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“Space, the final frontier.  These are the voyages of the starship Enterprise.  Its continuing mission: to explore strange new worlds, to seek out new life and new civilizations, to boldly go where no one has gone before.”


These are the immortal words of a cultural phenomenon known as Star Trek.  It was first created by Gene Roddenbury, and the first Star Trek series on television was aired on September 8, 1966.  Since its creation, the Star Trek universe, as created by Roddenbury, has spawned five separate series bearing the Star Trek name, as well as ten feature films.  Star Trek has become a piece of our cultural identity.  However, before analyzing the various aspects of culture found within the Star Trek phenomenon, I will examine the tangible effects and influences of that phenomenon in our world today.


To begin, Star Trek has gone beyond fictional television.  Its creation in the mid 1960s was a direct influence of the concerns and fears of the times.  With the space race of the 1960s, and the United States’ rush to surpass the Soviet Union in space technology, Star Trek was a direct result of our fears and hopes for the future.  The show struck a chord of recognition in the collective consciousness of the American mind.  It embodied the distant future, but a future which gave hope to a country still struggling with the aftermath of the Korean War, the Civil Rights movement, and the sense of mortality forced upon it by the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962.  The show enhanced the perception that the future of technology and progress, even the evolution of civilization, could be found in the pursuit of space.  Star Trek became a vision of the possible future, but a vision that made a dramatic impact on our present world.  A tangible result of Star Trek can be found in the naming of the first space shuttle orbiter.  According to NASA, the orbiter originally was to be named Constitution, in honor of the United State’s Bicentennial, but fans of Star Trek began a considerable write in campaign, urging the White House to name the new orbiter Enterprise.  In response, NASA invited all citizens to submit their ideas for the orbiter’s name.  Strangely, the vast majority of those letters suggested that the shuttle be named Enterprise in honor of the television show that took us to the final frontier. The result was, of course, the presentation of the prototype space shuttle orbiter, Enterprise, on January 31, 1977.


Moving beyond even the naming of the orbiter, Star Trek had found a distinct place in one of the United States’ most auspicious museums, the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum located in our nation’s capital.  The museum is the home of many American relics and icons that have shaped our country and culture. This extensive collection includes the Declaration of Independence, the first airplane, the Apollo 13 capsule, and more.  The area dedicated to space and aeronautics follows the example presented in many other sections of the institute.  It is a section that does not hold any imagined pieces of space technology.  Yet you can find a strange model hanging from the ceiling.  The item is over eleven feet in length, weighing two hundred pounds, a gift from Paramount Pictures to the Smithsonian in 1974.  The model hanging in the Smithsonian is the original USS Enterprise model that was used for filming during the original series. The model holds the distinction of being the only imaginary item in this section of the institute.  The model of the Enterprise never flew in space, but it is in the same section as Apollo 13, it represents a part of the era of space flight, and is an inexorable part of our collective culture.


Star Trek has done more than become a part of our culture; it has directly challenged it.  In the mid-1960s, the original Star Trek earned a distinction in television history as being the first television show to star an African American woman.  Nichelle Nichols, also known as Lieutenant Uhura, writes about her experiences with Star Trek in Beyond Uhura: Star Trek and Other Memories.  The book chronicles her tumultuous tenure on Star Trek and the intense discrimination she received from the public as well as from NBC, the network that aired Star Trek.  Although NBC refused to hire her and give her a contract like the rest of the characters, Gene Roddenbury used his discretionary powers as producer to hire her on a daily basis.
  She became a regular character on Star Trek, with officer rank and the ability to order white men around.  It is only today that we recognize and praise Star Trek’s hiring of a black woman, as both advancing women’s roles, as well as those of minorities on a major network television show.  In Beyond Uhura: Star Trek and Other Memories, Nichols talks about how she became dissatisfied with her lack of character and lines, making up her mind to leave the show.  However, she met with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, who heard of her dissatisfaction and told her that she must stay on the show.  Dr. King said that it was practically her civic responsibility, and an opportunity to espouse the equality of African Americans by her visibility, as well as serve as a role model for the civil rights movement.  Again challenging culture, Star Trek also was the first to show an interracial kiss, an act so taboo many vowed to boycott the show.

Star Trek has been a tremendous force in both becoming a part of our culture as well as challenging it.   Fans as well as those unfamiliar with the show recognize such phrases as “Live long and prosper,” “Space, the final frontier,” or “Beam me up Scotty.”  The show came into being at a time of great social strife and an intense fear as to what the future would bring.  These feelings, so eloquently played on, still have a place in our society, and the show continues to be popular.  On Wednesday, March 12, the TV Land network will host the “TV Land Awards: A Celebration of Classic TV,” honoring Star Trek with its Pop Culture Award, an award which is presented to a show which has crossed the line from television series to pop culture phenomenon.
  On a fundamental level, Star Trek, and the Star Trek universe is a representation of hope, a vision of the future we all wish to learn from and be a part of.  It has become a worldwide icon, both becoming a part of and challenging our culture.

Now that Star Trek’s influence on our culture has been discussed, an analysis of the culture found within Star Trek can be begun.  First, to understand Star Trek, one must be acquainted with the fundamental source of structure in the Star Trek universe, which is the United Federation of Planets (commonly known as the Federation).  It is important to note that there have been five separate Star Trek series since the first Star Trek began in 1966.  Each show has the same basic format, which Gene Roddenbury created in the first show, but each possesses minor differences.  The Federation in Star Trek was created in 2161, for the mutual benefit and protection of five separate species.  Individual rights and civil liberties are guaranteed by the Constitution of the United Federation of Planets, in many ways a mirror of the American government in which the show was created.  The Federation expanded rapidly after its creation, and five series later the Federation consists of more than 150 planets bound together in a voluntary union for trade, diplomacy, exploration, and mutual protection.  The Federation is governed by the Federation Council, which is made up of representatives from each member planet, very similar to the United Nations.  Each member within the Federation is entitled to retain its own government, its own military, and its own intelligence agencies.  The Uniform Code of Justice regulates Law within the Federation.  The main military power of the Federation as a whole is Starfleet, which is the chief subject of the show.  The Federation uses a non-monetary economic system of “credits” to govern trade.  Interstellar trade is for the most part free and unregulated, apart from certain items of contraband such as drugs, slaves and weapons of mass destruction.  Because of its freedom and diversity, the Federation is very prosperous, again similar to the freedoms found in the United States. Within the interstellar borders of the Federation there are many non-member worlds.  Most of these are less-developed worlds, declared off-limits by the tenets of the Prime Directive, a non-interference order that prohibits the Federation to obstruct the natural evolution of a culture.  These planets are left to develop under the protection of a Federation of whose existence they are unaware.  When a world has reached the appropriate phase of cultural development, it is contacted and strongly encouraged to join the Federation.  Other non-member worlds are neutral or are allied to the Federation.  The Federation is an enlightened entity, an oasis in a sea of autocracies.  However, there are other empires throughout the Star Trek universe that do not share the Federation’s desires for peace.  For this reason the military arm of the Federation, Starfleet, possesses advanced weaponry, but it is used for self-defense only.

The culture of the Federation in the Star Trek universe can be best understood when described as having a post-modern worldview.  This is a worldview that possesses an element of spirituality that was forsaken in the modern worldview.   It combines the pursuit of truth, through science and technology, found in modernity, while adding a distinctly human dimension to cultural achievement.  The Federation’s mission is “to seek out new life and new civilizations,” technology is an inseparable part of this exploration.  However, whereas in modernity technology created numerous threats to culture, in the form of weapons and ecological deterioration, technology in Star Trek is used to better the lives of all in the Federation.  Technology is seen as a tool, not an end in itself.  Technology is the means of space travel in Star Trek; its progression in sophistication allows further exploration of the universe, the driving force of the Federation.

Along with the Federation’s mission of exploring the galaxy, it possesses a very strict rule governing that exploration.  That rule is the Prime Directive.  The Prime Directive is the Federation’s general order number one, stating that it is the right of each sentient species to live in accordance with its normal cultural evolution.  It constitutes a strict policy of non-interference and is one of the founding principles of the Federation.  Such interference includes introducing superior knowledge, strength, or technology to a world whose society is incapable of handling such advances wisely.  Starfleet personnel may not violate this Prime Directive, even to save their lives and their ship, unless they are acting to right an earlier violation or an accidental contamination of the culture.  This Prime Directive in the Federation takes precedence over all other considerations, and carries with it the highest moral obligation.  Star Trek’s main purpose is the exploration of new worlds and new civilizations.  Accordingly, the Prime Directive exists not only to protect the worlds that are explored from being altered by the explorers, but presumably to maximize the meaning of that exploration by preventing such an alteration.  In other words, if the actions of the observer significantly alter that which he observes, the observer cannot know whether his observations are inherent to the subject or the result of his own actions.

Some social characteristics found within Star Trek were very poignant during the show’s inception at the height of the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s.  Today, they remain contemporary.  One of the most striking aspects of culture within Star Trek is their emphasis on the individual.  Although the Federation consists of more than 150 different worlds, each species lives in harmony within the Federation.  One might believe that it is a harmony borne out of subjugating the individual’s culture and replacing it with the collective culture.  Nothing could be further from the truth.  Each individual is free to live according to his or her own cultural preferences.  Exploration of the individual’s culture is encouraged and diversity is respected.  The strength of the Federation lies not in its advanced weapons or technologies but in its respect for differences in culture.

In conclusion, Star Trek has greatly effected and challenged our culture since its creation in the 1960s.  It has mirrored and influenced our concern with space exploration, racial issues, and understanding differences among cultures.  It provides a vision of a futuristic society that is in many ways an improvement on our own, but still possesses many of the very best parts of our culture.  It remains a vision of hope, standing alone amidst so many predictions for a dark future.  In an age of cynicism, the optimism found within Star Trek has created a devoted following.
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