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A Moment for All Time: Star Trek and the Twentieth Century


Dashing captains, shapely ensigns in short skirts, bizarre aliens, cheesy special effects:  on the surface, these might seem the lasting impressions of Star Trek: The Original Series (ST: TOS).  Casual, non-Trekker viewers of the science fiction drama often limit Gene Roddenberry's legacy to such items.  On generous days, they might be willing to admit that Roddenberry's vision of a unified federation is an admirable model for America to follow, but rarely will they admit to anything further.  However, they would be selling the series short. It has influenced American society in innumerable ways: some cultural, some scientific, some philosophical.  The debut of Star Trek on September 8, 1966 changed America in many positive ways.


Gene Roddenberry, the man who created the Star Trek universe, often equated his hour long drama to "Wagon Train" in space.  He believed the show was less about science fiction and more about people.  Space was simply the setting, but human issues effecting America in the 1960s were the center of the show.  In 1966, the country was in turmoil.  Race relations were tense and violent even though Congress passed the civil-rights acts in 1964 and 1968 and the voting rights act in 1965.  Though these prohibited discrimination in all areas of public life "for reasons of color, race, religion, or national origin," ("Civil Rights") and enforced constitutional laws passed decades before, sections of America refused to accept the change.  The first black student to graduate from the University of Mississippi, James Meredith, was shot during a voting rights demonstration on June 6, 1966 ("Civil Rights").  Also that year, Betty Friedan helped bring gender issues back to the forefront of American politics by establishing the National Organization for Women ("Feminism").  With this and other events, America began the sexual revolution which turned gender relations inside out.  Vietnam continued to be a hot topic.  Vice-President Nixon won the Republican nomination for president on a platform built on his commitment to end America's involvement in Vietnam (Trager). 
Another problem area for America in the 1960s was the space program.  NASA had some success with its Mercury and Gemini programs, but at the end of 1966, it had failed to land on the moon.  That feat wouldn't happen for another three years ("Manned Space Programs").  In the meantime, NASA kept pouring obscene amounts of money into a program more and more people were beginning to question.  Our main competitor in the space race was the Soviet Union.  Though the Cold War was in its détente stage, America still mistrusted the Communist regimes around the world ("Cold War").   America seemed to face unsolvable issues on every front with no end in sight.  

Roddenberry threaded all of these issues into his drama about the exploits of the Starship Enterprise and her crew.  Each week for three years, Captain Kirk lead his faithful crew to a new frontier, boldly facing issues like racism, nuclear holocaust, corruption, and international relations.  He showed the rewards of loyalty, friendship, truth, justice, and peace at a time in America, and in the world, when these virtues seemed rarer and more difficult to obtain.

ST: TOS also gave us fantastic gadgets and a glimpse into a possible future that allowed for interplanetary travel and interaction between humans and aliens.  It wasn't a perfect future, for Roddenberry never kidded himself that humanity would lose those traits that make us volatile, but it was a future offered at a time when many people despaired we could overcome our inherent greed and warlike instincts.  Generations of Americans, and non-Americans, growing up with ST: TOS have held tight to Roddenberry's vision and made steps to bring it to fruition.


One of the hallmarks of the Star Trek franchise is its multi-ethnic casts.  Unheard of on television before ST: TOS, the integration of African, Asian, Russian, Caucasian, and, yes, Vulcan, crew members was a milestone (Star Trek Trivia).  Strangely enough, very few people made an issue of the mix.  Perhaps because the show was science fiction and set in the 23rd century, viewers accepted a Russian navigator, Japanese pilot, Swahili communications officer, Scottish engineer, alien second officer, and Caucasian captain.  Even the first interracial kiss on television, between Uhura and Kirk (Star Trek Trivia), raised relatively little furor in a country still waging a fierce race war.  For whatever reasons why viewers accepted it, the fact remains they did accept it.  Perhaps the answer lies in the actors who created the parts or the fact that the show itself never called attention to the issue.  "This is the show, take it or leave it" seemed to be Roddenberry's attitude.  Now, no Star Trek series would seem right without this rich variety of cultures.  Roddenberry established this strong thread of multi-cultural humanism into our society that other writers and directors were afraid to approach.  That humanism is the belief in humanity's ability to overcome its shortcomings and fight for a better way of life ("An Interview").  He showed us that even aliens with pointed ears and green blood were not so different from us.  Somehow that made it easier for many Americans to open their minds and see people of different color and culture as simply people and not enemies or usurpers ("An Interview").


Roddenberry had a harder time getting the network to accept strong female characters.  In the original pilot for ST: TOS, the captain's first officer was a woman.  The costumes were more neutral as well.  Women wore the same tunic and pants as the men in the crew did.  However, Roddenberry had to reshoot the pilot with a new captain because of casting changes.  The show that premiered on September 8, 1966 had a male, though alien, first officer because the network felt America wasn't ready for a female second-in-command.  The women on the ship also had new uniforms.  They wore the short-skirted outfits, net hose, and knee boots that most people recognize.  However, Roddenberry still incorporated two strong females into the regular cast of the first series.  Uhura and Nurse Chapel were not damsels in distress or merely decorative fixtures.  They paved the way for stronger female characters not only on future Star Trek series but in other entertainment venues.  Whoopi Goldberg credits Uhura, played by Nichelle Nichols, as a major inspiration in her career.  She was so inspired by ST: TOS, that she begged Star Trek: The Next Generation to let her be a recurring character (Star Trek Trivia).  In the nineties, Star Trek: Voyager gave viewers a female captain.  All of these women are sexy and smart, capable and yet feminine.  The Star Trek universe gave us a vision of what our society should be like: men and women of all colors and credos working side by side to better life.  


Beyond the philosophical issues of gender and racial equality, Roddenberry gave us possibilities.  In 1966, America was beginning to doubt whether we could put a person on the moon, much less hope to travel between planets.  Several failures on our part and successes on the Soviet Union's part made citizens and elected leaders question funneling more money into NASA.  Then came Star Trek.  This show seemed to embody the dreams America had of space exploration.  As a country proud of its heritage as explorers, as openers of new lands and frontiers, we found connection with the opening narrative to ST: TOS:  "Space, the final frontier."  It appealed to the cultural need in most of us to follow our noses, look beyond the next bend in the river, and see what's over the mountain.  NASA itself credits Roddenberry and "Star Trek's" influence:  

Gene Roddenberry, creator of the Star Trek television series, posthumously received NASA's Distinguished Public Service Medal on Jan. 30[, 1993]...The impact of his program was recognized in the U.S. space program as the first Space Shuttle was named Enterprise after the spaceship in Star Trek. Many people, including astronauts and others involved in the space program, cite Star Trek as being an early influence on their lives. 

     The citation accompanying the medal reads: "For distinguished service to the Nation and the human race in presenting the exploration of space as an exciting frontier and a hope for the future." (Savage)

Though we cannot imagine our lives without NASA, at the time ST: TOS premiered, NASA's future was very shaky.  In many ways, ST: TOS gave NASA the breathing room it needed to launch the Apollo program and land on the moon.


NASA continues to feel the influence of Star Trek.  The space agency planned to christen the first space shuttle Constitution.  However, President Ford ordered the name changed to Enterprise after he received over 400,000 letters from Star Trek fans (“Star Trek’s Influence”).  In October 1998, the space agency launched Deep Space 1, an ion-propelled spacecraft. Marc Rayman, the chief engineer and deputy mission manager at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, said:  

In Star Trek, they refer to ion propulsion as being even faster than the capability that the Enterprise had, and NASA isn't quite ready to fly a faster-than-light spacecraft yet... [but] it's been known for a long time that it has the potential to provide very, very high velocity, and that aspect of it was accurately reflected in Star Trek and is what we'll be doing with Deep Space 1. (Dunn C1)

That isn't all.  In September 1999, NASA announced its latest Star Trek influenced gadget. Similar to a tricorder, the Personal Satellite Assistant (PSA), is "a softball-sized space pal that could begin service in three years. [It comes] equipped with cameras, sensors, speakers, microphones, a display panel, and a fan for propulsion" (Sorid B7).  NASA hopes to have the PSA running in two years.  Astronauts will use it on shuttles and the space station in a variety of ways.  PSAs will "identify gas leaks, warn astronauts about dangerous temperature changes, and check up on a payload,...[offer] advice on an intricate systems upgrade, or [relay] messages from ground controllers...[and] could even float up to an astronaut's night quarters and tell a bedtime story" (B7).  


Star Trek has influenced other areas of science and engineering beside NASA.  Many of the Jet Propulsion Laboratory engineers who worked on the Mars Pathfinder mission credit Star Trek for inspiring them to be scientists:

Star Trek showed us it was cool to be a scientist or an engineer.  All those crew members on the Enterprise are mostly scientists of some sort.  Doctors, navigators, engineers, geophysicists.  Captain Kirk is the anomaly of the group.  Even his first officer is the science officer.  Yet these people weren't nerds or geeks.  They didn't carry slide rules or have pocket protectors.  They were helping chart the galaxy and defend the Federation.  That meant a lot to me when I was a kid. (Henry)

The show that made it hip to be square inspired these people to make Roddenberry's vision a reality.  If we look at the gadgets on the show and then look at everyday items we have today, we would notice a few startling similarities.  Star Trek can take some credit for the development of the cell phone and pager (based on the communicator), microwave ovens, laptop computers, PDAs, computerized cash registers, floppy disks, voice activated systems, view phones, and more (“Star Trek’s Influence”).  


Scientists and researchers are working on developing new technology based on Star Trek. Winnipeg's Institute for Biodiagnostics is close to finishing a device similar to the medical tricorder. Called the spectrometer, the hand-held tool uses infra-red technology to tell if areas that have undergone recent surgery are getting healthier or worse. "Although the prototypes are not handheld, highly sophisticated gizmos like those on Star Trek, [Dr. Michael Sowa, the lead scientist,] does think the science fiction comparison is not all fantasy. 'That was the motivation,’ he contends, ‘to see how far you can push science fiction into reality'" (Hunt).


Another medical device based on the tricorder is the biosensor. "'That [tricorder] was the image that inspired it," says co-creator Michael Sailor, a professor of chemistry and biochemistry at the University of California in San Diego (Chang 12).  The biosensor can analyze and diagnosis from small samples of tissue, blood, urine, saliva, etc. 

So far, they've been able to make the biosensor about the size of the thickness of a human hair. That means one tiny 1 cm silicon chip could hold thousands of sensors, each treated for a different ailment. "You basically would have an entire analysis lab on something the size of your fingernail," says Sailor. 


Its biggest impact however is in forensic science. The biosensor is so sensitive, it can do a DNA test with material from less than one cell from a crime scene sample -- without a DNA lab! Right now, scientists can do a DNA analysis with a few hundred cells. And that's considered a very small sample. (12)


Even the military is getting into the Star Trek. In 1997, the army began using Holodeck-inspired technology to design new tanks.  Arthur H. Adlam Jr., director of virtual prototypes, said:  "By using powerful mainframe computers to design the vehicles...TACOM engineers are able to run tests that predict future problems with up to 99-percent certainty" (Pardo 39D).  


In 2000, the army contracted the Institute of Creative Technology (ICT) to actually build it a Holodeck.  Though it won't be exactly the same, the army plans to use it to conduct crisis-situation simulations to train troops.  ICT has contacted Henry Zimmerman, the Star Trek set designer responsible for inventing the Holodeck.  They are working together and plan to have a prototype running in three to five years ("Boldly Going").  Though scientists doubt we will ever have a true Star Trek Holodeck, they do agree that the Holodeck has lead to many advancements in virtual reality, which allows humans to jack in to a computer created world through biosensors and other equipment (“Technology”).


Finally, Star Trek has influenced American society in several other, more difficult to classify, ways.  "Trekkie" is the only term of its type listed in the Oxford English Dictionary, the mother of all dictionaries.  Star Trek is the only television show to inspire a new language: Klingon. 

Marc Okrand, a linguist, invented the language when he was hired to create a dialogue for the movie Star Trek III: The Search For Spock. Marc Okrand took his job so seriously that he created a substantial vocabulary along with grammatical rules. "In 1985 he published the rules in The Klingon Dictionary, which now has over 250,000 copies in print...Last fall he came out with an audiotape called Conversational Klingon, which starred himself and Worf (the Klingon security officer on The Next Generation). 


The Klingon language has taken off since his publications. "Informal courses have been given by Klingish folk at M.I.T., Northeastern Illinois University and other institutions." Adding to all of this, there is also a Klingon Language Institute, founded by Lawrence Schoen, consisting of 200 members. The institute publishes a quarterly journal HolQeD. HolQeD has received subscriptions from five continents.  (“Star Trek’s Influence”)

People are writing poetry, plays, and opera in Klingon.  The Smithsonian Institute houses the original model of the Starship Enterprise NCC-1701.  Professors at leading universities teach classes on Star Trek ranging from cultural history, to philosophy, to science.  Within 34 years of its debut, Star Trek is now translated into 47 languages.  Over 3,000 Trek conventions are held every year (“Star Trek Frequently”).  The American language incorporates phrases like "Beam Me Up," and children practice until they can make the Vulcan sign for peace.  The allure that Star Trek holds for us never fades; it only gathers new devotees.


Compared to World War II, the Holocaust, the atomic bombing of Nagasaki and Hiroshima, and the first steps on the Moon, the debut of a science fiction show seems relatively small.  However, just as a pebble dropped in a still body of water will create an infinity of ripples, Star Trek has rippled out and influenced our lives in incalculable ways.  Yes, Star Trek did not create the cell phone.  It did not land a man on the moon or bring about a more unified society.  People did that.  However, Star Trek gave us the hope that these things could be done.  It gave us something to copy, to strive for, to emulate.  That is the force of Star Trek.  That is Gene Roddenberry's legacy to the planet; one we should not forget.
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