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Star Trek - A Case Study

M tudiesSedia

Star Trek is one of the most successful media franchises of all time. 
Created by Gene Roddenberry, it has been on our screens, at home or 
in cinemas, in one form or another since the 1960s. 

http://trekmovie.com/2009/02/20/new-star-trek-movie-has-shiney-new-logo/

Star Trek has reached audiences through five television series, 
upwards of 24 console games and 12 ‘official’ films. It has been the 
inspiration behind countless magazines, websites, fan fiction novels 
and movies, YouTube spoofs, animations and a whole host of other 
media - even inspiring a number of hit singles. It would be impossible 
to attempt to estimate the cultural impact of Star Trek as it has become 
an integral part of contemporary culture. It generates a dedicated and 
loyal fan-base - although this fan-base is often mocked and derided for 
its love of the programme. Star Trek fandom has been the subject of 
documentaries and films have been made parodying the relationship 
between the stars and the audience in the culture of conventions and 
conferences that have sprung from this media product. Modern TV 
dramas such as Supernatural and CSI (amongst others) have included 
convention and fan culture in their storylines and the names Kirk 
and Spock (at the very least) are well known across the world and 
across generations. Only Star Wars can compete with the cultural 
significance of a media franchise in terms of its reach and longevity.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/culture/tvandradioblog/2012/apr/19/star-trek-captain-who-best 

The TV Captains

The aims of this Factsheet are to:
•	 consider the Star Trek franchise in general, contextual terms and 

to identify its position in media history
•	 evaluate the media franchise in terms of genre and audience theory
•	 apply genre and audience ideas to the most recent version of Star 

Trek created by JJ Abrams in the feature films Star Trek (2009) 
and Star Trek: Into Darkness (2013)

Star Trek: A Potted and Contextual History
1960s
Three series of this low-budget sci-fi series were filmed and broadcast 
between 1966 and 1969. The series, inspired in part by the impact 
of the space programme was said to be ‘Wagon Train to the stars’ 
(Roddenberry) or, in other words, a relocation of the Western genre in 
a sci-fi setting. The series epitomised the frontier spirit that was central 
to American national identity as it followed its intrepid explorers on 
its ‘five year mission’ to explore the outer reaches of space – ‘where 
no man has gone before’. 
Whilst on one hand Star Trek could be seen to be promoting militarism 
and American expansionist values, it also promoted liberal attitudes, 
particularly regarding race and gender. To include a Russian (Chekov) 
as the helmsman at the height of the Cold War was politically daring. 
To have a black woman (Uhura) in a position of authority (albeit in 
charge of communication) was deeply controversial during this time 
of great racial tension in the states; never more so than when the 
show depicted the first African-American/white inter-racial kiss on 
US television.

http://whatculture.com/tv/star-trek-10-most-controversial-episodes-of-all-time.php 

Kirk and Uhura
At the time of broadcast Star Trek was only partially successful and 
the programme was cancelled after three series. The episodic nature 
of the programme however, made it an ideal product to be sold for 
repeated playing in syndication (where the show was sold to regional 
and international broadcasters who could broadcast and repeat the 
show as they pleased). Syndication allowed Star Trek to reach a 
broader audience both in the US and abroad. The programme made 
stars from its cast and actors such as Leonard Nimoy and William 
Shatner became household names. 
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An animated version of the programme was broadcast in 1973/4. As 
time passed the programme found many fans who became frustrated 
that there would be no new Star Trek stories and audiences began to 
communicate and band together - often lobbying TV networks to pick 
up the rights and revisit the format for new shows. The programme 
proved itself to have a wide appeal with young and old, male and 
female fans expressing their love of the programme.

1970s
In 1977, George Lucas’s Star Wars became the highest grossing, 
mainstream film of its era. Like Star Trek it appealed to a sci-fi 
audience but was also a ground-breaking mainstream film with its use 
of cutting edge special effects technology. Star Wars created a loyal 
fan-base who were prepared to buy into multiple media products and 
merchandise. Paramount saw the possibility that Star Trek fans might 
be prepared to access their favourite TV programme in film form at 
the cinema. A series of six films (of varying quality) were released 
through the 1980s featuring the original cast. Often created on quite 
limited budgets, the success of a Star Trek film was the fact that it had 
built an avid and loyal fan-base and so each subsequent release had 
an appreciative market and the franchise became both profitable and 
powerful. At the time of the 7th film featuring Kirk and his crew, the 
concept was nearly 30 years old and the actors who played youthful 
explorers in the 1960s had aged, and were less convincing in their 
roles.

Activity
Go to www.imdb.com and YouTube and search for ‘Star Trek’ 
- note how many different media products, both official and 
unofficial, are linked to the Star Trek franchise.

What do you think the audience appeal is for this programme?

1980s
The 80s saw the franchise return to television. The Starship Enterprise 
from the original series was updated and The Next Generation 
(TNG), set about 100 years after the events of The Original Series 
(TOS), reflected a change in audience expectations and the cultural 
context of the time. TNG moved away from the gung-ho, punch and 
shoot methods of its predecessor, focusing more on diplomacy and 
communication – even being more gender neutral as it travelled ‘where 
no one had gone before’. Its captain (Picard) was older and wiser, 
women had more active roles, and there was even more integration 
in terms of race and (to a certain extent) sexuality. Hugely popular 
around the world, TNG revitalised the franchise, bought a new cast in 
for further feature films and extended the Star Trek universe. TNG 
ran for seven years (1987-94) introducing the franchise to new and 
younger audiences.

1990s
TNG was the most successful version of Star Trek and the 90s was 
Trek’s most successful decade on TV. Spin off shows were created 
starting with Deep Space 9 (1993-99), set on a space station rather 
than a space ship and the most experimental of all the Star Trek shows. 
It was less conservative than other Star Trek series and dealt with 
darker, more complex stories. Subsequently the Trek audience was 
divided in its reception of the series. Some saw Deep Space 9 (DS9) 
as a move away from the original philosophy of the franchise, whilst 
other saw it as bringing a refreshingly less simplistic worldview to 
the Trek universe. It also tried a new narrative format where episodic 
shows that could be watched in any order were woven in to a much 
wider series arc that developed slowly over the years. 

This structure was unpopular with the TV Network as it was felt it 
reduced its syndication value as people would be less able to ‘dip in 
and out’ of the show. It did, however lead the way in the promotion of 
video and then DVD box set sales. This revenue stream is perfectly 
suited for shows that encourage the viewing of multiple episodes 
and long over-arcing narratives. Towards the end of DS9’s run a new 
series was launched moving back to a more familiar format, following 
the journeys of the lost Starship Voyager as it attempts to find its way 
home. More episodic than DS9, Voyager (1995-2001) was a more 
traditional Trek series in many ways. 

The Next Generation cast appeared in feature films at this time and 
the rise in cable programming meant that old episodes of Star Trek 
were often repeated and the internet provided a new way for fans to 
communicate with one another. Star Trek, along with other extended 
narrative dramas of the period (The X Files, Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer etc.) were at the forefront of what we would today call social 
networking and the creation of user generated content.

Activity
The way technology is changing the behaviour of both 
institutions and audiences is an important contemporary issue. 
The rise in DVD box set sales has changed the landscape for 
television drama:
•	 More complex narratives can be attempted as it is no longer 

important to ensure that broadcast episodes can be missed 
without losing the idea of the plot’s development.

•	 Stories that cater to adults can be very profitable as they are 
likely to invest in the costly purchase of a box-set

•	 Institutions are likely to invest in more challenging ideas as 
there are several ways for them to make their money back 
rather than simply relying on large television audiences 
bringing in advertising revenue

Do you think the move to accessing television programmes on-
line via on-demand streaming services is likely to change the 
way institutions approach the construction of television dramas 
and/or the way audiences access them?

2000s
With Voyager completing its run by returning home, one more TV 
series was broadcast: Enterprise (2001-05). This time, the series was 
based in a time before the original series and it dealt with the first 
manned space expeditions and the creation of the diplomatic structure 
known as The Federation. In its post-9/11 narrative it dealt with shock 
attacks, terrorism and ideological warfare. Although its production 
values were much higher than previous series, its audience declined 
and it was cancelled after 5 series. Enterprise marked the end of Star 
Trek until the recent reboot. In 2009 the film Star Trek was released 
to great critical acclaim and it generated another wave of interest and, 
once more, introduced the Star Trek universe to a new generation of 
fans.

Star Trek 2009/13 and Genre Theory
JJ Abrams made his name in television working on fan favourites 
such as Alias and more mainstream programming like Lost. His 
attachment to Star Trek provided an opportunity, not simply to revisit 
the Trek universe to tell new stories but to restart the franchise with 
familiar characters but a whole new mythology. 
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Generic Development
Genres go through a cycle of development and Star Trek can be seen 
to have followed this pattern:

1. Invention
The Original Series established codes and conventions that have been 
followed since its inception. During its three-year run it established 
a number of things that still remain constant today. These include 
(amongst many others):
•	 Uniforms/Set Design - whilst basic design elements have changed, 

uniforms with the distinctive Star Fleet badge and the ships 
themselves have designed in very similar ways across all series.

•	 Communicators - often said to be the fictional predecessor of 
today’s mobile phones, Star Fleet personnel use mobile devices 
to communicate.

•	 Core values - whilst adapting to changes in culture Star Trek 
has attempted to integrate tolerant and inclusive values regarding 
race, gender, sexuality etc. into its storylines.

2. Development
Through The Next Generation these conventions were repeated 
but updated and polished to give a more modern twist. As well as 
design changes for uniforms and communicators the values of the 
programme reflected a different political context. 

Rather than the ‘Wild West heroes’ of the cold war 60s, TNG reflected 
a more mature, diplomatic approach where Star Fleet personnel were 
the wise statesmen rather than hot-headed gun-slingers. This perhaps 
reflected a very different world from an American perspective - one 
that seemed more stable and more predictable than the uncertain 1960s. 

Updating the Enterprise 
http://watgeek.com/geekfeed/?tag=star-trek http://www.trainerscity.com/startrek/ships.php

Updating the Characters

3. Parody
As a genre becomes familiar what once seemed novel and inventive 
becomes funny and clichéd and so the genre falls into parody. DS9 
could be seen to be attempting to avoid this by taking a more post-
modern approach to its characters and story-telling by reassessing the 
simplistic utopian representation of the future shown in TNG. 
Characters from Star Fleet were seen to be far from perfect and the 
audience was often given an alien’s perspective on an organisation 
that always saw itself as more advanced and, often, morally superior. 
DS9 was also involved in self-parody and they were aware of their 
own clichés. Many episodes took a reflexive approach that showed 
the programme makers were not taking themselves or the franchise’s 
conventions too seriously. DS9 can be seen to be the most self-aware 
and post-modern version of Star Trek.

http://www.trainerscity.com/startrek/stos.php http://mikerappaport.net/onevoice/?tag=kirk-and-spock

Reflexive Stories and Comic Characters in DS9 

4. Reinvention
At this stage a genre (or a series) has only two options. It can continue 
and become a parody of itself, which usually means its audience will 
move on and the genre will fail. During the 90s Trek fans became 
subject to much public ridicule in documentaries (Trekkies: 1997) and 
the ageing actors and the fans were parodied in Galaxy Quest (1999). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:SiskoKirk.jpg h t t p : / / e n . m e m o r y - a l p h a . o r g / w i k i /
Ferengi?file=Ferengi.jpg 

The cast of Galaxy Quest
The only other option is to attempt reinvention and come away from 
some of the clichés of the past. The challenge for a franchise like Star 
Trek is that, if it is to reinvent itself, it needs to do so in a way that 
meets the expectations of the existing audience and also brings in 
enough difference to attract a new one.  The most recent films can be 
seen to be attempting to achieve both in a number of ways. 

http://www.unionfilms.org/
films/reviews/galaxy-quest.
html

http://www.flicksandbits.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/jj-abrams-star-trek-2-1.jpg

JJ Abrams on the set
Genre theory tells us that there is a tension within genre texts: retell 
the same story and meet audience expectations of the genre too 
precisely and the audience will get bored, but deviate too far away 
from the traditional codes and conventions and the audience will feel 
alienated and unable to connect to the text. In the expansion of Star 
Trek over the decades the franchise had become thinly stretched and 
tired. 
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The basic approach was to take 
the familiar Original Series 
characters that had proven to be so 
popular and to tell their story again 
from the beginning - going back 
slightly further in the character 
biographies than had been covered 
by the television series. Actors who 
resembled the original actors were 
cast (and in places could be identified 
delivering lines in ways very similar 
to their predecessors). 

h t t p : / / t r e k c l i v o s 7 9 . b l o g s p o t .
co.uk/2013_02_01_archive.html 

In order to ensure the film series was not restricted to events and 
relationships that had been set up in previous versions of Star Trek, 
the events that took place in Star Trek (2009) were shown to be part 
of an alternative timeline. Effectively this allows the film-makers to 
use characters and locations in any way they want, allowing them to 
rewrite the mythology of the Star Trek universe. Anything can happen 
and this allows for new ideas to be explored for both the old and the 
new audience. This was shown in the second film when a well-loved 
villain from The Original Series and the second film (The Wrath of 
Khan: 1982) was bought into the story and, whilst familiar elements 
were in place, a whole new story could be told around this character.  

http://en.memory-alpha.org  
http://collider.com/star-trek-2-villain-khan-benicio-del-toro/   
http://villains.wikia.com/wiki/File:Khan_(Star_Trek_Into_Darkness).jpg                      

Three Versions of Khan

Activity
Using a genre you are familiar with, investigate how it has 
developed in terms of the cycle of genre. Consider how it has 
developed over time and how it has changed to avoid cliché and 
repetition.

Star Trek and Audience
In order to be successful, the new Star Trek films had to reach a range 
of audiences. An analysis of the films can show how both mainstream 
and niche audiences were targeted and the films attempted to provide 
gratifications that related to different types of audience behaviour. 
Casual audiences, devoted audiences and avid audiences all 
behave differently and so want different gratifications from media 
products.

Invention

DevelopmentReinvention

Parody

The 
Cycle of 
Genre

Spock and Uhura

The new films did make subtle changes - for example, the inter-racial 
romance had originally been between Kirk and Uhura, now Uhura was 
shown to be in a relationship with Spock. 

Conclusion
Star Trek’s name may hold comic connotations for many people 
but over the years the idea and the franchise it has inspired has 
made over 5 billion dollars in revenues - which perhaps explains 
why Hollywood takes the franchise very seriously. Like any other 
creative project it has its highs and lows but the Star Trek Into 
Darkness made $257 million in the US and a further $128 million 
‘overseas’ becoming Star Trek’s best performing film so far, proving 
that at nearly 50 years old, there is still a market for the adventures 
of the Starship Enterprise and its crew. 

Activity
How did the new Star Trek films attempt to appeal to these different audience groups? If you haven’t seen the films, watch the trailers on YouTube.

Type of 
Audience
Casual 
Audiences

Devoted 
(or dedicated) 
Audiences

Avid/Cult 
Audiences

Definition

Casual audiences will pay attention to a 
show if they happen to be watching, but 
do not experience the show as a special 
event. In the past when there was a limited 
choice of what to watch (for example 
when there were just a few television 
stations) this was the most common kind 
of viewer.
Devoted/Dedicated audiences will make 
arrangements to watch every episode of 
a series. The programme will be one that 
they identify with and enjoy more than 
other shows, but they are not fanatics.

Avid/Cult audiences will not just watch 
the programmes, but tape them so that 
they can see them again and again. The 
show will be a major part of their lives.

This is likely to be the biggest group and, in many ways, the 
hardest to attract but the easiest to please. These audience 
members are unlikely to define themselves as fans and so won’t 
respond to the appeal of sci-fi as a genre or Star Trek itself. The 
may respond to big name actors/directors and are likely to pay 
attention to the critical response given in reviews etc. An all 
action entertainment blockbuster with high production values is 
most likely to appeal to a casual audience.
Devoted audiences are more likely to make an effort to watch 
films within a certain genre or from a specific director and so 
sci-fi, Abrams and Star Trek will bring their own audiences to 
the film and it is interesting to note that the director’s name is 
foregrounded and he, rather than the less famous actors, is often 
pushed forward in interviews other promotional activities.#
The die-hard Star Trek fans that exhibit cult audience behaviour 
will be keen to see familiar aspects of the series present in the 
new films but could respond negatively if too many rules are 
broken.

New Star Trek Films?

Acknowledgements: This Media Studies Factsheet was researched and written by Steph Hendry


