
Star Trek as a Cold War Allegory 

Introduction 

Star Trek: The Original Series (or Star Trek: TOS) aired its first episode on September 8, 

1966. The show lasted for only three seasons before the network canceled it, airing its final episode 

on June 3, 1969, but after that, the Star Trek franchise went on to become an enormous sensation, 

with twelve movies and four spin-off series to date. Even just throughout the 1960s, however, the 

show was incredibly popular in syndication; audiences tuned in every week to watch repeats of 

their favorite episodes. Often the show provided sharp commentary on issues of the time, even 

though it was veiled as commentary on issues of the future. How did Star Trek reflect Cold War 

politics of the1960s, and what messages did the series send to American audiences about the Cold 

War?   

 

Background 

To answer my research question, I will be analyzing the episodes “A Private Little War” and 

“The Trouble with Tribbles,” along with the movie Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country, and 

examining how the Klingon Empire acts as an allegory for the Soviet Union in these storylines. In 

the universe of Star Trek: TOS, the United Federation of Planets, an alliance of planetary 

governments, has a tentative peace with the Klingon Empire. In describing the Klingon race, the 

Star Trek writers’ guidebook states, “their only rule of life is that rules are made to be broken by 

shrewdness, deceit, or power. Cruelty is something admirable; honor is a despicable trait” 

(Sarantakes, 2005, p. 78). Regardless of the peace treaty between the Federation and the Klingons, 

the two factions are hostile towards one another, often coming close to a full-scale war. In this 

series, the Federation is represented by the crew of the starship Enterprise—Captain Kirk, Mr. 

Spock, Dr. McCoy, and the others. 

 



Context 

 Star Trek: TOS is one of the few examples of media created during the 1960s that addresses 

the issues of the time period in a frank and honest manner. Gene Roddenberry, the creator of Star 

Trek, was quoted in a 1968 issue of Daily Variety as saying, “Today in TV, you can’t write about 

Vietnam, politics, labor management, the rocket race, the drug problem realistically” (Sarantakes, 

2005, p. 79). Even though censorship prevented most movies and television shows from discussing 

or criticizing Cold War politics at this time, the writers of Star Trek were able to circumvent the 

censors’ restrictions by using allegories to comment on social and political issues. John Meredyth 

Lucas, producer of the third season of Star Trek, stated:  

It was great to work on Star Trek because working in the science action genre gave us free 

rein to touch on any number of stories. We could do our anti-Vietnam stories, our civil 

rights stories, you know. Set the story in outer space, in the future and all of a sudden you 

can get away with just about anything, because you’re protected by the argument that “Hey, 

we’re not talking about the problems of today, we’re dealing with a mythical time and place 

in the future.” We were lying, of course, but that’s how we got the stories by the network 

types. (Sarantakes, 2005, p. 79) 

The writers and producers of Star Trek purposefully crafted narratives that reflected contemporary 

issues, despite the narratives being set in the future. 

 

Analytical Framework 

 I will observe the contrasting narratives surrounding the Klingon Empire and the 

Federation of Planets, particularly with regard to how the two factions relate to and interact with 

one another. I will then make note of similarities in how the Soviet Union and the United States 

interact with each other, and I will also observe the language used to talk about the Klingons—how 

do members of the Federation describe them? Then I will compare these descriptions to those of 



the Soviets from that time period. Finally, I will examine the allegories and messages of “A Private 

Little War,” “The Trouble with Tribbles,” and Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country to determine 

how the narratives call for audiences to feel about the characters and situations, which I will then 

compare to the people and events involved in the Cold War, allowing me to determine how the 

writers call for audiences to feel about the real-world politics.   

 This analysis will be similar to the study done by Brian Michael Goss, as reported in his 

article “Ideology and Cold War Identity in Mission: Impossible.” In this study, Goss (2013) examines 

three seasons of Mission: Impossible, looking in particular at its racial, gender, and political 

ideologies, and he finds that, similarly to Star Trek, the show displays an idealized version of the 

world, with racial equality achieved and apparent. Also similarly to Star Trek, however, Mission: 

Impossible is inconsistent in its portrayal of equality. It sets up an “us” and “them” dynamic, which 

implicitly suggests that one group—the “us”—is superior to another—the “them.”    

 

Argument and Analysis 

 In “A Private Little War,” Kirk, Spock, and McCoy beam down to a primitive planet to check 

on its status and do research on the plant life. Kirk remarks that the planet’s inhabitants have 

stayed at the same technological level for centuries, and he describes their society, saying, “Bows 

and arrows for hunting, but absolutely no fighting among themselves. Remarkably peaceful and 

tranquil.” Kirk is surprised, then, to find some of the inhabitants, the “villagers,” with flintlock 

firearms: “Villagers with flintlocks? That’s impossible. They hadn’t progressed nearly that far.” 

According to Kirk, it should have been impossible for the villagers to have advanced that much in 

the time since his previous visit. The crew of the Enterprise later learns that the Klingons have been 

supplying advanced weapons to this society, which has been using the weapons to attack the other 

faction of the planet, the “hill people.” At the end of the episode, Kirk realizes he has to supply the 

hill people’s society with advanced weapons as well; otherwise, they will not be able to survive. 



 This episode, which first aired on February 2, 1968, in midst of the Vietnam War, serves as a 

clear allegory for the war. The Klingon Empire and the Federation act as stand-ins for the Soviet 

Union and the United States, respectively; though the two sides do not go to war with each other, 

they do get involved in a proxy war.  M. Keith Booker (2008) refers to the episode as “an allegorical 

vision of U.S. involvement in Vietnam as a dirty but necessary intervention to halt the spread of 

tyranny” (p. 200). In “A Private Little War,” the Federation has to get involved in the situation to 

stop the Klingon Empire from establishing a dictatorship over the planet. When the episode 

premiered, the United States was involved in a war to stop the Soviet Union from taking power in 

Vietnam. In fact, Kirk explicitly draws this comparison while he and McCoy are arguing about what 

should be done. Kirk states, “Bones, do you remember the twentieth century brush wars on the 

Asian continent? Two giant powers involved, much like the Klingons and ourselves. Neither side 

could pull out,” to which McCoy replies, “Yes, I remember. It went on bloody year after bloody year.” 

McCoy’s question of when the escalation will end goes unanswered in the episode.    

Although this episode does not outright condemn the Vietnam War, its uncertainty towards 

the situation still made a noteworthy statement: “In the politically and socially polarized climate of 

1968, Star Trek’s ambivalence about the Vietnam War would probably have been taken as 

treasonous by some and as sharp criticism by others” (Worland, 1988, p. 113). The writer of the 

episode, Don Ingalls, purposefully intended it to comment on the war, and the analogies were 

actually even more overt in his original script (Asherman, 1981). In fact, Ingalls was dissatisfied 

with the end result, in spite of the strong political statement it made. He felt that after Roddenberry 

had rewritten the script, the final version displayed too much support for the Vietnam War, and 

Ingalls no longer wanted to be associated with the episode, instead electing to be credited under a 

pseudonym, “Judd Crucis” (Sarantakes, 2005). Walter Koenig, one of the actors in the series, 

seemed to agree with Ingalls’ assessment: 



Here we were trying to espouse a philosophy which held that in the twenty-third century all 

civilizations would be better by a decrease in weapons use. Yet the driving statement in this 

episode was that the balance of power between feuding sides was best achieved by a mutual 

buildup of arms. It seemed reactionary to me and out of touch with our desire to deal with 

topical issues in an enlightened manner. (Sarantakes, 2005, p. 96) 

The episode’s ideologies became more ambiguous and convoluted as the script was edited and 

rewritten by multiple writers with differing perspectives on the subject.  

 “A Private Little War” also provides commentary on the policy of mutually assured 

destruction (MAD). As the Klingons provide the villagers with increasingly advanced weaponry, so 

too must Starfleet provide the hill people with similar weapons. Morris Emory Franklin (2008) 

writes, “Only by a continual buildup of equal armaments can each side be assured of self-

preservation via the threat of unilateral destruction” (p. 86). “A Private Little War” criticizes the 

logic of MAD by demonstrating how it leads to loss and devastation; however, this episode also 

presents it as unavoidable, with the Federation seeing no other way to assist the hill people. The 

episode’s ending is not quite happy, as Kirk struggles with his decision to provide the hill people 

with weapons and escalate the war on the once-peaceful planet. For Ingalls and Koenig, however, 

the melancholy ending is not enough to negate the episode’s message. After all, Kirk ultimately does 

what he feels he must do to prevent the Klingons from causing the destruction of the hill people’s 

society. 

 Another episode that demonstrates the contentious relationship between the Federation 

and the Klingon Empire is “The Trouble with Tribbles,” wherein the Enterprise travels to Deep 

Space Station K-7. This space station is located near Sherman’s Planet, which has been claimed by 

both the Federation and the Klingons, causing a dispute between the two sides. Because of this 

dispute, both groups utilize the space station, and the crew of the Enterprise must deal with 

Klingons they meet while docked there. Neither the Federation nor the Klingon Empire sees the 



other in a particularly positive light. Notably, the Federation’s view of the Klingons mirrors how, 

throughout the 50s and 60s, notions of inhuman savagery were constantly associated with 

communists. The type of language used to describe Klingons is reminiscent of the type of language 

that was used to describe communists. At one point in the episode, for instance, Kirk remarks, 

“Unfortunately, though the Klingons are brutal and aggressive, they are most efficient.” The 

adjectives “brutal,” “aggressive,” and “efficient” illustrate an image of inhuman savagery. 

 “The Trouble with Tribbles” also employs several themes common in espionage films from 

around the same time period. The plot may “recall cold war spy dramas,” as it involves an 

undercover operative attempting to carry out a secret agenda (Booker, 2008, p. 200). The character, 

Arne Darvin, is an agent for the Klingon Empire who has been surgically altered to appear human in 

order to infiltrate the Federation’s authorities and sabotage them. If the Klingons are a parallel of 

communists, then this episode presents the idea that anyone can secretly be a communist—or in 

this case, a Klingon—because they can look just like us, a notion evocative of the Red Scare and 

McCarthyism. Viewers’ potential fears regarding communists are somewhat validated by this 

episode, although, despite Darvin’s disguise, Kirk, Spock, and McCoy are eventually able to discover 

that he works for the Klingon Empire, and they apprehend him before his plans can come to 

fruition. This turn of events gives viewers a happy ending that should allow them to feel at ease 

with the situation. Even though the Federation’s relationship with the Klingons remains unsteady, 

the two sides are still able to avoid a full-scale war. 

 While the narrative of Star Trek presents the Klingons, the show’s stand-in for Russians, in a 

negative light, the show’s actual Russian character, Ensign Chekov, is not presented in this manner 

at all. His foreignness is emphasized by his accent and his tendency to claim that various items and 

theories are all a “Russian invention,” but the show does not condemn him for this or treat him any 

differently than it does Kirk, Spock, McCoy, or the other crewmembers—they are all there simply to 

do their jobs. The Enterprise acts as a microcosm of an egalitarian world, where people from a 



variety of distinct cultures and countries are all treated fairly and equally. Because Star Trek 

demonstrates this idealistic vision of the future, it seems somewhat contradictory for the show to 

present the Klingons so poorly, without critiquing the negative assumptions other characters make 

about them. It would be more in keeping with the series’ other messages if the characters were able 

to see the Klingons from a different perspective.  

One possible explanation for Star Trek’s inconsistent messages is that the writers were 

required to exhibit war in order to be able to advocate for peace. Gary Westfahl (2001) compares 

this notion to filmmakers who are able to “get away with including presentations of reprehensible 

activity as long as the film contrives to overtly repudiate such activity” (p. 77). Filmmakers have 

more or less been allowed to show objectionable behavior in their films if they condemn that 

behavior. According to Westfahl (2001), Star Trek writers employed a similar technique: “Here, 

idealistic filmmakers could get away with presentations of a pacifistic message as long as their 

episodes also contrived to overtly celebrate militarism in the events it depicted. In essence, in order 

to oppose war, the makers of Star Trek had to exploit it” (p. 77). Whether or not Westfahl is correct, 

he makes an interesting point regarding the various ways writers might have had to overcome their 

constraints.   

Regardless, the Klingons are not presented at all sympathetically in The Original Series until 

the film Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country premiered in 1991, shortly after the end of the Cold 

War. In this movie, the Klingons’ infrastructure collapses due to an environmental disaster, similar 

to the meltdown of the nuclear reactor at Chornobyl. Their leader, Chancellor Gorkon, a Klingon 

stand-in based on Mikhail Gorbachev, then puts forth a political settlement that will end the 

Klingons’ rivalry with the Federation. These events are “an obvious metaphor for the aftermath of 

the breakup of the Soviet Union in the guise of a similar fate for the Klingon Empire” (Britton, 2005, 

p. 119). The rest of the film involves Kirk undertaking diplomatic responsibilities while the other 

crewmembers investigate a conspiracy to undermine the peace negotiations.  



At the end of The Undiscovered Country, Kirk delivers a version of his iconic line from the 

opening narration of the television series. He states that, even with a new crew, the Enterprise will 

continue “boldly going where no man, where no one has gone before.” Though the extra-diegetic 

reason for the change from “no man” to “no one” most likely had to do with the rising importance of 

feminism at this time, the intra-diegetic reason for the change was that the Klingons were seen as 

inhuman, so the word “man” did not describe them, and the term “no one” acknowledged their new 

standing among the Federation of Planets, while “no man” did not. Interestingly, the attitudes 

towards Klingons that originated as a reflection of attitudes towards Russians had become an 

integral part of the characterization of the Klingon race, separate from its origination. Russians 

were no longer seen this way, while Klingons still were. For Klingons, though, their inhumanity was 

no longer considered an insult or a criticism—it just was. 

 

Evidence in Support of Analysis 

 Gene Roddenberry, as well as other writers, producers, and directors for Star Trek, have 

confirmed that the allegories and parallels between the show and real-world politics were 

intentional. Throughout the making of the series, one of the guidelines for the scriptwriters read, 

“From a series point of view, if the Klingons are going to appear regularly as villains in stories, then 

they need to be ‘controlled’ villains. That is, the situation should be equivalent to the American-

Russian cold war of the fifties” (Britton, 2005, p. 119). Star Trek producer Gene Coon corroborated 

this statement, stating in regard to the Klingons, “We have always played them very much like the 

Russians” (Sarantakes, 2005, p. 78). Although the Klingon Empire represented the Soviet Union 

throughout the duration of the television series, the parallels became especially evident in Star Trek 

VI: The Undiscovered Country. Leonard Nimoy, actor and cowriter of the film, wrote in his memoirs 

about what he was thinking after being approached for the movie, stating, “I was mulling all this 

over and thinking about the similarities between Federation/Klingon Empire relations and 



U.S./Soviet Union relations—the ‘Cold War,’” before he eventually made his decision: “I want to do a 

movie about the Berlin Wall coming down in space” (Sarantakes, 2005, p. 99). The reasoning behind 

the decisions of the writers and producers demonstrates that every script and storyline for Star 

Trek has been written with purpose and intention. 

 

Conclusion 

 Star Trek: The Original Series provides a substantial amount of social and political 

commentary on the Cold War by designing the relationship between the Federation of Planets and 

the Klingon Empire to run parallel to that of the United States and the Soviet Union. Throughout the 

series, the Klingons are characterized in such a way that audiences will not want the Federation to 

go to war with them, not necessarily because the Klingons are sympathetic, but because the war 

would have many negative consequences. At times, though, the show presents war as necessary and 

unavoidable. These messages demonstrate the viewpoints of Gene Roddenberry and the other 

writers regarding what actions the United States should take during the time the series was 

created—the midst of the Cold War, from 1966 to 1969. The subsequent films demonstrate the 

writers’ viewpoints throughout the end of the Cold War, from roughly the late 80s to the early 90s. 

The messages about the Cold War that appear in Star Trek are significant because the allegories 

present in the science-fiction genre allowed the series creators to be more forthcoming about their 

criticisms of the U.S. than other television creators and  filmmakers of the era were allowed to be. 

With its egalitarian vision of the future, Star Trek has always been a source of striking political 

commentary.      

 

 

 

 



Bibliography 

Asherman, A. (1981). The Star Trek Compendium. New York, NY: Pocket Books. 

Britton, W. (2005). Beyond Bond: Spies in Fiction and Film. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers. 

Booker, M. K. (2008). The Politics of Star Trek. In J. P. Telotte (Ed.), The Essential Science Fiction 

Television Reader (pp. 195-208). Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky. 

Franklin, M. E. (2008). Do Not Attempt to Adjust the Picture: The Cold War Crisis of Liberal 

Democracy and Science Fiction Television. Ann Arbor, MI: ProQuest. 

Goss, B. M. (2013). Ideology and Cold War Identity in Mission: Impossible. Communication, Culture & 

Critique, 6, 64-81. 

Sarantakes, N. E. (2005). Cold War Pop Culture and the Image of U.S. Foreign Policy: The 

Perspective of the Original Star Trek Series. Journal of Cold War Studies, 7(4), 74-103. 

Westfahl, G. (2001). Science Fiction, Children's Literature, and Popular Culture: Coming of Age in 

Fantasyland. Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood Publishing Group. 

Worland, R. (1988). Captain Kirk: Cold Warrior. Journal of Popular Film and Television, 16(3), 109-

117. 

 

 


