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Shakespeare in Star Trek
The popular science fiction franchise known as Star Trek, has been around since the 1960s and has enjoyed a prolific career, spanning over 700 television episodes, ten motion pictures, and has been the subject of hundreds of books. Although the series is firstly a form of entertainment, it has also attained a measure of respectability, seriousness, and marginal acceptance in academia (Hines 5). One particular element of Star Trek that has grabbed the attention of the literary world is its extensive references to the works of William Shakespeare—one of the greatest writers of the English language. Quotes from Shakespeare’s works are used throughout Star Trek, for various intensions. Sometimes those reasons are to anchor humanity’s cultural identity in the galactic arena—or to challenge it. At other times, it is used as a means to explore the human condition. But in either case, as Susan Hines states in her essay “What’s Academic about Trek”, “Star Trek revitalizes Shakespeare and Shakespeare lends Star Trek high cultural gloss” (7). 

Shakespeare is also used in Star Trek as a vehicle to understanding humanity. The character of Data in Star Trek: The Next Generation is an android who wants to be more human, and to help him in this endeavor, the crew is consistently offering him advice. In an episode, called “The Defector”, it starts out with Data acting out a scene from “Henry V”, in which Captain Picard is directing Data. After lauding Data for his impressive performance, Picard later tells Data “There's no better way to learn about the human condition than by embracing Shakespeare.” The established conceit of Shakespeare is that he had a keen understanding of people, and his writings are replete with this insight. Ashlee Jenson, on an essay entitled “The Importance of Shakespeare” calls his writing an “accurate portrayal of human truth” (Jensen). David Reinheimer in his article titled “Ontological and Ethical Allusion: Shakespeare in The Next Generation” states that Shakespeare “supplies a fundamental definition of human nature” (46). Understanding human nature is precisely what Data hopes to one day achieve, and the Bard’s work is seen here as a guidebook to that end.

But aside from the ontological, there are ethical insights within the works of Shakespeare that Star Trek makes reference to. In an episode titled “Hide and Q”, Data is given the oppurtuinty to “become human” (made possibly by the being known as Q, an omnipotent entity). Data declines the offer citing a line from Hamlet “This above all—to thine own self be true”. Data would rather go on living as himself, limitations and all, then be something he is not. Here Shakespeare is cited as an ethical voice of authority. 


One of the best examples of Shakespeare in Star Trek is its sixth feature movie titled Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered Country. This film is notably one of the more overtly Shakespearean of the entire series. The title, “The Undiscovered Country”, is taken from a line in the famous “To be or not to be” soliloquy in Hamlet.
General Chang, the central villain in this movie, recites lines from Shakespeare very nonchalantly and his use of these lines adds depth to his character. In an essay by Mark Houlahan in the academic journal Extrapolation, he writes that: “Chang’s Shakespeare, though, seems to achieve rather more than simply acknowledging the stature of the actor playing him” (32). Christopher Plummer is the actor that plays General Chang, and initially, he did not want to be a part of this film. His reluctance was a fear of playing the flat archetypical Star Trek costumed-villain, worrying that it may diminish his other accomplishments as an actor (Plummer). Later, he reconsidered playing the part if the character had some depth, and could be distinguished. Nicolas Meyer, the screenwriter for the movie, eventually turned General Chang into the erudite Shakespearian scholar that he is, providing the depth demanded by Plummer and creating a very memorable and unique Star Trek villain (Buhler 18). 

Shakespeare in Star Trek VI was also used as intertext to the movie’s major plot line involving the Klingons and their struggle for survival. The Klingons are a race of warriors, with an ethos dictated almost exclusively by “honor”, a term with a spiritual connation to the Klingon people and a meaning—they maintain—incomprehensible by those outside their race. To humans, Klingons seem anachronistic—-ostensibly appearing to be a backward and primal race, yet they possess the same technological savvy as the Federation. In Star Trek VI, The Klingon home world is facing a global crisis; the atmospheric conditions on their planet have reached a dire state leaving them with approximately 50 years of breathable air left. Klingons, although long-time archrivals of the Federation (the interstellar organization that humans are aligned with), but have sought their assistance, hoping to arrange a peace treaty with the hint of possibly one day being a part of the Federation. The movie focuses on the racial tension and stereotypes between these two groups, the Klingons and the Federation. 
During a formal dinner scene between these two groups of people, the many differences between their cultures are exposed--and awkwardly tripped over by both sides; Klingons with puzzled expressions try and determine the reason for all the silverware in front of them, while the Federation humans look on with emetic disgust at the Klingons dinner-etiquette. But among all these differences, one commonality they share later becomes the center of conversation at the dinner table: Shakespeare. 
The Klingons have a thorough understanding of Shakespeare, and quote him extensively during this dinner, using it as means to combat the casual racism of the Federation citizens (Houlahan 31). In fact, they even claim ownership of Shakespeare, stating: “Shakespeare sounds better in the original Klingon”. Stephen Buhler in his essay “Blank Verse and the Black Hat” suggests that the Klingons use of Shakespeare indicates their sincerity of their desire for peace, and their willingness to become “civilized” (19). 
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