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Michael Jindra

IT'S ABOUT FAITH IN OUR FUTURE

Star Trek Fandom as Cultural Religion

From The Wizard of Oz to the Davy Crockett series of the 1 950s, to mov-
ies such as E.T. and Star Wars, Americans in the twentieth century have
been entertained and inspired by vivid and captivating narratives utiliz-
ing the new visual media, Through television and film, popular culture
has become an influential, even dominating, force in many areas of our
society. As the essays in this volume make clear, popular culture often
draws upon religious themes, burt in this essay I will argue that the en-
tertainment industry also creates meanings that begin to function in re-
ligious ways for consumers of popular culture.

This should not be too surprising, for there has always been a rela-
tionship between religion and popular culture. Popular culture originally
split from “learned,” formal religious culture after the Protestant and
Catholic Reformations,! but it continued to complement religious cul-
ture. The pre-Lenten Carnival was a direct product of church culture, as
were the patron saint festivals and the cults of images of early modern
Europe. Because of this close connection, popular culture was not a
completely distinct alternative to religious culture.

Today, however, popular culture has lost its direct connection with
the religious heart of society and has taken on a life of its own, creating
its own stories and myths through which people find meaning and iden-
tity. Popular culture has become an independent producer of mythical
narratives, a reflection of cultural themes and a producer of new ones,
Though often using traditional religious themes and imagery (as in E. T,
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or Star Wars), the narratives and messages have been formally cut off
from the religious traditions that have dominated Western culture over
the centuries. In other words, parts of popular culture have taken their
place alongside the mainstream religious traditions and political ideolo-
gies which have guided people’s lives down through the centuries.

There is no better example of this than the Star Trek fan phenome-
non. As a television and movie production, Star Trek has gone through
several installments, but the fan phenomenon it sparked has been going
strong since the original Star Trek was first broadcast in 1966. The fan
phenomenon first became apparent when the original Star Trek televi-
sion series was threatened with cancellation after its second year. Fans
immediately organized a letter-writing campaign to keep Star Trek on the
air.> When it was canceled after its third year, the show went into syn-
dication, which is when the “fandom”? phenomenon really started to
take off. The first Star Trek convention was in New York in 1972, and by
then noncommercial Star Trek fan magazines (“fanzines”) and commer-
cial Star Trek books, manuals, and novels were being published for fans
hungry for more knowledge about the Star Trek universe.

Efforts to revive Star Trek broadcasts, in some form, continued for
years. An animated series was produced from 1973 to 1974, and in
1979 the first of nine (to date) Star Trek movies was released. In 1987,
Star Trek: The Next Generation was first aired, and during its seven-
vear run this series was often the highest rated hour-long show among
males 18 to 49 years of age, and a top-rated show among other viewer
categories, including females. This success has led to still more spinoffs,
including Deep Space Nine and Voyager.

No other popular culture phenomenon has shown the depth and
breadth of fan activity that Star Trek has. The numbers are staggering:
over 2 billion dollars in merchandise sold over the last 30 years; over
4 million novels sold every year (often bestsellers); several dictionaries of
Star Trek alien languages, along with institutes that study them; “fan-
zines” numbering in the thousands; hundreds of fan clubs, conventions,
online computer discussion groups, Star Trek role-playing and com-
puter games, and now even entertainment centers and tourist sites; plus
of course the endless reruns, broadcast in over roo countries. Captain
Kirk and Mr. Spock, the two main characters on the original series, be-
came household names not only in the U.S. but in other English-speak-
ing countries, along with the name of the spaceship they travel on, the
Enterprise. Other popular culture productions, such as Star Wars, have
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fascinated fans, but none have produced the level of fan involvement and
activity that Star Trek has sustained for over 30 years.

STAR TREK AS A RELIGIOUS PHENOMENON?

When I undertook research on the fan phenomenon, my earliest inten-
tion was to focus on how Star Trek draws a picture of the future that is
attractive to many Americans. Early on, however, I realized I was deal-
ing with something much bigger and more complex than I had antici-
pated. As I will show in this essay, Star Trek is not limited to science
fiction fans, nor is it just a pop culture phenomenon created for corpo-
rate profit,

Instead, Star Trek fandom seemed akin to a religious movement. It
has features that parallel a religious movement: an origin myth, a set of
beliefs, organizations, and some of the most active and creative members
found anywhere. Fans fill out a mythological universe and keep it consis-
tent through the formation of a “canon” of acceptable and unacceptable
Star Trek events. Within fandom, there are also the schisms and oppo-
sitions that such movements typically engender. Finally, there is a stigma
associated with Star Trek fans that is similar to that directed against se-
rious devotees of other religions. To address Star Trek as a religious phe-
nomenon, however, we first need to understand the place of religion in
our society, how it is changing, and what it is changing into.

RELIGION IN CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN SOCIETY

Most Americans think of “religion” as a system of private, conscious,
and articulated beliefs, usually expressed in churches and formal creeds,
and set off from the other “spheres” of life such as work, politics, or
leisure. This view of religion, however, stems from the specifically West-
ern process of societal “differentiation,”* in which institutional religion
was given a specific function. After the medieval era, when religious
practice was intimately connected to everyday life, the practice of Chris-
tianity became “abstracted,” or disconnected from everyday life.’ As
a result, we now tend to regard “religion” as something connected to
institutions such as churches and denominations. Alternatively, we view
it as something personal and private, a psychological aid that is only
peripherally connected to a person’s public life.
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This view of religion severely limits our understanding of it. A less
ethnocentric definition regards religion as the daily, lived expression of
an individual’s or a society’s most important values.¢ In many cultures,
religion is not articulated as “belief,” but is more often an ongoing ex-
perience, lived out and taken for granted.” But we often fail to recognize
religion in our own society when it lacks an institutional and creedal
form, and is instead “disguised” under various political or cultural forms.
The fact that nearly every group has a religious dimension is regarded as
obvious in many parts of the world, but is foreign to us, and makes us
blind to religious aspects in many areas of our lives.®

Since at least the nineteenth century, scholars such as August Comte
have been predicting the imminent downfall of religion in society. Reli-
gion may now be more “segregated” into its own private sphere, but
Christianity has remained a potent force. New forms of religion have
also developed, many of which are individualistic and express belief in
the power of humanity and our mastery over the environment, whether
through science or quasi-scientific or mystical philosophies. These mod-
ern-day religions are expressed in many areas of our culture, including
popular culture, as Bruce David Forbes makes clear in the introduction
to this volume. “New age” groups, for example, favor smaller networks
and reject large-scale organization, but have a commonality fostered by
commercialization and expressed in popular culture. In this essay, I ar-
gue that Star Trek is also a primary location for the expression of con-
temporary religious impulses.

SOMETHING TO “BELIEVE"” IN:
THE WORLDVIEW OF STAR TREK

Star Trek is one of the most visible locations to witness religion in pop-
ular culture. Not only does it have an identifiable belief system and vi-
sion of the future, but the activities of its adherents are oriented toward
participating in that vision and bringing it to fruition. Star Trek is a sub-
set of the larger category of science fiction, which itself has been called
a religion with a “central myth” of progress that “helps people live in or
into the future.” Science and technology are the vehicles by which this
tuture will be brought into existence, “and should be understood in re-
ligious terms” as that which “breathes new life into humankind.”®
The “positive view of the future” portrayed in Star Trek is one of the
most common reasons fans give for their attraction to the show.!® On
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Star Trek, problems such as poverty, war, and disease have been elimi-
nated on earth, and threats are normally from alien forces. Faith is placed
in the ability of humanity to solve its social and technical problems
through application of reason, science, and technology.

Star Trek mixes the scientific and technical ideals of America with its
egalitarian ideology, to produce a progressive world where people from
all races work together in a vast endeavor to expand knowledge. One fan,
recounting his first impressions of Star Trek, said: “We noticed people
of various races, genders and planetary origins working together. Here
was a future it did not hurt to imagine. Here was a constructive tomor-
row for mankind, emphasizing exploration and expansion.” !

As a result, Star Trek has taken its place in American mythology
alongside the “frontier” myth of westward expansion exemplified by
television westerns. Essentially, Star Trek is a projection of America’s ex-
pansionist past into the future, a continual quest for more knowledge,
space, and resources. Anthropologist Conrad Kottak argues that Star
Trek is “a summation of dominant American cultural themes . . . a trans-
formation of a fundamental American origin myth,” akin to a “secular
myth” that emphasizes humanity’s power to change the planet through
science and technology.’?

This utopianism can be traced back to notions of Christian eschatol-
ogy that foresee, in the context of a linear history, a future perfection.
Also tied in with utopian impulses is the Western notion of “order” out
of which came the “project” of the West, that of universal assimilation.!3
On the heels of these beliefs have come many utopian religious move-
ments, and such political religions as orthodox Marxism. It is this cul-
turewide ideological inclination towards future utopias that Star Trek
fandom draws upon.*

The belief in progress and a “positive view of the future” was explic-
itly articulated by the late creator of Star Trek, Gene Roddenberry. In
19971, just months before he died, a 30-page interview with Rodden-
berry was published in The Humanist, the official magazine of the Amer-
ican Humanist Association, to which Roddenberry had belonged since
1986. There he reveals that he had a very conscious humanist philoso-
phy that saw humans taking control of their own destiny, and thus able
to control the future. Roddenberry’s intention was to express his phi-
losophy in Star Trek, but he had to keep this intention secret lest the net-
work cancel his show.!*

Others besides Roddenberry have used Szar Trek to express their phi-
losophy publicly. Jeffrey Mills has taught courses at various colleges on
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“The Cultural Relevance of Star Trek.” He points to the Prime Directive
(forbidding interference in another culture), the pluralistic Vulcan phi-
losophy of IDIC (Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combination), and the co-
operative governing structure of the United Federation of Planets as the
kinds of ideas that we need to act on if we are to survive into the twenty-
fourth century. By watching Star Trek, studying it, and applying its les-
sons, we can make the world a better place, Mills has written. “[I]n this
light Star Trek almost becomes a sort of scripture, doesn’t it? What the
Bible does in 66 books, Star Trek does in 79 episodes. . . . I can’t think
of a series that really spoke to the future of humankind with as much
clarity and vision as Star Trek.” 16

In sum, Star Trek has strong affinities with a religious outlook, namely
an underlying ideology and mythology that ties together messages about
human nature and normative statements about social life with a con-
struction and presentation of future society. Fans see Star Trek as a sign
of hope for the future: not for personal salvation, but for the future of
the collective “we,” our society, our species. It is a myth about where we
have come and where we are going. “I” will not live until the twenty-
fourth century, but “we” certainly will, according to the Star Trek fu-
ture. Fans, through their participation in fan activities, have shown they
want to be a part of forming that destiny.

THE FANDOM COMMUNITY

Star Trek as a religious phenomenon can be understood as a set of be-
liefs, but the activities of its fans give us a much fuller picture of its reli-
gious potential. Star Trek fandom is in part the culmination of a phe-
nomenon that began in the post-World War I era, when science fiction
pulp magazines had a small but loyal readership. From the beginning,
science fiction fans formed a group set apart from the rest of society.
These fans formed a community, at first exclusively male, but with fe-
males entering later: “fans married fans and raised their children to be
fans; there are third- and even fourth-generation fans beginning to show
up these days at the ‘cons’” [conventions].” 17

It was out of science fiction fandom that the first Star Trek fans came.
The story of the origin and growth of Star Trek fandom has itself taken
on mythological proportions. A preview of the pilot episode of Star Trek,
shown at a science fiction convention in 1966, is recounted almost in
terms of a conversion experience:
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“After the film was over we were unable to leave our seats. We just nodded
ateach other and smiled, and began to whisper.” “We came close to lifting the
man [Roddenberry] upon our shoulders and carrying him out of the room. . . .
{H]e smiled, and we returned the smile before we converged on him.” 18

From then on, according to the author, the convention was divided into
two factions: the “enlightened” who had seen the preview, and the “un-
enlightened” who had not.

Soon after Star Trek was first broadcast, fans formed organizations.
Star Trek fan clubs have since grown into a diverse worldwide circuit of
clubs, with over soo clubs and chapters in nearly 20 countries. Many of
these clubs are modeled after Star Trek ships, in a fan attempt at partici-
pation in the Star Trek universe. Hierarchy is established within each club
by the titles given to leaders (Admiral, Captain, etc.). Members move up
the hierarchy by being active in group events, much like in the Boy Scouts.
Many fan clubs stress community service projects, which distinguishes
them from a mere fan group and underlies the seriousness with which
they take their beliefs about building a better world.

Star Trek fans often describe their fellow fans and clubs as a “family.”
They celebrate personal milestones such as birthdays and anniversaries,
and console each other over misfortunes. Many remark that they are
closer to fellow fans than they are to their own family members. Fans of-
ten meet at the nearly 100 annual Star Trek conventions. One fan de-
scribed a convention in the following way:

If you’ve never been to a convention, it’s an experience that is difficult to ex-
plain. It’s like being ushered into another world, where every facet of the day
has something to do with sTAR TREK. It might be seeing the incredible variety
of merchandise in the dealers’ room or seeing a star of the series in person
and having the opportunity to ask questions. To describe it as a time warp
would not be far from wrong. You’re very much cut off from the real world
in a convention. You can easily forget your own troubles as well as those of
the world until the con ends and you have to come down to earth again.!®

In other words, conventions are an opportunity to immerse oneself
further in the Star Trek “experience,” much as one is immersed in rit-
ual. Using the religious language of “immersion” is not just a rhetorical
move on my part. Witness the following quote, a response to a ques-
tionnaire I sent out over the internet:

At a convention I went to a while back they had this thing about the “Tem-
ple of Trek.” I stayed and watched—even participated in the chanting. They
had some woman who was there with her baby-—fairly newborn. And they
“baptized” the kid into this pseudo-church. Pretty bizarre—even though it



MICHAEL JINDRA / 172

was all just a joke. But I must admit—1I was kind of wondering at the time if
everyone there was really taking it all as a joke.

This ambiguity over the seriousness of Trek practice reveals, I believe, its
underlying religious potential.

Fan activities that seek to promote a family atmosphere are in a sense
“symbolic communities” that resist the secularization and rationaliza-
tion of modern life.20 Yet there is a paradox here if we seek to apply this
to Star Trek fandom, because the ideology expressed in Star Trek and
adhered to by many of the fans is an expression of rationalistic modern-
ism itself, the progressive belief that we can construct a better tomorrow.
In other words, the modernism that is exemplified by Star Trek is, in the
final analysis, itself a faith that is practiced in the various types of com-
munities that make up Star Trek fandom.

STAR TREK TOURISM, PILGRIMAGE,
AND PARTICIPATION

For fans, Star Trek exhibitions and tourist sites have become popular
places where fans can see and experience the Star Trek universe up close.
The Universal Studios theme park in California has a Star Trek set in
which selected tourists are filmed, in full uniform, taking on characters’
roles and acting out a Star Trek plot. I visited one fan who proudly
showed me the video of her visit there. The scenes of role-playing tour-
ists were spliced with actual footage from one of the movies, giving
the appearance that they were actually part of a Star Trek film. This
fan described the experience “as a dream come true,” which made the
2,000-mile trip “worthwhile.” “We pilgrimage out there; it’s our Mecca,”
she told me. Another fan showed me numerous pictures of herself pos-
ing in uniform on a mock-up of the Enterprise bridge that was built for
a convention. It is the fan’s dream to actually be on the show, and the
closest thing to it are bridge mock-ups and studio tours. The ritual act
of sitting on the bridge in uniform and being photographed or filmed
brings one into direct participation in the Star Trek universe.
Participation in the Star Trek universe is even more direct through
“simming” (playing Star Trek simulations over the internet with other
fans). These games allow fans to take a position as a crew member on a
“ship” and role-play adventures with other fans. Fans move up through
the ranks as they gain experience. As one player described it, simming
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“allows anyone who embraces the precept of Star Trek and its premises
of a bright future to be a part of that future,” by providing “their own
unique interpretations of how the future might look or how far ‘we’ might
evolve in our quest for knowledge and our thirst for exploration,” 2!

Finally, fans participate in the Star Trek universe by buying vast
amounts of Star Trek merchandise and amassing videotaped collections
of episodes and movies, a “capturing” of the Star Trek universe that en-
ables fans to enter it at any time. Religion often points us to another
world; Star Trek does the same.

LINKING THE STAR TREK UNIVERSE
WITH THE PRESENT

The Star Trek universe is not a totally separate, fantastical universe un-
connected to the present. In various ways, the Star Trek universe is
“linked” with the contemporary world. The lead-in to every Next Gen-
eration episode (“Space: the final frontier. These are the voyages of the
Starship Enterprise . . .”) begins with a close-up of the earth, and then a
gradual “tour” through the other planets of the solar system, until the
camera finally focuses on the Enterprise. This sequence orients the viewer
to envision the events as taking place in his own universe.

Other “linkage” is accomplished by the Star Trek manuals and nov-
els. Star Trek Chronology: A History of the Future compiles a history of
the universe, incorporating both actual historical events and Star Trek
history through the twenty-fourth century.”? This world is a direct pro-
jection from the present into the future. Furthermore, through time
travel, many of the show’s plots actually take place in twentieth-century
time. One fan I talked to focused on how space and time is manipulated
in time travel plots, which allows one “a second chance . . . to set things
right again.” Time travel allows us this ritualistic recourse, in much the
same way healing rituals or rituals based on origin myths do. Origin
myths often take place “in the beginning,” but are really a message for
all time, a model to be attained, enacted through ritual.23

Star Trek, like a religion, has profound effects on fans’ lives. Actors
often relate how fans have been inspired by the show to do well in school
and eventually become engineers, doctors, or scientists.?* Star Trek has
given people hope for the future, inspiring them to take control of their
lives in the same way many self-help movements and quasi religions do.
Fans also want to make “real” life more like Star Trek. Star Trek fans have
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been enthusiastic supporters of increased funding for the space program,
and science fiction becomes science fact when “fans actively engineer
events to make it true,” ¢ such as by naming the first space shuttle pro-
totype the USS Enterprise. Fans also point to devices such as the com-
municator, which foreshadowed today’s portable phones.

FILLING OUT STAR TREK AND MAKING IT “REAL"

Star Trek, like many other shows, actively encourages a “suspension of
disbelief” and sets itself up as a “reality” in which fans can exist. The
reality of this universe is important to many people. As Richard Weiss,
technical advisor to the Air Force, former head of a jet propulsion lab,
and an “avowed trekkie,” says, “I believe in Star Trek. It’s all within the
realm of possibility.”2” Dale Adams, who quit his job as an aerospace
engineer to sell Szar Trek merchandise, proclaims that “Star Trek isn’t
about a television series, it’s about faith in our future.”28

There has been an entire industry built up around “filling out” the
Star Trek universe. Reference books such as the Star Trek Encyclopedia
and Star Trek: The Next Generation Technical Manual (which details
the specifications of Starfleet ships) have been among the most popu-
lar.?” Dictionaries have been compiled for the languages of three Star
Trek alien species: Klingon, Vulcan, and Romulan. The entire history,
geography, philosophy, and even the purported location of the planet
Vulcan has been described, sometimes with the full cooperation of people
at academig institutions and even NASA.?® There is a journal for the
study of the Klingon language (HolQed), and a Klingon language camp
one can attend. The Star Trek universe has been filled out with just about
everything to make it a full, consistent reality, to enable one to live within
this universe. This universe is much larger and more complex than any
other fictional universe, such as that of the J. R. R. Tolkien novels and
the game somewhat based on it, Dungeons and Dragons. Szar Wars has
also become an extremely popular universe, but without the realism and
science found in Star Trek.

The coherence of this alternate universe must be maintained in order
for fans to continue their “suspension of disbelief.” As a result, there is
a Star Trek “canon”: as a regularly posted guide to one internet Usenet
newsgroup defines it,

“Canon” means that Gene Roddenberry (or his duly appointed representa-
tive) has declared something to be officially part of the “Star Trek” universe.
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This includes the television episodes and the movies. “Non-canon” is every-
thing else (the books, the animated series, comic books, the story you made
up when you were playing “Star Trek” with your friends during recess . . .).3!

The fans of Star Trek have taken this given universe of Star Trek—the
canon—and filled it out in order to make a consistent, utopian world in
which science has given us control over the problems of life we experi-
ence and read about in the papers. Ironically, in order to complete the
Star Trek universe, both the creators of the show and the fans have to
rely on both science and magic. The technology used is given a veneer of
scientific reality, but most fans recognize that most of the technology is
made up, and is thus closer to magic. Science thus turns into magic, a
state of affairs anticipated in new religions where magic/science is relied
upon to provide control in areas outside our ability to master.??

I would argue that all of this fan creativity—the invention and filling
out of an entire universe—is a creation of mythology similar to pro-
cesses of mythological creation in other cultures through the ages. The
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss uses the term bricoleur (French for
“handyman”) to illustrate the process of creating mythology: bricoleurs
use the available “tools” and “materials” of the culture to create a myth-
ological structure over a period of time.?? Star Trek fan bricoleurs act not
on their own culture, but on the alternative (but related) one they have
constructed. Creating new plots and stories and ironing out existing
ones—discussing the canon and writing new fan literature to fill in gaps
in character biographies, planet details, or technology—is essentially a
way to resolve the contradictions which are an affront to the consistent
universe that fans so desperately want to create.

In calling the activities of Star Trek fandom “mythological,” I do not
intend to eliminate the “playful” or entertainment aspect of Star Trek
and claim that it is only serious. There is certainly a mix of entertain-
ment and seriousness about Star Trek among fans, but this coexistence
is also present in the creation of “primitive” mythology. Do the tradi-
tional consumers of mythology take it to be only literally true? Here too,
there is an ambiguous mixture of reality and unreality, of entertainment
and mythology. One can see this in rituals that involve masking, where
the masked figure personifies the ambiguity between the person under-
neath the mask and the spirit which is the mask. Participation in a masked
performance, as in the Star Trek universe, often involves pretending, but
utterly serious pretending.’*

Play is serious business, as Victor Turner makes clear in his discus-
sion of the ludic aspects of ritual.?s In industrial societies, however, play
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and seriousness have become separated. Star Trek fandom, 1 believe, is
an example of play and ritual coming back together, back to their “nat-
ural” condition of coexistence and ambiguity. Star Trek fandom does
not have the thoroughgoing seriousness of more established religions,
but it is not mere entertainment. This interplay of seriousness and en-
tertainment, I argue, is a sign of its vitality.

Religious movements are often persecuted or looked down upon be-
cause of their zealousness. And indeed, there is a stigma associated with
Star Trek fandom. Non-fans react against the “seriousness” of Star Trek
because they believe it should remain totally in the realm of entertain-
ment, and the fact that people take it seriously offends them. Star Trek
fans, in turn, want to be respected and understood, and want their de-
votion to be recognized as legitimate, even as many of them try to dis-
tance themselves from a segment of fans whom they believe to have gone
“too far” in their fan activities. Star Trek elicits this type of controversy
because it exists in the liminal area between entertainment and serious-
ness. It is in this interplay between “seriousness and diversion,” a com-
mon feature of religion,* that we see the roots of the tension over Star
Trek between its fandom and the general public.

CONCLUSION

In a society that has become more diverse (or, as some say, “disunited”),
mass popular culture has become the new unifying element. By provid-
ing a certain commonality and unity of purpose for a wide variety of
people, Star Trek takes on many elements of “civil religion”: a general-
izing of religious belief necessary for an integrated society, as a counter
to pluralizing trends that divide society. In the U.S., it is expressed in a
sense of national purpose and destiny, and includes notions of both
moral and material progress.?” These humanistic ideals become a model
for others. This is exactly what seems to have happened by the time of
Star Trek’s United Federation of Planets, the guardian of universal peace,
prosperity, and self-determination, and a direct outgrowth of twentieth-
century American faith in science, humanity, and a positive future. Fans
latch on to the Star Trek vision that these ideals will eventually triumph,
and they enthusiastically continue to fill out and participate in the Star
Trek universe.

Americans are traditionally forward looking, and it is events like the
space race that animate them. For many fans of popular culture, orga-
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nized religion seems less relevant, partly because they perceive it as back-
ward looking rather than forward looking. Exceptions are to be found
among some conservative religious denominations that speak in specific
terms about the future, but enthusiasm for mainline denominations is
lacking among baby boomers, who regard them primarily as commu-
nity organizations which can teach their children good values.

Meanwhile, popular culture, especially television and film, attempts
to fill the religious void. In the ways described above, Star Trek has be-
come a “cultural religion” (as discussed in the introduction to this vol-
ume) that reflects many Americans’ most widely held beliefs. Star Trek
fandom expresses Americans’ idealism, and offers fans reasons for hope
in the future. In this sense, it is a phenomenon born in popular culture
that has taken on serious, religious functions.
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