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ABSTRACT

Living with Star Trek investigates the connections between Star Trek fandom
and the fictional Star Trek text. This study identifies and examines the
American themes of utopia, community and self-improvement inherent within
the fictional text which also form the thematic framework for letters written by

fans to express their affection for the series. These letters represent a ‘network
of support’, whereby a community of fans is able to communicate with each
other through written correspondence sent to producers, edited collections, and
fan magazines. In talking about the series, fans confess and share intimate
stories, often based around trauma or bereavement, and at the same time
describe how Star Trek has played an important and inspirational part in their
daily lives; Star Trek’s utopian vision and communal spirit has given them the

impetus to enact positive change.

Drawing together the themes 1dentified in the text and fan letters, the first half

of the thesis examines Star Trek’s use of history, narrative and myth to tell its

futuristic stories. In particular, I examine how Star Trek has used the distinctive
literary tradition of the Puritan American Jeremiad to create a didactic narrative
that emphasises the attainment of utopia through communal effort and personal
change. The second half of the thesis continues this inquiry by examining a
range of letters that describe how fans are able to tap into the open nature of the
Star Trek text and use 1t to fulfil needs and desires in their own daily lives. In
particular, I stress how the letters are not just examples of fan aftection but also

represent a reciprocal relationship where fans can criticise and engage with the

programme as well as use 1t as a form of motivation.
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INTRODUCTION

Living with Star Trek

“Without freedom of choice there is no creativity. Without creativity

there 1s no life.”

- Kirk to Landru, “Return of the Archons” (1967).

Recognising its various applications and interpretations, Matt Hills has said of
Star Trek that “as one of the longest running and most multifaceted
programmes 1n television history, it would indeed be surprising if the Star Trek

franchise could ever be convincingly reduced to one coherent and
comprehensive ‘reading’.”’ As a scholar of Star Trek and its fans, I would have
to agree that such an achievement would be astonishing — because textual and
fan analyses, as I shall point out, are continually influenced and guided by the
critic’s own personal investment in the series. Nevertheless, whether or not
Hills 1s right to predict Star Trek’s infinite potential for rereading, I believe that
Star Trek can be at least better understood by reducing its reading to a few core
themes; not one reason perhaps, but a few important reasons for 1its continued
popularity. The themes I want to advocate in my thesis are utopia, community,

and self-improvement; specifically, how the combination of the three can

produce an appropriate rationale for Star Trek’s enduring text and popularity

with its fans.

What is Star Trek?: A Short History of a Television Phenomenon
What is Star Trek? Many people may wonder why I ask such an obvious

question; perhaps they have their own opinion on what it 1s. However, | believe
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that in order to understand the grounds for this thesis one must at least have a
basic understanding of the franchise, its history, and the place it has held as one
of America’s, if not the world’s, important television programmes. Before

going back to the beginning I want to discuss more recent developments in the

franchise, namely the latest series Star Trek: Enterprise.” After the screening of
the pilot episode “Broken Bow” in 2001 many fans and journalists hailed the
series as a bold attempt at returning to Star Trek’s roots; a concentration on
space exploration and human achievement. A return to the fictional past of the
Star Trek universe would give fans a glimpse of how the future started — how
Captain Kirk got his wings. After mixed reviews for the first and second
seasons the producers, Rick Berman and Brannon Braga, decided to take
Enterprise 1n another direction. Instead of having stories that showed the crew
exploring and discovering new worlds, they would have a new mission — to
find and destroy an alien super weapon that was threatening to obliterate Earth.
Like Kirk with the Klingons and Picard the Borg, Captain Archer would face
off against the duplicitous and violent Xindi. With such a plot, concentrated on
the pursuit of galactic terrorists intent on destroying humanity, critics believed
the producers were mirroring recent developments in America’s war on terror
and in Irag. Whether Berman and Braga wanted to encourage those theories to
help advertise the third season was largely insignificant, what was more

important to them was the fact Enterprise had been failing in the ratings for

quite some time.
At present Enterprise is under threat of cancellation, something which

has not affected a Star Trek series for over thirty years. On the one hand this

can be seen as a devastating blow to the millions of fans who continue to watch
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Star Trek, both old and new, and if the series is to be cancelled then it may
trigger the start of a decline in the franchise which currently boasts around $4
billion in earnings over the last four decades. However, on the other hand, the
current predicament is not new to Star Trek. In 1967, when the first series was
entering its second season, it too was facing cancellation. Only after a
successtul fan-led campaign did it go on to complete a third and final season.
What the contemporary problems really intimate are that Star Trek has had a
history of threatened cancellations and problems with image: Enterprise is not
the first series to face criticism and commercial failure. What I want to show in
the next few paragraphs is that current trends may not be unique to Star Trek
but as a franchise it continues to have a unique place in the history of US
television.

Gene Roddenberry, an ex-pilot and Los Angeles police officer from El
Paso, created Star Trek in response to his increasing lack of success in securing
long-term television show writing contracts. After reading Arthur C. Clarke, he
decided to write and pitch a science fiction series that would allow him “to talk
about love, war, nature, God, sex” and the censors would pass it “because 1t all
seemed so make-believe.”* In 1964 NBC let him begin production on the first
of three pilot scripts; “The Cage” was to be the first in a series of programmes
charting the missions of the Starship Enterprise and her crew.” After negative
feedback from the network Roddenberry was persuaded to make another pilot,
a more action orientated adventure where the audience could see a brave
captain heroically command his ship. As a result “Where No Man Has Gone
Before” was aired in 1966 with William Shatner as Captain Kirk; “The Cage”

was never screened as an entire episode and was instead used as flashback
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scenes for a two part episode called “The Menagerie” (1966). The controversy

over the direction Roddenberry had to take with the pilot alludes to the
conflicting themes that remain at the heart of Star Trek’s ethos. The network
wanted to emphasise the rugged individualism of the Captain, he was supposed
to be a role model for America’s New Frontier.® Roddenberry wanted to
emphasise diversity within a community, he had a female first officer and an
alien science officer working together and alongside more typical WASP
characters. Instead of cancelling each other out these dichotomous
interpretations of humanity’s future became the main focus of the original
series: It was to be a series that promoted individual success and achievement
through space travel as well as promote diversity and equality within a utopian
future. Even after eventual cancellation and many years absent from the
television screen Star Trek continued to stand for those apparently
incompatible attitudes, and as a result its fans understood the series to be about
the individual and communal pursuit of utopia.

When Kirk and Uhura shared the first televised inter-racial kiss in the
episode “Plato’s Stepchildren” (1968) Star Trek’s reputation as a liberal

science fiction series was sealed. Nichelle Nichols, the African-American
actress who played the beautiful communication officer, remembers in her
autobiography how much her character helped to address and critique racism

just by her presence on the bridge. A true story, one which has become as
much a part of the Star Trek mythos as Uhura herself, describes how Dr.

Martin Luther King Jr. told her not to leave the show because she had become

a role model for black people everywhere. Nichols quotes King as saying,
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“You must not leave. You have opened a door that must not be allowed

to close. I'm sure you have taken a lot of grief, or probably will for
what you are doing. But you changed the face of television forever. For

the first time, the world sees us as we should be seen, as equals, as

intelligent people — as we should be. There will always be role models

for Black children; you are a role model for everyone.”’

Both the kiss and this story mean a lot to both fans and critics. In her
autobiography Nichols goes on to describe how a white Southern gentlemen
wrote to her and said that he did not agree with the mixing of the races but
because she was so beautiful no one could resist kissing her, especially the red-
blooded Kirk.® Whenever Nichols attends a convention or g1ves an 1nterview,
fans eagerly anticipate her story; it has become part of the mythical retelling of
franchise history. As much as anything, the continued retelling or rehashing of
Star Trek history speaks to the fans’ passion for the text and its continual
influence on their daily lives. The same can be said of the famous letter
campaign that was organised by fans to help save the show from being axed 1n
1967. This event has added significance for those who study audiences as 1t 1s
the first time that such fan involvement overtly changed the minds of network
executives.” For some critics, however, these examples of Star Trek’s
liberalism are all too often relied upon as guides to what Roddenberry was
trying to mediate in the sixties. They point out that the kiss in the episode was
actually forced upon Kirk and Uhura as torture by a malevolent alien being,

and that their lips never really touched. For them, this probably says more

about Star Trek’s attitude towards race than anything else does: It never went

far enough; it did not live up to its promise. The same can be said of the letter
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campaign; the promise of a better third season, with more action and character

orientated stories, meant network executives were always going to commission
more episodes.

The original series lasted three seasons, from 1966 to 1969, and after a
second letter campaign failed to save the show fans were left to rewatch and
relive the seventy nine episodes on syndicated television. The ten year period
atter Star Trek’s cancellation was a defining moment both in franchise history
and the history of audience studies. More and more fans came to watch the
series for the first time in the early seventies, expecting a supply of new
episodes when the seventy nine ran out. Unfortunately, this was not the case
and only a short-lived animated series in 1974 kept them entertained.'’ What
did emerge from this period in Star Trek history are the fanzine and the
organised convention, the first being held in New York in 1972, where tans
could write stories and for the first time meet up with other fans from around
the country to discuss their favourite episodes and buy merchandise. It was also
at this time that Susan Sackett, Roddenberry’s production assistant from the
original series, began to compile letters that had been sent to Roddenberry
regarding the fans’ love of Star Trek. These letters formed the basis for
Qackett’s Letters to Star Trek (1977) and are some of the sources I examine In
Parts Three and Four of this thesis. Alongside Sackett’s project of collecting
together fan correspondence, there was a real drive to create a fan culture
centred on the series’ and Roddenberry’s liberal humanitarianism.'' Out of this
fan culture grew a renewed calling for more Star Trek, what was originally
going to be a second series starring most of the original cast, Star Trek: 1 he

Motion Picture (1979) was released as a big budget movie to counteract and
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feed off the hype created by Srar Wars (1977). During the early eighties the
almost yearly big screen versions of Star Trek kept fans absorbed and helped

the franchise remain ever-present in the American media.'? The only thing that

was missing was a weekly series on television.

In 1987 Star Trek: The Next Generation (TNG) was introduced to the
world with Rick Berman as Producer and Gene Roddenberry now acting as

Executive Producer. This series was initially received with some trepidation
because fans were unhappy that a new crew was aboard the famous Enterprise.
In narrative terms it was also set two hundred years after the original series
which meant there was no possibility that the original cast could appear further
down the line (apart from dabbling with the timeline). It is interesting to note
that after the first two seasons 7NG was also under pressure to be cancelled,
like Enterprise 1t did not seem that there was an audience for the adventures of
a new ship and crew. However, after the screening of “The Best of Both
Worlds” (1990) as a season cliff-hanger, fans became more enthusiastic and
began to realise that the possibilities 7NG offered in the way of fictional
narrative. New stories meant that not only could they see how the future would
be after Kirk’s time but also they would have more back-story in which to
immerse themselves. The series went from strength to strength as the
characters were allowed to develop and interact with others in ways which
were denied to the original crew. As the seasons progressed the franchise built
upon its fanbase by continuing to release movies starring Shatner, Nimoy, and

the rest, as well as having a weekly series. In 1993 this was compounded

further by the creation of Star Trek: Deep Space Nine (DS9). Contrary to the

continued adventures of the original and new Enterprise, DS9 was set on a
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Space station. Producers broke the mould by having an African-American actor
play the lead role and it offered a third dynamic setting in which a core group
of characters could learn and grow as friends. Even without Roddenberry’s
iInvolvement — he died in 1991 — DS9 continued to espouse the original themes
of individualism and self-improvement within a supportive community. TNG
came to end 1n 1994, after seven successful seasons, with the promise of a new
series of movies that would follow Star Trek VI: The Undiscovered C'oumry.13
D59 did not remain alone for long because the fourth Star Trek series, Star
Irek: Voyager, began in 1995 with the pilot episode “Caretaker”. Again

producers made ‘history’, this time by making a woman the captain of the

Starship Voyager.

Evident in all of the Star Trek sequels is Roddenberry’s utopian future,
a depiction of what humanity will achieve if it fulfils its potential and stops
infighting and starting wars. Enterprise’s ethos is no different, in fact being set
only a hundred years in the future gives viewers the chance to see how
humanity made that leap to the utopian future first seen in 1964. Whether
Enterprise continues for another four seasons, matching the seven from 7NG,
DS9, and Voyager remains to be seen, but what is significant is that the patterns
of possible cancellation, concern, and fan activity continue to characterise the
franchise. If one can say that Star Trek is losing audience appeal on American
television, not a new occurrence, then one could also theorise that it is 1n fact
enlarging its audience and fanbase internationally. Fans around the world
number in their millions and recent franchise developments have helped secure

that popularity. Star Trek has gone on the road with world tours that combine

the latest in digital technology and interactive gaming with the props and
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costumes from the various series and movies. These “experiences” bring the
Star Trek franchise, and Roddenberry’s original message, to millions of people
around the globe, giving them the opportunity to see pieces of “future history”
not ordinarily available to them.'* Star Trek has also moved into the theme
park genre by opening up walk-through experiences in the Las Vegas Hilton
Hotel that cater for the fans’ desire to get closer to their favourite show.'> As
the series continues to change and adapt for a new audience in the 21* Century,
so too does the franchise. One would be justified in thinking that this may be a
trend that goes against Roddenberry’s ethos, but it also corresponds to certain
themes and images that he wanted to promote. He believed the individual
communities of the world should forget their differences and live together in
peace. As Star Trek begins to transform into a global franchise, albeit primarily
concerned with profit, new fans are being introduced to his vision ot a utopian
future. Consequently, the fictional text is becoming more and more of a
template for how fans might achieve that utopia, and, as I will argue 1n the next

section, its binary nature as an open and closed text is becoming increasingly

contested in the work of academics who study its devoted audience.

Analysing the Text and Studying the Audience: A Conflict of Interest?

The Star Trek text is a hugely divisive subject; whether one 1s an academic or a
fan, everyone who watches the programme has their own opinions and
criticisms, likes and dislikes. Having so many episodes, series, characters, and
multiple forms of media presentation (f1lm, television, books) Star Trek 1s able
to offer its audience a myriad of opportunities to immerse itself in the fictional

narrative. Purely in terms of longevity, Star Trek otters audiences of all ages
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and generations something different; similar series (with the exception of
Doctor Who (1963-1989)) such as The I'wilight Zone (1959-1964, 1985-1989),

Lost in Space (1965-1968), Battlestar Galactica (1978-1979), The X-Files

(1993-2002), simply do not have the narrative back-story or cultural presence
to support a vast multi-generational fanbase. It is because of this that many

academics turn to Star Trek to investigate its significance and general patterns

of fan culture.

The interpretation of Star Trek’s mission as a meta-narrative of

colonialism is well known and has been thoroughly analysed elsewhere.'

Daniel Bernardi has described Star Trek as a “mega-text: a relatively coherent

and seemingly unending enterprise of televisual, filmic, auditory, and written

9917

texts.” ' These texts form the basis for academic studies of Star Trek but rarely

do any of the studies go beyond the text and look at how the fans interact with
it. Of course there are studies of how fans watch, consume, transform. and use
the fictional text for their creative pursuits; analyses of fans™ “textual
poaching” form the cornerstone of audience studies.'® Yet the text as a
narrative discourse encompassing social, political, historical, and cultural
themes has become the subject of academics who use it as a sanctuary for their
own theoretical work on the dangers of television, science fiction, and cult
fandom. Their interpretations of what they believe to be the true reading of the
mega-text exclude fan readings purely because they deem fans as having too
much investment in the text to be critical of it — their views are not valid."”
Taylor Harrison’s edited collection Enterprise Zones (1996) is overtly critical

of the Star Trek mega-text while at the same time lacking in crucial empathy

- 20
for the intertextual elements of Star Trek that make for its appeal to fans.” For

10
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example, analyses of Star Trek’s treatment of race, in this case African
Americans, rely heavily on examinations of specitic episodes that deal with
racial prejudice and colour — one would be right in thinking these are suitable
places to start. However, these studies stop short of incorporating African-
American audiences and fans and instead concentrate on the social context
within which the episodes were received and reasons why the text did not go
turther in critiquing current racial prejudices. It is my sense that such a reading
of the racial elements in the text should be clarified by paying close attention to
how the specific audience responded. This would then alleviate the over-
emphasis and privileging of individual readings of the mega-fext over the fans’
reading.”’ After all, the text is not simply a radical response to the social times
but rather a complex and contradictory polysemic text that is watched and
interpreted by different audiences. Bernardi went some way to doing this in
Star Trek and History with a chapter on the Internet and fan interaction with
the narrative. Roberta Pearson and Maire Messenger Davies share similar
approaches to Bernardi in that they recognise the fans’ own intertextual reading
of the text: in this case, when TNG reached its eightieth episode “Legacy”
(1990), therefore surpassing the seventy nine original episodes, 1t was
suggested in Picard’s opening log that the Enterprise had passed the planet
Camus I last visited by Kirk in the final 1969 episode “Turnabout Intruder”.”
It would appear obvious that such an approach to analysing the text would then
provide better evidence to answer the question which all studies, whether
textual or audience based, seem to share: What makes Star Trek so popular?

In this study I want to read what fans say about the Star Trek text n

written correspondence; this will bring about an understanding of how explicit

]
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narrative themes such as utopia, community and self-improvement are used
within the daily and sometimes traumatic routine of life. The material I look at
shows how fans are clearly aware of what the text might be saying and they

recognise Star Trek’s mythical underpinnings and the problems incurred when

It sometimes relies too much on outdated and contentious attitudes relating to
race, society and identity. Fans continue to regard the text, despite its problems,
as one that offers support and counsel in times of emotional and traumatic
need. The textual narrative is a guide to everyday life upon which they can
rely. As well as entering into debates with other fans about what certain
episodes could mean, or which are the best, they recognise central themes that
speak to their desire for community and self-improvement and the prospect of a
better future. Without being aware of how the fans assimilate the text within
their own lives, it 1s impossible to achieve a clear understanding of what the

text could mean. For example, in Part Three of this thesis I will be looking at
fan letters that talk about the death of loved ones and how fans use the text as a
form of emotional support during periods of bereavement. Some scholars
would interpret Star Trek’s text to be unreliable when dealing with loss
because death is routinely obviated by technology and the fact that characters
““cheat death” by regeneration or medical miracle — the plot of Star Trek Il
The Search for Spock (1984) would suggest that death and getting over death
are not problems 1in the 23" century. However, it is my finding that specitic
reference to bereavement is not the central concern for those who write about
losing a son or daughter. Instead, Star Trek as a positive mediator for the
benefits of community gives fans hope that through communal support and

self-help they will overcome their loss and achieve greater individual strength.

12
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In this case the contested nature of the academic text is reconciled through the
contexts of real fan experience. Reception study is integral to the process of
textual analysis and therefore cannot, and should not, be disregarded by those
trained and proficient in literary analysis. As Barbara Klinger notes:
In the early 1980s, Tony Bennett called for a revolution in literary
study, 1in which one would no longer just study the text, but “everything
which has been written about it, everything which has been collected on

1t, becomes attached to it — like shells on a rock by the seashore forming

the whole incrustation.”%

[f we are to assume that fans look at Star Trek thematically, inexorably linking

1t to notions of felt life experiences, then we must also understand the sorts of

themes with which they identify and how those themes form part of a shared

national and cultural identity.

National Culture and American Identity: Utopia, Community, Self-

Improvement

George Lipsitz, in Time Passages (1990), describes mass communication
within popular culture as an embodiment “of our deepest hopes” and an
engagement with “some of our most profound sympathies.” Popular
commercialised leisure pursuits such as jazz, film, and television are modes of
history — in that they form a “repository of collective memory that places

: : 74 .o .
immediate experience in the context of change over time.” Television 1n

particular performs as a “therapeutic voice ministering to the open wounds of

the psyche” through its vocabulary of “emotion and empathy... ritual and

repetition.” Lipsitz believes television addresses the inner life by “maximising

13
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the private and personal aspects of existence.”” As such, one can see Star Trek
as speaking to the inner life — addressing the individual on a personal and
private level allowing them to relate to its overall utopian message. The letters
I examine suggest that there is definite attention paid to the individual
possibilities that Star Trek’s fictional text provides its audience. However,
Lipsitz 1s cautious in discussing the prominence of TV in American culture
because he believes it helps and hinders public life. Television both nurtures
and excludes the individual; giving the opportunity to empathise with people
and characters on screen but also focusing attention inward undermining “the
psychic prerequisites for a public life.”*® This turn to the inner-self is not a new
development in American culture and it is most definitely not an argument
reserved for scholars of popular culture and American Studies. In order to
understand the central themes and 1ssues that emerge from within the Star Trek
text and fan letters we must appreciate their position within American history
at large. Utopia, community, and self-improvement are themes that exemplify
the disputed nature of America’s national identity, and, therefore, i1t 1s my

intention here to flesh out these particular themes within the contexts of

American culture.

For the Puritans, travelling to America was part of their divine mission

to establish a utopia on God’s Earth in preparation for the Second Coming of

Christ. Of course, once they arrived in the New World the Puritan experience
with the land and the native “Indians” would go on to transform their particular

mission from a community-driven enterprise to one centred on the individual

pursuit of happiness.”’ Regardless of this transformation, however, utopia

remained the focus for early Americans as it spoke to their desire for change
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under exceptional circumstances. For some, America was a utopia — created
from a savage wilderness and civilised for the benefit of God’s chosen people.

For others, America was far from the utopian world for which the Puritan

forefathers had risked their lives. The dichotomous nature of America as

realised and failed utopia continued to influence those who held power and was
Influential in the creation of the American nation after the Revolution and the
forming of the United States in 1783. Thomas Jefferson, Benjamin Franklin
and the like began to envision America as an exceptional nation, one that the

world could look to as an example of the successful transition from feudal

commonwealth to independent democracy.”®

During the 19" century those who believed that America did not
embody their religious and social values, and subsequently felt estranged from
society, began to form their own communities. These communal organisations
saw themselves as agents for their own creation of utopia in America and often
totally withdrew from normal life so as to set up their own villages and
communes based on their unique beliet systems.” Utopia could be achieved
through balancing the needs of the individual and the community. One can
imagine that during this period there were hundreds of “utopias” within
America and each one was envisioned by a community dedicated to preserving
and prolonging their utopia in fulfilment of their divine mission. What these

communities did share was “a faith in the perfectibility of mankind and a beliet
that the millennium was at hand.” Whether these communities disavowed

» . 9930
drinking or promoted free love, they all desired “‘to bring heaven on earth.

. . th
Consequently, the utopian nature of American culture in the 19" and early 20

century continued to propagate, eventually resulting in the kinds of utopian
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fiction offered by Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888), L. Frank

Baum’s Oz stories (1900-1920), and early science fiction literature.’! Srar
Irek’s vision of an American utopia 1s part of this tradition and therefore
shares many of the same themes associated with bringing “heaven on earth”

and having faith “in the perfectibility of mankind.” However, one must
remember that Roddenberry’s utopia is also determined by humanity’s

willingness to change for the better and the desire for self-help.

In this study I will examine to what extent the Star Trek fan letters can

be seen as evidence for a supportive community, where fans’ hopes, desires,
and traumatic experiences can be expressed, shared and utilised. This
community, or what [ term “network of support”, relies on the fictional
television text as a common frame of reference, relevant Star Trek episodes
and characters are used as markers for specific emotional and physical
experiences. If mass communications mediate the boundaries between the
public and the private, then they not only provide images of the world around
us and places with which we are not familiar but they also can provide us with
the practices and beliefs for a sense of “imagined community.”* Within this
community the text is a therapeutic aid for fans’ daily lives. However, the act
of writing and sharing their letters with other fans — getting them published in a
public sphere — is perhaps of greater therapeutic benefit. Realising that the
other fans within this community share similar thoughts and experiences is the
driving force behind the individual’s emotional, physical, and personal self-

improvement. Notions of the supportive community are again not new in

American culture, therefore, I want to emphasise how Star Trek’s communal

appeal is part of wider trends 1n society.
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During the 1950s critics exposed the group-orientated mentality of the
suburban middle-class personality, motivated by an extreme desire to belong to

a community which would act as a foundation for individual security. David
Riesman’s The Lonely Crowd (1950), the most famous example of 1950s social
criticism, identified the bi-polar nature of American character where the
individual was either “inner-directed” or “outer-directed”. Riesman’s “inner-
directed” individual has an “internal gyroscope” telling them how to think and
act. Their direction in life “is implanted early in life by the elders and directed
toward generalized but nonetheless inescapably destined goals.” Their
reliance on internalised goals i1s symptomatic of a highly individualised
character. In the opposite mode, “outer-directed” people are kept in line by
their sensitivity to the expectations and feelings of others; they use “radar”
rather than a “gyroscope” to look out not in. “Outer-directed” individuals strive
for goals which shift according to the larger group or mass media and their
“dependence on [them] for guidance in life is implanted early.”

The key point to Riesman’s argument was that America was changing
from an individualised, authority driven society to one which depended on the
peer group and the guidance of mass media, specifically television. People’s
sense of individualism and self-security was purely based on their position
within the conformist group. The American symbol of the “rugged individual”
on the frontier gave way to the conformist individual in the suburban
neighbourhood, yet, this did not stop America from continuing to use and rely

upon mythical 1mages of the frontier and cowboy in popular culture and the

media during the Cold War and beyond.” Habits of the Heart (1985) by Robert

Bellah et al. examined similar trends in American society and prescribed a
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return to a democratic community that would draw on civic and religious
traditions. This was in response to the perceived lack of “social capital” in
American life where the American family was becoming very isolated, both
geographically and socially.3 ° Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone (2000) 1s a
newer sociological comment on modern society, strongly indicating that
television is a factor in the decrease in civic participation and increase in
individual self-sensitivity.”” However, Putnam crucially suggests that true
citizenship in America relies on the concept of individualism as responsibility;
like Riesman’s theory, every society should have strong achievers who strive
for the benefit of the whole group. The themes that I look at — utopia,

community, individualism — are themes that still have resonance today in
America. Since notions of national and cultural identity are becoming
increasingly blurred as critics lament America’s fall in and out of communal
living and civic mindedness, it should be no surprise that similar trends in
community versus the individual find their way into Star Trek’s text and the

fan letters that engage with it.

Fan Studies: The Audiences of Star Trek

Studies of the audience, both film and television, have been widely published
in the last two decades. Mark Jancovich and Lucy Faire consider there to be
three areas of reception study: The first concerns the audience as a market; the
second concerns the intertextual contexts of film reception — how the movies
are framed for their audiences; and the third concentrates on the ethnography of
the audience, examining personal accounts of people’s relationship to film.>

As an example of the first area of reception, Douglas Gomery’s Shared

18



Living with Star Trek

Pleasures (1992) is the most interesting and significant. His study looks at the

business of American film exhibition in the early part of the 20™ century, even
examining in great detail the physicality of the picture palaces and the
advancement of technology such as air-conditioning in relation to improved
exhibition practices.”” Reception 1s seen within the confines of film industry
analysis and therefore does not really touch upon notions of audience
consumption. However, studies such as Ann Gray’s “Behind Closed Doors:
Video Recorders in the Home” (1987) or Dorothy Hobson’s work on
Crossroads (1964-1988) intimate that the places and spaces for watching one’s
favourite television programmes, particularly soap operas, become centres of
relaxation and escape from the daily routine of family and domestic life.*’ In
television studies, the physical location of reception and how a text is

consumed 1s just as important to the understanding of the audience as studying
how they interpret it. The second area of study looks at the cultural, historical,
media, and literary contexts of film reception and it 1s the work of Janet Staiger
that optimises this methodology.*’ However, by looking at the meaning of
contexts, Staiger’s approach neglects the meanings taken from the film by the
audience and therefore suggests that there i1s only one true meaning that
everyone must share and that it does not and cannot change over time. On the
other hand, television 1s by its very nature a polysemic text. Therefore its
popularity, the making or breaking of any particular show, depends on it
reaching a wide audience — it must be open. As John Fiske identified in his
examination of television detective series Hart to Hart (1979-1984), we cannot

predict the meanings audiences take but we can identify the polysemic

characteristics and theorize the relation between text and social context. The
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polysemy of meaning is as much a power struggle as that of economics or

politics yet TV fails to control meaning just as social authority attempts and

fails to control oppositional voices.**

The third area of reception studies concentrates on the audience as
consumer of the text and therefore provides the closest analysis of the
audience’s experience. Studies that take this line focus on the relationship
between text and audience, looking at ways in which the audience describe the
narrative pleasure they get from watching their favourite film or television
program. Samantha Barbas’ Movie Crazy (2001) looks at the fans of early
Hollywood, specifically those who organised fan clubs for their favourite
actors or actresses, and suggests that since the inception of movies into the

American cultural mainstream fandom and the cult of celebrity has become an
American tradition. Questioning the authenticity of films and their depiction of
a real life 1llusion was essential to fans’ early involvement in the movie
industry. Not only were fans eager to see the illusion on screen, they also
wanted that illusion to continue in the real world; as such, fan magazines and
celebrity photos became integral to the audiences’ relationship with the text.
A large part of these ethnographic audience studies have focused specifically
on the cult fan and especially the fan of Star Trek. ** The field of fan studies
can be seen as a result of what Jancovich and Faire describe as cultural studies’
tendency “to divide the public rather too neatly into two distinct groups — the
conformist and the resistant.” The “activity, interest and creativity was to be
found in the usually subcultural groups who composed the latter position”,
therefore they were the ones who were analysed.”” However, Ien Ang’s work

on the fans of Dallas (1978-1991) and David Morley’s famous study of the
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Nationwide (1969-1983) audience showed us the diverse nature of TV’s
audiences and, as with Christine Geraghty’s Women and Soap Opera (1991),
the television text’s capacity to represent the boundless personal space of
utopian possibility.*° Many audiences attempt to resist the dominant 1deology
of the text, what Morley would call the ‘oppositional audience’, yet there are
those that “inflect the preferred meaning... by relating the message to some
concrete or situated context which reflects” their own personal interests: these
are described as the ‘negotiated audience’.*’ It is this type of audience that best
exemplities those fans of Star Trek I have chosen to study in this thesis.
Somewhat crudely, one can say that those fans of Star Trek who were
seen as active and creative participants in the “textual poaching” of the text
were the type of fan that routinely formed the basis for fan studies. Nicholas
Abercrombie and Brian Longhurst observe that these “studies were concerned
to examine the way in which sectors of the audience were active in response to
dominant forms of mass media.” Fan activity “represented a form of resistance
to the dominant messages contained in texts which on the face of it represented
forms of dominant ideology.”*® The inactive or passive (for want of better
words) tfans, those who did not openly transform the text in a recognised
fashion by writing stories, singing songs, dressing up in costume, drawing
artwork, became less important to the study of fan culture and were therefore
never included in a comprehensive survey of Star Trek fandom. This thesis 1s

an attempt to bring those fans so often overlooked into the spotlight, yet this

does not mean I want to divide Star Trek tans into the active and passive

categories. Instead, I want to separate what one can call their “activities” into

those types of grouping. This means that the fans I look at may or may not
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participate in documented cult practices such as dressing up and attending
conventions, what is important is that they felt the need to convey their
thoughts and feelings about Star Trek in letter form and share them with other
fans. The practice of letter writing thus becomes the activity but it is what the

fans say about the so-called “dominant ideology” of the text and how it impacts
on their lives that will remain important to this study. Similarly, Sara
Gwenllian-Jones and Roberta Pearson have noted that the popularity of the cult
television text “stems not from resistance to capitalism but rather from an
imaginative engagement with cult television programmes encouraged by” their
generic and textual characteristics: internal logics, realistic and archetypal
characters, seriality, and fictional worlds where ethical issues can be explored

free from the banal problems of everyday life.*” My focus on fans’ thoughts

and words comes as a response to those studies which record what fans say
about their favourite text but where the author feels the need to explain (or
explain away) their comments.”’ I acknowledge that there will be an inevitable
amount of interpretation of the fan letters but this 1s due to my attempt to set
their comments within the contexts of the three cultural themes identitied in

Star Trek and the letters as a whole.

For the purposes of this study I want to make clear that I will be
treating the Star Trek text as a single unit, where the series and films constitute
one complete package. I do not differentiate between series; not least because |
consider them fundamentally the same on a thematic level. But more
importantly, the fans and their letters indicate that they do not distinguish
between series so readily as most academics. Gene Roddenberry may have had

little to do with the franchise during the final years of his life but all series have

22



Living with Star Trek

taken his original utopian ethos as the blueprint for new projects. This ethos
permeates all series in such a way that if an episode is sufficiently different to
the norm fans will communicate this in their letters. Roddenberry as a creator
figure is embedded deep within the text and therefore, on a thematic level, it
would be impossible to separate series in order to analyse their contents. What
1s more, the letters that engage with the different series talk about and use very
simple and universal themes prevalent in all of the Star Trek texts. These
themes cut across generations too; those who write letters today about
Lnterprise share similar concerns and experiences about the text as did those

who wrote to Gene Roddenberry in the very first years of Star Trek’s original
series. Previous studies of either the series or fans have been very careful to
stipulate that they are interested in only one area of the franchise or one
particular set of episodes (a trend similar to Matt Hills’ theory of Star Trek’s
infinite potential for critical rereading). The reasons for this are probably
twofold, as well as academic space being a factor — most journals prefer to
make a distinction between series when they accept articles on Star Trek and
there are hardly any critical book-long studies of the entire franchise — I see 1t
mainly resulting from the fact that even though most academics declare their
impartiality when analysing Trek they in fact make subtle hints as to which
series they really prefer and why they consider one worthy of analysis over

another.”! This study will look at the three central themes of utopia, community

and self-improvement that appear in all series and reappear as modes of

engagement in the Star Trek fan letters.
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“Where everyone ‘has gone before’”: Research on Star Trek

Star Trek has been the subject of academic study for almost as long as it has
been on the television screen. Types of study range from: feminist and
psychoanalytic to reception and industrial.’>” Ultimately, what all these studies
suggest 1s that there is something inherently important about Star Trek as a
televisual and filmic text and as a consumed and contested cultural product.
William Blake Tyrell’s “Star Trek as Myth and Television as Mythmaker”
(1977) and Karin Blair’'s Meaning in Star Trek (1977), helped add to the
snowballing effect that typified Star Trek’s cult popularity in the seventies. The
first articles and books tended to look at Star Trek’s mythical and narrative
parallels, particularly its connections to American cultural myths such as
Individualism, the Frontier, and American Exceptionalism. The American
Monomyth (1977) tor example looked at Captain Kirk and explained how he is
representative of a particular American individualist heroic ideal. In 1982
Donna Reid-Jetfery wrote, “Star Trek: The Last Frontier in Modern American
Myth” which continued to explicate the deep and long lasting connections the
series had with popular myth in American culture and 1n 1983 Jane Elizabeth
Ellington and Joseph Critelli followed with “Analysis of a Modern Myth: The
Star Trek Series.” But these were not typical of the studies 1n the eighties, most
were concerned with Star Trek’s commentary on sex and gender 1ssues such as
Karin Blair’s “Sex and Star Trek” (1983), and Anne Cranny-Francis’s
“Sexuality and Sex-Role Stereotyping in Star Trek” (1985).> The new
directions that scholars were taking signalled a change in Star Trek literature,

so much so that in 1984 Harvey Greenberg wrote his celebrated article “In

Search of Spock: A Psychoanalytic Inquiry” which, for the first time, looked at
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Star Trek as if it were an outlet for the tensions that existed between liberals
and conservatives affecting adolescents in the sixties.> Spock was singled out
as a role model for those teenagers because he reflected the biological turmoil

they suffered when trying to control their hormones in a radically changing

society.””

T'hanks to the renewed popularity of TNG, the literature that appeared
In the early nineties was geared towards a very general readership. People were
now aware of how wide ranging Star Trek’s appeal was and they continued to
watch the new adventures of the USS Enterprise with keen interest. A new

generation had become fans and they wanted to read about the crew as well as

being able to see them on television. This meant that Paramount allowed many
books to be published that helped expand the series off screen and fuel the
fans’ imagination: Books such as episode compendiums, technical manuals,
encyclopaedias, and starship blueprints.”® After TNG ended in 1994 popular
science books became increasingly prevalent; they often tackled questions
about Star Trek such as: “Are the transporters real?” and “Is Data alive?””’
They tried to attribute some legitimate order to much of the fictional, scientific,
and technological theories seen on the various series. Lawrence M. Krauss’
The Physics of Star Trek (1995), and the follow up Beyond Star Trek (1997),

tried to attach real physics to the science of Star Trek’s future. The two books’
popularity could be ascribed to the fact that they tapped into popular
imagination and suggested that all things seen on the series could be achieved —
we might not even be alone in the universe. With the backing of high calibre
scientific names such as Stephen Hawking, who wrote the foreward to the first

book, fans could start believing that their imaginary world might someday
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come true. lThe philosophical implications of the series have also been
examined in Richard Hanley’s The Metaphysics of Star Trek (1997); a book
described as being “a treasured addition to any fan’s Star Trek library.”* In my
opinion the popularity of these books is due to them being both predictors of
Star Trek’s future history and accepted by fans as a legitimisation of their
passion for all things Trek — a defence against the perennial claims by non fans
that “Trekkers’ and ‘Trekkies’ are geeks with no lives. Jeff Greenwald’s Future
Perfect: How Star Trek Conquered Planet Earth (1998) does look into the lives
of the aforementioned ‘Trekkers’ and attempts to attach significance to their
passion. He concludes, rather vaguely, that they are all looking for
“something”, something that they can only get from the series, but as of yet he
has not found out what that “something” could be.”

There 1s a plethora of Star Trek audience studies, many of which are
based on the active fan.*” This can be ascribed to the fact that the field of
audience and fan studies has grown in recent years. The main focus of these
studies is how fans interact with their object of devotion and how they change
its text to serve their own purposes. However, there has been a lack of work
done on the emotionality of fans, particularly with Star Trek fans, which 1s
something I hope to correct with this thesis. The drive behind recent fan studies
is to look at them as an extraordinary group, held in a position outside the
cultural mainstream in comparison to more conventional television audience
studies. Writing slash fiction and making costumes became the focal point for
fan research since these activities spoke to certain areas of cultural studies at
the time. The study of individual fan behaviour which went against predisposed

social and gender norms meant that the more “typical” fan who did not “rebel”
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against the text was ignored — it was as if they did not have anything to say
about the text, and even if they did it would not be worth studying. For
example, Heather Joseph-Witham’s study Star Trek Fans and Costume Art
(1996) looked at the variety of costumes and accessories fans wore to
conventions. She realised that they not only did this to stand out and exhibit
their passion for the show, but also so that they could feel more like they were
members of a special community. This community could offer them friendship,
a family and strong moral ideals within a supportive atmosphere. By dressing

up they could help those normally prejudiced against in mainstream American

society — women, ethnic minorities, the disabled — express some sort of social
empowerment. However, by clearly differentiating between fans that dress up
and those who do not but may still attend conventions, Joseph-Witham’s study
cannot address the universal nature of Star Trek fandom. The subjects in my
study acknowledge the varying levels of devoted expression that many fans
feel they need to achieve in order to be a fan. Yet this 1s not as important to
them as the messages held within the text that drive their passion for Star Trek;
whether they dress up or not, these fans express in letter form how the series
affects them and how much affection they have for the series. By these actions

they become part of a supportive community without having to prove

themselves and their level of devotion by dressing up.®’

My study will redress the imbalance found in Star Trek fan studies
since it does not exceptionalise those fans who are more visibly active or are

members of distinct fan clubs. Instead, my study will level the playing field

and concentrate on what all types of fan have to say about the text and how

they engage with it on a more personal and emotional level. This appears to be

27



Living with Star Trek

an area 1n which scholars of film have already started to work: Peter Krimer’s
study of the cultural and social work of family-adventure movies proposes that
this genre of film has tried to address the family audience; a film’s narrative
helps to open up channels of communication inside and between family and
units.> The act of writing letters is in itself an activity that demarcates
boundaries between types of fans; however, I feel that by examining these

letters one can get a sense of how Star Trek is used within fans’ daily lives and
what 1t means to them more personally. This is far beyond what previous
studies have attempted to do since they primarily deal with what remains in the
public spotlight. Fan costumes and conventions are routinely exposed and
discovered 1n the media and are taken as representative of the totality of Star
[rek tan culture. I focus on letters that are not so much in the public gaze and
therefore do not correspond to established publishing and media constraints;
fans can speak to other fans in an atmosphere of shared textual knowledge and
self-awareness. Therefore, there are no boundaries set up between different
fans, as there might be at a convention, because all the fans are writing their
personal feelings and experiences and sharing in each others’ correspondence.
As fans they already have a shared knowledge of the text and the themes of
utopia, community, and self-improvement that I examine in this study. Their

letters are both illustrative of Star Trek fandom’s continued cultural and social

work and a new area of fan study: The epistolary of Star Trek.

A Star Trek Epistolary: Fan Letter Writing as Social Practice

Letter writing as a genre has received relatively little attention; however, there

has been a focused and gender specific group of studies that analyse the form
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and content of the epistolary novel. According to Janet Gurkin Altman,

“epistolary literature has only recently become the object of close critical

scrutiny” and it is in the field of literary history that it has had the most
coverage:
Literary historians who investigate the origins and fortunes of the letter
genre necessarily contribute to our general understanding of the rise of
the novel itself, since epistolary narrative is primarily a product of that

formative era in which the novel staked out its claim to status as a

major genre. "

Further, the epistolary novel is suited to the female voice and as such the

epistolary literature of the 17", 18" and 19™ century reflects the prominence of

the female author.®* This is no surprise, since the only soclially acceptable form
of writing open to women at that time was the letter. Thus the content of these
letters, both 1n literature and non-fiction format, reflected the position of
women 1n domestic life: “They spoke in the private voice appropriate to
women whose roles were increasingly circumscribed within the constraints of
bourgeois ideology.”®> However, the non-fiction letter has remained outside the
parameters of detailed critical study and been placed within a genre hierarchy

where they are “merely supplementary to the literary texts being analyzed.”®

My study will do the opposite to this hierarchical scheme and place the letters

at the heart of textual analysis; fan letters will be both the texts analysed and

the means through which I analyse Star Trek’s thematic roots.

For David Barton and Nigel Hall, letter writing should be viewed “as a
social practice, examining the texts, the participants, the activities and the

artefacts in the social contexts,” and this is how I shall approach my study.®”’
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Letters have always provoked discussion and resulted in response, whether

verbal or written, and can therefore be described as open texts. In this sense
they are not products of solitary experience but are instead significant
community practices. The content of the letter is often personal and reflects
individual lives, but, as in the case of the letters I study here, the content is
dependant on a Star Trek text that is open to millions of fans worldwide;
reading through that text, people can share similar experiences and emotions.
Reading these letters “requires acts of imagination and empathy” whereby we
recognise the contexts in which the “vulnerability, sorrow, folly, and crudity,
as well as the invention, eloquence, and lyricism, that such conditions bring
out.”®® William Merrill Decker’s study of letter writing in America before the
age of mass telecommunications is a unique study of how the act of writing and
reading letters created a space for communication desperately required by
people living 1n a large and, above all, still untamed nation. His analysis covers
correspondence from some of America’s most famous men and women:
Christopher Columbus, John Winthrop, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jetferson,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Emily Dickinson. With such an illustrious archive
of letter writers Decker’s work falls into the category of maintaining genre
hierarchies: he examines the collected letters of prominent figures rather than

normal letter practices of society as a whole. However, the overall themes of
his study have some relevance to what I am concentrating on in my Wwork.
Epistolary writing, he quotes Bruce Redtord as saying, “‘fashions a distinctive
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world at once internally consistent, vital, and self-supporting.” Letters are a

social genre that enables people to organise and cultivate relations and provides

a space to imagine “the ways in which one may exist in reciprocity with
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others.””™ The purpose of my study is to show how much the utopian Star Trek

text enables organisation and cultivation of relationships within the fan

community, and as a result, its epistolarity provides fans a space within which

they can share experiences and emotions analogous to a narrative of self-help

and social betterment.

Unlike previous studies of the Star Trek audience, this study will look
at what fans have to say about the text and how they use it in their daily lives.
Fan letter writing as a social practice is an untouched area within audience
studies.”’ It is important to remember that the letters I look at were often
written to Gene Roddenberry since he was the man whose vision of the future
offered inspiration to fans. Later letters, received after his death, often speak of
Roddenberry’s vision as still relevant to their own lives; therefore, in some

senses he has not really died, fans now send their mail to magazines and fan
publications instead. The readership for these letters changed from a personal
correspondence with Roddenberry to one that incorporated other fans with
numerous experiences and opinions. Overall, the collected letters I use in my
study signal the development of a Star Trek community that works in parallel

with the franchise and helps to support other fans who feel affected by the

themes and messages contained within the text.

The Thesis

Part One of my thesis examines the historical, narrative, and mythic roots of
the Star Trek text, thereby highlighting the themes of utopia, community and

self-improvement important to my study. More specifically, Chapter One

includes a short history of Star Trek fandom and how its text has become a
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form of alternate reality for its fans. This reality is founded on a “history of the

future” that to all intents and purposes has become a verifiable prediction of

what the future will be like. Of course, this vision of a utopian future is the
blueprint so often referred to by fans in their letters examined in Chapter Six.
Chapter Two examines the literary roots of Star Trek’s story-telling 1n that the
series make much use of common cultural narratives to communicate their own
form of historical discourse. Using Hayden White’s work on the typology of

rhetorical figures of speech, I analyse the types of narrative Star Trek uses for

its representation of history and the theoretical underpinnings that form the

1.72

basis of its popularity and diverse appeal.’” Moving on from the literary to the

mythical, in Chapter Three I compare Star Trek’s use of American myth in
relation to another science fiction phenomenon, the Star Wars trilogy. Using,
building upon, and updating the work done on Star Trek and myth in texts such
as Jewett and Lawrence’s The American Monomyth, 1 posit that the franchise
applies myth in a different way to Star Wars by setting 1ts narrative in the
future rather than the past.73 This makes myth relevant to the audience, turning
the series into the enabling fiction that, as I investigate in Chapters Seven and
Eight, fans adapt and use in their daily lives.

Part Two forms the basis for a detailed textual study of a specific
American foundational narrative: The American Jeremiad. I concentrate on
how both the literary form of the jeremiad and the Star Trek text refer back to
the past in order to prophesy a better future. Promoting a particular kind of
American history, I maintain that the Puritan experience 1s replicated in three
of the Star Trek movies made in the late 1980s. Notions of seli-improvement

and self-help become increasingly important to both the Puritan errand and
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Star Trek’s utopian message and I want to contextualise this trend in the Star
Trek text so as to highlight how and where fans recognise similar themes when
they write their letters. Consequently, Chapter Four is a historical study of Star
Irek’s links to the jeremiad and the particular narrative created when using

such a literary trope. Using Sacvan Bercovitch’s analysis of the jeremiad in his

seminal work The American Jeremiad (1978), 1 posit that Star Trek acts as a

marker for Americans, just as the jeremiad did for the Pilgrim Fathers and their

descendants, providing them with guidance and encouragement in their lives.”

Chapter Five 1s a textual analysis of three feature films: Star Trek IV The
Voyage Home (1986), Star Trek V: The Final Frontier (1989), and Star Trek
VI: The Undiscovered Country. I theorise that these films represent a “tri-part
jeremiad”, referring specifically to the social, historical, and self-improvement
message they transmitted to an audience in the late eighties and their response

to a unique political climate influenced by the end of the Cold War and Ronald

Reagan’s Presidency.

Part Three of my thesis focuses on fan letters, investigating the ways in
which American fans talk about and use the themes of utopia, community and
self-improvement. These letters create a “network of support” that offers a
nurturing atmosphere through which tans can express their feelings, emotions
and experiences interpreted through the universal framework of the Star Trek
text. Chapter Six on utopia and social change examines letters that describe
Gene Roddenberry’s depiction of utopia and how fans feel that his vision was
and still is an attainable goal for their own lifetimes. Fans define the series as a

blueprint for solving existing social problems in America such as racism,

poverty, and war. In their letters, fans see the series as representing a utopian
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future that exists in contrast to the dystopian future to which existing social
problems will lead. I use and adapt Richard Dyer’s model of utopia in
entertainment to contextualise the contents of these letters.”” The concept of
communal achievement is carried on further in Chapter Seven where I look at
the various ways fans use and decipher the Star Trek text to help cope with
traumatic experiences in their lives: In particular bereavement, illness, and
disability. These stressful, momentous, yet often inevitable, life experiences are
dealt with by a close personal affinity with the fictional text; often specific
episodes speak to individual needs. I maintain that fans who have written about
their traumatic experiences do so to find a voice. This voice articulates the
level of grief suffered and is typically hard to share in public. However, with so
many similar stories in circulation people write these letters in an attempt to
become part of a special community, one that offers support through a common
dialogue based on the Star Trek fan experience. Introducing and adapting the
work of Robert Putnam and Robert Wuthnow, in relation to the decline of
community in America, will be integral to my analysis of the merits of Star
Trek’s community of support.”® If Chapter Seven uncovers an environment
where fans are beginning to get over troubled periods in their lives then
Chapter Eight looks at fans who recount how Star Trek, and even individual
characters such as Data, Seven of Nine or Captain Janeway, provided

inspiration for a personal change for the better. I compare and contrast the
letters in a framework of self-help narratives and draw particular attention to
how these letters perform similar tasks to the talk-show. Finding a public voice
is a hard yet rewarding goal for fans who believe that Star Trek has inspired

them and that Roddenberry’s utopian vision is achievable. Fans who believe
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that the text provided inspiration are careful to point out that they themselves
Instigated the change in their lives, yet Star Trek was always there to offer
support. These self-improvement narratives speak to specific traditions of self-

help in American history and to an increasingly common-trend in television

programming: The confessional talk show.

Part Four of my thesis provides an in-depth analysis of two exclusive
texts: Enterprise and the science fiction comedy Galaxy Quest. 1 explore in
more detail the future history of the Star Trek narrative and the fan culture
surrounding the interpretation and reception of a cult movie outside of the
franchise. In Chapter Nine I compare DS9 with Enterprise, arguing that the
former provides an historical narrative where possibilities of the future remain
open and the latter reinforces a history that has already happened and cannot be
changed. Enterprise’s reinvention of and reverence for the Star Trek past is

representative of the fictional text’s reliance on historical narrative and the
fans’ investment in the potentialities of Roddenberry’s future. However, I have
also found that both international and American fans are acutely aware of the
dangers that such a reliance on American history entails, and they respond to
this by emphasising in letters that Star Trek is meant to be about a universal
utopia. In an analysis of Enterprise’s opening credits sequence, I shall be
revisiting some of the issues discussed in Chapters Four and Five with regard
to American Exceptionalism and the theory of America’s frontier destiny. Like
the fans in Chapter Six, fans in this chapter who engage with the opening
credits sequence do so because they believe srar Trek’s utopia is not confined
to a select few but instead open to all people. Chapter Ten is a textual

examination of the positive portrayal of cult fandom oftered by Galaxy Quest.
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The film is a comedic homage to the Star Trek phenomenon, looking at the
potential empowerment a cult text can offer its fans and how those fans use the
text as an enabling fiction in their daily lives. The realisation of the fans’
individual potential is a recurrent theme throughout Part Three of this thesis

and by analysing Galaxy Quest we will see how the concept of learning to

improve and help oneself is intertwined with the fans’ belief in the reality of
the fictional text and how they live with that text on a daily basis. In effect Part
Four not only looks at how fans live through Star Trek, as we establish in Part

Three, but we also see how they live with Star Trek as part of a supportive and

culturally integrated group.

Overall, this thesis seeks to place Star Trek and its American fanbase
into their cultural contexts. Bringing together approaches from American, Film,
and Television Studies to identify discourses of utopia, community, and self-
improvement that run back through American history and culture, I examine

how these are mediated in the Star Trek text and taken up by fans in their

everyday lives. Consequently, this study moves on from the idea of tans as
“textual poachers” to account for the more “typical” fan, showing that their
supposedly mundane activities are rich and complex and offer particular insight
into the relationship between culture, text and audience. Of course, the Star
Trek television programmes, films, and fans are not limited to any one nation
but it is nonetheless the case that they are the product of discourses central to

American society and it is the universalising rhetoric of these discourses that

often accounts for Star Trek’s international success.
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