself (cf. Huggan 127). 

 

 In conclusion it can be said that it is very critical to look at another culture which is so 

different from the Western one from a Western standpoint. What this short illustration of the 

discussion surrounding Orientalism emphasizes is the major divide that lies between the West 

and the East. It is an illustration of not only non–understanding but also that of ignorance. From 

a Western standpoint, the East is repeatedly characterized as ‘the Other‘, which is a similarity 

it carries with aliens in science fiction. This notion will be further discussed in chapter 2.4. 

Additionally, the overall discussion of race and the notion of colorblindness are still a part of 

today’s culture, which has been shown in the discussion surrounding Mitchell’s theory of race. 

With this, the need for a case study like the one in this paper becomes evident; through the 

comparison of the characters in Star Trek over several decades, it will be clear whether there 

has been progress regarding racialization.  

 

2.3 Hollywood’s Problem with Race  
 

Major movie studios have their main studios in Hollywood, among them Paramount Pictures, 

which is the studio that produces the new Star Trek movies (cf. Star Trek; Star Trek Into 

Darkness). The name ‘Hollywood’ has thus become synonymous with a whole industry of 
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movie production. Especially in recent years, Hollywood movies have been criticized more 

than once for their lack of diversity. The following subchapter will briefly outline Hollywood’s 

alleged problem with diversity. Since the following chapter will focus on the history of race 

and how it was handled by Hollywood, this chapter will put an emphasis on the current situation. 

 

 The Ralph J. Bunche Center for African American Studies at UCLA focuses on research 

about the history and lifestyle of people of African descent and explores different kinds of 

problems related to their origin (cf. “History & Mission”). In 2015 the organization has released 

a Hollywood Diversity Report, in which they find that the current diverse audiences enjoy 

diverse casts in the movies they watch, as movies with a diverse cast have an overall higher 

audience percentage as opposed to movies with a not less diverse cast (cf. Hunt and Ramón 

1ff). However, the lack of diversity in movies is still very high and minorities in movies remain 

underrepresented on various fronts: in almost every category such as film leads, directors or 

writers the whites outnumber the minorities 2:1 or even higher. This lack of diversity has been 

amplified by the issue of the Academy Awards, which have in recent years became more and 

more heavily criticized for their lack of nominating ethnically diverse people. 2016 marked the 

second year in a row where only white people have been nominated for the major categories. 

The other categories were not exempt from this racial bias as well, thus sparking the trend of 

#OscarsSoWhite (cf. Anderson). However, the problem is obviously deeper than the lack of 

ethnically diverse people being nominated for the Academy Awards. An interesting thing to 

note here is the difference between movies and television, as the Emmy Awards, which are the 

awards for television series, have nominated “a record 18 black performers […] for Emmy 

Awards last year” (Keegan and Zeitchik). The Oscars, however, are only concerned with 

movies, mostly produced in Hollywood and dominated by white male lead actors. The problem 

lays deeper than just the nominations though, as the nominations merely highlight the lack of 

diversity in movies in general. Industry data shows though, that “the average white American 

has bought a ticket to fewer films than the average black, Hispanic or Asian moviegoer” 

(Harwell). The problem is a lack of representation and inclusion of actors and actresses of 

diverse ethnicities for these non–white viewers to identify with. But for the last two Academy 

Awards nominations, the board had the option of blockbusters with majorly diverse casts, but 

has chosen to ignore them. What can be seen in this is that the issue lies even deeper, because 

white roles and performers are dominant and it has become a comfortable position, with no 

risks needed to be taken. As director Ridley Scott points out, his movie “Exodus: Gods and 

Kings” would not have gotten financing if he had chosen someone other than a white actor (cf. 
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Harwell).  

 And even though the articles cited in the last paragraph end on a hopeful note that more 

diversity will be implemented in Hollywood, looking at the movies which came out in 2016, 

these hopes are not yet fulfilled. The problem is not only that there are fewer ethnically diverse 

casts than one might think, but also that of ‘white–washing’ — which happens when an original 

character in the source material is of another ethnicity than white and a white actor or actress 

is cast in the role. This is the case for example for the Marvelmovie Dr. Strange, which was 

released in August 2016 and featured an actress of English–Scottish descent to portray a 

Tibetan mystic (cf. Hess). Here, moviemakers also argued that there is a risk of not getting 

financial approval if a non–Caucasian actor or actress is cast, or in the Asian American case, 

the filmmakers claim that there are not enough well–known actors or actresses of Asian descent 

to take on such a role (cf. Chow). Hence the social movement of #StarringJohnCho arose, 

which is a project portraying the Asian actor John Cho, who portrays helmsman Hikaru Sulu 

in Star Trek (2009) and Star Trek Into Darkness (2013), in different movie posters with 

originally white male lead actors to show that it is indeed possible to cast people of Asian 

descent in major motion pictures (cf. Kulkarni). 

 

 To sum up, it can be said that people not only want to see movies that feature non–white 

people in the lead, but also are actively demanding diversity among Hollywood’s major motion 

pictures. This can be effectively seen on the #StarringJohnCho, as this hashtag has gained 

traction through the social media outlets on which it became popular. That movies with ethnic 

and gender diversity would be watched by audiences can be seen on the fact that there is 

obviously a demand for it. Blockbusters such as Star Wars: The Force Awakens prove that 

movies with diverse casts are readily accepted by audiences, as this is an example for a highly 

popular movie even though the leads are a female and a black actor from England, amongst 

others (cf. Kirst). As Star Trek is a utopian TV series accompanied by movies supposed to take 

place in the future, it will be interesting to see how such a future is perceived now from the 

point of view of current Hollywood. The next chapter will take a brief look at how race in Star 

Trek is generally represented and what has been done in scholarly work so far, with the chapter 

afterwards focusing on race in Star Trek on the examples of two racially diverse characters. 

 

2.4 Star Trek and Race 
 

The importance of racially diverse characters and actors has been outlined in the previous 
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chapter. Another important aspect to look at with the means of science fiction as a genre is the 

alien characters which appear in it. Science fiction can convey ideas about humanity and its 

identity through portraying aliens or ‘others’ which leads to a comparison: “Images of 

Otherness in science fiction can be understood as a metaphor for forms of Otherness within 

society or between societies and in this way, the genre can engage with the fears and anxiety 

surrounding a given society’s Others” (Cornea 176). This is interesting when looking at this 

element of the science fiction genre in relation to the case study of Star Trek, as this series 

“introduced audiences to the multi–racial crew on board a futuristic spaceship called the 

Enterprise, and an African–American woman (Nichelle Nichols) famously took up a central 

role as the communications officer, Lt. Uhura” (Cornea 180). The Enterprise faced aliens from 

other worlds frequently throughout the series. While the television series employed many non-

white actors and staff members during the height of the civil rights movement in the 1960s, its 

“engagement with internal racial conflicts was also neatly displaced onto conflicts between 

humans and alien beings from other worlds (read nations), in a kind of two–phase denial of 

contemporary America’s domestic disputes” (Cornea 180). Similarly, the inclusion of Eastern 

or Asian characters in science fiction were seen to be mirrors of contemporary American 

society as they portrayed the diverse nature of the United States. The ‘oriental’ in Hollywood 

movies falls victim to stereotypes: “the two most prevalent stereotypes being the oriental as 

ruthless, fighting machine and the oriental as wise and spiritual” (Cornea 199).  

 

 Star Trek has fascinated scholars for decades. Scholarly work on this TV series includes 

examinations of race and ethnicity. The most notable here might be Daniel L. Bernardi’s Star 

Trek and History. Race–ing Toward a White Future from 1998. Since it came out in 1998, this 

work does obviously not include the newer Star Trek–movies or series which have come out 

since then. Other notable works include Speculative Blackness – The Future of Race in Science 

Fiction by André M. Carrington, which includes a chapter about Lieutenant Uhura and race. 

Carrington, like Bernardi, focuses on Uhura from the older movies and television series as well. 

Additionally, in her biography Beyond Uhura – Star Trek and other memories the actress 

portraying Lieutenant Uhura, Nichelle Nichols, describes her own experiences of being an 

African American actress in the 1960s and 1980s. As can be seen from these few examples, a 

good amount of scholarly discourse already surrounds the character of Uhura, but since they 

are mainly focused on the original character from the 1960s and the movies from the 1980s 

into the 1980s, the reboot version of this character is open for discussion and therefore leaves 

plenty of room in this paper to be compared with each other. One essay in the volume Star Trek 



Mueller, s4597281 /  24 
	

	

and History edited by Nancy Reagin, “More Than ‘Just Uhura’: Understanding Star Trek’s Lt. 

Uhura, Civil Rights, and Space History” by Margaret A. Weitekamp, focuses on the role of 

Uhura and Star Trek during the time of the civil rights movement and draws a comparison to 

the Uhura in the reboot movies.  

 Other notable focuses of Star Trek in the scholarly sphere include humanism (for 

example in Drones, Clones and Alpha Babes – Retrofitting Star Trek’s Humanism Post 9/11 

by Diana M.A. Relke), religion (e.g. Star Trek and Sacred Ground – Explorations of Star Trek, 

Religion, and American Culture by Jennifer E. Porter and Darcee L. McLaren, for example), 

and ethics in the Star Trek universe (e.g. The Ethics of Star Trek by Judith Barad and Ed 

Robertson). Even though these works have a different focus in the Star Trek realm, they 

nevertheless include some remarks about the treatment of race and ethnicity in this specific 

context and will therefore still be considered. Another volume which is worth mentioning in–

depth is Nancy Reagin’s Star Trek and History, which is a series of essays by various authors 

published in 2013 surrounding different themes: the ‘frontier’ mentality of Star Trek, the 

question of humanity and robot technology, the use of real history within Star Trek timelines, 

and more. It should be noted that there is little to no scholarly discourse focused on the 

character of Khan, who will be subject for analysis in this paper. 

3. Case Study: Star Trek 
 

Space: the final frontier. These are the continuing voyages of the starship Enterprise. 

Her ongoing mission: to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new lifeforms and new 

civilizations, to boldly go where no man has gone before. (Star Trek II: The Wrath of 

Khan 1:42:35) 

 

The above quote opens every episode opening of The Original Series and concludes every 

movie, including the Star Trek – The Next Generation movies and the reboot movies. It is 

perhaps the quote that describes the Star Trek–franchise the best at its core. In order to 

understand this quote and the franchise, the history of the United States will have to be briefly 

considered here. The frontier image dates back centuries to the exploration of the American 

West and pushing boundaries to expand land. When Star Trek debuted in the 1960s, Western 

series were very popular with television audiences. The overall story of Star Trek is very 

similar to that of Westerns and “Star Trek’s producers found […] that Western tales’ simple 

depictions of good versus evil adapted easily to science fiction. Both genres examine life on 
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the edge of settled territory, and at the hearts of both genres are the quests for survival” (George 

8). Well–known Western stories feature a white hero who has to survive in the harsh conditions 

in a land yet unknown to him. It is a uniquely American story, “recreating a romantic, idealised 

of the frontier, an area markedly responsible for creating the national character” (Johnson–

Smith 39). On television, the Western portrays a culture in which (white) people work together 

for a better future, Jan Johnson–Smith in American Science Fiction TV. Star Trek, Stargate and 

Beyond argues that the Western portrays this better than other genres (cf. 40). But how did 

space become the ‘final frontier’ in American popular culture? In the 1960s, United States 

American President John F. Kennedy coined the term ‘New Frontier’ as a means to describe 

the American adventure spirit to explore outer space: “With the western frontier closed, ‘Space, 

the final frontier’ offers an alternative, or perhaps a mutation, with which to inspire the 

collective American psyche” (Johnson–Smith 48). And space is the last endeavor, the only 

thing that remains to be explored. As such, Kirk and his crew are not so much connected to the 

‘real’ West, but rather to a mythical version of it (cf. George 7). Only here it is not only white 

people working together, but people from different places of Earth and even from other planets 

come together to explore the final frontier. Though Star Trek’s creator Gene Roddenberry was 

only alive for The Original Series and the first season of The Next Generation, this vision of 

unification is carried out in the other Star Trek–series as well. Today, the Star Trek–franchise 

consists of six series: The Original Series, Star Trek The Animated Series, Star Trek – The Next 

Generation, Star Trek Deep Space 9, Star Trek Voyager, and Star Trek: Enterprise, with a 

seventh series, Star Trek Discovery, to begin airing in 2017 (cf. “Netflix to Beam New CBS 

‘Star Trek’ Television Series in 188 Countries Around the World.”). Additionally, there are six 

movies with the crew from The Original Series, one movie with both crews from The Original 

Series and from The Next Generation, and three movies with only the crew from The Next 

Generation. Finally, there are three more movies surrounding the crew of The Original Series, 

but they are portrayed by different, younger actors. Undoubtedly, Star Trek is still popular 

today and its “universe has maintained a remarkable dominance over our ideas of future space 

exploration and civilisation” (Johnson–Smith 78).  

Star Trek – The Original Series was created in 1966 by Gene Roddenberry who in a 

time of political unrest in the United States wanted to show a better future in which all mankind 

come together to explore the universe: “Star Trek has generated a world that strives to be free 

of the racist, sexist, and xenophobic attitudes that are, unfortunately, still all too common today” 

(Barad with Robertson xii). True to its ideal, the crew of The Original Series next to Captain 

Kirk and his first officer, the Vulcan alien Spock, and Doctor McCoy, further includes African 
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American communications officer Lieutenant Uhura, Asian American helmsman Sulu, the 

Scottish chief engineer Scotty, and starting with the second season, Russian ensign Chekov (cf. 

Bernardi 36). In Race–ing Toward a White Future, Daniel L. Bernardi argues that even though 

the majority of this cast is white, this was considered integrated for 1960s television (cf. 37) 

and additionally, it “was one of the first television programs to use an integrated cast” (11). 

Lieutenant Uhura in Star Trek – The Original Series was considered to be a representative of 

a unified version of the United States of Africa in the future, however, this was never really 

explored on the show. The character of Uhura was rather considered to be ‘background color’ 

and as such, she never “lead negotiations, nor did she always participate in the action” (cf. 

Weitekamp 26). Even the actress, Nichelle Nichols, wished for more involvement of her 

character as she once said that her favorite scenes of Uhura are those in which she gets to leave 

the bridge (cf. 27). The frustration of the actress even went so far as to consider leaving the 

show after its first season to focus on her singing career and it was ultimately Martin Luther 

King who persuaded her to stay. He argued that Uhura was not a black role, but rather an 

important part of the series as she was the fourth in the command aboard the starship. Thus, 

Nichols decided to stay throughout the run of the series (cf. 27).  

 

The Star Trek series next to The Original Series have stayed true to its original and 

have used integrated casts as well (cf. Bernardi 11). While this is commendable, Bernardi 

criticizes that Star Trek does not speak about racism between humans, but rather portrays it as 

a problem of alien worlds (cf. 28). Thus, he outlines that Uhura and Sulu are portrayed as being 

successfully integrated; in the narrative background of the episode, they are mostly a ‘nice 

feature’ rather than individual characters on the show (cf. Bernardi 40). In Infinite Diversity in 

infinite combinations, Katja Kanzler argues as well that the character of Uhura does not convey 

any importance in episodes of The Original Series (cf. 78). To conclude, “[t]he paradox of Star 

Trek is that, despite or because of its liberal humanism, it supports a universe where whites are 

morally, politically, and innately superior, and both colored humans and colored aliens are 

either servants, threats, or objects of exotic desire” (Bernardi 68).  

Therefore, this section will revolve around the case study of the character of Lt. Uhura, 

and further an enemy whom the Enterprise encounters multiple times: the genetically 

engineered human Khan Noonien Singh. The focus of the first subchapter will be The Original 

Series and consider the portrayal of Uhura in two specifically chosen episodes. Khan only 

appears in one episode and thus will be subject for analysis based on that episode. The second 

subchapter will examine their portrayal in the movie from 1982 and will further take into 
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account, what changes have occurred in the political and cultural climates between the series 

of the 1960s and the making of the Star Trek–movies in the 1980s. Lastly, the third subchapter 

will do the same and focus on the movies with the ‘new’ cast from 2009 and 2013.  

 

3.1 Star Trek – The Original Series 
 

The 1960s were a decade of struggle and today are linked to the Civil Rights Movement, the 

assassinations of US–President John F. Kennedy and social rights activist Martin Luther King, 

and the space race (cf. Cornea 92). The civil rights movement and the rise of feminist 

movements in this era challenged conventional thinking about race and gender (cf. 177). 

Hollywood’s use of African American actors or movies about race were scarce in this time (cf. 

Benshoff and Griffin 84) and sometimes white actors played the part of African Americans (cf. 

83). An important African American actor in this time was Sidney Poitier who won the 

Academy Award for best lead performance in 1963, however he “perfectly fit the ‘passive 

resistance’ strategy of the African American civil rights movement of the 1950s and early 

1960s” (85). In the science fiction genre, up until the late 1960s, the casts remained white with 

Star Trek being one of the first to introduce a multi–racial crew in the future. As has been 

mentioned before, Star Trek did engage with racial politics, but remained careful of explicit 

criticism and rather portrayed the future as a successful melting pot, where conflicts between 

races were portrayed as a problem of other alien civilizations, but not on Earth. However, the 

racial problems on alien civilizations mirrored those from Earth (cf. Cornea 180). In the early 

1960s, science fiction films were not quite as popular although they did not vanish completely 

from American screens; “[the] so–called Space Race was central to this shift, becoming a major 

national and international preoccupation” (76). Before the space race, the visions of a utopian 

future had been shattered by the two world wars (cf. 76). The space race thus functioned as a 

method to boost morale, because instead of focusing on the invasion by the alien ‘other’, which 

was dominant in the 1950s science fiction movies, the space race made the people focus on the 

scientific achievements of the time. Thus, the space race called for science fiction to become 

more convincing in their settings (cf. 77).  

 Additionally, in the 1960s and 1970s the so–called ‘Oriental’ was a part of science 

fiction cinema, “expressed either in terms of psychedelic imagery […] or in the thinly veiled 

references to East Asian culture” (Cornea 194). The ‘oriental’ in Hollywood cinema has served 

one of two functions: “as ruthless, fighting machine [or] as wise and spiritual” (Cornea 199). 
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The following subchapter will focus on two episodes of Star Trek – The Original Series:  

“The Man Trap” which was the first episode to be aired on public television (cf. “Man Trap, 

The”) and the episode “Space Seed” which features the first appearance of Kirk’s enemy, Khan 

Noonien Singh (cf. Gregory 40). “The Man Trap” revolves around Captain Kirk and Doctor 

McCoy beaming down to a planet for a health check of its two residents, one of which is an 

alien in need of salt and proceeds to kill various crewmembers over the course of the story, 

until it is killed by McCoy in the end. “Space Seed” is about a spaceship found adrift and upon 

wakening up one of its crewmembers in stasis, Khan, this crewmember turns out to be a 

genetically engineered advanced superhuman. Khan tries to take command of the Enterprise to 

get back to Earth to old glory, but ultimately fails in his endeavors and is exiled by Kirk on a 

remote planet. 

 

3.1.1 Analysis of Uhura 
 

The audience was first introduced to the character of Lieutenant Uhura (portrayed by Nichelle 

Nichols) in “The Man Trap”. This subchapter will focus on the following aspects of her 

character in this episode: her introduction as a character, her job, her clothes (especially in 

comparison to other women on the show), her personality and her importance for the plot. The 

same will also be done for the second episode which is subject to analysis: “Space Seed”. 

 

 The episode starts with a voice–over by Captain Kirk, who introduces the premise of 

the story. During this voice–over, the audience can see the bridge of the Enterprise and catches 

a first glance at the characters, including Uhura who is sitting at a console upfront (see figure 

1). The visual design of this shot already gives an indication about her character: she is sitting 

lower than Spock, which suggests that she is below him in command. However, she is sitting 

at the same height as the unknown white crewman next to her, which suggests that they are of 

equal rank. However, the cinematography of this scene depicts the camera as coming slightly 

from the left and zooming in on Spock, but having Uhura in the foreground for a brief moment 

as can be seen on the screenshot below. This positioning and her being in the foreground for 

short time, suggests a degree of importance to her character. 
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Figure 1: "The Man Trap" 0:00:10 

  

Next, her clothing will be assessed. The first time the audience sees her full uniform is about 

ten minutes into the episode when she is standing up to go over and talk to Spock. Her uniform 

is different from the one which Spock is wearing: her neckline cuts deeper to suggest cleavage 

as opposed to Spock’s, whose neckline cuts directly around his neck. The length of her sleeves 

ends mid–way through the lower arm as opposed to Spock’s, who is wearing long sleeves. 

Both have the stripes on the end of their sleeve indicating the rank as seen in figure 2 below. 

As can be seen on this screenshot, Uhura is wearing a short dress combo. Spock on the other 

hand, is wearing long black trousers which are tucked into black boots. Shots showing the crew 

in the Enterprise throughout the rest of the episode suggest however, that the women may have 

had a choice in what kind of bottom to wear, as they are women who wear the mini–skirt and 

women who wear trousers (cf. “The Man Trap” 0:22:53).  
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Figure 2: "The Man Trap" 0:10:02 

 

However, it is worth noting that the two female characters who are taking an active part in the 

action of the episode, Uhura and yeoman Janice, are both wearing mini–skirts as can be seen 

on figures 2 and 3 below. They both have speaking parts as opposed to other women, who are 

walking through the scene in the background. This could lead to the assumption that once a 

woman holds a main role, she does not have a choice in her clothes any more, but is instead 

dressed in a traditionally female way.  
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Figure 3: "The Man Trap" 0:28:55  

 

The following paragraph will look at Uhura’s personality, which will be considered by means 

of analyzing the first scene in which she is talking to Spock. The scene starts with Spock 

criticizing that her last log contained an error in the frequency column, to which Uhura 

responds, rather teasingly “Mr Spock, sometimes I think if I hear that word ‘frequency’ once 

more, I’ll cry” and walks over to his left side of the chair (cf. “The Man Trap” 0:10:11). Spock 

wonders about her use of the word ‘cry’ because as a Vulcan, he does neither understand 

emotions nor catch the sarcasm in Uhura’s voice. Uhura then, pats him on his arm while tilting 

her head to the right side, smiling while saying that she just wanted to start a conversation (cf. 

“The Man Trap” 0:10:20). However, Spock says that “It is illogical for a communications 

officer to resent the word frequency” (“The Man Trap” 0:10:25). Uhura keeps carrying on the 

conversation by saying “I’m an illogical woman, who’s beginning to feel too much of a part of 

that console” (“The Man Trap” 0:10:35) while nestling the communications device in both of 

her hands. When she continues to talk both of her hands are almost clapped together under her 

chin, like in prayer or pleading: “Why don’t you tell me I’m an attractive young lady? Or ask 

me if I’ve ever been in love? Tell me how your planet Vulcan looks on a lazy evening when 

the moon is full” (“The Man Trap” 0:10:41 – 0:10:52). Spock does not show interest in this 

conversation and simply answers that Vulcan has no moon (cf. “The Man Trap” 0:10:55). 
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Uhura is not surprised by this, but their conversation is interrupted by a communiqué from the 

transporter room who announces that the landing party is coming back (cf. “The Man Trap” 

0:11:02). At this point, the cinematography of this scene changes: while the conversation 

between Uhura and Spock was depicted in alternating close–ups of their heads and ignored the 

other people on the bridge, the camera is now further away showing a bigger part of the bridge. 

This suggests that the previous conversation was a private one between the two characters with 

the audience partaking due to the close camera position. The whole conversation is not 

underlined by any music to convey a mood. The only sounds heard are the whirring and buzzing 

of the various electrical gadgets in the background, which emphasizes that they are both in a 

working environment upon the starship.  

The ultimate goal of this conversation does not seem to be the introduction of Uhura, 

but more that of Spock. As an alien from the fictional planet of Vulcan, Spock and the specific 

characterization of Vulcans in general were not known to the audience. Uhura can be 

characterized as being rather dramatic and emotional in this short sequence; she dismisses her 

job and talks about possible romantic endeavors with someone obviously her superior. 

However, it can be argued that this serves to portray the stark contrast to Spock, who is 

completely emotionless and further, unable to understand certain human characteristics, such 

as sarcasm and emotions. Nevertheless, it is a problematic introduction for the character of 

Uhura. Whether the complaints about her job are meant as banter or in all seriousness, it sheds 

a bad light on her character. It could be argued that she does not care for her job and her 

characterization becomes further debatable when she starts to flirt with Spock in what is 

obviously a work environment. It is important to consider the rest of the scene here, which 

again emphasizes the stark contrast of the use of emotions between Uhura and Spock. The 

scene continues with an announcement by the transporter room, stating that there is a dead 

person among the people on the planet to be beamed up to the ship. Spock merely 

acknowledges this as a fact, while Uhura is shocked and outraged at his seemingly unmoved 

response. She argues that the dead person could be Kirk, “the closest thing you have to a friend” 

(“The Man Trap” 0:11:20). Spock does not seem fazed upon hearing someone has died. The 

suggestion of seeing this scene rather as an introduction to Spock over Uhura is also suggested 

by André M. Carrington in Speculative Blackness: The Future of Race in Science Fiction. He 

argues that this scene should not be seen negatively as it emphasizes “that [Nichols] and her 

character have qualities, including conventionally feminine attributes, beyond the role of the 

communications officer” (81). This thought is further underlined when examining the camera 

positions shortly after the communiqué from the transporter room, as seen on the screenshots 
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in figure 4 and 5 below: Uhura’s face is shown in full, portraying the shock at Spock’s lack of 

emotion and possibly the shock of hearing someone has died. Spock, by contrast, is shown 

from the side which suggests emotionless distance.  

 

 
Figure 4: "The Man Trap" 0:11:23 

   

Another scene which is important for the character of Uhura is one in wich she is talking to the 

alien aboard the Enterprise. The alien is able to assume any shape. She first talks to other 

crewmen and asks whether they can do something about the door to her quarters, which is 

rattling (cf. “The Man Trap” 0:24:19) and when she turns around to walk along the wall, she 

encounters the alien who has transformed into an African American man. She wonders whether 

she knows him or not and the alien explains to her that he is the person she thinks of when she 

is lonely (cf. “The Man Trap” 0:24:43). Her face lights up when the alien starts talking in what 

the audience will understand to be Swahili. Uhura obviously did not expect the – what she 

believes to be a human – to speak Swahili. However, her facial expression changes as the 

unknown crewman walks closer to her and traps her with her back against the wall. This 

situation is interrupted by Kirk, who, through the communications system of the Enterprise, 

orders Uhura to come to the bridge. As he is not giving up on his demand, Uhura takes a brief 

moment of the alien being interrupted by Janice and Sulu coming out of a room and follows 

them into the elevator (cf. “The Man Trap” 0:25:42).  

 This scene tells the audience several things about the character of Uhura: firstly, she 

seems to long for romance, which has also been part of her conversation with Spock. Despite 

the integrated cast of the Enterprise and the advanced time in which Star Trek takes place, she 

is still paired with an African American. This suggests that the Star Trek–creators in the 1960s 

were apprehensive about mixed race relationships even if they were far in the future.  

 

Figure 5: "The Man Trap" 0:11:24 
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 In “Space Seed”, Uhura does not have that much of a relevance to the plot. She is seen  

in the background of shots on the bridge and she is part of a dinner with Khan, but there are no 

scenes with her talking at length with someone else like there were in “The Man Trap”. It is 

noteworthy however, that toward the end of the episode she refuses to fulfill Khan’s demand 

of turning on the viewing screen when the crew (with the exception of Kirk) are being held 

hostage by Khan (“Space Seed” 0:37:00). Upon Khan’s demand Uhura visibly hesitates and 

has to be dragged over to the console by another man (“Space Seed” 0:37:09). She tries to 

struggle free from his grip but fails to do so. Still, she is not putting on the viewing screen. The 

man hits her but she still does not obey. He wants to hit her again but another crewman, 

McGivers, screams ‘no’ and upon exchanging a look with Khan, the man does not hit Uhura 

again (“Space Seed” 0:37:23). This short scene is underlined by dark drums which are beating 

rhythmically like a heartbeat which underlines the drama of the scene. Upon McGivers 

screaming, the music comes to a stop as Khan realizes that Uhura (and the rest of the crew) 

will not agree with him. Eventually, the viewing screen is engaged, but it is unclear whether 

Uhura has given in or whether someone else turned it on, as this happens off–screen (cf. “Space 

Seed” 0:37:49). Moments later, the viewing screen is off again and the man is unable to turn it 

on, so he asks Uhura to fix it. Uhura does not react to this demand and he almost wants to hit 

her again, but Khan stops him because it does not matter anymore. The music in this short 

scene is faint, it gets darker and becomes more prominent when Khan is speaking as the focus 

of this scene is clearly on him (cf. “Space Seed” 0:39:40). To conclude, even though Uhura 

does not speak directly against Khan and his companions nor does she try to physically fight 

them, she shows her affiliation to the Enterprise–crew by refusing to help the intruders in any 

way. Considering the strength of Khan and his crew, this is a brave course of action for her to 

take. 

 

 In conclusion, although there have been attempts at characterizing Uhura, her 

characterization is rather problematic. In “The Man Trap”, the episode went to some length to 

introduce her and give the audience an idea of her background. However, the episode also 

confines her to only be able to be in love with one of her skin color, which seems rather old–

fashioned for the 24th century in which Star Trek takes place. Additionally, she has no relevant 

position for the plot. Her portrayal becomes even more unimportant in “Space Seed” where she 

could have been replaced by any other person. There is no emphasis on explicitly her to carry 

out the duties, but it could have been an unnamed crewman.  
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3.1.2 Analysis of Khan 
 

Khan (portrayed by Ricardo Montalban) did not appear in “The Man Trap”, subsequently the 

following subchapter will only deal with his appearance in “Space Seed”. Khan is found in 

stasis on the spaceship ‘Botany Bay’ which is found adrift in space by Kirk and his crew. He 

is the first one to be accidentally revived when Kirk and his crew trigger a mechanism upon 

investigating the ship. Before the audience sees Khan in action for the first time, a lot of 

assumptions are made about his character thus setting up the premise of how the audience is 

going to perceive him. This will be further discussed when it comes to analyzing his character, 

but first, his clothes and outward appearance will be considered. Khan changes his outfit a 

couple of times throughout the episode. Remarkable is that he sticks to gold and red colors for 

all of his outfits. These colors are reminiscent for royal colors and they convey how Khan views 

himself to the audience. One change is apparent with Khan’s outfits: at the beginning of the 

episode, they display Khan’s naked chest. It shows that he is very muscular and considering 

that his chest is only visible during the time when the Enterprise is not yet sure of who he is; it 

is safe to assume that this has been done deliberately to show the character’s physical strength. 

As has been mentioned before, presumptions are made about his persona before the audience 

actually knows for sure who Khan is. This adds mystery, but also danger to his character as he 

cannot be assessed properly. By revealing his muscular chest, it adds another level of danger 

to his character by showing very prominently that he is physically strong. He first wears a shirt 

covering his chest when he is taken into custody by the crew of the Enterprise and interrogated 

by Kirk (cf. “Space Seed” 0:30:38). Here, the choice of shirt shows that he cannot portray his 

strength as he is not in control of the situation. Further, there is also no need for the obvious 

portrayal of strength anymore, as the crew (and the audience) by then have figured out that he 

is dangerous.  

 

The Enterprise crew dates Khan’s ship back to the mid–1990s, where in Star Trek 

history, the last World War on earth took place (cf. “Space Seed” 0:03:34). Spock remarks that 

this was the time of an “attempt to improve the [human] race through selective breeding” 

(“Space Seed” 0:03:53), which Doctor McCoy immediately denies stating that it was just an 

attempt of a limited number of people. Next, upon examining the unfamiliar ship the crew 

triggers a mechanism to wake one of the people up: The Enterprise’s historian Lieutenant Marla 

McGivers says that the leaders of such ‘sleeper ships’ are revived first to see whether the 

conditions are suitable to revive the rest of the crew (cf. “Space Seed” 0:07:09). This short 
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sequence is accompanied by suspenseful music and a camera close–up of Khan breathing. The 

crew, especially Lieutenant McGivers, watches Khan anxiously as he is revived in his unit. 

McGivers hypothesizes that Khan is “from the northern India, I’d guess. Probably a Sikh. They 

were fantastic warriors.” (“Space Seed” 0:07:26). Doctor McCoy is amazed by Khan’s 

“physical and recuperative power” (“Space Seed” 0:09:38) and they take him aboard the 

Enterprise in medical bay. Spock and Kirk further discuss where this starship has come from 

in order to find out who it is they are dealing with: there is no record of this ship, but there is a 

penal colony in Australia on earth with the same name as the ship (cf. “Space Seed” 0:10:43). 

Further, the odds for the flight of that ship were against it coming to another star system because 

the technology was not designed for such a journey (cf. “Space Seed” 0:10:19).  

These facts are known to the audience before they actually get to meet Khan in action 

and they hint at his character and raise presumptions about him and his crew: they are probably 

genetically advanced, they may be criminals, and additionally, they are tough surviving in 

space for such a long time. In having the character introduced by tales surrounding him and his 

heritage underlined by the dark music and the short sequences in which Khan can be seen in a 

golden net, the episode sets him up as a mysterious and dangerous person. This is further 

supported by the very first action Khan takes upon awakening in medical bay: McCoy comes 

over to check on him and Khan holds a knife (which he had previously taken from the wall) at 

his throat in addition to choking him and demands the Doctor to tell him his location (cf. “Space 

Seed” 0:15:12). He lets go of him, as McCoy does not answer his question but rather tells him 

where cutting the knife would be most efficient. Khan is impressed by this and lets go of him: 

“I like a brave man.” (“Space Seed” 0:15:48). This sequence is underlined by a rhythmic 

heartbeat, which is refusing to give up. Additionally, the close–up shots, which change between 

Khan’s extreme close–up of his face and McCoy’s medium close–up of his face and neck, 

depending on who is speaking, underline the severity of the scene. In showing Khan’s face this 

close, the audience can take in his determination. Focusing on McCoy’s face and neck shows 

that Khan is in control of this scene. 

  

In order to analyze Khan’s portrayal in “Space Seed”, a couple of scenes have been 

chosen for examination: the scenes where he is talking to the ship’s historian, Lieutenant Marla 

McGivers, and the ones where he is talking with Captain Kirk. McGivers visits Khan in medical 

bay after Khan has spoken with Kirk. She wants to get to know more about him and the time 

from which he came. Khan, however, ignores her attempts at striking up a conversation about 

the past and is instead fascinated by the way she wears her hair (cf. “Space Seed” 0:21:03). 
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The shots are changing between close–ups of his face and her face throughout the conversation. 

Additionally, it is underlined by the romantic sounds of violins. From the very start of the two 

characters meeting, Khan is focusing on her looks in his conversation. McGivers interrupts him 

reading the ship’s manuals when she walks in and Khan instantly compliments her: “they have 

one luxury not mentioned in the manuals … a beautiful woman” (“Space Seed” 0:20:30). He 

asks her to “Please sit and entertain me” (“Space Seed” 0:20:49). Throughout the conversation, 

he ignores McGivers endeavors to talk about history and the century where he is coming from. 

Even more so, it seems like he does not believe that a woman could be knowledgeable about 

these subjects. This can be seen from the way he talks to her and how he talks about her. He 

calls her a ‘luxury’ in the beginning as if she were an object. This is further indicated by his 

plea to entertain him. However, this plea sounds more like a command rather than him asking 

her to spend time with him. As she tries to find out about the Botany Bay and its purpose, he 

ignores her question and instead wants to talk about her fashion choices: upon her replying that 

it is practical to wear her hair this way, he says it is not attractive which indicates that for him, 

women do not have to care about practicality, but rather about looking pretty. 

The next scene with McGivers is after Kirk’s dinner, which Khan has left rather angrily. 

McGivers apologizes to him, saying the others have treated him unfairly. Khan answers that it 

is justifiable “since I’m something of a mystery to them” (“Space Seed” 0:27:01). McGivers 

further says that he probably will not like living in this time and compares him to the men from 

her paintings such as Napoleon and Richard the Lionheart, which Khan has previously dubbed 

as “bold men from the past” (cf. “Space Seed” 0:23:35). Khan replies to her concern that he 

will not fit into this time: “Then I’ll have to remold it to my liking” (“Space Seed” 0:27:23) 

which is a significant sentence for assessing who he is as a character. By saying this, Khan 

essentially says that he does not want to learn about the time he has been stranded in. Instead, 

he wants to relive the past: being a bold man who led people. He is unaccepting of other 

situations he might land in which do not benefit him. This is further evidenced by him revealing 

at a later point in the episode upon trying to steal the Enterprise that he longs for a planet to 

colonize, for a population which is willing to be led by him (cf. “Space Seed” 0:38:51). That 

he is willing to do whatever is needed to achieve this goal can be seen during the scene with 

McGivers: he is manipulative and uses first his charms to persuade her to accompany him, but 

when that does not work he goes over to threaten her: When McGivers compares him to the 

men from the past, he tries to hug her as he seems to be sure that she is on his side. But 

McGivers refuses to be hugged at which point he grows impatient and demands from her to 

make a decision, either stay with him or leave (cf. “Space Seed” 0:27:29). McGivers is clearly 
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shocked by his attitude and hesitates. He grows weary of her indecision and says “You must 

now ask to stay” (“Space Seed” 0:27:58) and looks away from her, his head slightly raised 

suggesting arrogance and perceived superiority. He waits until she says “Please” and only then 

turns his head to her, and his lip going up on one corner of his mouth, suggesting a smile. He 

then turns fully toward her and rests his behind on the surface, his hands resting in his lap. The 

camera in this shot is behind him, the audience looks at McGivers, who is visibly unsure and 

timidly standing a couple of feet in front of him. Her look is pleading when she says “please” 

and her shoulders are slightly hunched over, which underlines that she feels inferior to him. 

Khan graciously offers her his left hand, indicating her to come over. She eagerly takes a step 

forward and takes his hand, looking lovingly into his face. The music in this scene sounds 

rather dark and dangerous, foreshadowing what is happening next. Upon her taking his hand, 

he starts to push it, making her crouch down in pain and basically kneel before him. He 

demands her to “Open [her] heart” (“Space Seed” 0:28:22), basically demanding her to become 

one of his subordinates. This is further evidenced by the position: since she is crouching down 

before and because of him, he clearly is physically superior to her. McGivers is still not 

completely with him though, because when he demands for her help to overtake the Enterprise, 

she first pleads that he will not ask her and even upon agreeing, she asks him to not harm 

anyone (cf. “Space Seed” 0:28:43). McGivers actually ends up helping him gain access to 

transporter later in the episode. Further she is there when he questions the crew, but it becomes 

quite clear that she is only in it half–heartedly: she prevents Uhura from getting hit again and 

she rescues Kirk out of the decompression chamber. However, she cannot let go completely of 

Khan as she asks Kirk to spare Khan’s life because she rescued Kirk (cf. “Space Seed” 0:40:19) 

and at the end of the episode, she even agrees to go live with Khan and his crew on the planet 

he is exiled to (cf. “Space Seed” 0:46:00). McGivers actions are thus ambiguous; Khan’s charm 

and his threats have not been able to completely persuade her. But she obviously still finds 

herself drawn to him. Khan, on the other hand, is sure that he will get to persuade her to be 

with him: first with his charms, then with his threats. He seems befuddled that it takes him 

longer to persuade her. But at the end of the conversation which has McGivers kneeling down, 

he seems sure that she is on his side. Rather strangely, he does not question her betrayal by 

letting Kirk escape in the end, and rather compliments her for being “a superior woman” 

(“Space Seed” 0:46:09). But as can be seen on this, Khan is very sure of himself and that he 

will be able to persuade other people to follow him. He does not even question whether they 

are really with him, but just assumes that everyone agrees with him. This is further evidenced 

by his attitude toward Kirk. Kirk obviously is the captain of the ship, but in the conversations 
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between Khan and Kirk it seems more like Khan is steering the conversation. The first time 

they really talk to each other is in medical bay after Khan has threatened McCoy: he refuses to 

answer Kirk’s question, but demands to get the answers to his questions first. When saying this, 

his face is in a close–up, he is not smiling and his voice sounds firm, as if trying to assert 

dominance even though posture wise, he is sitting below Kirk (“Space Seed” 0:16:34). This 

short sequence is not underlined by music, however, it starts again upon Kirk saying that 72 of 

the units are functioning and Khan demanding that they all be revived. Kirk denies this request 

and says that they will do so once they reach the star base they are currently on course to. The 

music up until here sounds ominous, indicating the danger that would no doubt arise once the 

rest of Khan’s crew has been revived. When Kirk denies the revival of the crew, Khan gives in 

and tells Kirk his name, which Kirk has previously asked for, but he does not tell Kirk his full 

name (cf. “Space Seed” 0:17:36). But since Kirk says no more, Khan refuses to talk any longer 

to Kirk saying he has grown fatigued – but he asks Kirk for permission to read about the 

Enterprise, as he once was an engineer. Kirk gives him access to the computer and leaves (cf. 

“Space Seed” 0:18:09). The next conversation between Kirk and Khan, or rather Spock, Kirk, 

and Khan, also ends because Khan has grown fatigued (cf. “Space Seed” 0:26:02). The whole 

conversation between the three, which is watched by other high officers and McGivers as well, 

also gives insight into the way Khan thinks: There is no music at the beginning of this scene, 

which leads the viewer to pay close attention to what Khan is saying. Khan has gone on the 

journey to space, because there was nothing left on earth and he was seeking adventure (cf. 

“Space Seed” 0:24:31). Spock denies this, saying that there was the cause of ending tyranny 

on earth but Khan does not understand this. His opinion is that there was no tyranny on earth 

but rather the attempt to unify humanity (cf. “Space Seed” 0:24:42). He further outlines his 

views of the past earth in rather romantic terms: saying that “it was a time of great times, of 

great aspirations” (“Space Seed” 0:24:50), that “one man would have ruled eventually” and 

that earth could have accomplished a lot (cf. “Space Seed” 0:25:06). But as no one agrees with 

him, Khan grows defensive and says that Kirk is smart in just watching him and letting Spock 

attack him (cf. “Space Seed” 0:25:22). Kirk denies, saying that Khan is too far focused on 

military terms (cf. “Space Seed” 0:25:22). The discussion grows more heated on Khan’s side, 

as he rather agitatedly exclaims that “We offered the world order” (“Space Seed” 0:26:03) 

while slamming his hand on the table. Upon this, music starts playing in the background and 

as it is rather dark in tone and more ominous, it suggests the danger that lies behind Khan’s 

statement. He truly believes that he and those like him have done nothing but well for the world. 
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On the Enterprise, no one agrees with him and thus, he gives up again, saying that he has grown 

fatigued and wishes to return to his quarters (cf. “Space Seed” 0:26:20).  

The next scene with Kirk and Khan is Kirk’s interrogation of the latter after finding out 

who Khan is: his full name is Khan Noonien Singh, for four years a dictator from Asia to the 

Middle East and the last to be defeated in the World War (cf. “Space Seed” 0:29:31). Kirk 

therefore orders to guard Khan and goes to his quarters to interrogate him. Khan is sitting at a 

table, his elbows are on the desk and his index fingers rested in–between his eyes; he is 

obviously thinking hard about something. Even as Kirk comes in, Khan takes a couple of 

seconds before acknowledging the Captain. This sequence is again underlined by a heartbeat 

which has been heard previously in this episode: the heart that does not give up beating. It stops 

when Khan first starts speaking and apologizes to Kirk for being lost in thought (cf. “Space 

Seed” 0:30:47). “My door. Locked from outside, a guard posted” (“Space Seed” 0:30:57), 

Khan does not ask this as a question but states it as a fact. Again, he is starting and leading the 

conversation. He applauds Kirk for finding out his real name and who he is, but grows tired of 

his questions very fast. When explaining that he went to the stars to build a new life, he slightly 

throws his hands up, indicating that Kirk will not understand his motivations anyway (cf. 

“Space Seed” 0:31:22). Further, he criticizes the time period saying that while there are 

technical improvements, no advancements of man have been made (cf. “Space Seed” 0:31:47). 

The whole talk between Kirk and Khan rather looks like Khan is interrogating Kirk and not the 

other way around, as Khan does not respond to Kirk’s question and asks questions himself. It 

does seem like Khan has the upper hand, which is even further evidenced by Khan ending the 

conversation “Do you have any other questions?” (“Space Seed” 0:32:01). Seconds before he 

says this, the dark drums are coming back as there has previously been no music underlining 

the scene, this foreshadows danger. The whole conversation seems rather distanced as well, as 

the camera shots change between Kirk and Khan’s upper body and face, but when the dark 

music sets in a close–up of Khan’s face is shown as to underline the scene dramatically.  

 

 To sum up, Khan’s portrayal is very much that of a ruthless ruler. He does not accept 

other opinions, nor is he willing to even consider them in his approach. Much of his persona 

comes from Kirk and his crew talking about him and putting him on a pedestal of danger which 

fits the Oriental stereotype mentioned earlier in this paper: It is like a tale of mystery is 

surrounding his character. Indeed, he only shows his alleged superhuman strength two times 

throughout the episode: one, where he is escaping his quarters and two, when he is fighting 

Kirk in the machine room at the very end. His very last sentence does indicate that he will not 
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change his mind or be more accepting of his new situation: “And I’ve gotten something else I 

wanted. A world to win, an empire to build.” (“Space Seed” 0:46:09). All of this plays into 

ruthless person, one who cannot be persuaded otherwise but has to be exiled by a (white) man; 

there is no assimilating him, the only way is to get rid of him. Though Khan himself never says 

that he is from Asia, his appearance is not that of a white man thereby putting him in a group 

of the ‘unknown’ people. It also brings his behavior in connection with other people of 

unknown descent, which demonizes them. Worth noting here is that the actor who portrays 

Khan is Mexican (cf. “Montalban, Ricardo”). This suggests that anyone who is not a typical 

white male can be classified as ‘the other’ – no distinction between the different ethnicities that 

exist outside of the United States.  

 

3.2 Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 
 

During the 1980s, the civil rights movement was not the dominant factor to influence what race 

meant in this time period any more: “With its roots in the 1970s and earlier, the neoconservative 

movement came to power during this period with the stated goal of curtailing and even rolling 

back many of the sociopolitical inroads that had been made in the 1960s” (Bernardi 111). Even 

though society considered colorblind in this era after the civil rights movement, the 

neoconservative movement assumes that the whites have ‘lost’ compared to the African 

American community after the civil rights era and demands that non–whites should either 

assimilate or leave (cf. Bernardi 111ff.).  

 

Blockbuster movies became popular in the late 1970s and early 1980s because of the 

“political, economic and technological changes that began to occur” (Cornea 113). 

Thematically, science fiction movies in the 1980s tracked backwards and focused on a simple 

plot “along with the reversion to explicitly polarised, binary divisions (e.g. between good and 

evil, male and female etc.)” (Cornea 114). This shift indicates a relation to the Cold War, which 

was prevalent during this time as well as the conservatism and the abiding to conventional 

power structures, which was prevailing in this period (cf. Cornea 114). This is a step back from 

previous science fiction movies that were examining difficult social problems (cf. Cornea 115). 

The movies in the 1970s and 1980s were about security. It can be assumed that this was the 

case due to the turbulent times in the 1970s and the population of the United States was now 

longing for a safe space and security which it hoped to find with US–President Reagan (cf. 

Cornea 116). In the movies of the 1980s, the ‘oriental’ was seen as a threat to American status 
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quo as Asian markets began to grow and the Americans were afraid that too much contact with 

Asians would contaminate their culture (cf. Cornea 195). Worth noting at this point is that in 

the 1980s, action movies with a part–human/part–cyborg component, either in the form of the 

hero or the anti–hero became increasingly popular (cf. Cornea 120). Reagan’s strong 

militaristic tactics might account for the popularity of cyborg characters (cf. Cornea 121). 

Further, Cornea argues that there is also a gender component in the cyborg, which could be 

read as a backlash to the feminist movement of the 1970s. The hyper–masculinity of the cyborg 

could be interpreted as an attempt to establish patriarchal conventions again (cf. Cornea 125). 

Similarly to the backlash to the movements of feminism, there was also a backlash to the civil 

rights movement and its achievements in the late 1970s, early 1980s “along with a return of 

the structured absence of blackness in [science fiction] cinema” (cf. Nama 22). By believing to 

go back to old conventions during the Reagan era, there was an underlined promise to make 

America go back to its old shine (Nama 38).  

 

Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan is the second movie of the Star Trek–franchise and the 

first of a trilogy, which is continued with Star Trek III: The Search for Spock and Star Trek IV: 

The Voyage Home (cf. Gregory 40). However, only The Wrath of Khan will be considered for 

this analysis, as it prominently features Kirk’s enemy Khan. The movie starts with Kirk and 

his crew at an advanced age, not serving together on the starship Enterprise any more. Khan is 

found by another starship crew and Commander Chekov on a planet and Khan takes command 

of their ship, the USS Reliant. Khan’s initial plan, to steal a device named Genesis, which is 

able to make an inhabitable planet habitable, is stopped by Kirk. Ultimately, the movie depicts 

a feud between Khan and Kirk and ends with Khan being killed in an explosion on his stolen 

ship.  

 

3.2.1 Analysis of Uhura 
 

In Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan, Uhura (portrayed by Nichelle Nichols) is not introduced 

as a character. As it is the second movie of the Star Trek movie franchise, it works on the 

assumption that the characters of the original crew are known to the audience and thus need no 

introduction. Uhura’s role as a whole in this movie is minimal: on top of her not having a 

pivotal role for the plot, she rarely appears on camera.  

Between the series and the movies, Uhura did not get promoted and still carries the rank 

of a lieutenant communications officer. Noteworthy at this point is that over the course of the 
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movie, the audience learns that the majority of the other characters have moved on in their 

career: Kirk has become Admiral (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:07:00) and Chekov is 

the first officer aboard another ship (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:11:28). Spock and 

Scotty are both teaching Starfleet cadets, which suggests they could have been promoted as 

well. In the training at the very beginning of the movie, Kirk does address Spock with “Captain” 

(Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:06:11). Doctor McCoy still is a medical officer. The only 

other character seemingly without promotion and with minimal appearance as well, is the Asian 

American helmsman Sulu. Sulu’s and Uhura’s roles are unclear, both are taking part in the 

training simulation of Spock’s students at the beginning of the movie (cf. Star Trek II: The 

Wrath of Khan 0:03:00ff). Additionally, both are accompanying Kirk and McCoy to the newly 

build Enterprise for inspection (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:24:34). However, they 

are not taking part in the actual inspection which is left to Kirk alone. As can be seen in figure 

6, they line up with the Starfleet cadets as Kirk walks along and inspects them. 

 

As for Uhura’s appearance, the only thing she wears throughout the movie is her 

uniform. Her uniform has actually changed significantly from the one she has worn in the 

series: in the movie, she is wearing the exact same uniform as the men do. This is evident in 

the screenshot from figure 6 below, as this shows the uniform she is wearing almost in full and 

it can be compared to the uniform that Sulu next to her or Captain Kirk in front are wearing. 

As can be seen, the only remarkable difference between their respective uniforms is the color 

of the turtleneck they are wearing underneath the red jacket. The purpose of these colors 

remains unexplained throughout the movie. The assimilation of her uniform to that of the men’s 

marks a contrast to the fact that she did not receive a promotion as the majority of the male 

crew did. 
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Figure 6: Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:26:12 

As Uhura has hardly any scenes in this movie, there is no scene of greater importance which 

can be analyzed in detail to assess her character. Overall, she has only ten appearances 

throughout the movie. Out of those, she is working at the communications station eight times, 

one time she is seen flying the shuttle with Sulu, Kirk, and McCoy to inspect the ship, and the 

last time she is seen is at Spock’s funeral at the end. Out of the eight times working at the 

communications channel, her voice is coming off–screen two times; two other times she cannot 

establish a communication channel because the signal is jammed. Seven of those eight times, 

she is working at an explicit command from someone else.  

 

All in all, the emphasis of an inclusive crew in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan seems 

to be gone with Uhura’s meager role in this movie. It is worth noting that the other crewmember 

of visibly different heritage, Asian American helmsman Sulu, does not have a big role either. 

Both of these characters could have easily been substituted by any other crewmember. There 

is no emphasis on either one to be exceptional at their job or any other reason that would explain 

why only the two of them can carry out this particular job besides the fact that they are a part 

of Kirk’s old crew and thereby known by the audience. Worth noting is that the character of 

Uhura does not receive any mention in the original review by The New York Times (Maslin) 

which further emphasizes that there is no need for her specific character. Without question, this 
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seems to be a step backwards considering the lengths to which “The Man Trap” went to 

introduce Lieutenant Uhura and considering that “The Man Trap” also makes references to her 

African heritage. 

 

3.2.2 Analysis of Khan 
 

Before Khan (portrayed by Ricardo Montalban) first appears on screen, there is one poignant 

clue in the spaceship which Chekov and his captain are investigating: a belt with the name 

‘Botany Bay’. This is the ship’s name that Khan was found in when he first appeared in Star 

Trek (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan n 0:16:11). Similarly to the television episode, the 

character is set up before the audience first sees him: Chekov, upon realizing that the captain 

and he are on Khan’s ship, urges them to go, indicating that grave danger will await them if 

they do not. However, when they leave the ship and go outside they realize that it is too late 

for them to leave the planet as several hooded persons are waiting outside in a red sandstorm 

(cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:16:40). This whole introduction setting to the antagonist 

of the story seems almost oriental, as the sandstorm and the clothes could be reminiscent of 

what bedouins wear in the desert. Focusing on darker red and orange tones, underlined with an 

orchestra reaching its peak in the background suggest the introduction of a villainous person.  

 

Khan does not have a job to examine. Next his clothing will be considered. Once 

Chekov and his captain, Khan and his people are inside, Khan starts slowly taking his gown 

off. His gown, and the clothes his crewmembers are wearing are partly ripped and have darker 

colors – probably showing that as opposed to the crew on the Enterprise, these people had to 

make their living on a rough desert planet. Khan does not take off one of his gloves, which has 

silver beads on it and makes it look similar to a part of an electric life form as can be seen on 

the screenshot in figure 7 below. Chekov explains to his unknowing captain who Khan is. This 

also serves as a short introduction for audience members who might not be aware who Khan is 

either, have they not seen The Original Series. Similarly to the television show, Khan’s genetic 

engineering is put into focus (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:17:50). This emphasis, 

paired with the glove which Khan does not take off during the movie, suggest heavily that 

Khan cannot be regarded as fully human – hinting that not only his genetic modifications cast 

him as the ‘other’. His clothes underline a wild and ruthless nature, as he only wears a vest 

with straps seemingly holding it together which once again reveals his muscular chest. 
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Figure 7: Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:18:36 

 

The wild and ruthless nature could also be used to describe Khan’s character as a whole in this 

movie. One of Khan’s principal traits which defines his actions in this movie is anger directed 

at Kirk for leaving him on an unruly planet (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:20:10). 

Initially, his first concern is to get his ‘family’ as he calls his crew, away from the planet. 

During the course of the movie, the safety of his family becomes secondary; his primary focus 

is on his need to take revenge on Kirk. In addition to this, he mourns his past life and 

emphasizes at various times during his introduction that he once was a prince and has ruled 

over thousands of people (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:20:50).  

The scene in which Khan first appears will be examined in greater detail because it sets 

the premise of who he is as a character and also predicts who he is going to be in the rest of the 

movie. When Chekov and his captain encounter Khan and the rest of his crew outside, they are 

brought back in and Khan slowly takes off one of his gloves and then the helmet–like thing 

complete with a turban, which he is wearing around his head. This sequence shows close–ups 

of first his hands and then moves up to his face, which he then reveals. A dark tone starts 

humming when he takes off the turban which is covering his head and Chekov recognizes him 

(cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:17:34). Khan also recognizes Chekov, but not the captain. 



Mueller, s4597281 /  47 
	

	

Khan stepping forward to examine both of them is underlined by dangerous sounding music in 

the background, but it varies between playing and short pauses to increases the drama. The 

captain demands that Khan should let them go, but Khan answers that they are not in the 

position to demand anything just as he cannot grant them anything (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath 

of Khan 0:18:30). Shortly before, Khan has turned his back to both of them, which shows that 

he is not afraid of them. Additionally, his crewmembers have Chekov and his captains in their 

grips. When Khan says that he cannot grant anything to them, he turns around and opens his 

arms wide, which in this case can be interpreted as a gesture showing around the narrow 

container all of them are standing in and emphasizes the fact that Khan, indeed, has nothing. It 

could also mean that Khan in this situation has nothing to lose and can therefore act as he 

wishes, without having to listen to anybody. His anger at being stuck on the planet and not 

having anything to lose by trying to flee is emphasized by his next sentences where he gestures 

around the room and says that the crew and he have nothing but what remains of his ship. The 

captain tries to struggle free, but Khan laughs it off and advises him not to, saying that his crew 

has been following him for the past 200 years which implicates that they are going to follow 

him further. The captain still does not know who Khan is and Khan, astounded, asks him while 

gesturing to Chekov “Do you mean … he never told you the tale? To amuse your Captain? 

No?” (Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:19:10). This is a very important scene, because it 

shows how Khan views himself: a mythical person shrouded in mystery; someone tales and 

stories will be told off. With the next couple of sentences, it becomes clear that he assumed 

Kirk would have told everyone the story of how he met Khan. He is surprised when the captain 

says that he has never met Admiral Kirk. At this point Khan gets angry when learning that Kirk 

is Admiral now (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:19:33). When Chekov replies that Kirk 

was kind to him and gave him hospitality on his ship but Khan tried to kill him and that Kirk 

was kind enough to leave him on this initially hospitable planet. Khan grows even angrier and 

his anger is directly pointed toward Kirk. He blames Kirk for putting him there and for never 

checking in on the colony. Since Kirk has left them there, the planet has become rougher due 

to orbital changes in its planetary system. He recalls being a prince on Earth and is obviously 

frustrated with the way his life went. But he also realizes that Chekov and his captain did not 

expect to find him on the planet. He demands to know why, but they refuse to answer, even as 

Khan lifts Chekov in the air with one hand only (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:21:33). 

Khan decides to implant leech–like creatures in their heads to make them more compliant. He 

again demands to know why they are on this particular planet and also adds that he wants to 

know where Kirk is. The whole cinematography of this scene is shown from Khan’s point of 
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view; either he is shown as he walks around the room, clearly not afraid to be attacked by either 

Chekov or his captain from the back. Alternatively, the frame shows Khan’s back with 

Chekov’s and his captain’s expressions in the background, to make sure to get both of their 

reactions to the situation. The whole scene is underlined by dangerous sounding music: either 

a dark humming tone which then stops again, or violins which indicate danger. The music only 

stops when Khan realizes that they did not expect to find him there, but then picks up again 

when he puts the creatures into the helmets of Chekov and his head: it is a melody which 

viewers of “Space Seed” will be familiar with as it is the same heartbeat that refuses to give 

up. This foreshadows the action of the movie as it shows that Khan is back in action as opposed 

to before, where he has been rendered useless and defenseless on the planet.  

 

The next time the audience sees Khan is aboard the star ship Reliant, which was 

previously Chekov’s captain’s ship. Khan uses it to transmit a message via Chekov to the space 

station Regula One, relaying to them that the Reliant will come to get the Genesis device, which 

is a device that transforms lifeless planets into a hospitable environment for people to live on. 

Secondly, in this scene one of Khan’s original crewmembers steps up and asks Khan to let go 

of his anger of Kirk. He argues that they got of the planet and now have the means to go 

anywhere, but Khan is not listening. He holds up one finger, as if he were a father talking to a 

disobedient child and says that Kirk is challenging him and he will follow Kirk whatever it 

takes and he will take revenge on him. During this scene, the camera moves up to his face, 

which accentuates his dramatic speech and stops at his face to show his determination. It is not 

underlined by music to show his determination and not draw the focus away from Khan. When 

the Reliant encounters the Enterprise, the ships are flying toward each other. The dangerous 

gravity of this situation is accompanied by dramatic music and alternating shots between both 

ships (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:44:39ff.). This is mirrored in changing shots 

between Kirk and Khan. The two of them are paralleled as the camera continues to zoom closer 

into their faces every time one of them is in focus. The only difference is that Khan is 

surrounded by his crew, while Kirk is sitting alone in his chair. The Enterprise does not raise 

their shields as they assume that the Reliant is not going to do them any harm but is confused 

as to why they will not respond to their communication attempts. Khan uses this and demands, 

basically screams, that the Reliant, which has been taken over by his crew, attack the Enterprise. 

The Enterprise is caught by surprise and Kirk does not know at that point that the other ship is 

captained by Khan. The music dies down when the Reliant stops firing and signals to the 

Enterprise that they wish to discuss surrender (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:48:35). 
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This is when Khan and Kirk see each other for the first time in the movie via the view screen 

on both ships. Kirk is visibly surprised, but Khan immediately demands that the 

Enterprise/Kirk surrenders and hands over the Genesis device (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of 

Khan 0:49:55). The conversation between Khan and Kirk is not underlined by any music, 

which makes the audience pay more attention to the dialogue. Additionally, Khan is shown in 

front of a light background, his ship is not damaged. He is pictured slightly above Kirk, which 

indicates that he thinks he is in a superior position. However, he is shown only through the 

screen, which shows that his superiority is only artificial. The camera only changes directly to 

the other ship when Khan has realized that he has been tricked by Kirk and cannot raise his 

shields (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:52:32). Again, the camera zooms in to his face, 

showing his surprise from a medium close–up (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:52:33). 

He is angry that the Reliant has been damaged and they cannot follow the Enterprise, but one 

crewmember consoles him by saying that the Enterprise is damaged as well and will not go 

anywhere (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 0:53:09). 

Since the Enterprise cannot get ahold of the space station Regula One, Kirk and a couple 

of his crewmembers beam down to the space station see what is wrong. They find Chekov and 

his captain there, who are still under the influence of Khan. But despite Khan ordering them to 

kill Kirk, both refuse to do so – the captain at the expense of his own life (cf. Star Trek II: The 

Wrath of Khan 1:05:00). Khan is stunned that Kirk is not dead yet. He tells Kirk that he does 

not need to try any longer to kill Kirk because he has what he wanted and he has hurt Kirk 

badly in the process. This is not underlined by music, but the heartbeat starts up again when 

Khan says that he will do worse than to kill Kirk, he will bury him alive (cf. Star Trek II: The 

Wrath of Khan 1:07:18). Shortly after, the power on the Reliant is restored which makes Khan 

happy as he thinks he can now destroy the Enterprise. Dark music is underlining when the 

Reliant is flying toward the Enterprise to attack (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 1:12:51). 

Khan stands up from his seat when he spots the Enterprise and is surprised that it is not 

damaged as much as they were lead to believe in a voice message between Kirk and Spock, 

which he has overheard (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 1:16:40). Khan visibly starts to 

shiver with anger when he sees his plan of attacking the Enterprise will not work (cf. Star Trek 

II: The Wrath of Khan 1:17:30). The Enterprise has set course to a nebula and Khan is taken 

over by his anger for Kirk and starts moving around the bridge on the Reliant and demand that 

they follow the Enterprise into the nebula which the crew advises against, because it will 

interfere with their system. Khan chooses to ignore them and starts losing his crewmembers to 

death in the following space fight, promising to avenge them (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath of 
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Khan 1:22:00). But Khan refuses to surrender and activates Genesis: “No, Kirk. The game’s 

not over!” (Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 1:25:59). With his last breaths, Khan recites rather 

dramatically “No, you can’t get away! From hell’s heart I stab at thee. For hate’s sake I spit 

my last breath at thee” (Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 1:30:11) even though the Enterprise 

is flying away but Khan cannot see this. Finally, the Reliant explodes with Khan in it (cf. Star 

Trek II: The Wrath of Khan 1:30:57). The fight scene is only partly accompanied by music, 

only when Khan is flying towards the Enterprise at the beginning and when both ships are 

flying into the nebula. This shows the gravity of the danger that both of the starships are in 

during the fight. Khan’s last sentence, which he mutters at Kirk, is a quote from Moby Dick by 

Herman Melville. In it, the story’s antagonist utters it when he makes one last attempt to attack 

his opponent, but ultimately fails to do so – just as Khan does in The Wrath of  Khan (cf. Hardy 

191). Khan fails to get his ultimate revenge on Kirk, which is mirrored in his literary choices.  

On another note, throughout the whole movie, Khan and Kirk never meet face to face, 

but only communicate via the screen of the starship. This gives off the indication that even 

though Khan is a real threat, Kirk sees him as an illusion as he is never really there.  

 

In conclusion, Khan’s portrayal in The Wrath of Khan differs from his portrayal in 

“Space Seed”. Instead of wanting a colony of his own to rule, he gets overtaken by his need to 

take revenge on Kirk for leaving him behind on the planet. He emphasizes that he and his crew 

were only able to survive because of his superhuman intellect. He emphasizes at various times 

in the move that he is smarter than everyone else. But ultimately, Kirk manages to trick him, 

which shows that Khan is not as smart as he thought. Additionally, the ending is very telling 

as it is not Kirk who ultimately brings him down, but Khan in his need to take Kirk down is 

willing to die in the process. Further, he does not prioritize the needs of his crew either, as he 

is willing to let them die in order to get revenge on Kirk. Even though one of his crewmembers 

tries to talk to him, Khan does not let up which is what ultimately brings his defeat. In The New 

York Times review on the movie, Maslin says that Kahn is “played as the classiest of comicstrip 

villains by Ricardo Montalban, who really is something to see. With his fierce profile, long 

white hair, manful decolletage and space–age jewelry, Mr. Montalban looks like either the 

world’s oldest rock star or its hippest Indian chief” (Maslin) and further focuses on his revenge 

on Kirk.  
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3.3 Star Trek (2009) and Star Trek Into Darkness (2013) 
 

The terror attacks on the World Trade Centers in September 2001 have been vital in influencing 

new ideologies, fears and anxieties in the American people which have not been dealt with 

before (cf. Bloodsworth–Lugo and Lugo–Lugo 4). It is without a doubt that these attacks have 

shaped the United States profoundly and dictated a lot of the country’s actions after. As has 

been discussed before, the movie industry mirrors and discusses current social and cultural 

impacts, so it comes without surprise that 9/11 has left its mark on Hollywood movies coming 

out afterwards. Most significantly, the ‘terrorist other’ has emerged (cf. Bloodsworth–Lugo 

and Lugo–Lugo 13). Otherness is now defined by 9/11 and entails race and gender. Taking the 

middle east encompassed in the ‘Orient’ as an example: Before the 9/11 attacks the scope of 

the danger was limited, but after the attacks the threat has become more global (cf. 

Bloodsworth–Lugo and Lugo–Lugo 15). White males have emerged as the protectors of 

everything ‘American’, i.e. what they deem good and correct in the world, in movies (cf. 

Bloodsworth–Lugo and Lugo–Lugo 17). And even though the 9/11 narrative has started under 

the Bush–presidency with a ‘us vs. them’-mentality (cf. Bloodsworth–Lugo and Lugo–Lugo 

9), its scope reaches far beyond its ending (cf. Bloodsworth–Lugo and Lugo–Lugo 16). 

However, 9/11 was not only about the new dangers of this world, but also about unification as 

the events drew together a global community. Beginning with the Obama presidency, it seemed 

like a post–racial point has been reached, revitalizing the ultimate utopian ideal which Star 

Trek has already represented in the 1960s (cf. Rommel–Ruiz 231ff.). 

 

It is important to keep in mind here that the Star Trek movies are supposed to show the 

future but are still limited to the 2000s possible conception of what the future should or could 

entail. The following subchapters will analyze the characters Uhura and Khan, while keeping 

in mind the overall cultural and social impact which have shaped the American culture since 

the 1980s. Chronologically, the according analyses of the characters will start with Star Trek 

(2009) and will then go on to Star Trek Into Darkness (2013). Star Trek (2009) depicts the 

beginnings of the original crew when they met at Starfleet Academy. An alternate timeline is 

established in this movie by having a Romulan and the original Spock travel back in time and 

change the course of events. The original Spock had promised to save the planet Romulus from 

being taken over by a black hole, this endeavor fails and thus the Romulan is now seeking 

revenge on Spock and travels back in time to destroy Spock’s home planet Vulcan. 

Consequently, a new timeline has been established and it depicts the characters of the original 
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crew in their first space adventure together. Star Trek Into Darkness (2013) has the crew back 

together on the Enterprise, seemingly fighting against the terrorist John Harrison who 

committed an act of terrorism against a library of Starfleet in London. Angered by the loss of 

his father figure and the damage which Harrisons’s actions have caused, Kirk initially seeks 

out to kill him but is persuaded by his crew to bring him to trial. Upon finding Harrison, Kirk 

and his crew discover that he is in fact a genetically engineered human whose name is Khan. 

Khan was used by another Starfleet Admiral for his purposes, to create a war between Starfleet 

and the Klingon empire, but Kirk and his crew prevent this from happening.   

 

3.3.1 Analysis of Uhura 
   

Uhura (portrayed by Zoë Saldana) is the third main character to be introduced in Star Trek, 

following the introduction of first Kirk, then Spock. Based on this, the audience can already 

tell that she is going to be an essential part of the crew. The introduction happens off–duty: the 

audience first sees Uhura walking into a bar. The camera is slowly following up behind her. 

Kirk is hitting on her, as she is ordering drinks from the bar and Uhura is seemingly annoyed 

by his endeavors (cf. Star Trek 0:19:45ff.). The situation ultimately escalates when another 

Starfleet cadet asks whether she needs help getting Kirk away from her, which she denies. Kirk 

and the cadet start a bar fight where Kirk in the heat of the action falls onto her and grabs her 

breasts with his hands (cf. Star Trek 0:21:16). She pushes him away when this happens and 

additionally, throughout this scene she repeatedly demands that the two of them break off the 

fight, but they do not listen to her. The bar fight is finally resolved by a high ranking member 

of Starfleet. It is noteworthy that during this conversation the audience also gets to know that 

Uhura is knowledgeable in Xenolinguistics, which is the study of alien languages (cf. Star Trek 

0:20:20). This skill of her is emphasized at various times throughout the movie, which will be 

discussed at a later point in this paper. 

 

Next, Uhura’s clothing in Star Trek will be assessed. Throughout most of the movie 

Uhura wears a uniform which is reminiscent to what the original Uhura wore in The Original 

Series: She is wearing a red dress with a short red skirt. However, it is not as short as it was 

during The Original Series. She is wearing black boots, which go up the halfway up her lower 

legs. Her neckline is higher than in The Original Series, additionally, she is wearing black shirt 

under it, which seems to be the same undershirt that the male crewmen wear in this movie. 

However, there are no stripes on her uniform which indicate her lower rank as opposed to the 
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men’s uniform as can be seen on the screenshots in figure 8 and 9 respectively. There are two 

instances where Uhura wears something other than her official Starfleet uniform: The first is 

in the bar at the beginning, where she wears a red turtleneck sweater, which still seems to be 

official Starfleet–clothing (cf. Star Trek 0:19:24). The second time she wears something 

different, is during Kirk’s test where she is wearing a blue uniform. The blue uniform seems to 

be the exact same to what the men are wearing in this scene (cf. Star Trek 0:30:14). Having 

Uhura wear almost the same uniform as the men indicates that she enjoys the same importance 

as the crewmembers of the other gender and is not part of the movie solely for her looks. 
 

 

Uhura’s character will be examined on the basis of four scenes in the Star Trek movie. These 

four scenes have been chosen because they show her involvement in the plot and will give a 

basis for her character analysis. The movie takes a three–year jump into the future after the bar 

fight. The first scene that will be examined is Uhura’s talk with her roommate about an 

emergency transmission she has picked up while on extra duty at the communications 

laboratory. The scene starts shortly before Uhura enters the room: Kirk and Uhura’s roommate 

are making out on the bed when Uhura walks in and the roommate ushers Kirk to hide under 

the bed. Uhura enters and immediately starts talking about an emergency transmission which 

she has picked up from a Klingon planet that was under attack. Uhura obviously thinks she is 

alone with her roommate and starts dressing out of her uniform. The cinematography in this 

scene starts with the camera pointing slightly upwards to Uhura, as she starts taking of her 

boots. This gives the impression as if the audience is under the bed with Kirk, who is peeking 

up from under there to see who is talking (cf. Star Trek 0:29:29). The camera position then 

changes between Uhura and her roommate, as Uhura starts taking off her jacket and then 

changing to Kirk’s point of view again, as she takes off her skirt (cf. Star Trek 0:29:41). This 

Figure 8: Star Trek 0:44:16 Figure 9: Star Trek 1:34:20 
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whole scene is not underlined with any music, so the audience can solely focus on the dialogue, 

as well as on what is being shown. Uhura’s knowledge of this transmission is important at a 

later point in the movie; however, this importance is diminished by having her take her clothes 

off while she is talking about it. This gives the impression that unless she is undressing herself; 

it is not worth listening to what she has to say, which objectifies her. 

The second scene to be briefly analyzed is when she questions her assignment to the 

USS Farragut. The audience gets to know that she is exceptional in her field, as she questions 

Spock’s decision to assign her to the USS Farragut instead of the Enterprise. She is a lieutenant 

officer and according to Spock, one of his top students, which Spock confirms as she follows 

him from ship to ship, asking for clarification with a firm voice. Spock argues that he assigned 

her to a different ship in order to avoid the suspicion of favoritism, to which Uhura practically 

demands that she is assigned to the Enterprise and Spock gives in (cf. Star Trek 0:35:48). The 

cinematography of this scene follows Uhura and Spock around the hustling of other workers. 

The suspenseful and rather loud music which had underlined the action shortly before the focus 

on Spock and Uhura has died down to a melodic tune which accompanies the exchange 

between the two and after this exchange gets louder and more suspenseful again. This 

obviously serves to help the audience focus on the dialogue between them and puts Uhura’s 

abilities in the focus of this scene. It also hints at the upcoming danger which will soon follow.  

The third scene that will be examined ties in with the scene where Uhura received the 

emergency transmission from the Klingon planet, which now becomes important for the plot.  

The Enterprise, among other starships, is assigned to fly to the planet Vulcan, which is being 

attacked and the ship’s mission is to provide assistance if needed (cf. Star Trek 0:41:05). Kirk, 

however, remembers the emergency transmission and realizes that they are flying straight into 

a trap. He wants to warn the bridge, but he is aware that because of his reputation they are 

unlikely to believe him so he searches for Uhura to accompany him to the bridge and give him 

credibility (cf. Star Trek 0:42:05). Kirk urges her to come with him to the bridge where Kirk 

is trying to persuade the acting Captain to warn him of the immediate danger the crew would 

be facing if they dropped out of warp speed at Vulcan. He explains it with the emergency 

transmission that Uhura has translated prior and argues that it is the same pattern (cf. Star Trek 

0:42:05ff.). Up until then, Kirk has a questionable reputation in the movie, which is why he 

brings Uhura with him to support his conclusion of flying straight into a trap. Uhura confirms 

his suspicions and her opinion in turn is validated by Spock as he says that Uhura is exceptional 

in her field and most likely right (cf. Star Trek 0:44:27). This situation also brings Uhura to 
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working on the bridge for the rest of the movie, as the current communications officer cannot 

distinguish the Romulan language from the Vulcan one, but Uhura can (cf. Star Trek 0:44:39).  

The dynamic of this scene is important to point out here: Kirk brings Uhura to give 

more validation to his theory, while Spock gives validation to Uhura’s involvement. Uhura 

knows that she is good in Xenolinguistics, but both times it was important for the situation – 

be it her assignment to the top ship in the fleet or to warn a ship of immediate danger – her 

extraordinary knowledge of her field has to be validated by a (male) colleague, Spock.  

 The fourth and last scene that will be examined happens after the planet Vulcan has 

been consumed by a black hole and Spock grieves for the loss of his planet and his mother, 

who has died despite his rescue attempt. Spock is now acting Captain of the Enterprise and 

walks into the elevator with Uhura following him. Uhura stops the elevator and tries to console 

him. She cups his head in her hands and keeps kissing him while apologizing and asking him 

if he needs anything (cf. Star Trek 1:03:04). Spock answers that he only needs everyone to 

continue performing well. The camera changes between extreme close–ups of his and her face, 

which indicates that this is an intimate moment for both of them. It also shows that they are 

familiar and comfortable with each other, because otherwise the camera would be further away 

to suggest distance. This scene is only underlined by a sad tune which accompanies her kissing 

him, but quickly dies down again. The silence underlines the gravity of the loss that Spock 

must be feeling but cannot show. The music only playing when Uhura offers her condolences 

makes it appear as if she is showing her feelings of grief for Spock in this scene instead. But 

when he says that they should all continue working well, the music stops which underlines his 

wish of pushing feelings aside in favor of working. It is worth mentioning at this point as well 

that it seems interesting that obviously Uhura is Spock’s partner and not, for example, Kirk’s 

or McCoy’s, who are both white men played by white actors. It makes it seem as though 

Uhura’s only option of partnership is outside of Earth. However, a parallel can be drawn to The 

Original Series at this point, specifically the episode “The Man Trap”, which has been looked 

at in this paper before. As Uhura seemed to be the emotional counterpart for Spock, one might 

argue that this has been paralleled in Star Trek. 

In the remainder of the movie, Uhura’s role diminishes, as mainly Kirk and Spock take 

over the action of the movie and ultimately resolve the Romulan threat. She can be seen 

multiple times in the background of a scene, working on the bridge at the communications 

station. Sometimes she steps into the foreground to share a scene with Kirk and Spock again, 

but she does not add anything important for the evolvement of the plot.    
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In Star Trek Into Darkness, Uhura can first be seen when she is helping Spock into a 

fire–protecting suit. She jokes about her doing the mission instead of him, with him not 

catching the joke and responding that it would be illogical since he is already wearing the suit 

(cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:02:06). She kisses him goodbye, making it clear to the audiences 

who had not previously seen Star Trek that she is Spock’s love interest. She still holds the rank 

of lieutenant in the field of communications like in the first movie. The importance of her job 

for the plot will be discussed a bit later in this section, by analyzing one of her key scenes. 

Before, it is important to acknowledge that her uniform has not changed from the first movie. 

Concerning Uhura’s further appearance, in Into Darkness Uhura wears outfits other than her 

Starfleet–uniform as well: In the first scene she is wearing a suit which is suitable for deep 

water swimming. Her male colleagues on this mission are wearing such a suit as well. Later, 

when she is on the Klingon planet with the away–team, she is wearing casual clothes by Kirk’s 

orders, so that when they are detected, there is nothing that could tie them to Starfleet (cf. Star 

Trek Into Darkness 0:42:54). Her casual clothes consist of jeans, a dark top with a dark scarf, 

and a dark leather jacket which is basically the same outfit worn by the rest of the away team. 

Throughout the rest of the movie, she can be seen in her Starfleet–uniform. 

 

 As opposed to Star Trek, Uhura’s role has grown in Into Darkness. There is one scene 

in particular which gives a great deal of importance to the character of Uhura. It is also a key 

scene for the character of Uhura and will therefore be analyzed in greater detail. Kirk, Spock, 

Uhura herself and two unnamed crewmen travel to the enemy planet Kronos to capture the 

alleged villain of the story: Khan. The scene kicks off with Kirk asking Uhura how her Klingon 

is, indicating that if a person on the ship knows Klingon, it is her, thereby elevating her 

importance (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:41:20). This scene is underlined by dark music, 

which can be heard just slightly in the background, indicating the danger that Kirk and his 

away team, including Uhura, are embarking on. Additionally, the dark music is pointing toward 

the danger in which the crew is already in at that moment, which collides with the bright 

background of the interior of the bridge on the Enterprise, in which Kirk, Spock and Uhura are 

standing in this moment. However, they are unable to flee in this scene due to technical 

problems with the ship. Shortly after this, when Kirk, Spock and Uhura are walking toward the 

shuttle, they are not wearing their uniforms anymore, but darker clothes and the lights in the 

shuttle bay look more dimmed than the ones on the bridge. The music is featuring trumpets 

now, indicating the gravity of the situation (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:42:44). They travel 

to Kronos in the shuttle in which Spock rates the possibility of Khan wanting to kill them as 
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pretty high, to which Uhura slightly passive–aggressively responds “Good thing you don’t care 

about dying.” (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:44:23) and thereby starts a discussion about Spock 

not caring about the consequences of his decision to die at an earlier point in the film. Having 

a discussion regarding the romance of Uhura and Spock seems out of place n what is clearly a 

situation of danger, as is indicated by Kirk’s visible uncomfortableness to be witness to it (cf. 

Star Trek Into Darkness 0:44:38). This is shown firstly by the camera work: it is shaking to 

convey the sensation of sitting in a flying shuttle. Further, the scene is not underlined by music 

only by a buzzing sound which could constitute the engine of the shuttle, which leads the 

viewer to listen more closely to the dialogue. The silence might also mimic the awkwardness 

that obviously ensues in this scene because of the topic. When Spock explains that he has 

feelings, but that he chooses not to embrace them, violins start playing in the background 

indicating the emotions that he chooses to repress (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:45:15). Shortly 

after this confession, the shuttle is attacked by Klingons. The music immediately stops playing 

when the ship is attacked but when Kirk demands everyone to hold on and decides to try and 

outfly the Klingons, fast–paced music immediately starts playing to underline the hectic of the 

race. Obviously, the three of them were attacked because they were distracted by Uhura’s need 

to have the discussion about Spock’s feelings at this particular time.  The Klingons catch up 

with them pretty quickly and demand them to land their ship (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 

0:47:46).  The music stops playing shortly before they are detected by the Klingons (0:47:34) 

and immediately starts again when the Klingons shine their light on their ship (cf. Star Trek 

Into Darkness 0:47:36). Uhura understands the danger that she and the others are in and 

requests to go out and speak to the Klingons, since she is the only one who speaks their 

language. She demands Kirk to let her go out and even though the scene before is underlined 

by dark music, when she explains this, there is little background music and it is very dark in 

tone and slower than before, which shows the gravity of the situation. When Uhura says: “You 

brought me here because I speak Klingon. Then let me speak Klingon” (Star Trek Into 

Darkness 0:48:12), this is not underlined by music, but only by the Klingon’s demands in the 

background to land the shuttle. Kirk gives in and as the shuttle lands, Uhura is standing at the 

entrance of it and the audience can see her in a medium shot, swallowing as if she is trying to 

get all of her courage together, but still determined (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:48:43). This is 

musically underlined by dark drum tones which come to a lighter tone. The scene is very windy 

as to indicate a storm as the camera draws to Uhura, underlining the gravity of the situation 

which she finds herself in. She is lit up by lights left and right so the audience can see her face 

in the close up. The camera here changes from a close–up of her face to a medium shot, which 
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is underlined by a high–pitched sound which could be the wind howling through the ruins (cf. 

Star Trek Into Darkness 0:48:47). The camera now follows Uhura’s profile and zooms out to 

take a bigger shot of the wasteland leaving her small in the right hand corner as if taking the 

audience along on her walk over to the Klingons. This is underlined by wind noises and some 

high screeching sounds (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:49:12). Not only is Uhura clearly 

outnumbered in this scene (even considering Kirk, Spock, and the other two crewmen who are 

getting ready in the space shuttle to help her (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:49:45), but she is 

also standing a couple steps lower than the Klingons, which implies inferiority on her part. 

This inferiority is even strengthened by the fact that when the camera is showing the Klingons 

from her perspective, the angle from it seems to be up from Uhura’s knees, making it seem like 

the Klingons are standing even higher than they are which can be seen on the screenshot in 

figure 10 below. Additionally, the shot of the Klingons has Uhura’s behind in the foreground, 

which is, even though it is blurred as the focus lays on the Klingons, somewhat degrading to 

Uhura as a person (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:49:17).  

 

 
Figure 10: Star Trek Into Darkness 0:49:19 

 

The whole conversation that follows between Uhura and the Klingons has the camera changing 

from Uhura’s perspective looking up, and from the Klingon’s perspective looking down, again, 
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emphasizing the numeral but also general superiority of the Klingons over Uhura as can be 

seen again on figure 10. There is an instance in which Uhura explains their reasons for being 

there to the Klingons, where she lifts her chin up as if to make herself become taller, but it is 

not really working as indicated by the camera position not changing, i.e. not rising with her (cf. 

Star Trek Into Darkness 0:50:32). Uhura tries to appeal to the Klingon’s sense of honor, which 

is very important for this race. It does not work as the Klingons do not believe her and their 

leader takes Uhura by the chin (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:50:34). The whole scene is only 

underlined by the sounds of the winds, but when the Klingon takes her by the chin, again dark 

tones underline this for a short time (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:50:34). After that, there are 

only shooting and flying sounds, but not music which starts a bit later to underline the fighting 

between the different characters. She tries to struggle free but can only get free when shots are 

fired at the Klingons – by Khan (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:50:42). Uhura takes this moment 

of confusion among the Klingons by snatching the knife out of the hand of the Klingon who 

was holding her and stabs him with it (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:50:46). In the subsequent 

action of this scene, Kirk and the others run out from the shuttle and start shooting the Klingons 

as well, while Uhura joins them in shooting and later hides behind a rock (cf. Star Trek Into 

Darkness 0:50:58). During the rest of the scene she fights Klingons, but ultimately ends up 

hiding with Spock and an injured Kirk (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:52:10). As a final 

assessment of this scene it becomes clear that Uhura is obviously a brave character in facing 

the obviously dangerous Klingons alone, which is emphasized by the camera positions and the 

lack of music. However, it is also noteworthy that it is questionable whether they would have 

been in this situation had she not insisted on talking about her issues with Spock aboard the 

shuttle. Yet, she knows that if there is someone who can talk them out of the situation, it is her, 

as she is the only one of them to speak Klingon and she does take this opportunity to try and 

save herself and her crewmembers. Additionally, it is important to consider that Uhura’s need 

to discuss her feelings with Spock sets up the premise for a later point in the movie in which 

Kirk, afraid and dying, asks Spock how not to feel, which is what Spock has explained during 

his discussion with Uhura, and Spock answers him that he is failing. The discussion with Uhura 

thus foreshadows an important part of the movie. 

Another important scene for Uhura displaying her courage takes place at the end of the 

movie when she tries to break up the physical fight between Spock and Khan. Shortly before, 

McCoy announced to the remaining crew on the Enterprise that he needs Khan alive because 

his blood is the key to saving Kirk’s life (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:53:19). The initial 

reaction of Sulu is to beam Khan up, which turns out to be impossible impossible because 
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Spock and Khan are moving to fast and it is impossible to get a lock on Khan. Uhura then asks 

whether it is possible to beam someone down to where Spock and Khan are fighting (cf. Star 

Trek Into Darkness 1:52:36). She beams down and immediately shoots at Khan, only stunning 

him temporarily (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:53:48). Uhura then prevents Spock from killing 

Khan by telling him that he is their only chance to save Kirk (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 

1:54:14). Spock then only hits Khan to knock him unconscious. What happens after this is left 

open to the imagination to the audience, but obviously Khan has been beamed up with Spock 

and Uhura and was indeed, the way to rescue Kirk from his death.  

 

Both scenes show Uhura’s bravery in particular. Next to this, another important trait of 

hers is her caring about other people, which is reminiscent of the Uhura in The Original Series. 

As opposed to Uhura, especially Kirk and Spock seem to forget their humanity at times as it is 

Uhura to stop them from going ‘too far’: the first time is still on Kronos; shortly after Khan 

defeated all the Klingons and surrenders to Kirk, Kirk starts hitting him over and over again 

because he is mad at Khan for killing his father figure, among other Starfleet officers. Uhura 

screams to stop, which seems to bring Kirk back to his senses as he listens to her and stops (cf. 

Star Trek Into Darkness 0:53:49). This scene is later mirrored when Uhura beams down to a 

fighting Spock and Khan on the flying ship, in order to tell Spock that they need Khan alive to 

save Kirk’s life with the help of Khan’s blood (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:54:14). By doing 

this, she also becomes one of the final heroes of the movie, as McCoy implies when Kirk only 

thanks Spock for saving his life: “Uhura and I had something to do with it, too, you know!” 

(Star Trek Into Darkness 1:55:22). Additionally, her beaming down to the flying ship and stop 

a fighting Spock and Khan, whose strength both supersede that of normal human strength, 

again underline her bravery.  

 

To sum up, Uhura’s portrayal in the reboot movies is ambiguous. The first movie 

emphasizes her knowledge of Xenolinguistics multiple times; however, her skills had to be 

confirmed by a male colleague. This, in addition with the movie not going to any length to 

mention any of the other characters’ extensive knowledge in their respective fields, makes it 

seem as though it had to be explained why there is a woman on the bridge of the Enterprise 

and that she really is worth being there. Additionally, a similarity to The Original Series Uhura 

can be drawn as she serves as the empathetic counterpart to not only Spock, but in the second 

movie also to Kirk. Again, this is not the case with other characters like Sulu or Chekov – then 

again, they are male and the movies seem to highlight that mainly women can have and show 
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their feelings. In The Guardian’s review of the movie Uhura is only shortly mentioned as the 

love interest to Spock, not Kirk (cf. Bradshaw). Kirk’s failure to seduce Uhura is mentioned in 

the review by The Telegraph, and even later criticized in that “there’s a notable dearth of 

prominent female characters” (cf. Monahan). The New York Times only mentions Kirk’s 

unsuccessful attempt with Uhura as well (cf. Dargis).  

The second movie’s introduction of Uhura is problematic as right from the startshe is 

introduced as Spock’s romantic interest. A fan review cited this as being the “most dispiriting, 

because Nichelle Nichols’ Uhura was defined by her competence at her job, by the fact that 

she was the communications officer of the Federation’s flagship. Zoe Saldana’s Uhura is 

defined by her relationship to Spock” (Blauvelt). However, this review seems to miss that Kirk 

takes Uhura to the Klingon planet especially because Kirk is aware of Uhura’s assets as a 

communications officer. Additionally, Uhura prevents Spock from taking Khan’s life in order 

to save Kirk’s. While this might have to do with the fact that she is Spock’s girlfriend and 

therefore knows how to talk to him, it is still worth admitting that none of the other 

crewmembers had the idea to beam down and take it upon themselves. Worth noting at this 

point is also that the other film reviews, namely by The New York Times and The Guardian 

only mention Uhura in connection to Spock and their romance (cf. Scott; Pulver). The 

Telegraph does not mention Uhura (or even Sulu or Chekov) at all (cf. Collin). This shows the 

difficult premise that Uhura is set up to in the beginning of this movie: she is introduced as 

Spock’s girlfriend and therefore will remain his girlfriend for the rest of the movie, no matter 

what she does. It is hard to argue against this, considering that she got Kirk and Spock in trouble 

by having to discuss her relationship with Spock in the shuttle whilst in enemy space. This 

could have been a conscious decision to set Spock’s indifference to emotions against her human 

nature, but the fact remains that the discussion might as well have happened at a different time. 

Ultimately, it does not matter because the broader audience will still see her as Spock’s 

girlfriend.   

 

3.3.2 Analysis of Khan 
 

As Khan (portrayed by Benedict Cumberbatch) did not appear in Star Trek (2009), the 

following subchapter will only discuss his appearance in Star Trek Into Darkness (2013). His 

introduction in Into Darkness is curious, because the audience does not know that he actually 

is Khan for the first hour of the movie. Before he reveals himself, the audience and the 

characters in the movie are led to believe that he is a man called John Harrison who is angry 
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with Starfleet and seeks revenge on Admiral Marcus. Indeed, nothing in his looks or his 

clothing suggests a similarity to the Khan from The Original Series and The Wrath of Khan. 

The only resemblance to the original Khan would be the fact that he is also genetically 

engineered and thereby has superhuman strength and a superhuman mind.  

 

His clothing throughout the movie is very minimalistic. It is always black, except at the 

beginning where he is wearing a gray jacket. Sometimes he is wearing a long black coat over 

his narrow–fitted black shirt and pants, but after having been captured by the Enterprise, he 

does not. Noteworthy is the little Starfleet emblem on his black shirt, which can be well seen 

during the interrogation by Kirk and Spock (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:56:06). This 

emphasizes that his alias, John Harrison, was a part of Starfleet.  

 

His profession is somewhat ambiguous; after being revived by Admiral Marcus he has 

helped the latter to design weapons and ships (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:07:27) out of 

necessity to protect his family from Admiral Marcus, who was blackmailing him. Khan’s 

personality is reminiscent of that of the original Khan here: he is worried about his crew and 

the promise of saving them is what drives his actions throughout the movie. For his crew, he 

would do anything and he does not care about consequences or other people’s lives. He tricks 

the unnamed Starfleet person at the beginning to blow up the archive with a bomb. The goal of 

this action is to get Admiral Marcus in the conference room to ultimately kill him as a 

punishment for taking Khan’s crew. The other Starfleet captains and first officers that die in 

the process are only collateral damage. Later, he lets himself get captured by Kirk and his crew, 

in order to save his own crew whom he hid to be safe in the torpedoes he designed for Admiral 

Marcus. He helps Kirk get on the other ship when they are attacked in space later, because Kirk 

guarantees the safety of his crew in the torpedoes (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:19:40). This 

all emphasizes the worries for his family and that they are probably the only thing he cares 

about. Another thing about Khan is that in his actions, he is very calculating. He does not let 

Kirk know that there are people in the torpedoes from the beginning, but rather suggests to 

Kirk that he should find out himself. This is probably due to having been fooled by Admiral 

Marcus earlier, but it again emphasizes that he will not risk the life of his crew. The scene 

which is going to be analyzed in this context and to get a better view on how Khan is portrayed 

in the movie is going to be the interrogation scene between Kirk, Spock and him, which 

happens shortly after he rescued their lives on Kronos. Before doing that, the following 
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paragraph will quickly assess what happened before the interrogation, as it is relevant for the 

discussion of the scene.  

As Khan has proven by taking out all Klingons almost by himself, his aiming abilities 

are very good. This is also emphasized when he shoots Spock’s phaser out of his hand a bit 

later without actually hurting Spock (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:52:47). Additionally, he is 

very strong and trained in hand–to–hand combat (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:52:53). Before 

he surrenders himself to Kirk and Spock, he demands to know how many torpedoes there are, 

i.e. how many of his crew are left and does not let up from this question until Spock tells him 

there are 72 torpedoes (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:52:57). During this sequence, Kirk is 

sitting down, forcing him to look up to Khan (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:52:57). Though Khan 

says, “I surrender” (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:53:03), the camera is still facing upwards, taking 

in most of Khan’s body in a medium shot. He throws his gun down, but the camera shot 

indicates that he is not surrendering as much as he would want the audience to believe. The 

camera zooms up to his face, but the slight upwards shot suggests he is not giving up 

completely which can be seen on the screenshot in figure 11.  

 

 
Figure 11: Star Trek Into Darkness 
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Kirk, obviously pained by the loss of his father figure Pike, accepts Khan’s surrender but starts 

to hit Khan over and over again in blind rage (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:53:31). Kirk is 

obviously putting all his strength into his hits indicated by him striking out, but Khan hardly 

moves at the impact of Kirk’s hand. At one point, the camera shows the fight from Kirk’s point 

of view and is tilted upwards again, which emphasizes what is shown in the fight: Khan is 

superior and stronger than Kirk (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:53:45). Khan, surprised by 

Kirk’s aggressiveness, mimics Uhura’s “Captain” in a slightly mocking tone, after Kirk let off 

of him (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:54:01). The danger of his character is also underlined by the 

music in this scene; while Kirk is hitting him there is no music except for the sounds of the 

wind. But immediately after he says ‘Captain’, there is menacing dark music, which 

foreshadows that he does not surrender as much as Kirk wants him too. Another foreshadowing 

shot is right after the fight, when Kirk is walking away from Khan, Kirk vanishes from the 

screen to the left. Behind him, Khan can be seen in a medium shot, staring intently after him 

and not letting him out of sight (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:54:17). Paired with the dark, 

ominous music and repetitive violin sounds starting to play in the background, this obviously 

indicates danger. A bit later, Khan is shown from an upward angle again when he is taken into 

custody as can be seen on the screenshot in figure 12 below. This, again, indicates his 

superiority. And even though trumpets are playing in this scene, which could indicate a win, 

their theme does not end on a high note which shows that Kirk and his crew have to be careful 

about their victory.  
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Figure 12: Star Trek Into Darkness 0:54:26 

 

When Khan is in prison on the Enterprise, he cooperates by letting McCoy take his blood, but 

ignores him otherwise and focuses on Kirk, asking why the starship is not moving (cf. Star 

Trek Into Darkness 0:55:34). Music is slowly building up in the background and is 

accompanied by various sounds of the machines in the spaceship. Khan makes sure to address 

Kirk with ‘Captain’ at all times, putting an emphasis on Kirk’s profession. However, it rather 

seems like he addresses Kirk as Captain to trick Kirk into believing that he is abiding the rules 

rather than him having actual respect for Kirk as the captain. Upon saying, that Kirk will 

probably find what he has to say about the malfunction in the warp core valuable, quiet music 

is playing in the background (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:55:45). Kirk, however, ignores him 

and Khan can only get his attention when he says “Ignore me and you will get everyone on this 

ship killed” (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:55:55). Upon the word ‘killed’, Kirk and Spock stop 

and just a second after this sentence is uttered by Khan, he is shown in a medium shot which 

shows the Starfleet emblem on the right side of his shirt. This is an interesting camera setting, 

as Spock and Kirk are shown in the same manner just the second before. This indicates that at 

least for the time being, they are in the same situation and have to work together. Despite 

Spock’s warning, Kirk goes back to Khan to talk to him. This time, the camera is on the same 

height level when showing Khan and Kirk, thereby indicating that since Khan is in prison and 
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technically cannot do anything, Kirk and him are on the same level as can be seen on the 

screenshots down below in figures 13 and 14. It also emphasizes what the emblem shortly 

before illustrated: that they are both on the same side.  

 

This scene is accentuated by music when Kirk is speaking, but the music dies down and gets 

quieter when Khan speaks. Though Kirk is doubtful about Khan’s true intentions for getting 

captured, he nevertheless takes Khan’s advice to open up one of the torpedoes seriously. Khan 

is obviously intent on trying to convince Kirk that he has attacked the room full of Starfleet 

officers for a reason, but he is smart enough to know that Kirk will not just believe his story 

but will need evidence. So in this sequence, he only tells Kirk a bit, but not everything to spark 

Kirk’s interest. During this sequence, the music in the background is getting faster as well, 

indicating Khan’s pressing cause of saving his people from Admiral Marcus and, to an extent, 

Kirk as well. This is also emphasized by the camera movement, which happens after Kirk asks 

Khan why Kirk should listen to him upon which Khan answers in a medium close–up shot: “I 

can give you 72” (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:57:26), cue camera zooming in to emphasize his 

intent to make Kirk open up those torpedoes, “And they’re on board your ship, Captain. They 

have been all along. I suggest you open one up.” (Star Trek Into Darkness 0:57:27) and at the 

last sentence, the camera is zooming in on Kirk’s face, which indicates that now it is upon Kirk 

to find out the truth (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 0:57:24). Additionally, these last couple of 

sentences are accompanied by a fast melody played on a piano, but nothing else, which 

indicates danger and the vastness of space. After Kirk finds out that there are people in the 

torpedoes he runs back to Khan and demands to know why (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 

1:05:54), this is initially underlined by the music, which started in the scene before but the 

music vanishes when Kirk starts talking. The audience sees a seemingly unfazed Khan, sitting 

up with a very straight back on a bench in the prison. He looks to Kirk when he confesses that 

Figure 13: Star Trek Into Darkness 0:56:48 Figure 14: Star Trek Into Darkness 0:57:02 
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he put those people there himself. It is worth noting that there is no music playing throughout 

this conversation, this indicates that the story which is following is very important for the rest 

of the plot. Khan’s manner of acting is also worth noting in this sequence, as it emphasizes the 

story and gives more insight into who Khan is as a person: “A remnant of a time long past, 

genetically engineered […] we were condemned as criminals, forced into exile. For centuries 

we slept, hoping that when we awoke things would be different” (Star Trek Into Darkness 

1:06:13). He looks to the side when saying this, not looking anyone in the eye and only looking 

up to Spock when he says the word ‘hoping’ which emphasizes the meaning of hope in this 

context, but also indicating that this hope was in vain. “John Harrison was a fiction created the 

moment I was awoken by your Admiral Marcus to help him advance his cause” (Star Trek Into 

Darkness 1:06:48) – upon saying ‘fiction’, Khan stands up from sitting and walks slowly 

towards Kirk, not taking his eyes off of him. Khan goes on to say “A smokescreen to conceal 

my true identity” (Star Trek Into Darkness 1:06:54) and when uttering the last word, the camera 

zooms into his face, which gives this word more meaning. In the next close–up shot of Khan, 

when he says, “My name is Khan.” (1:06:58) he makes significant pauses after ‘is’ and ‘Khan’ 

thereby adding more weight to these words. Additionally, after he finishes this sentence, wind 

chimes are starting to play in the background. The music is getting darker throughout the 

conversation, but especially when Khan reveals that Admiral Marcus has been sabotaging the 

Enterprise on purpose to ultimately get his war (cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:07:36). Because 

they are standing on the same level as well, this indicates that not Khan is the final enemy, but 

Admiral Marcus. Khan is desperate to have Kirk and Spock believe him, when he goes on to 

say that he has been used by Admiral Marcus by means of Marcus threatening his friends, Khan 

turns around to hide his true emotions from Spock and Kirk when talking about this betrayal 

(cf. Star Trek Into Darkness 1:08:26). The music here starts to feature more and more 

instruments: violins are coming in as opposed to the chiming before. The violins in the 

background sound sad as well as dramatic. The camera is still on Khan, before it was shaking 

around as if a person was holding it but now it is calmly focusing on Khan. Kirk does not 

believe him because he murdered a room full of people, but Khan insists that “I had every 

reason to suspect that Marcus had killed every single one of the people I hold most dear” (Star 

Trek Into Darkness 1:08:37) and during this sentence his speech gets slower as to emphasize 

the meaning behind the words as well as a tear rolling down his face, but Kirk and Spock cannot 

see this as Khan is still standing with his back to them. This suggests that Khan’s feelings are 

true and he is not acting in this particular moment. A piano–like instrument starts slowly 

playing as well, which emphasizes the sadness that is felt in this scene. The next sequence 
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underlines Khan’s determination regarding the safety of his crew, as he questions Kirk “My 

crew is my family, Kirk. Is there anything you would not do for your family?” (Star Trek Into 

Darkness 1:09:15). Shortly before doing this, he turns around to face Kirk and Spock as to 

underline his words. When Khan says that it is not the Klingons coming at them, a faster 

melody starts playing with the sad one.  

This is the moment where Kirk obviously starts to believe him over Admiral Marcus, 

but does not put his complete trust into Khan which might be due to the ruthlessness which 

Khan has proven before and soon after will prove again: aboard the enemy ship, Kirk first 

orders Scotty to take Khan out. When Khan awakens, he hits Kirk unconscious and does not 

show much sympathy for Kirk’s crew by threatening acting captain Spock to blow up the 

Enterprise if Spock would refuse to beam Khan’s crew over to him. Again, keeping in mind 

that Khan himself has said that he would do anything for his crew, this supports his family 

sense. Shortly before, Spock asked Uhura to establish a communication channel so he can talk 

to his counterpart from The Original Series, to ask him if he encountered a Khan in his timeline. 

His counterpart, Spock from The Original Series, warns them about Khan, saying that “Khan 

Noonien Singh is the most dangerous adversary the Enterprise ever faced” (Star Trek Into 

Darkness 1:28:44). The original Spock obviously makes the reference to ‘his’ Khan here, who 

was a dictator in India and if the audience has watched The Wrath of Khan, they will be aware 

of this, too. One could argue here that the old Spock makes this reference to his Khan and that 

the Khan whom the new crew encounters is different because it is an alternate, thus a different, 

timeline. But this argument does not hold considering that Khan would have been the only one 

to change not only background story, but also his ethnicity. 

The final scene where Khan is shown, once again frozen in a cryo tube, is interesting 

to consider as well. It is accompanied by a voice over by Kirk: “There are always those who 

mean to do us harm. To stop them, we risk awakening the evil within ourselves.” (Star Trek 

Into Darkness 1:55:56). The camera is panning over the frozen Khan’s face, ultimately ending 

with his face in the dark, but the room does not go completely black, the facial features of Khan 

are still easy to see – which indicates that he could come back at a later point in time or rather 

emphasizes Kirk’s words; Khan has evil in himself that he cannot get rid of. The latter is 

supported by Kirk’s next words: “Our first instinct is to seek revenge when those we love are 

taken from us.” (Star Trek Into Darkness 1:56:06) which is of course exactly what Khan did. 

Hereby, it is emphasized that despite his superhuman intellect and strength, Khan is 

overpowered by his need for revenge thereby nullifying his superiority, because it is not lead 

by reason.  
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To sum up, even though there are similarities in their personality and to an extent in 

their character between Khan in The Original Series, The Wrath of Khan and Into Darkness it 

is worth emphasizing that at no point in Into Darkness Khan’s heritage is mentioned. The 

connection drawn to a Middle Eastern or Indian Khan is drawn by the original Spock in the 

video message – even then, Spock is clearly talking about the Khan he specifically has 

encountered as opposed to the Khan the crew of the alternate timeline has met. Connecting 

Khan to his old counterpart made sense, as the other characters are similar to their original 

counterparts as well. But it is important to consider here that someone who would not have 

seen The Original Series and The Wrath of Khan would logically not make the connection to 

the old Khan and therefore not tie the Khan in Into Darkness to a foreign threat, but see him as 

a threat from within Starfleet and from within the white world, which is normally considered a 

safe space. Further, a villain of Indian descent could potentially have reinforced negative 

stereotypes (cf. Kuchigemachi). This is problematic however, because if that had been their 

true intention they had better invented an entirely new villain, unattached to any previous 

characters and thereby inheriting their traits. This is also the criticism which Blauvelt brings 

forward in his review for hollywood.com: “Why did Benedict Cumberbatch’s John Harrison 

have to be Khan Noonien Singh? […] He could have just been John Harrison, a Section 31 

agent who turned on the Federation after discovering Admiral Marcus’ treachery” (Blauvelt). 

However, other film reviews such as The New York Times and The Telegraph fail to mention 

anything in regard to Khan and merely acknowledge the great acting of Benedict Cumberbatch 

(cf. Scott “Kirk and Spock”; Collin). This might be, however, to not spoil the surprise for those 

who have not seen the movie and do not know that John Harrison turns out to be Khan. 

4. Conclusion 
 

Space: the final frontier. These are the voyages of the starship Enterprise. Her on–going 

five–year mission: to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new life and new 

civilizations, to boldly go where no one has gone before. (Star Trek 1:53:15; Star Trek 

Into Darkness 1:56:46) 

 

This quote, which is spoken at the end of both of the newer Star Trek–movies is worth noting 

because it has been changed slightly from the lines at the end of The Wrath of Khan: instead of 

‘no one’, ‘no man’ is said in that movie (cf. Star Trek II: The Wrath Of Khan 1:42:58). This 
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shift from ‘man’ to ‘one’ indicates that Star Trek shows that the franchise is aiming to be more 

inclusive by shifting the importance away from males. This thesis has looked at how the Star 

Trek–franchise has dealt with people of different ethnicities, how it has portrayed them, and 

whether Star Trek has stayed true to the inclusive vision by its creator Gene Roddenberry. In 

order to examine these questions, especially the use of Telotte’s discussion surrounding the 

science fiction genre and the use of mise-en-scène have been important for the case study. The 

following conclusion will serve as a final assessment of the findings of the case study and will 

further provide an outlook for the future of the Star Trek–franchise and to an extent, Hollywood. 

 

First, the following paragraph will finally evaluate Uhura’s and Khan’s portrayal 

throughout the years. Starting with Uhura, her role and her portrayal have changed significantly 

from the beginning of the character in “The Man Trap” to Into Darkness. While “The Man 

Trap” went to considerable length to introduce Uhura’s caring character and also mentions that 

she knows Swahili, she does not have any further importance for the plot nor does she help 

defeating the alien. In “Space Seed”, Uhura’s role is even smaller. But it is worth noting here 

that she does stand up for her crew in times of need. It is a silent form of protest and it ultimately 

does not help in defeating the antagonist, however, it is still worth noting as it shows Uhura’s 

bravery despite the grave situation the crew was in at that time.  

Going on, The Wrath of Khan might be one of Uhura’s worst appearances: her character 

seemingly only has one line which is repeated over and over and in different variations of 

sentence structure throughout the whole movie and sometimes, this line is said by her off–

screen. Considering this, the audience would not know about her existence at all if they were 

not a regular viewer of Star Trek. In this particular movie, she plays no role whatsoever in the 

main plot and could therefore easily be substituted by any other crewman as she only seems to 

be there for background décor. Additionally, it seems as if the other crewmembers of The 

Original Series have all been promoted during the time that has passed between the television 

series and the movies, but Uhura has not. She still has the rank of a Lieutenant and judging 

from her (non–)involvement in the plot, she will not be promoted in the near future in film–

time. However, it is important to note here that this thesis only examined The Wrath of Khan 

and that in the other movies featuring The Original Series–cast, she might have had a bigger 

role. 

The Star Trek reboot movies treated the character of Uhura with more care. Noteworthy 

here is that she was introduced as the third main character in the first one (following the 

introduction of Kirk and Spock), which indicates the important standing of her character. 
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Furthermore, her knowledge of Xenolinguistics and multiple alien languages was emphasized 

a couple of times and gave her the opportunity to play a bigger part in the evolvement of the 

overall plot. However, the negative aspect here is that her knowledge had to be given credibility 

by another character, namely Spock. Additionally, Star Trek Into Darkness would probably 

have gone differently if Uhura had not insisted on talking about her relationship problems with 

Spock while they were on an important mission. Though she redeems herself quickly by 

insisting to speak to the hostile aliens, this does ultimately not solve the dangerous situation 

the characters find themselves in at that point. Another thing worth noting is that Uhura is 

actively asking in both movies to be involved in the plot. In Star Trek she insists to be 

transferred to the Enterprise, which leads to Kirk finding her when he realizes that the ship is 

flying into a trap. Had he not found her, then Uhura could not have given his theory credibility. 

Even though this does not exactly change the situation and had she not been there, the plot 

would not have gone differently, it is still worth noting that she stands up and asks for what 

she thinks is the right thing to do. In the second movie, she helps saving Kirk’s life by asking 

to be beamed down to Spock and Khan fighting and stops Spock from killing the latter. Thereby 

she rescues Kirk’s life. Though considering that the other minority characters such as Sulu or 

Chekov have not explicitly asked to be a part of the solution of the plot and Uhura having to 

actively ask to be a part of it, the positivity of her involvement in the plot does leave a bad 

aftertaste. All in all though, Uhura’s evolvement with regard to her being a woman is positive: 

she shows bravery but still keeps her femininity. However, as a representative of another 

ethnicity it is not so positive, because her heritage is not even mentioned in the new movies – 

unlike in The Original Series episode “The Man Trap”. Regarding Mitchell’s theory of seeing 

through race, instead of looking at race, The Original Series successfully incorporates Uhura’s 

ethnicity and her background effortlessly into the dialogue of the episode without it feeling 

forced on the audience or making it seem like Uhura is only a part of the ship because of her 

ethnic heritage. It is a natural part of her identity as well as her caring character. The reboot 

movies struggled with this. The makers of the movie obviously were not sure how to include 

Uhura’s African heritage into the plot and therefore chose to not include it all. Here, Uhura’s 

skills are put in the foreground. As Mitchell, or rather Obama, would say, this offers up to be 

a ‘teachable moment’: It would be no problem to incorporate Uhura’s identity into her character 

while still maintaining her skills as a Starfleet officer. Sadly, the makers of Star Trek and Star 

Trek Into Darkness have missed their chance to do this.  
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Khan’s evolution is different. “Space Seed” very much focused on where he is from, 

even though it is never confirmed by the character himself. Rather, he himself keeps this a 

mystery. His personality is based on the fact that Khan thinks he can get anything by charming 

people. This works with Marla McGivers, but it does not work with Kirk and the rest of his 

crew. He is stubborn and he does not even try to adapt to the new time that he is in, but instead 

sticks to his old habits and assumptions. In The Wrath of Khan, the title is pretty much telling 

for Khan’s actions: he is driven by his anger about having been left behind by Kirk. He loathes 

Kirk and again, cannot be persuaded by the members of his crew that this anger is without 

reason. He again emphasizes that he once was a ruler on Earth, but this time indicating that he 

will not settle for less. His heritage does not play a role in this movie, it rather focuses on his 

need for revenge and on his inability to let go. In both the episode and the movie, Khan’s 

affiliation to his crew – which he calls his family – is mentioned, but it is not that big of a part 

of the plot. In “Space Seed” Khan’s focus lays on finding a planet that he can rule; in The 

Wrath of Khan even the members of his crew cannot prevent him from trying to take revenge 

on Kirk. Looking back on Said’s theory of Orientalism, Khan ticks the boxes of being a 

mysterious character without the audience being really sure who he is – including his heritage. 

While the name, Khan Noonien Singh, and Kirk and Spock find out that he once was a ruler in 

Asia, the actor is actually of Mexican descent. It does not seem like the casting was given much 

thought, as it appears that the makers of the episode have chosen someone that passes as a 

different ethnicity, possibly that of an Indian man.  This is reminiscent of the theory itself as 

Orientalism comes together in the assumptions the west makes about the eastern hemisphere. 

Khan is a product of western filmmakers of what a person from the Orient supposedly looks 

like, without ever having met such a person. Additionally, he is the antagonist in both, the 

television episode and the movie. As has been argued before in this paper, the west makes the 

east out to be dangerous. It does not understand the east and paints it as being irrational and 

without logic; therefore, it is dangerous. In “Space Seed”, Kirk makes minimal attempts to 

understand Khan and approaches him. Khan however, does not budge from his point of view 

and irrationally sticks to his need for old glory. The movie, The Wrath of Khan, takes this to 

an extreme. Interestingly enough, Khan fails in both movies to outsmart Kirk which could be 

interpreted as the east always succumbing to the west.  

Khan’s appearance in Into Darkness is interesting, because the audience is first tricked 

into thinking that he is another person; the unknown John Harrison. However, over the course 

of the movie, it becomes known that he is Khan. Interesting is that his heritage is mentioned 

nowhere throughout the movie, only that he was a part of genetically engineered superhumans 
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which were made on Earth during a time of war. The connection which the audience makes to 

the previous Khan is thereby their own, but this connection is deepened by the mention of Khan 

Noonien Singh by the original Spock. However, it is a questionable move to take a well–known 

character and erase his heritage. The question remains whether it would have been better to 

introduce a new villain character into the Star Trek canon, but maybe then it would not have 

created the discussion it had, namely that threat can come, indeed, from within and not only 

from outside, if only “Space Seed” and The Wrath of Khan were to be considered in this 

discussion. Therefore, Khan’s evolution is harder to assess, as it depends on the background 

knowledge of Star Trek from the audience: coming from a Star Trek background, the casting 

of Benedict Cumberbatch as Khan seems problematic for obvious reasons. However, this 

argument does not hold if the audience has not seen The Original Star Trek episodes and 

therefore cannot make the connection to the original Khan. It could be argued that the creators 

of Into Darkness were trying to create a ‘teachable moment’: making Khan a character of 

middle eastern or Asian descent in this particular movie would have added to already existing 

negative stereotypes of people of these ethnicities. By making him a white male actor with a 

British accent, the movie makers were possibly trying to show that threat and danger can come 

from anywhere in the system and put the focus away from outer interference. However, it can 

be argued here that Admiral Marcus, with his need to incite a war between Starfleet and the 

Klingon empire, is the main villain in the movie and Khan is merely a victim of Marcus’ actions, 

as Khan only helped Marcus because the latter was blackmailing him. This makes the choice 

of a white actor for Khan debatable: in The Original Series and The Wrath of Khan acted on 

his own actions and was not influenced by another person to do so. Does this mean that Into 

Darkness argues that white men can do no wrong, only when they are blackmailed and people 

of middle eastern or Asian descent are always bad from deep within their characterization? 

Hopefully, the movie makers chose a white actor for Khan because they wanted to prevent the 

demonizing of non-white communities. Ultimately, it probably would have been an even better 

choice to invent a completely new antagonist and not take any inspiration from earlier villains 

in the Star Trek–franchise.  

 

Second, the following part of the conclusion will focus on what this evolution of the 

characters means for the Star Trek–franchise and ultimately, could mean for the Hollywood 

industry. There is still room for improvement in future Star Trek series and movies. Uhura’s 

heritage can be put more in the foreground while at the same time improving her bravery as a 

female character. Khan’s discussion surrounding his heritage is more ambiguous but it does 
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seem promising that the producers of Into Darkness were trying to not condemn other cultures. 

At the moment, the casting choices for the new Star Trek series named Discovery has been 

announced and features Malaysia–born actress Michelle Yeoh as the captain. Also rumored to 

be a part of the new series is African American actress Sonequa Martin–Green as lieutenant 

commander (cf. BBC Newsbeat). However, since only the actors and their roles are announced 

at this point and nothing of their characterization is known, a full–drawn conclusion cannot be 

made yet. Still, since The Original Series made an effort to introduce Uhura’s heritage in “The 

Man Trap” and Discovery is a series as well, it is not farfetched to expect the series to do a 

better job at introducing the character’s heritage into the storyline than the movies did.  

On the other hand, Hollywood as a whole does not look as promising in the near future. 

Especially considering that Uhura’s heritage has been left untouched in the movies and Khan’s 

heritage was deliberately changed to not demonize persons of other cultures. On top of this, 

the villain in the new Star Trek Beyond movie, Krall, is played by famous actor British Idris 

Elba, with ancestry in Sierra Leone and Ghana (cf. “Idris Elba”), which seems to be a step 

backward from trying to not demonize people of other cultures (cf. Barber). The newspaper 

article “How to fix Hollywood’s race problem” does not see a change for this in the near future, 

but also points out that there is a lack of actors of various ethnicities because there are no roles 

for them (cf. Latif and Latif). But as has been mentioned before, it seems even worse that there 

have to be roles specifically written for them instead of incorporating them naturally into the 

storyline – just as they are naturally a part of everyone’s lives and not forced to be in it. While 

the election of Obama in 2008 might have suggested the beginning of a post–racial time, the 

recent outpour of racism which is portrayed in the media, proves it differently. Since then, the 

election of Donald Trump has triggered a public display of racism as in his campaign he heavily 

focused on demonizing Muslims and Mexicans, among other minorities. Trump has advocated 

for building a wall to prohibit Mexicans to enter the United States, as well as deporting 

everyone who is Muslim, as he believes they are a threat to the United States economy and 

safety. After his election, minorities went to social media to tell of racist comments which they 

had to endure after Trump’s successful election (cf. Al Jazeera Staff). Though these claims are 

not all verifiable, it shows the fear that minorities in the United States live in is real (cf. The 

Editorial Board). Considering the on–going criticism of Hollywood movies to incorporate 

ethnic minorities in their movies and the current political situation in the United States, it seems 

unlikely that in the future Hollywood movies will feature more actors of ethnic minorities, if 

they feature them at all. Star Trek Discovery’s casting is promising though, and it seems that 

television series are better suited for portraying different ethnicities as they can incorporate 
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their characters better into storylines and really focus on the characterization of each individual, 

rather than falling back on stereotypes which movies often do. Seeing the inclusiveness of Star 

Trek in all Hollywood movies, however, seems as much of a utopia as the show made it looked 

like 50 years ago.  
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