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FOREWORD

A	Prescription	for	the	Final	Frontier

Chris	Gore

“We	did	it!	We	landed	on	the	moon!”
One	of	my	earliest	memories	is	of	hearing	my	dad	in	front	of	the	TV	scream

with	joy	that	we	landed	on	the	moon.	He	had	a	passion	for	NASA’s	mission	of
space	 exploration,	 along	 with	 science	 and	 computers.	 Dad	 was	 particularly
excited	 about	 a	 TV	 show	 that	 envisioned	 humans	 traveling	 the	 galaxy	 and
solving	problems.	So	it’s	no	surprise	 that	my	father’s	obsessions	rubbed	off	on
me	as	we	enjoyed	watching	reruns	of	the	original	Star	Trek	series	together	when
I	was	 growing	 up.	 The	 conversation	 that	 followed	 each	 episode	was	 a	 perfect
way	 for	 Dad	 and	 I	 to	 talk	 about	 the	 possibility	 of	 life	 on	 other	 planets,	 the
differences	between	right	and	wrong,	and	girls.
I	grew	up	in	the	Detroit	area,	and	my	father	worked	in	the	auto	industry,	which

was	pretty	common.	But	his	 job	was	different	 from	those	on	 the	assembly	 line
because	it	involved	computers,	which	was	very	rare	at	the	time.	He	often	would
return	home	from	work	with	a	box	of	paper	punch	cards	used	to	feed	data	into
the	 room-size	 computers	 at	 his	 office.	 As	 we	 watched	 that	 evening’s	 original
Star	Trek	series	rerun,	I	would	use	those	punch	cards	to	create	crayon	drawings
of	the	travels	of	the	crew	of	the	starship	Enterprise	along	with	Kirk,	Spock,	and
McCoy.	 I	 vividly	 recall	 my	 father	 taking	me	 to	 work	 one	 Saturday	 for	 a	 big
surprise:	He	powered	up	 a	 computer	view	 screen	 as	we	 sat	 down	 to	play	Star
Trek.	 It	was	 a	 text-based	game,	 and	 I	 gasped	 as	 the	words	 “You	 have	 left	 dry
dock”	appeared	before	my	eyes.	Epic	adventures	involving	new	star	systems	and
clashes	with	the	Klingons	all	took	place	in	text	form.	Not	only	was	my	father	my
hero;	 he	 was	 an	 original	 nerd.	 In	 that	 simpler	 time	 of	 scheduled	 television
viewings	 in	 the	 1970s	 (pre–VCR/DVR/Internet),	 watching	 Star	 Trek	 with	 my
dad	was	everything.



My	parents	divorced	when	I	was	nine	years	old,	and	it	was	reruns	of	Star	Trek
that	helped	me	deal	with	the	pain	of	his	departure.	In	the	absence	of	my	father,
Captain	Kirk	 became	my	 surrogate	TV	 dad.	 The	 idea	 of	 feeling	 as	 if	 one	 has
been	“adopted”	by	a	TV	father	may	be	more	common	than	people	 imagine.	 In
that	era,	divorce	became	 the	new	normal,	as	every	kid	on	my	block	seemed	 to
have	 a	 father	who	all	 but	 disappeared	 from	 the	 family	 equation.	 If	 you	do	 the
math,	TV	screens	spend	almost	as	much	time	with	children	as	actual	parents	do.
But	it	was	not	the	worst	upbringing	when	you	consider	that	the	best	episodes	of
Trek	 are	 filled	 with	 good	 role	 models	 and	 healthy	 life	 lessons.	 Captain	 Kirk
became	a	father	figure,	and	if	given	the	order,	I	would	follow	him	to	the	ends	of
the	galaxy.
With	all	due	respect	to	the	cool	factor	of	transporters,	phasers,	starships,	and

all	 the	 tech	 of	 Trek,	 at	 the	 core	 of	 every	 great	 Star	 Trek	 story	 is	 a	 struggle
involving	morality	and	how	we	deal	with	human	emotions.	For	this	reason,	Star
Trek’s	worldwide	popularity	has	transcended	cultural	and	language	barriers.	The
debates	over	choices	involving	the	correct	course	of	action	in	a	volatile	situation
help	us	 to	define	who	we	are	as	 individuals,	as	a	society,	and	as	a	species	 in	a
larger,	still	unexplored	galaxy.
I	feel	it’s	important	to	note	that	I	am	not	a	psychologist.	I	am	just	one	among

millions	who	have	been	profoundly	affected	by	Star	Trek.	And	I	can	personally
attest	to	the	healing	power	of	particular	episodes.	If	you	find	yourself	struggling
with	an	issue	in	life,	you’ll	find	solace	through	the	characters	and	stories	in	Star
Trek.	 By	 binge	 watching	 one	 of	 the	 many	 Trek	 series,	 you	 may	 even	 find
answers	 to	 life’s	 difficult	 questions.	 I	 believe	 it’s	 even	 possible	 to	 prescribe
certain	Star	Trek	episodes	to	help	deal	with	a	specific	challenge.
For	me,	the	original	series	always	had	a	cure	for	my	ills.	Bothered	by	bullies?

Try	 watching	 original	 series	 episode	 “Shore	 Leave”	 and	 see	 Kirk	 deal	 with
Finnegan,	his	nemesis	from	Starfleet	Academy.1	It’s	cathartic	to	watch	Kirk	best
this	annoying	bully.	Bothered	by	racist	bullies?	Watch	“Balance	of	Terror”	and
notice	how	Kirk	deals	with	a	bigoted	crew	member	who	begins	to	question	the
loyalties	of	Spock.2	If	you	think	your	wedding	is	going	poorly,	try	seeing	what
Spock	must	deal	with	in	“Amok	Time.”3	Trust	me,	you’ve	got	it	easy.	If	you’re
looking	 for	 a	 laugh,	 try	 “The	 Trouble	 with	 Tribbles,”	 which	 also	 accurately
predicted	our	love	for	all	things	cute	in	the	galaxy.4	And	while	a	broken	heart	is
never	 easy	 to	 heal,	 the	 sacrifice	 Kirk	 makes	 in	 “The	 City	 on	 the	 Edge	 of
Forever”	is	a	thing	of	beauty.5	It	may	even	bring	you	to	tears.
I	find	almost	any	Star	Trek	episode	to	be	a	good	cure	for	a	hangover	since	we



know	it’s	all	going	to	turn	out	fine	in	the	end.	It	is	just	as	easy	to	get	a	hangover
by	playing	a	Star	Trek	drinking	game.	Dead	red	shirt,	drink.6	Kirk	kisses	a	girl,
drink.7	McCoy	says,	“He’s	dead,	Jim,”8	drink.	Star	Trek	truly	is	all-purpose	in	its
healing	abilities.
In	 my	 travels	 I	 have	 found	 Star	 Trek	 fans	 to	 be	 thinkers,	 explorers,	 and

questioners	 of	 things—basically,	 my	 kind	 of	 people.	 I	 find	 it	 easy	 to	 connect
with	Trek	 fans	because	 I	 have	been	one	 since	 I	was	very	young.	 I	 often	 think
fondly	about	my	dad,	who	 introduced	me	 to	 the	 show	 that	continues	 to	boldly
go.	And	I	believe	that	generations	of	fans	are	bound	by	our	collective	adoptive
TV	father	embodied	by	one	James	T.	Kirk.	Through	Star	Trek,	we	are	united	in
our	passion	for	unraveling	the	larger	questions	of	our	place	in	the	universe.	We
are	 all	 a	 part	 of	 this	 great	 exploration	 in	 the	 continuing	 human	 adventure	…
which	is	only	just	beginning.

Chris	Gore	 is	 a	writer	 and	 comedian	who	 turned	his	 passion	 for	 geek	 culture
into	 a	 diverse	 career.	 He	 created	 Film	 Threat,	 the	 influential	 magazine	 and
website	 that	 championed	 independent	 movies	 and	 was	 also	 the	 co-founder	 of
Sci-Fi	 Universe	 magazine.	 His	 published	 works	 include	 the	 books	 The	 50
Greatest	 Movies	 Never	 Made	 (St.	 Martin’s	 Press),	 The	 Complete	 DVD	 Book
(Michael	Wiese	 Publications),	 and	The	Ultimate	 Film	 Festival	 Survival	Guide
(Random	House).	Chris	has	hosted	 television	 shows	on	FX,	Starz,	 and	 IFC	as
well	 as	 appearing	 on	 G4TV’s	 Attack	 of	 the	 Show!	 where	 he	 covered	 movies
through	his	popular	DVDuesday	segment.	He	co-wrote	and	produced	the	feature
comedy	My	 Big	 Fat	 Independent	 Movie.	 Chris	 counts	 his	 cameo	 as	 an	 alien
dissident	who	nearly	kills	Captain	Kirk	in	an	episode	of	Star	Trek	Continues	as
his	crowning	achievement	as	a	Trek	fan.
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INTRODUCTION

A	Galaxy	of	Lights

Travis	Langley

“This	is	the	light	of	the	mind….”
—poet	Sylvia	Plath1

“There	are	four	lights!”
—Captain	Jean-Luc	Picard2

In	a	vacuum,	light	travels	186,282	miles	in	one	second:	299,792	kilometers.	We
don’t	 see	Alpha	Centauri,	 our	 sun’s	 nearest	 neighbor	 among	 the	 stars,	 as	 it	 is
now.	We	don’t	know	what	it	is	doing	at	this	very	moment.	More	than	four	years
ago,	it	emitted	the	light	that’s	reaching	us	today.	More	than	50	years	ago,	while
Gene	 Roddenberry	 was	 unleashing	 his	 groundbreaking	 science	 fiction	 series
upon	our	world,	 the	gravity	of	 a	 large	planet	 orbiting	 the	 star	 51	Pegasi	made
that	 star	 wobble	 in	 a	 way	 our	 instruments	 can	 detect	 right	 now.	 So	 which	 is
reality,	 the	stars	as	 they	were	 then	or	as	 they	are—if	 they	still	are—right	now?
The	light	we	see	from	the	past	is	the	part	that	affects	us.	Perception	is	reality,	as
they	say.
Star	Trek	starts	with	stars,	tiny	lights	in	the	dark	void.	Because	a	few	of	those

lights	move	toward	the	edge	of	the	screen	like	objects	we’re	sailing	past,	we	get
a	 sense	 of	 moving	 forward	 through	 the	 universe	 before	 Kirk	 calls	 space	 “the
final	frontier”	and	the	Enterprise	zooms	our	way.3	We’re	not	moving	through	the
stars,	not	in	that	sense,	and	yet	visual	illusions	help	us	feel	like	we	are—a	trick
of	the	lights.	We	are	moving	through	the	stars	in	a	broader	sense	in	that	we’re	on
a	planet	with	a	24-hour	spin	as	it	circles	a	star	and	that	star	 takes	us	through	a
galaxy	 that	 is	 itself	 moving	 through	 the	 universe,	 but	 that’s	 not	 what	 we
perceive.	Watching	 TV,	we	 perceive	 ourselves	 sitting	 in	 one	 spot.	 It	 takes	 the



illusion,	the	fiction,	to	give	us	a	feeling	of	the	trek	we’re	actually	taking.
Speculative	fiction	(science	fiction,	fantasy,	horror,	any	fiction	that	speculates

about	 fantastic	 variations	 on	 reality)	 can	 take	 a	 harder	 look	 at	 life	 than	 other
genres	of	fiction	do.	The	original	Star	Trek	explored	civil	rights,	race	relations,
international	 relations,	 and	 complicated	 moral	 dilemmas	 no	 other	 show	 dared
touch.	“It	appealed	to	people	who	were	thinking	differently,”	Rod	Roddenberry
has	 said	 of	 his	 father’s	 creation,	 “whether	 it	 was	 college	 students	 who	 were
protesting	 the	war	or	mixed-race	 couples	or	 just	 people	with	different	 ideas.”4
The	many	series,	films,	novels,	comics,	and	games	have	tackled	issues	big	and
small,	 although	 they	did	not	 remain	alone	 in	 the	wilderness	 as	other	programs
began	doing	so	as	well.	Above	all,	Star	Trek	seeks	out	 the	human	elements	of
life’s	 adventure.	While	 exploring	 the	 reaches	 of	 outer	 space,	 Star	Trek	 always
explores	the	humanity	of	our	inner	space.
In	addition	to	its	well-known	looks	at	 interpersonal	 relations	(those	between

people),	 Star	 Trek	 also	 looks	 at	 intrapersonal	 knowledge	 of	 oneself.	Whereas
Spock	 regularly	 struggles	with	 his	 human	 side	 and	 often	 seeks	 to	 suppress	 it,
nonbiological	 beings	 would	 strive	 to	 achieve	 greater	 humanity:	 an	 android,	 a
hologram,	a	computer.	Even	among	the	humans,	characters	would	wrestle	with
themselves.	 What	 is	 human,	 and	 what	 is	 real?	 When	 Kirk	 thinks	 he	 loves	 a
woman	because	the	Tantalus	device	has	implanted	a	pseudomemory,	a	vivid	yet
false	recollection,	he	feels	 those	emotions	nonetheless.5	When	Spock	 thinks	he
has	killed	Kirk,	 he	briefly	 lives	 in	 a	 personal	 reality	 in	which	he	has	 slain	his
captain	and	he	feels	wracked	with	guilt	until	he	learns	that	McCoy	helped	Kirk
fake	the	death.6	When	an	alien	probe	makes	Picard	experience	a	 lifetime	 in	25
minutes,	he	has	trouble	readjusting	to	being	captain	of	the	Enterprise	because	in
his	memory,	he	has	been	away	for	a	lifetime—and	a	very	full	lifetime	at	that.	He
has	also	learned	to	play	an	ancient	flute	proficiently—a	lingering	sign	of	how	the
25-minute	fiction	affected	his	real	life.7	More	than	once,	characters	consider	the
possibility	 that	 holographic	 events	 have	 reality	 of	 their	 own8	 and,	 in	 a	 rare
moment	of	metafiction,	touch	upon	the	possibility	that	their	own	lives	are	some
form	 of	 fiction.9	 “Reality”	 can	 be	 difficult	 to	 hold	 on	 to.	 An	 interrogator
attempting	to	break	Picard’s	will	tries	to	get	him	to	say	he	sees	five	lights	behind
him	when	there	are	only	four.	Although	Picard	never	admits	this	to	anyone	but
his	ship’s	counselor,	he	begins	to	see	five.10
The	continuing	mission	cycles.	Its	reality	changes	and	yet	retains	qualities	we

still	call	Star	Trek	in	every	incarnation.	Kirk,	then	Picard,	then	Sisko,	and	then
Janeway11	 lead	 crews	 and	 expand	 their	 known	 universe	 before	 the	 saga	 goes



back	to	an	earlier	time	when	Captain	Archer	begins	the	trek.12	In	the	movies	the
cycle	then	winds	up	with	Kirk	setting	foot	on	his	Enterprise	for	the	first	time,13
whereas	Star	Trek:	Discovery	 takes	 the	 trek	along	an	alternate	path	 toward	 the
original	 series.14	 No	 trek	 goes	 from	 A	 to	 B.	 Even	 the	 straightest	 path	 has
different	 routes	 that	 lead	 to	 it,	 offers	 choices	 along	 the	 way,	 and	 opens	 onto
infinite	possibilities	afterward.	Thanks	to	time	travelers’	interference,	a	new	Kirk
played	 by	 Chris	 Pine	 may	 grow	 up	 differently	 from	 the	 original	 played	 by
William	 Shatner,	 but	 whether	 we	 view	 these	 two	 Kirks’	 lives	 as	 alternate
timelines	or	simply	different	fictions,	each	is	as	real	as	we	let	him	be.	He	means
something	to	us.	His	journey	matters.	Because	Kirk	is	fictional,	the	Kirk	in	each
person’s	head	is	a	personal	fiction.	Your	Kirk	may	not	be	my	Kirk,	each	Kirk	can
change,	and	therefore	the	number	of	Kirks	can	exceed	the	number	of	us	thinking
about	him	or	any	other	character.

“The	brain	is	wider	than	the	sky.”
—poet	Emily	Dickinson	(1830–1886)15

The	 human	 brain	 has	 about	 100	 billion	 cells.16	 Each	 neuron	 (nerve	 cell)
functions	 when	 an	 electric	 charge	 of	 sufficient	 strength	 travels	 through	 it—
lighting	 it	 up,	 so	 to	 speak.	 That	 many	 stars	 fill	 the	 Milky	 Way	 galaxy	 we
inhabit.17	At	least	20	times	that	many	galaxies	make	up	this	universe,18	and	who
knows	 how	 many	 universes	 there	 may	 be?	 There	 are	 many	 lights—infinitely
many,	 for	 all	 we	 know.	 We	 can	 look	 up	 into	 the	 starry	 night	 to	 behold	 the
pinpoints	of	 light,	consider	 the	vastness	of	what	 little	we	see,	and	contemplate
how	much	more	lies	beyond.	Because	a	person’s	brain	has	a	galaxy	of	neurons,
we	might	also	look	out	as	if	peering	at	a	great	brain	all	around	us	and	maybe	get
a	glimmer	of	our	own	brains’	cosmic	potential.
The	characters	in	Star	Trek	explore	the	Milky	Way	and	know	only	portions	of

it,	much	the	way	we	know	only	portions	of	the	mysteries	of	the	human	mind.	In
this	 book,	we	 explore	 these	mysteries	 by	 exploring	 Star	 Trek’s	 characters	 and
stories.	 Through	more	 than	 a	 dozen	movies	 and	 the	 better	 part	 of	 a	 thousand
television	episodes,	not	 to	mention	a	persistent	stream	of	novels,	comic	books,
games,	and	fan	fiction,	Star	Trek	characters	explore	the	range	of	human	behavior
itself—not	 only	 the	 “new	 frontier”	 that	 President	 John	 F.	Kennedy	mentioned
when	inspiring	travel	into	space	but	the	mental	frontier	as	well.19	The	stories	are
always	about	understanding	people.

“What	was	once	the	furthest	outpost	on	the	old	frontier	of	the	West	will	be	the



furthest	outpost	on	the	new	frontier	of	science	and	space.”
—U.	S.	President	John	F.	Kennedy20

“Imagination	frees	the	mind.”
—Captain	Kathryn	Janeway21
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The	 ship	 sets	 sail,	 whether	 across	 waters	 or
through	the	void	between	stars,	every	voyage
a	 mystery	 and	 no	 two	 voyages	 the	 same.
Explorers	ready	themselves	to	brave	tempests
and	monsters	of	 the	deep	between	 islands	or
between	worlds,	but	why?



We	explore	environments,	experiences,	and	 ideas.	What
drives	 us	 to	 venture	 out	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 and	why	 are
some	 more	 ready	 than	 others	 to	 go	 forth?	 Do	 our
rewards	 for	exploration	come	from	outside	ourselves	or
from	within?



•1•

Why	We	Go:	The	Psychology	of
Exploration	in	Star	Trek

Clay	Routledge

“They	used	to	say	that	if	man	was	meant	to	fly,	he’d	have	wings.	But	he	did	fly.	He
discovered	he	had	to.”
—James	Kirk1

“…	an	endless	series	of	daily	choices	and	decisions	in	each	of	which	one	can
choose	to	go	back	toward	safety	or	forward	toward	growth.	Growth	must	be	chosen

again	and	again;	fear	must	be	overcome	again	and	again.”
—psychologist	Abraham	Maslow2

We	 are	 explorers	 by	 nature.	 As	 a	 species,	 humans	 are	 curious,	 creative,	 and
hungry	 for	 novelty.	 We	 want	 to	 learn	 more	 about	 the	 world	 around	 us	 and
ourselves.	Exploration	 is	 a	 fundamental	part	of	human	psychology.	That	being
said,	 our	 explorative	 nature	 does	 not	 always	 come	 easy	 and	 is	 not	 without
psychological	cost.	Star	Trek	provides	an	excellent	platform	for	fans	to	consider



the	 complexities	 of	 the	 psychology	 of	 exploration.	 Star	 Trek	 has	 always	 been
about	 exploration—and	 not	 just	 space	 exploration	 but	 also	 exploring	 different
cultures	 and	 ideas,	 and	 even	 turning	 inward	 and	 exploring	 one’s	 own
assumptions	about	the	world	and	our	deepest	fears.

The	Multifaceted	Nature	of	Exploration

The	crew	of	each	Enterprise	 is	charged	with	a	mission	 to	explore	new	worlds.
Leaving	on	such	a	journey	into	the	unknown	is	how	people	typically	think	about
exploration.	 To	 explore	means	 to	 physically	 go	 somewhere	 that	 you	 have	 not
been	 before,	 right?	 Well,	 yes.	 That	 is	 one	 kind	 of	 exploration.	 But,	 for
psychologists,	 exploration	 is	 much	 more	 complex.	 For	 example,	 according	 to
psychologists	Jeff	Green	and	Keith	Campbell,	 there	are	 three	different	 types	of
exploration:	environmental,	social,	and	intellectual.3
Environmental	exploration	 is	what	most	 people	 typically	 call	 to	mind	when

they	 think	 about	 exploration.	 It	 involves	 people’s	 interest	 in	 exploring	 the
physical	world	around	them,	which	could	include	traveling	abroad	or	something
as	simple	as	 finding	a	new	 trail	 to	hike.	Humans	settled	a	good	portion	of	our
planet	 because	 of	 this	 attraction	 to	 environmental	 exploration.	 If	we	were	 not
explorers	 of	 the	 environment	 by	 nature,	 our	 ancestors	 may	 have	 never	 left
Africa.
This	 inherent	motive	 to	want	 to	know	what	 is	beyond	that	next	 ridge	 is	also

the	 reason	humans	want	 to	explore	outer	space.	Most	of	us	won’t	 likely	get	 to
travel	to	new	worlds,	but	our	attraction	to	this	type	of	environmental	exploration
is	 a	 common	 theme	 in	 science	 fiction.	 When	 Kirk	 takes	 on	 a	 new	 life	 as	 a
Starfleet	admiral,	overseeing	training	instead	of	captaining	a	ship	and	exploring
space,	 his	 good	 friend	 Dr.	 McCoy	 knows	 that	 Kirk	 is	 best	 suited	 to	 be	 an
explorer	and	pleads	with	him	to	get	a	new	command	and	get	back	out	exploring
space	 in	 a	 starship	 before	 it	 is	 too	 late.4	 Fans	 identify	 with	 Kirk	 because	 as
humans	we	understand	the	attraction	to	environmental	exploration.
On	 the	 surface,	 Star	 Trek	 may	 seem	 primarily	 about	 environmental

exploration	because	it	so	prominently	features	ships	traveling	through	space	on
missions	to	seek	out	new	worlds.	However,	as	most	fans	can	attest,	Star	Trek	is
as	 focused—or	 even	 more	 focused—on	 social	 exploration	 and	 intellectual
exploration.5	 Social	 exploration	 concerns	 people’s	 desire	 to	 experience	 new
relationships	 and	 interpersonal	 experiences.	 This	 might	 involve	 making	 new
friends,	 attending	 parties	 or	 other	 social	 events	 even	 though	 you	 do	 not	 know



many	people	 there,	or	 striking	up	a	conversation	with	a	 stranger	on	 the	bus	or
plane.	 Intellectual	 exploration	 refers	 to	 people’s	 desire	 to	 think	 about	 and
experience	new	theories,	ideas,	and	traditions.	This	might	involve	learning	about
different	cultures	or	taking	a	class	on	a	topic	that	interests	you	but	that	you	know
little	about.
Star	Trek’s	emphasis	on	social	and	intellectual	exploration	is	evidenced	by	the

mission	statement,	which	says	 the	mission	 is	not	only	 to	“explore	 strange	new
worlds”	 (environmental	 exploration)	 but	 also	 to	 “seek	 out	 new	 life,	 new
civilizations.”6	In	other	words,	the	goal	is	to	explore	new	social	connections	with
other	intelligent	life	forms	and	alternative	ways	of	thinking	about	the	world.
Many	 psychologists	 have	 argued	 that	 humans	 are	 social	 animals	 with	 a

powerful	need	to	belong.7	As	an	android	who	does	not	experience	emotion	(until
he	eventually	gets	the	emotion	chip8)	but	endeavors	to	be	more	humanlike,	Data
continuously	 seeks	 out	 opportunities	 to	 experience	 different	 kinds	 of
relationships.	He	understands	 that	 social	 exploration	 is	 a	 crucial	 component	of
being	human.	For	 instance,	Data	 unsuccessfully	 attempts	 to	 pursue	 a	 romantic
relationship	with	 his	 shipmate,	 Jenna	D’Sora,	 in	 a	 uniquely	 android	 way—by
creating	 a	 romantic	 relationship	 subroutine.13	 The	 unique	 benefit	 of	 being	 an
android	is	that	when	Data	gets	dumped,	he	simply	has	to	delete	the	subroutine.

Exploring	Death	in	the	Kobayashi	Maru

The	Kobayashi	Maru,	a	simulation	exercise	that	Starfleet	officer	cadets	participate	in	during
their	 training,	 involves	a	no-win	situation	 in	which	 there	 is	no	way	 to	save	 their	ship	 from
destruction	or	their	crew	from	death.9	So	what	is	the	value	of	such	a	simulation?	Research
on	 posttraumatic	 growth10	 suggests	 that	 the	 Kobayashi	 Maru	 may	 help	 to	 promote
psychological	health	and	resilience.	Posttraumatic	growth	is	positive	psychological	change
that	can	result	from	struggling	with	highly	challenging,	traumatic	life	crises.	People	forced	to
cope	with	 loss	 and	 the	 prospect	 of	 death	 often	 later	 report	 a	 greater	 sense	 of	meaning,
respect	for	life,	and	personal	strength.11	Because	most	people	prefer	to	avoid	thinking	about
loss	 and	death,	 simulations	 such	as	 the	Kobayashi	Maru	may	 be	 valuable	 because	 they
force	participants	 to	confront	 these	existential	 fears.	Therapists	use	 imagination	exercises
(e.g.,	imaginal	exposure	therapy	in	which	clients	imagine	facing	aversive	stimuli12)	because
confronting	fears	may	ultimately	make	people	mentally	stronger	with	a	greater	appreciation
for	life.

When	humans	 lack	 social	 relationships	or	 feel	 socially	 excluded	and	 lonely,
they	suffer	from	various	forms	of	psychological	distress	and	are	likely	to	engage



in	 maladaptive	 behavior.14	 Specifically,	 loneliness	 is	 a	 major	 risk	 factor	 for
depression	 and	 anxiety.15	 In	 addition,	 experiences	 of	 social	 exclusion,	 such	 as
being	rejected	by	friends,	increase	feelings	of	meaninglessness	and	hostility	and
decrease	 self-control	 as	well	 as	 empathy	 toward	others.16	Social	 exploration	 is
important	for	psychological	health;	it	helps	people	forge	new	social	connections
and	 thus	 reduces	 the	 likelihood	 of	 loneliness	 and	 feelings	 of	 exclusion.	While
Data	 may	 not	 be	 able	 to	 appreciate	 the	 emotional	 consequences	 of	 failing	 to
connect	with	others,	he	understands	that	social	exploration	is	an	important	part
of	what	it	means	to	be	human.
Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation	provides	an	excellent	and	humorous	example

of	 intellectual	 exploration	 when,	 as	 part	 of	 an	 officer-exchange	 program,
Commander	Riker	is	assigned	as	first	officer	of	a	Klingon	ship.	To	fit	in	with	his
new	Klingon	crew,	Riker	must	explore	and	embrace	various	aspects	of	Klingon
culture,	 including	 establishing	 respect	 through	 physical	 violence	 and	 eating
exotic	foods,	such	as	bregit	lung	and	rokeg	blood	pie.	Riker	does	his	best.

What	Drives	Exploration?

Motivation

What	 makes	 people	 want	 to	 explore	 in	 the	 first	 place?	 Humans	 might	 be
explorers	 because	 we	 are	 naturally	 curious	 and	 psychological	 research	 has
revealed	quite	a	bit	about	the	inherent	nature	of	human	curiosity.	Curiosity	is	the
“recognition,	 pursuit,	 and	 intense	 desire	 to	 explore	 novel,	 challenging,	 and
uncertain	 events.”17	 Psychologists	 also	 assert	 that	 curiosity	 is	 intrinsically
motivated.	 Intrinsic	motivation	 involves	 people	 doing	 something	 because	 they
find	 it	 personally	 enjoyable	 and	 fulfilling	 and	 not	 because	 of	 an	 external
motivator	such	as	money	or	social	pressure.
Self-reported	 curiosity	 correlates	 positively	 with	 happiness	 and	 other

indicators	of	psychological	well-being,	such	as	how	satisfied	people	say	they	are
with	 their	 lives.18	 It	 feels	 good	 to	 be	 curious.	 Psychologists	 also	 argue	 that
curiosity	 is	 an	 important	 driver	 of	 personal	 growth.19	 From	 this	 perspective,
human	 exploration	 is	 a	 fundamental	 component	 of	 cognitive	 and	 emotional
development.
Star	 Trek	 affirms	 this	 view	 of	 exploration	 as	 intrinsically	 motivated	 and

important	for	personal	growth.	The	Federation	does	not	use	money,	so	starship
crew	members	are	explorers	because	they	are	intrinsically	motivated	and	desire
to	learn	and	grow,	not	because	they	seek	economic	gain.	Captain	Picard	attempts



to	explain	this	idea	to	a	man	from	the	twentieth	century	who	had	been	recently
awakened	 from	 cryogenic	 suspension	 by	 saying,	 “We	 have	 eliminated	 hunger,
want,	the	need	for	possessions.”20	They	seek	intrinsic	rewards,	experiences	they
can	value	for	the	sake	of	the	experiences	themselves,	instead	of	extrinsic	rewards
that	would	simply	help	them	get	something	else.

Personality

Humans	 may	 be	 explorers	 by	 nature,	 but,	 like	 other	 psychological	 traits,	 the
proclivity	 to	 explore	 varies	 from	 person	 to	 person.	 The	 personality	 factor	 that
best	captures	this	individual	difference	in	exploration	is	openness	to	experience.
Openness	 to	 experience,	 or	 what	 psychologists	 sometimes	 simply	 refer	 to	 as
openness,	 is	 considered	 one	 of	 the	 core	 dimensions	 of	 personality,	 along	with
extraversion,	 neuroticism,	 conscientiousness,	 and	 agreeableness.21	 Openness
reflects	the	extent	to	which	people	are	adventurous	and	interested	in	new	ideas
and	 experiences.	 People	 who	 enjoy	 traveling,	 meeting	 people	 from	 diverse
backgrounds,	 trying	 new	 foods,	 learning	 new	 languages,	 and	 starting	 new
hobbies	tend	to	rank	high	on	openness	and	thus	are	likely	natural	explorers.
Captain	Picard,	for	example,	constantly	strives	to	learn	about	and	experience

new	cultures.	He	expresses	open-mindedness	when	confronted	with	 an	 idea	or
tradition	 that	 he	 is	 unfamiliar	 with	 and	 may	 even	 find	 disagreeable,	 and	 he
regularly	 encourages	 his	 crew	 to	 do	 the	 same.	 This	 trait	 helps	 make	 him	 an
excellent	 starship	 captain.	 A	more	 lighthearted	 example	 of	 Picard’s	 desire	 for
open-mindedness	among	his	crew	occurs	when	Worf	protests	the	unique	cultural
tradition	of	a	Betazoid	wedding	 involving	all	 attendants	being	nude.	Picard,	 in
contrast,	proclaims	that	all	crew	members	who	attend	will	follow	the	tradition.22
Some	 people	 are	 less	 naturally	 disposed	 to	 exploration.	 Those	 who	 prefer

routines	 and	 become	 anxious	 when	 thinking	 about	 trying	 something	 different
tend	to	be	low	on	openness.	Dr.	McCoy	may	be	low	on	openness,	certainly	lower
than	Kirk	or	Picard,	and	thus	does	not	have	a	strong	disposition	for	exploration.
McCoy	 is	 often	 portrayed	 as	 being	 fearful	 of	 adventure.	 In	 fact,	 psychologists
might	describe	him	as	being	high	in	neuroticism,	a	trait	reflecting	someone	who
chronically	worries	or	is	generally	anxious.23	Neuroticism	correlates	negatively
with	 curiosity	 and	 exploration.24	 Dr.	 McCoy’s	 aversion	 to	 exploration	 is
beautifully	captured	by	a	statement	he	makes	to	Kirk	regarding	his	anxiety	about
space	travel:	“Space	is	disease	and	danger	wrapped	in	darkness	and	silence.”25

Psychological	Barriers	to	Exploration



Ask	 any	 developmental	 psychologist	 how	 babies	 and	 children	 learn	 and	 that
psychologist	will	emphasize	the	importance	of	exploration	for	cognitive,	social,
and	emotional	development.	Once	human	babies	become	mobile,	they	typically
turn	 into	 little	 adventurers	 with	 a	 strong	 desire	 to	 discover	 the	 world	 around
them.	As	kids	get	older,	they	engage	in	more	social	and	intellectual	exploration
through	formal	education	and	more	 informally	by	experimenting	with	different
types	 of	 social	 roles	 and	 interactions.	 However,	 there	 are	 mental	 states	 that
reduce	people’s	desire	to	go	out	and	experience	new	things.
Fear	 and	 anxiety	 are	 perhaps	 the	 biggest	 mental	 roadblocks	 to	 exploration.

Studies	 show	 that	 higher	 levels	 of	 anxiety	 are	 associated	with	 lower	 levels	 of
environmental,	social,	and	intellectual	exploration.26	Research	also	indicates	that
fear-evoking	 experiences,	 such	 as	 thinking	 about	 death	 or	 terrorism,	 decrease
exploratory	 behavior.27	 The	 character	 Reginald	 Barclay’s	 fear	 of	 transporters
keeps	him	from	going	on	a	mission	 that	 requires	 transporter	 travel	 to	a	planet,
until	 he	 ultimately	 receives	 help	 confronting	 his	 fear	 from	 ship	 counselor
Deanna	Troi	and	Transporter	Chief	O’Brian.28
Because	fear	and	anxiety	undermine	exploration,	 infants	and	adults	are	most

inclined	 to	 explore	when	 they	 feel	 safe	 and	 secure.29	According	 to	attachment
theory,	 close	 relational	 bonds	 provide	 people	 with	 the	 psychological	 security
needed	 to	 facilitate	exploration.	 Indeed,	 infants	and	 toddlers	are	most	 likely	 to
explore	 their	 environment	 when	 they	 have	 a	 secure	 attachment	 style,	 which
reflects	a	close	bond	with	a	primary	caregiver	that	is	established	by	the	caregiver
acting	as	a	reliable	source	of	comfort	when	the	child	is	emotionally	or	physically
distressed.30	 Similarly,	 adults	 report	 high	 levels	 of	 environmental,	 social,	 and
intellectual	exploration	 if	 they	score	high	on	secure	adult	attachment,	which	 is
the	extent	to	which	people	perceive	relationship	partners	as	sources	of	emotional
comfort	and	psychological	security.31
The	 assertion	 advanced	 by	 attachment	 theory	 that	 the	 security	 provided	 by

close	 relational	 bonds	 promotes	 exploration	 is	 echoed	 in	 Star	 Trek.	 Starship
crews	 act	 like	 families.	 They	 spend	 years	 in	 close	 proximity,	 living,	working,
and	socializing	 together.	Life	aboard	a	starship	such	as	 the	Enterprise	 involves
uncertainty	 and	 risk.	 The	 Enterprise	 regularly	 investigates	 previously
unexplored	 cosmic	 phenomena	 and	 travels	 to	 worlds	 inhabited	 by	 life	 that	 is
unfamiliar	 to	 and	 sometimes	 hostile	 toward	 the	 ship’s	 crew.	 The	 close
relationships	 crew	 mates	 enjoy	 provide	 the	 secure	 psychological	 foundation
needed	for	the	crew	to	complete	their	mission	and	explore.



Truth	in	Trek

Humans	are	naturally	motivated	 to	explore.	 It	 is	 in	our	DNA.	The	mandate	of
Starfleet	exemplifies	this	aspect	of	human	nature.	Starfleet	 is,	at	 its	core,	about
exploration	and	 thus,	 in	 terms	of	capturing	 the	psychology	of	exploration,	Star
Trek	gets	it	right.	Some	people	are	more	inclined	to	explore	than	others.	These
people	 are	high	 in	 traits	 related	 to	openness	 to	 experience.	Different	Star	Trek
characters	 illustrate	 this	 individual	 difference.	 There	 are	 also	 situations	 that
diminish	our	tendency	to	explore.	When	we	are	anxious	or	afraid,	we	tend	not	to
seek	 out	 new	 experiences.	 In	 Star	 Trek,	 the	 universe	 can	 be	 a	 scary	 place.
Uncertainty	and	death	are	everywhere.	But,	 like	 real	humans,	 the	characters	 in
Star	 Trek	 often	 overcome	 their	 fears	 and	 find	 the	 mental	 fortitude	 to	 move
forward.
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Trying	to	deter	bullying	may	be	less	effective	than	trying
to	 build	 heroes	 in	 everyday	 life.	 Either	 attempt	 at
intervention	carries	challenges.	At	what	point	is	it	best	to
keep	out	 of	 other	people’s	 affairs,	 and	when	should	we
step	 in?	 Psychology	 is	 surprisingly	 short	 on	 research
into	bullying	and	heroism,	but	does	offer	lessons	on	how
to	stop	standing	by.
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Bullies,	Heroes,	and	the	Bystander
Directive:	Barriers	in	Exploring
What	Brings	Out	the	Best	and

Worst	in	Us

Travis	Langley

“You	were	innocent	bystanders	for	decades	as	the	Cardassians	took	our	homes,	as
they	violated	and	tortured	our	people	in	the	most	hideous	ways	imaginable.	As	we
were	forced	to	flee.”
—Bajoran	refugee	Keeve	Falor	to	Captain	Picard1

“If	you	are	neutral	in	situations	of	injustice,	you	have	chosen	the	side	of	the
oppressor.	If	an	elephant	has	its	foot	on	the	tail	of	a	mouse	and	you	say	you	are

neutral,	the	mouse	will	not	appreciate	your	neutrality.”
—Bishop	Desmond	Tutu2



Bullies	bad,	heroes	good—simple	enough,	right?	Then	why	don’t	we	have	more
empirical	 evidence	 showing	 us	 how	 to	 reduce	 bullying	 and	 promote	 heroism?
There	 is	 some	 solid	 research,	 to	 be	 sure,	 but	 too	 little	 in	 light	 of	 how	 much
importance	people	assign	to	these	issues.	Star	Trek	has	often	played	out	stories
of	 bullies	 and	 heroes	 on	 an	 interstellar	 scale—“bullies”	 possibly	 being	 more
accurate	than	“villains”	for	many	of	the	franchise’s	antagonists,	given	how	many
believe	 themselves	 to	 be	 in	 the	 right.	 Despite	 difficulties	 putting	 ideas	 about
bullies	 and	 heroes	 to	 a	 scientific	 test,	 we	may	 gain	 some	 insights	 about	 both
from	what	researchers	have	learned	about	bystanders.

Bullying

People	debate	the	effectiveness	of	anti-bullying	programs.3	One	study	of	seven
thousand	teens	attending	nearly	two	hundred	schools	found	that	those	attending
schools	 that	 implemented	bullying	prevention	programs	experienced	more	peer
victimization,	 rather	 than	 less,	 which	 some	 interpreted	 as	 meaning	 the	 anti-
bullying	 efforts	 were	 making	 things	 worse.4	 That	 interpretation	 might	 be	 a
mistake.	The	mere	fact	that	variables	coincide	does	not	prove	that	either	causes
the	 other.	 Looking	 at	 a	 correlation,	 a	 statistic	 identifying	 that	 variables	 are
related,	 does	 not	 reveal	 how	 that	 relationship	 is	 created.	 “Correlation	 is	 not
causality,”	Spock	points	out	to	Enterprise	crew	members	in	a	1970s	educational
PSA.5	Maybe	 variable	 A	 (anti-bullying	 program)	 somehow	 caused	 variable	 B
(the	bullying),	but	maybe	B	caused	A.	Having	a	higher-than-average	number	of
potential	 bullies	 at	 a	 school	 might	 be	 what	 prompts	 the	 bullying	 prevention
efforts	 in	 the	 first	place.	Knowing	which	one	happened	first,	 though,	still	does
not	 reveal	 that	 one	 caused	 the	 other.	As	 Spock	 adds,	 “Just	 because	 one	 event
follows	another	on	a	number	of	occasions	does	not	mean	the	first	event	caused
the	second.”6	Some	other	factor	(variable	C)	may	have	caused	both.	More	likely,
though,	many	other	factors	played	a	role	in	both	elevating	the	levels	of	bullying
and	inspiring	anti-bullying	efforts.	In	some	cases,	there	may	only	be	an	illusory
correlation,7	 in	which	 variables	 that	 seem	 related	 really	 are	 not.	Among	other
things,	bullying	awareness	efforts	may	simply	increase	the	number	of	reports	of
bullying.
Most	of	the	evidence	regarding	bullying	must	be	correlational,	however,	due

to	 the	 ethical	 and	practical	 difficulties	 in	 conducting	 experiments	 to	 determine
which	variables	cause	bullying.	Experimentally	assigning	one-third	of	 students
to	watch	pro-bullying	videos,	one-third	to	watch	anti-bullying	videos,	and	one-



third	(the	control	group,	as	opposed	to	the	two	experimental	groups)	to	watch	a
video	 on	 an	 unrelated	 topic	 would	 be	 dangerous,	 ill-advised,	 and	 potentially
grounds	 for	 legal	 action.	 “Genuine	 research	 takes	 time,”	 Dr.	 Beverly	 Crusher
says	 when	 admonishing	 a	 doctor	 whose	 medical	 experiments	 endanger	 lives,
“sometimes	a	lifetime	of	painstaking,	detailed	work	in	order	to	get	any	results.”8
One	of	the	most	bullied	characters	in	any	Star	Trek	series	may	be	Star	Trek:

Deep	Space	Nine’s	Rom,	the	unassertive	Ferengi	whose	brother	Quark	regularly
berates	 him.	Despite	 his	 strengths	 and	 talents,	 Rom	 often	 appears—like	many
victims	of	emotional	abuse9—to	be	anxious,	unhappy,	unconfident,	 and	 low	 in
self-esteem.10	 Not	 every	 abused,	 bullied,	 or	 otherwise	 mistreated	 person
internalizes	the	experience	or	relives	the	suffering,	but	plenty	do.11	Overcoming
these	 difficulties	 can	 be	 hard	 without	 changes	 in	 circumstances,	 and	 is
complicated	by	the	fact	 that	 the	sheer	experience	of	being	victimized	alters	the
victim’s	brain,	even	if	abuse	is	not	physical.12	Repeatedly	failing	in	efforts	to	get
the	bullying	to	stop	can	train	the	person	to	feel	powerless	(learned	helplessness)
and	give	up.	Encouragement	from	others	can	help	(as	Kirk	apparently	believes
every	 time	he	encourages	 the	 local	population	 to	stand	up	 to	 those	who	would
oppress	them13).	Even	among	those	who	suffer	the	worst,	though,	plenty	rise	up
and	grow	and	become	healthy,	successful	people.14	 In	 time,	Rom	stands	up	for
both	himself	and	others,19	proves	he	can	be	heroic,20	marries	the	bar’s	bright	and
beautiful	Dabo	 girl,	 Leeta,21	 and	 rises	 to	 a	 position	 of	 importance	 among	 the
Ferengi	people.22

Bullied,	Brave,	and	Beautiful	Inside

I’m	grateful	that	Leeta	and	Rom’s	story	line	was	so	popular	and	is	so	enduring	with	the	fans.
I	think	the	reason	is	that	Leeta	and	Rom’s	love	is	a	very	Star	Trek	story.	We	all	want	to	be
seen	 for	 who	 we	 really	 are	 inside,	 to	 be	 acknowledged	 as	 being	 worthy	 of	 love	 and	 of
cherishing,	despite	 those	who	might	brand	us	as	unworthy,	not	 socially	 skilled	enough	or
accomplished	enough	or	pretty	enough	or	smart	enough	or	cool	enough.	It	hurts	when	the
world	judges,	invalidates,	and	dismisses	us.
And	 then	 when	 someone	 comes	 along	 and	 sees	 who	 we	 really	 are,	 and	 sees	 the

goodness	 buried	 deep	 inside	 that	 pain,	 suddenly	 there	 is	 hope.	 And	 within	 that	 hope,
beautiful	things	happen,	and	we	grow	and	gain	confidence	and	accomplish	amazing	things
in	 the	 light	 of	 love.	Rom	was	always	brave,	 deep	down,	 but	when	he	was	oppressed	by
Quark,	his	courage	was	hidden,	even	 from	himself.15	Leeta	saw	 in	Rom	what	he	couldn’t
see	in	himself,	and	she	loved	him	unflinchingly,	standing	up	for	him	and	their	 love	even	in
the	toughest	of	times.16	Rom	was	pretty	enough	on	the	 inside	that	Leeta	 loved—and	was
wildly	attracted	to—his	outside,	too.17	And	Rom	loved	Leeta	in	a	pure	way,	also	wanting	to
give	and	not	just	take,	unlike	so	many	people	Leeta	had	encountered,	especially	given	that



she	had	escaped	from	occupied	Bajor.18
Watching	Rom,	we	learn	that	underdogs	can	win.	That	if,	right	now,	you’re	feeling	like	the

kid	brother	who	always	gets	the	short	end	of	the	deal—but	you	have	a	good	heart	and	truly
care	about	doing	 the	right	 things—there	may	be	 love	and	respect	and	 life	better	 than	you
ever	dreamed,	 just	around	 the	corner.	Leeta	and	Rom’s	story	 is	a	message	of	hope,	and
Star	Trek	is	about	hope.

—Chase	Masterson
(Leeta	on	Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine)

One	reason	some	anti-bullying	efforts	might	be	less	successful	than	hoped	for
may	 be	 that	 focusing	 on	 stopping	 bullying	 stresses	 the	 bullying	 itself.	 A
discussion	about	that	very	concern	during	a	New	York	Comic	Con	anti-bullying
panel	led	Deep	Space	Nine’s	Chase	Masterson	and	her	fellow	co-founders	of	the
Pop	Culture	Anti-Bullying	Coalition	to	transform	the	organization	into	the	Pop
Culture	Hero	Coalition.23	When	programs	only	look	at	how	to	oppose	bullying,
they	may	fail	to	promote	more	positive	behaviors.	Like	authoritarian	parenting,
a	rigid	“zero	tolerance”	style	of	disciplining	children,	it	emphasizes	the	negative
rather	 than	 the	 positive.	A	 rigid	 authoritarian	 approach	may	 teach	 rigidity	 and
aggressiveness,	fostering	the	potential	to	bully.24	Authoritative	parenting,	on	the
other	hand,	also	exerts	discipline	but	with	tolerance,	patience,	and	instruction	on
what	to	do,	not	just	what	not	to	do.25	Permissive	parenting,	in	which	parents	are
involved	 without	 exerting	 discipline	 or	 control,	 and	 uninvolved	 parenting,	 in
which	 parents	 do	 not	 interact	 much	 with	 their	 children,	 offer	 no	 lessons	 for
preventing	 bullying	 and	 fail	 to	 curtail	 the	 escalation	 of	 impulsive	 aggression,
thereby	allowing	children	to	become	bullies.26	Perhaps	the	most	extreme	case	of
a	child	who	has	received	permissive	parenting	in	Star	Trek	is	the	bratty	Trelane,
who	has	been	raised	as	a	spoiled	child	and	lives	on	a	planet	constructed	for	his
own	amusement.	Permissive	parenting	having	allowed	him	to	turn	into	a	bully,
Trelane	manipulates	Kirk	and	his	crew	with	his	seemingly	unlimited	power	until
others	of	his	own	race	finally	intervene	much	later	than	they	should	have.27

Heroism



Heroic	acts	might	not	be	any	easier	to	study	than	bullying.	Heroism	 (pro-social
behavior	 that	 voluntarily	 turns	 values	 and	 ideals	 into	 action	 despite	 personal
risk28)	 often	 must	 be	 investigated	 after	 the	 fact.	 Creating	 an	 experimental
situation	 with	 enough	 experimental	 realism	 (getting	 participants	 to	 engage	 in
psychological	processes	during	an	experiment	similar	to	those	they’d	experience
in	other	situations)	 to	see	who	would	rise	 to	 the	occasion	during	a	crisis	poses
serious	 ethical	 problems.	Deception,	 deliberately	misleading	 participants,	 may
be	 involved.	 Someone	who	 knows	 the	 crisis	 is	 not	 real	may	 not	 be	 any	more
worried	 than	 someone	 enjoying	 a	 holodeck	 adventure	 (that	 is,	 until	 the	 safety
protocols	fail	yet	again).
Two	prominent	psychologists	 turned	the	focus	of	 their	work	from	looking	at

the	 dark	 side	 of	 human	 nature	 to	 the	 light.	Martin	 E.	 P.	 Seligman,	 known	 for
studying	 the	 causes	 and	 consequences	 of	 learned	 helplessness,29	 founded
positive	psychology	on	the	belief	that	psychology	overemphasizes	the	worst	parts
of	 human	nature	 to	 the	neglect	 of	 trying	 to	understand	 the	best.30	While	 other
science	fiction	franchises	might	view	humankind	with	cynicism	and	pessimism,
focusing	 on	 the	worst	 human	 qualities	 and	 the	 failure	 of	 human	 systems,	 Star
Trek	spotlights	strengths	that	positive	psychologists	look	for	in	us	all	(wisdom,
courage,	 justice,	 temperance,	 transcendence,	 humanity	 itself31).	 Soon,	 Philip
Zimbardo—best	known	for	his	prison	simulation	study,	which	showed	how	the
situation	 could	 bring	 out	 cruelty	 in	 a	 number	 of	 participants32—launched	 the
Heroic	 Imagination	Project	 so	 that	he,	 too,	might	 investigate	 the	better	 side	of
human	nature.33
Heroism	is	more	than	helping.	Helping	is	an	important	part	of	 it,	 to	be	sure.

Captain	 Kirk	 tells	 social	 worker	 Edith	 Keeler	 that	 a	 “classic”	 twenty-first-
century	novel	follows	the	theme	of	offering	help.34	Kirk,	however,	must	choose
between	allowing	McCoy	 to	help	Keeler	herself	by	saving	her	 life	or	going	 to
heroic	lengths	to	make	sure	she	dies	in	order	to	restore	history	and	save	the	lives
of	 millions	 (as	 discussed	 in	 the	 sidebar,	 “Psychology’s	 Final	 Frontier:
Understanding	 Heroism”).	 Many	 studies	 in	 psychology	 have	 investigated
altruism	(helping	others	at	a	cost	or	risk	to	oneself35)	and	our	views	on	it,	but	the
field	 has	 barely	 explored36	 the	 overlapping	 yet	 more	 complex	 concept	 of
heroism.
Heroes	 can	 be	 distinguished	 by	 many	 criteria.	 For	 example,	 is	 the	 person

called	to	be	a	hero	because	of	morality	(e.g.,	saints)	or	competence	(e.g.,	sports
stars)?	Many	 fantastic	 heroes,	 like	 James	Kirk	 and	Hoshi	 Sato,	 embody	 both,
regardless	 of	 areas	where	 they	 could	 improve,	 but	 real-life	 figures	 can,	 too.42



One	criterion	that	figures	into	how	a	potential	hero	deals	with	bullies	or	avoids
being	 a	 mere	 bystander	 is	 whether	 that	 person	 acts	 reactively	 (responding	 to
circumstances	 as	 they	 arise,	 spontaneously,	 in	 the	 moment)	 or	 proactively
(choosing	to	take	action	without	waiting	for	a	crisis	to	force	a	decision).43	When
delusional	Dr.	McCoy	rushes	to	save	Edith	Keeler	from	being	killed	by	a	car	in
1930,	 this	 is	 reactive	 heroism.	 After	 Spock	 and	 Kirk	 travel	 back	 to	 a	 point
several	days	earlier,	Spock	says	that	they	must	prevent	Dr.	McCoy	from	saving
her	in	order	to	restore	the	timeline	and	save	many	millions	of	lives—a	plan	for
proactive	 heroism.44	 Proactively	 heroic	 acts	 do	 not	 all	 end	 in	 that	 kind	 of
tragedy,	of	 course.	 In	one	 example	 among	 so	many,	 Irena	Sendler	 saved	 some
2,500	lives	by	proactively	organizing	a	network	to	rescue	Jewish	children	from
the	Warsaw	ghetto.45	Starfleet	personnel	who	intervene	in	other	people’s	fates	to
such	 a	 great	 extent,	 however,	 can	 find	 themselves	 in	 trouble	 for	 violating	 the
Federation’s	first	rule	to	avoid	interfering—the	Prime	Directive.46

Psychology’s	Final	Frontier:	Understanding	Heroism

Dr.	 McCoy	 accidentally	 injects	 himself	 with	 a	 chemical	 that	 causes	 paranoid	 psychosis
(severe	loss	of	contact	with	reality).	Subsequently	traveling	through	time	to	1930,	delusional
McCoy	 disrupts	 events	 in	 a	 way	 that	 will	 erase	 all	 Starfleet	 achievements	 from	 history
unless	 Kirk	 and	 Spock	 can	 restore	 the	 timeline,	 and	 that	 restoration	will	 require	 a	 tragic
cost.37	Transcending	loss	and	adhering	to	principle	 in	the	face	of	crisis	are	foundations	of
heroic	action.38	A	heroic	 stance	 informs	every	 encounter,	 even	 if	 the	 crew’s	 stories—any
record	of	their	existence—might	be	lost	to	the	nameless	void.
In	 response	 to	 World	 War	 II,	 twentieth-century	 psychologists	 often	 focused	 on

understanding	evil.	While	Joseph	Campbell	and	others	explored	heroism	using	mythic	and
narrative	 psychology,39	 relatively	 few	 researchers	 studied	 the	 extreme	 good	 in	 human
nature	 using	 empirical	 methods.	 This	 has	 changed	 with	 recent	 studies	 on	 heroism	 that
differentiate	it	from	other	topics	like	altruism.40	Everyday	heroism,	the	idea	that	anyone	can
be	a	hero	if	prepared	to	act	in	crises,	was	introduced	along	with	the	notion	that	we	have	to
foster	 a	 “heroic	 imagination”	 in	 ourselves.41	 Stories	 like	 the	 award-winning	 episode	 “The
City	on	the	Edge	of	Forever”	offer	just	such	a	chance	to	consider	how	we	would	act	when
faced	with	 the	profound	unknown.	A	 large	part	of	 this	heroic	stance	 involves	 the	ability	 to
transcend	fear	and	act	based	on	a	principle-driven	or	existential	view	of	life:	By	preserving
our	ideals,	our	lives	are	meaningful	even	in	the	face	of	death.

—Zeno	Franco

Standing	By



Should	technically	developed	cultures	share	their	advancements	with	aboriginal
peoples	 or	 even	make	 contact	with	 them	 in	 the	 first	 place?	 The	 risks	may	 be
great	 either	way.	Outside	 intervention	can	be	horrible,	 such	as	when	European
exploration	 of	 the	 New	 World	 led	 to	 millions	 of	 deaths	 through	 disease,
deprivation,	 and	 outright	murder.47	 And	 yet	 outside	 intervention	 can	 be	 good.
Consider	how	many	millions	of	lives	have	been	saved	throughout	the	world	by
helping	underdeveloped	countries	fight	disease,	famine,	and	pestilence	of	many
kinds.48	Which	risk	should	we	take?	Starfleet	and	the	Federation	of	Planets	are
supposed	 to	 abide	 by	 the	 Prime	 Directive	 as	 their	 guiding	 principle,	 a
noninterference	 policy	 prohibiting	 interference	 in	 the	 social,	 cultural,	 and
technological	 development	 of	 alien	 civilizations.49	The	Prime	Directive	 allows
its	members	to	study	other	civilizations	but	mandates	that	they	act	as	uninvolved
observers	of	those	civilizations’	progress	or	even	their	downfall.50	In	essence,	it
orders	them	to	be	bystanders.
“The	opposite	of	a	hero	isn’t	a	villain;	it’s	a	bystander,”	asserts	educator	Matt

Langdon,51	who	teaches	pro-heroism	(originally	anti-bullying)	workshops52	and
co-founded	 the	 Pop	 Culture	 Hero	 Coalition	with	 Chase	Masterson	 and	 Carrie
Goldman.53	One	of	the	phenomena	most	studied	in	social	psychology,	bystander
apathy	 refers	 to	 people’s	 frequent	 inaction	 and	 failure	 to	 help	 when	 help	 is
needed.54	 Social	 psychologists	 have	 explored	 a	 wide	 range	 of	 situational
influences	(e.g.,	number	of	people	present,	 familiarity	with	 the	person	 in	need,
previous	assumption	of	responsibility55)	and	emotions	(e.g.,	guilt,	depression56)
that	can	raise	or	lower	the	likelihood	that	anyone	will	step	in.
Norms	of	helping	make	a	difference	as	well.	When	the	standard	of	behavior

with	 a	 team	 or	 other	 group	 includes	 an	 expectation	 that	 helping	 is	 good,
members	of	 that	 team—or	specific	 starship	crew—may	become	more	 likely	 to
help.57	Kirk	breaks	 the	Prime	Directive	on	numerous	occasions,	 interpreting	 it
loosely	whenever	he	wants	to	help	people,	even	though	he	values	the	directive’s
essential	principle	above	his	own	life.58	Because	Kirk	often	discusses	the	issues
with	his	crew	when	weighing	whether	or	not	to	bend	the	rules,59	involving	them
in	 the	process	 creates	 a	norm	among	 themselves	 in	which	 they	accept	 that	 the
Prime	 Directive	 will	 get	 violated.	 Norms	 change	 over	 time,	 though.	 Decades
later,	Picard	considers	the	Prime	Directive	to	be	imperative	because	history	has
“proven	again	and	again	that	whenever	mankind	interferes	with	a	less	developed
civilization,	no	matter	how	well	intentioned	that	interference	may	be,	the	results
are	invariably	disastrous.”60



Standing	Up

Who	will	help	and	who	will	not?	Before	a	particular	situation	arises,	we	might
not	know	that	even	about	ourselves.	In	the	course	of	studying	how	to	get	people
to	stop	being	bystanders	and	become	heroes,	whether	 to	prevent	bullying	or	 to
help	 in	other	 situations,	Zimbardo	came	 to	 see	 that	people	have	 to	prepare	 for
heroism,	anticipate	opportunities	to	be	heroic,	recognize	them	when	they	come,
and	 do	 something	 about	 it—to	 be	 what	 psychologist	 Philip	 Zimbardo	 calls
“heroes	in	waiting,”	waiting	for	the	right	moment,	even	if	it	only	happens	once
in	 a	 lifetime.61	 He	 and	 other	 heroism	 researchers	 call	 on	 people	 to	 stand	 up,
speak	out,	and	 take	action,	 to	become	positive	deviants	by	stepping	apart	 from
the	crowd	to	do	the	right	thing.62
Was	 Kirk	 more	 of	 a	 “hero	 in	 waiting”	 than	 Picard	 or	 Janeway	 because	 he

seemed	 more	 ready	 to	 break	 rules	 to	 help	 others?63	 By	 adhering	 to	 a
noninterference	 norm,	 might	 the	 later	 ones	 be	 better	 prepared	 to	 stay
uninvolved?64	 A	 well-developed	 habit	 can	 be	 difficult	 to	 overcome	 when	 a
situation	 requires	 a	 quick	decision.	Those	who	maintain	 a	heroism	heuristic,	 a
mental	shortcut	of	readiness	to	act	heroically,	may	indeed	be	the	greater	“heroes
in	waiting.”	People	who	follow	heuristics	tend	to	be	more	effective	in	addressing
problems	 that	 require	 quick	 answers,	 but	 then	 again,	 they	 also	 make	 more
mistakes	 at	 other	 times.	 Action	 can	 be	 a	mistake,	 but	 so	 can	 inaction.	Which
mistake	do	we	risk	making?

“I	think	you	can’t	judge	people	by	what	they	think	or	say—only	by	what	they	do.”
—Kira	Nerys65

“To	be	a	hero,	you	have	to	learn	to	be	a	deviant,	because	you’re	always	going
against	the	conformity	of	the	group.	Heroes	are	ordinary	people	whose	social

actions	are	extraordinary.	Who	act.”
—psychologist	Philip	Zimbardo66
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We	 ask	 questions	 about	 our	 own	 existence,	 trying	 to
understand	what	we	are	and	why.	Existential	psychology
looks	 at	 how	 we	 find	 meaning	 in	 our	 lives	 and	 in	 the
universe	 as	we	 experience	 it	 for	 ourselves.	 The	 pursuit
may	be	more	important	than	the	answers.
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Quests	and	Questions:	An	Interview
with	Rod	Roddenberry	on	the

Human	Experience

Travis	Langley	and	Jenna	Busch

“Each	of	us,	at	some	time	in	our	life,	turns	to	someone—a	father,	a	brother,	a	god
—and	asks,	‘Why	am	I	here?	What	was	I	meant	to	be?’”
—Spock1

“One	does	not	become	fully	human	painlessly.”
—existential	psychologist	Rollo	May2

Who	are	we?	Why	are	we?	Where	are	we	going?	What	does	it	all	mean?	Is	there
any	 point	 to	 it	 all?	 Existential	 philosophy	 (a.k.a.	 existentialism3)	 asks	 these
questions	about	our	existence,	and	existential	psychology	 looks	 at	why	we	ask
them.4	Existential	psychologists	like	Rollo	May	argue	that	every	person	has	the



power	 to	 define	 one’s	 individual	 existence.5	 Stressing	 the	 importance	 of	 free
will,6	 they	question	the	status	quo	by	which	professionals	throughout	 the	many
areas	of	psychology	look	for	causes	behind	our	actions,	 thoughts,	and	feelings.
They	 criticize	 the	 other	 areas	 of	 psychology	 as	 being	 too	 deterministic,	 for
emphasizing	myriad	influences	as	 if	everything	we	do	is	ultimately	determined
by	physical,	social,	and	other	factors.7
Gene	 Roddenberry	 asked	 existential	 questions.	 In	 presenting	 his	 optimistic

view	of	where	the	human	race	could	go	and	how	to	get	there,	Star	Trek	allowed
him	and	his	writers	 to	explore	 the	nature	of	contemporary	human	existence.	 In
the	1960s,	 the	 television	series	Star	Trek	 let	 them	consider	 the	path	 that	might
take	the	human	race	from	Vietnam	to	Vulcan.	The	way	their	characters	engage	in
philosophical	 debates	 when	 deciding	 their	 course	 of	 action	 is,	 in	 some	 ways,
reminiscent	of	existential	group	therapy.	Much	as	existential	therapists	help	their
patients	 look	 at	 life’s	 problems	 philosophically,8	 Starfleet	 captains	 and	 their
officers	conduct	strategy	sessions	by	weighing	facts	and	philosophy.
For	a	look	into	how	Star	Trek	creator	Gene	Roddenberry	and	those	who	came

after	 him	 used	 Gene’s	 space-faring	 fiction	 to	 examine	 these	 questions	 and
explore	the	real	human	condition,	we	went	straight	to	the	keeper	of	the	flame.

The	Human	Experience

Gene’s	 son	 Eugene	 “Rod”	 Roddenberry	 is	 the	 chief	 executive	 officer	 of
Roddenberry	Entertainment.	He	produced	the	documentary	Trek	Nation	as	a	way
to	look	at	the	life	of	his	father	and	the	value	of	the	series,	then	eventually	joined
the	production	team	for	Star	Trek:	Discovery,	the	sixth	live-action	Star	Trek	TV
series.9	 Rod	 Roddenberry	 spoke	 with	 us	 about	 why	 Star	 Trek	 has	 been	 so
enduring,	what	 it	says	about	 the	human	experience	and	 the	search	for	our	own
humanity,	and	why	its	characters	are	so	iconic.

Busch:	What	do	you	think	it	says	about	the	human	experience	that	other	shows	haven’t
managed	to	capture?

Roddenberry:	Nowadays,	depending	how	deeply	you	want	to	look	into	it,	I	think	a	lot	of
shows	capture	it.	Those	shows	that	take	the	real	things	that	have	happened	in	law	and	crime
and	with	criminals—the	things	that	don’t	fall	on	one	side	or	the	other.	Those	shows	do	a
great	job	of	examining	things	that	some	of	us	don’t	know	the	right	way	to	go	on.	What	is	the
right	way?	I	certainly	don’t	want	to	say	that	Star	Trek	is	the	only	one,	but	in	terms	of
television,	Star	Trek	was	one	of	the	first	to	question	what	it	means	to	be	human	and	look	at
things	from	different	points	of	view.	And	really	talk	about	ethics	and	right	or	wrong.



Thinking	Four-Dimensionally

Existential	 psychologists	 offer	 a	 variety	 of	 views	 on	 how	 to	 examine	 human
existence.	Among	them,	existential	therapist	Emmy	van	Deurzen	has	proposed	a
model	 for	 looking	 at	 life	 along	 four	 fundamental	 “dimensions”	 of	 existence:
physical,	social,	personal,	and	spiritual.10	Star	Trek	explores	them	all.	The	way
people	 experience	 and	 interpret	 these	 dimensions	 effectively	 defines	 each
individual’s	 own	 reality.	 In	 one	 person’s	 reality,	 chocolate	 tastes	 better	 than	 it
does	 in	 someone	 else’s.	 For	 some,	 such	 as	 Gene	 Roddenberry,	 the	 future	 is
brighter	 and	more	 hopeful	 than	 it	 is	 for	 others,	 such	 as	 writers	 who	 expect	 a
dystopian	 future.	When	 Spock	 and	McCoy	 debate	 an	 issue,	 both	 can	 be	 right
because	 each	 of	 them	 is	 examining	 their	 shared	 situation	 as	 it	 fits	 his	 own
subjective	 view,	 no	matter	 how	 objective	 Spock	might	 try	 to	 be.	 “Right”	 can
mean	 something	 different	 to	 each	 person,	 depending	 on	 each	 individual’s
subjective	reality.	If	everyone	raised	as	a	Vulcan	existed	in	identical	reality	on	all
levels	(personal,	interpersonal,	physical,	and	metaphysical)	without	the	power	of
choice,	they	might	never	disagree	with	one	another	over	matters	of	opinion—but
they	often	do.11

Physical	Dimension:	What’s	All	That?

In	the	physical	dimension—the	universe	of	concrete,	tangible	things—we	relate
to	our	environment,	to	the	natural	world,	both	around	us	and	within	our	bodies.12
Space	 exploration,	while	 obviously	 about	 exploring	 the	 reaches	 of	 the	 natural
universe,	 also	 requires	 consideration	 of	 our	 internal	 processes	 and	 needs.	We
cannot	reach	Mars,	much	less	think	to	colonize	it,	without	accounting	for	how	to
provide	ourselves	with	sustenance	(air,	food,	water),	protection	(from	things	like
temperature	extremes,	radiation,	maybe	even	disease),	and	other	life-supporting
necessities.	 As	 they	 explore	 their	 galactic	 environment,	 Star	 Trek	 characters
repeatedly	risk	life	and	limb.
Their	mission	is	not	simply	to	map	out	planets	and	stars.	Not	one	episode	of

any	Star	Trek	series	is	ever	entirely	about	exploring	the	physical	universe.	Nor
does	any	episode	focus	mainly	on	internal	physical	reality.	Even	when	disease	or
other	physical	need	drives	the	plot,	the	real	story	is	about	character	interactions.
For	 example,	when	B’Elanna	Torres	 and	Tom	Paris	 spend	much	 of	 a	Voyager
episode	with	their	spacesuits	slowly	running	out	of	air	as	they	float	 together	in



the	void	of	space,	the	real	story	is	about	their	relationship	and	B’Elanna’s	need
to	admit	her	feelings	about	that	to	Tom	and	even	to	herself.13
Star	Trek’s	real	mission	is	about	van	Deurzen’s	nonphysical	dimensions—the

social,	psychological,	and	spiritual.

Social	Dimension:	Who	Are	They?

The	social	dimension—the	ways	in	which	we	connect	to	others	and	interact	with
them,	whether	individually	or	collectively—includes	how	we	identify	ourselves
in	relation	to	 them.	Which	specific	 individual,	group,	culture,	or	society	do	we
include	in	“us,”	which	do	we	distinguish	as	“them,”	and	how	do	we	treat	them
all?	 Love	 and	 hate,	 competition	 and	 cooperation,	 acceptance	 and	 rejection,
connection	 and	 isolation	 all	 fall	 within	 this	 realm.	 Star	 Trek,	 however,	 quite
often	has	been	about	breaking	through	the	limits	of	such	dichotomous	thinking
in	interpersonal	relations.

Roddenberry:	So	many	of	us,	including	myself	at	times,	need	to	pull	our	heads	out	of	our
collective	asses,	and	realize	what	side	of	history	we	want	to	be	on.	The	fear	of	things	that
are	different,	the	fear	of	change	that	we	all	have,	that	“I’m	not	used	to	it,	so	I’m	going	to	say
no	to	it,”	we’re	looking	at	things	the	wrong	way	many	times.	We	need	to	be	inviting	in
things	that	are	different.	Opposing	points	of	view.	And	if	we	can	be	rational	and	have
discussions	about	these	things,	we’re	all	going	to	grow	and	evolve	from	it.	Even	if	we	don’t
understand	or	believe	the	other	person,	just	hearing	that	point	of	view	will	give	us	context,
will	give	us	room	to	evolve	our	own	thinking.	For	me	that’s	what	Star	Trek	is	about.	Star
Trek	wasn’t	about	aliens.	It’s	seeking	out	new	ideas	in	the	universe	and	being	open	and
excited	about	hearing	those	new	ideas.	Forgive	me.	I’m	on	a	soapbox	right	now,	but	that’s
what	Star	Trek	is	to	me.	That’s	what	excited	me	about	the	future.	Racism	in	the	sixties,
feminism	in	the	seventies	or	nineties,	now	it’s	marriage	equality—the	future	is	going	to
happen!	I	don’t	know	why	we’re	fighting	it.	We	should	just	be	welcoming	all	these	new
ideas.	I	don’t	understand	the	fright.	Ethics,	morals,	whatever	you	want	to	call	them….	I
think	they	come	from	the	inside.	I	think	they	come	from	a	common	sense	of	right	and
wrong.	The	classic	phrase	of	“Do	unto	others	as	you	would	have	them	do	to	you”14	makes
perfect	sense	to	me.

Psychologists	 studying	 social	 behavior	 look	 not	 only	 at	 direct	 social
interactions	between	people	but	also	at	the	ways	in	which	people	are	influenced
without	direct	connection.	This	includes	the	many	ways	in	which	individuals	are
affected	by	role	models	and	other	people	they	observe.

Psychological	Dimension:	Who	Am	I?



The	psychological	dimension	 is	about	self-perception	and	understanding,	about
relating	to	oneself	and	creating	a	personal	world.	How	do	we	view	ourselves	as
we	were	in	the	past,	as	we	are	now,	and	as	we	could	be	in	the	future?15	Do	we
reconcile	our	contradictions	or	try	not	to	think	about	them?	In	the	original	Star
Trek	series,	the	character	who	struggles	the	most	with	these	questions	is	Spock.
This	son	of	two	worlds	reveres	logic	and	yet	repeatedly	must	learn	lessons	about
his	own	emotional	nature.	“Logic	is	the	beginning	of	wisdom,”	he	decides	as	he
grows	 older,	 “not	 the	 end.”16	 Decades	 later,	 when	 Data	 asks	 Spock	 if	 he	 has
missed	 his	 humanity,	 Spock	 indicates	 that	 he	 has	 reached	 a	 point	 of	 self-
acceptance	by	saying	simply,	“I	have	no	regrets,”	with	no	elaboration.17

Roddenberry:	You	know	what	the	weirdest	thing	is?	In	the	sixties,	Spock	was	the	one	that
appealed	most	to	women.	Spock	got	the	fan	mail	from	the	women.	I	don’t	know	if	they
wanted	to	fix	him	because	he	was	so	emotionally	unavailable	or	what	it	was.

Zhi	Mian	Existential	Therapy

We	often	 see	 examples	 of	 cross-species	 communication	 in	 Star	 Trek,	 but	 here	 on	Earth
we’re	still	working	on	cross-cultural	communication,	also	known	as	cross-cultural	dialogue.
To	 a	 futuristic	 Trekkie,	 cross-cultural	 dialogue	 may	 seem	 downright	 Stone	 Age,	 but	 for
psychologists,	it’s	an	important	way	of	learning	about	other	people.	A	good	example	is	the
Chinese	concept	of	Zhi	Mian,	a	 term	meaning	“to	 face	directly.”	Psychologist	Xuefu	Wang
used	 it	 when	 he	 developed	Zhi	Mian	 therapy—a	 psychological	 approach	 he	 explains	 as
“facing	life	directly,	facing	oneself	directly,	and	facing	relationships	directly.”18
Does	 anything	 about	 this	 approach	 sound	 familiar?	 After	 engaging	 in	 cross-cultural

dialogue,	psychologists	came	to	the	conclusion	that	Zhi	Mian	is	an	indigenous	Chinese	form
of	existential	therapy,	and	that	existential	therapy	can	be	considered	a	Western	form	of	Zhi
Mian	 therapy.	 While	 engaging	 in	 their	 cross-cultural	 dialogue,	 psychologists	 had	 a
“Spockian”	encounter	of	sorts.	They	 found	out	 that,	although	 it’s	 “commonly	asserted	 that
the	Chinese	either	do	not	have	emotions	or	do	not	express	emotions	readily,”	while	visiting
an	opera	in	China,	a	translator	clarified	the	situation	for	them:	“It	is	not	that	Chinese	do	not
express	emotions,	but	rather	they	do	not	express	them	in	a	manner	such	as	is	common	in
the	United	States.”19

—Dana	Klisanin

Busch:	It	always	felt	to	me	like	it	was	about	the	compassion	that	he	had,	even	though	he	was
stoic,	there	was	still	that	side	to	him.

Roddenberry:	I	didn’t	know	much	about	it,	but	I	learned	this	from	John	[Champion]	who	does
my	Mission	Log	podcast.	It	kind	of	goes	back	to	ethos,	logos,	and	pathos—which	is	Kirk,
Spock,	and	McCoy.	They	are	a	triumvirate.	They	are	almost	one	person.	Spock	is	the	logic,
McCoy	is	the	emotion,	and	Kirk	is	the	best	of	both	worlds.



Spiritual	Dimension:	What’s	It	All	Mean?

The	 spiritual	 dimension	 provides	 meaning,	 an	 outlook	 for	 relating	 to	 the
unknown,	establishing	principles,	and	developing	a	personal	philosophy.20	 The
person	who	can	achieve	all	of	these	tends	to	have	a	greater	sense	of	spirituality
in	 life.	Some	 find	meaning	 through	 religion	or	 other	worldviews,	while	 others
find	meaning	 through	 family	 or	 creativity.21	 It’s	 about	 values.	Many	 of	 those
values	 involve	 the	 ways	 we	 determine	 right	 from	 wrong.	 Kirk	 and	 company
repeatedly	weigh	issues	of	right	and	wrong,	especially	when	debating	whether	to
violate	 the	Prime	Directive	by	interfering	with	other	worlds	for	 the	sake	of	 the
greater	 good.22	 In	 addition	 to	 our	 views	 on	 right	 and	 wrong,	 our	 sense	 of
spirituality	 has	 a	 lot	 to	 do	with	 how	we	 see	 our	 own	mortality—all	 of	which
comes	together	in	the	question	of	what	it	means	to	be	human.

Roddenberry:	Next	Generation	is	my	favorite	and	Data	is	probably	one	of	my	favorite
characters.	What	is	Data,	as	a	person?	What	is	a	person?	So	many	people	approach	it	in
different	ways,	right?	What	is	this	thing	called	life?	Is	there	a	god?	All	of	these	questions.	Is
there	an	end?	What	happens	when	you	die?	Is	there	something	beyond	Earth?	I	think	these
are	questions,	no	matter	where	you	come	from.	You	may	not	have	all	the	same	ones,	but	we
all,	in	some	ways,	want	to	know	what	life	is	and	why	we’re	here.	Is	it	something	cosmic	and
supernatural?	Are	we	just	a	virus	on	a	planet?	Are	we	one	of	millions	and	millions?	Some
people	are	too	scared	to	think	about	that.	It’s	a	scary	thing	for	them.	I	get	excited	by	the
future.	In	fact,	I	get	so	excited	by	the	future—not	just	technology,	because	we	have
awesome	technology—but	I’m	a	true	believer	in	that	Star	Trek	future.

Vitality	from	Vietnam	to	Vulcan

Existential	psychology	earned	its	 important	place	in	the	field	of	psychology	by
raising	questions	and	challenging	the	rest	of	psychology	to	look	closely	at	itself,
for	 us	 all	 to	 challenge	 our	 own	 assumptions.	 Perhaps	 because	 it	 offers	 no
answers	 or	 because	 it	 questions	 how	 applicable	 any	 research	 findings	 are	 to
people’s	 everyday	 lives,	 existential	 psychology	 does	 not	 shape	 a	 lot	 of	 the
ongoing	research	in	the	science	of	psychology.23	That	does	not	change	the	fact
that	 we	 keep	 asking	 the	 existential	 questions	 and	 we	 keep	 going	 after	 the
answers.	Gene	Roddenberry	himself	valued	the	struggle	to	find	meaning	over	the
actual	 finding	of	 it,	 saying,	“It	 is	 the	struggle	 itself	 that	 is	most	 important.	We
must	strive	to	be	more	than	we	are.	It	does	not	matter	that	we	will	not	reach	our
ultimate	goal.	The	effort	itself	yields	its	own	reward.”24

Busch:	Why	do	you	think	Star	Trek	has	endured	for	so	many	years	and	through	so	many



incarnations?
Roddenberry:	There	is	probably	no	one	answer,	but	I	think	Star	Trek	really	appeals	to	those

who	sort	of	think	differently	or	feel	differently	or	don’t	fit	in	and	just	approach	things	in	a
different	way.	It’s	everything	from	people	who	disagreed	with	Vietnam	(and	that’s	a	huge
part	of	it)	and	disagreed	with	the	social	injustices	of	the	time,	even	today.	I	think	people	who
disagreed	with	that	saw	Star	Trek	and	saw	this	awesome	future	and	said,	“Why	aren’t	we
doing	that?”	I	think	that’s	just	the	message	that	has	stood	the	test	of	time.	Almost	fifty	years.
People	look	at	what’s	going	on	in	the	world	and	still	say	the	same	thing.	Why	aren’t	we
doing	that?	I	think	Star	Trek	speaks	to	that	person	who	questions	the	status	quo.

Uhura,	Too:	A	Word	with	Nichelle	Nichols

Actress	 Nichelle	 Nichols	 played	 communications	 officer	 Uhura	 in	 the	 original	 Star	 Trek
television	series,	Star	Trek:	The	Animated	Series,	and	six	Star	Trek	motion	pictures.	After
discussing	 and	 praising	 the	 actors	 who	 keep	Uhura	 and	 other	 characters	 alive	 in	 newer
films,	Nichols	shared	her	thoughts	on	Star	Trek’s	cultural	impact.

Nichols:	Gene	Roddenberry	was	such	a	genius.	He	gave	us	what	we	thrived	for
and	didn’t	even	know	what	we	were	thriving	for,	and	that	comes	from	me	as	a
fan	of	the	show	as	much	as	being	in	it.	It	was	beautiful.	It	was	a	wonderful
experience.	What’s	so	incredible	about	it	is	that	it	still	is	a	wonderful	experience
and	it	still	is	a	wonderful	idea.

Langley:	What	does	Star	Trek	say	about	human	nature?
Nichols:	We’re	not	perfect.	We	have	our	ups	and	downs	and	faults,	and	Star	Trek

shows	that	beautifully.	And	it’s	optimistic.	It	says	we	have	powers	they	haven’t
even	discovered	yet.

Langley:	For	all	those	ups	and	downs,	do	you	feel	that	the	characters	inspired	the
fans	as	people	in	their	own	lives?

Nichols:	I	absolutely	know	that	that’s	true	because	I’ve	been	told	that	enough
times	from	the	people.

—Travis	Langley
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We	 try	 to	 know	 who	 we	 are,	 but	 who	 we	 are	 keeps
changing	with	 experience	 and	 age.	We	 try	 to	 know	 our
place	in	the	world,	but	does	anyone	really	live	in	only	one
world?
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Child	of	Two	Worlds:
Understanding	Development	of

Identity

Elizabeth	Kus	and	Alan	Kistler

“You	will	always	be	a	child	of	two	worlds.”
—Sarek1

“In	the	social	jungle	of	human	existence,	there	is	no	feeling	of	being	alive	without	a
sense	of	identity.”

—developmental	psychologist	Erik	Erikson2

It’s	one	of	the	most	important	questions	we	ask	ourselves,	three	words	that	can
simultaneously	 request	 the	 most	 basic	 information	 and	 express	 a	 deep-seated
need	 to	 define	 something	 that	many	 believe	 can’t	 ever	 be	 fully	 defined.	 It’s	 a
question	both	philosophical	and	psychological.	Even	if	you	think	you	answer	it,



that	 answer	may	 change.	 To	 know	who	 we	 are	 at	 any	 time,	 we	may	 need	 to
understand	what	has	crafted	our	identity	and	how	we	develop	it	into	something
all	 our	 own.	One	 character	who	 symbolizes	 this	 question	 and	 the	 struggle	 for
identity	more	than	most	is	Spock,	son	of	the	Vulcan	Sarek	and	the	Earth	human
Amanda	Grayson.3

Who	Am	I?

Simply	put,	identity	is	how	a	person	utilizes	to	define	himself	or	herself	and	how
that	 person	 connects	 to	 others	 (both	 individually	 and	 as	 part	 of	 groups).
Philosopher	John	Locke,	whose	ideas	played	an	important	role	in	leading	to	the
creation	of	psychology	as	a	distinct	field,4	looked	at	identity	as	a	psychological
continuity5	in	which	there	is	a	blank	slate	shaped	by	each	person’s	experiences,
sensations,	and	connections	as	well	as	that	person’s	reflections	on	each	of	those
elements.	In	this	view,	we	are	born	without	innate	knowledge	and	a	planned	path
toward	who	we	might	become;	instead,	later	life	experiences	shape	that	path	and
guide	us	to	develop	into	who	we	are.
Spock	 is	 a	 hybrid,	 the	 son	 of	 one	Vulcan	 and	 one	 human	 parent.	Although

physically	he	 looks	 like	any	other	Vulcan,	several	stories	 refer	 to	his	behavior,
particularly	as	a	child,	as	a	sign	of	his	human	biological	heritage.6	Along	with
this,	Spock	is	told	as	a	child	that	he	must	choose	between	two	paths:	One	would
follow	the	way	of	his	 father	and	 the	great	Vulcan	philosopher	Surak;	 the	other
would	follow	his	mother’s	way	of	life	despite	living	among	people	who	will	not
understand	 it.7	 This	 is	 an	 example	 of	 how	 individuals	 utilize	 experiences	 and
knowledge	that	 is	gained	in	order	to	develop	the	self.	Per	Locke’s	view,	Spock
fills	his	blank	slate	and	develops	his	sense	of	self	by	the	way	he	connects	to	the
various	things	that	he	takes	in.

Stages	of	Development

Locke’s	 philosophy	 on	 identity	 has	 similarities	 to	 psychologist	 Erik	 Erikson’s
views.	Erikson	posited	that	through	eight	stages	of	life,	which	occur	at	particular
ages,	human	beings	experience	crises	that	lead	to	the	development	of	aspects	of
identity.	 From	 birth	 to	 death,	 each	 stage	 allows	 for	 the	 resolution	 of	 its	 crisis
with	a	positive	or	negative	connotation.	 If	 a	positive	 resolution	 is	 reached,	 the
individual	 will	 move	 fluidly	 into	 the	 next	 stage,	 as	 appropriate,	 and	 continue



developing	his	or	her	self.	When	a	negative	resolution	is	reached,	the	individual
is	likely	to	have	difficulty	in	that	area	and	later	in	his	or	her	life.

Trust	versus	Mistrust	(Birth–about	18	Months)

The	first	stage—from	birth	to	18	months—looks	at	trust	and	mistrust.	The	infant
must	 gain	 an	 understanding	 that	 the	 parent	 or	 caregiver	 can	 be	 relied	 on	 to
support	 and	 provide	 for	 them.	But	 if	 the	 caregiver	 does	 not	 fulfill	 the	 infant’s
needs	and	provide	shelter,	 food,	and	protection,	 trust	does	not	develop	and	 the
growing	child	will	develop	an	unconscious	belief	that	others	will	fail	him	or	her
in	a	similar	fashion.	Because	this	idea	develops	at	such	an	early	age,	it	becomes
a	 deep-rooted	 attitude	 that	 is	 difficult	 to	 change,	 leading	 to	 difficulty	 in
developing	 intimacy	with	 others.	 In	 one	 adventure,	 a	Vulcan	 highly	 skilled	 in
telepathy	 produces	 a	 vision	 of	 Sarek	 looking	 at	 the	 newly	 born	 Spock	 and
remarking	with	shame	that	the	boy	is	“so	human.”8	This	vision	is	likely	formed
not	by	literal	memories	Spock	has	but	by	impressions	of	a	distant	father	in	whom
he	(at	least	during	infancy	and	childhood)	perceives	embarrassment	and	shame.
Perhaps	this	is	why	for	years	Spock	initially	finds	it	difficult	to	admit	feelings	of
friendship	and	love,	even	keeping	his	supportive	mother	at	a	distance.9

From	Dr.	Spock	to	Mr.	Spock

Pediatrician	Benjamin	Spock	 rose	 to	 fame	with	his	1946	bestseller	Baby	and	Child	Care,
which	 is	 full	 of	 child-rearing	 advice	 and	 encouragement	 for	 post–World	 War	 II	 baby
boomers.10	 Spock	 recommended	 showing	 children	 nurturing	 and	warmth	 at	 a	 time	when
other	childcare	books	promoted	a	colder,	more	detached	approach.11	He	opened	with	 the
simple	yet	powerful	advice,	“Trust	yourself.	You	know	more	than	you	think	you	do.”12
Improving	 the	world	 in	which	he	 lived	 interested	 the	 renowned	author.	Alien	worlds	did

not.	When	Dr.	 Spock	 told	 the	 actor	 who	 played	 TV’s	Mr.	 Spock	 that	 “science	 fiction	 has
never	beckoned	to	me,”	Leonard	Nimoy	replied,	“By	translating	Earth	problems	into	another
time	and	place,	you	can	draw	an	analogy	that	makes	their	reality	striking.”13

—T.L.

Autonomy	versus	Shame	and	Doubt	(about	ages	2–3)

The	second	stage	occurs	during	early	childhood,	from	about	2	to	3	years	of	age.
This	is	when	children	examine	their	autonomy	versus	their	feelings	of	shame	and
doubt,	 stepping	 away	 from	 their	 parents	 in	 the	 process.	 If	 this	 process	 is
successful,	 their	 feelings	 of	 autonomy	 and	 pride	 will	 allow	 for	 further
experimentation	and	independence.	Failure	leads	to	feelings	of	shame	and	guilt



that	will	 convince	 children	 that	 it	 is	 unwise	 to	 step	outside	 their	 comfort	 zone
and	 try	 new	 things.	 Spock’s	 later	 behavior,	 such	 as	 his	 insistence	 on	 breaking
rules	and	keeping	secrets	 from	his	parents	even	when	 it	 results	 in	punishment,
makes	 it	 seems	 likely	 that	 he	 successfully	 explores	 his	 autonomy	 and	 pride
during	this	stage.

Initiative	versus	Guilt	(about	ages	3–5)

The	third	stage	occurs	during	the	preschool	years,	ages	3	to	5	or	6.	In	this	stage,
it	 is	 imperative	 that	 children	continue	 to	explore	 their	 environment	 and	collect
new	experiences	so	that	they	can	continue	learning.	However,	it	is	also	important
that	boundaries	be	set	so	that	they	appreciate	order,	rules,	and	appropriate	social
behavior.	When	children	fail	to	meet	the	rules	and	perceive	that	they	have	done
wrong,	they	begin	developing	the	first	stages	of	self-evaluation	that	will	continue
through	 later	 stages.	Defying	 the	 rules	 they’re	 supposed	 to	 follow	 can	 lead	 to
disapproval	 from	 the	 parent/caregiver	 and	 feelings	 of	 guilt	 in	 the	 child.	 As	 a
child,	Spock	often	disobeys	rules,	repeatedly	exploring	nearby	mountains	despite
being	told	not	to.	When	his	mother,	Amanda,	sees	him	trying	to	act	stiff-lipped
though	 “anguished,	 because	 the	 other	 boys	 tormented	 you,	 saying	 that	 you
weren’t	 really	 Vulcan,”	 she	 knows	 “that	 inside	 the	 human	 part	 of	 you	 was
crying.”14	 She	 shows	 both	 her	 cognitive	 empathy,	 knowing	 and	 understanding
how	someone	else	feels,	and	her	affective	empathy,	 feeling	compassion	for	him
and	some	distress	in	line	with	his	own.15	Soon	before	his	death,	Sarek	admits	to
noticing	these	things	as	well	and	to	having	admired	his	son’s	will	and	endurance
of	punishments.16

Industry	versus	Inferiority	(about	age	6	to	puberty)

Erikson	referred	to	the	fourth	stage,	when	the	child	is	attending	school	from	ages
6	 to	 11,	 as	 “industry	 versus	 inferiority.”	 Entering	 a	 new	 social	 and	 academic
landscape,	 the	 growing	 individual	 must	 learn	 essentially	 to	 sink	 or	 swim.	 By
“swimming,”	the	child	learns	to	achieve	in	the	environment,	gaining	a	sense	of
success	 and	 competence.	 “Sinking”	 leads	 to	 feelings	 of	 inferiority,	 leading	 the
child	 perhaps	 to	 pull	 away	 from	 peers	 and	 situations	 rather	 than	 risk	 public
failure	 and	 be	 seen	 as	 less	 than	 the	 others.	 In	 different	 stories,	 we	 see	 Spock
often	getting	 into	fights	as	a	child,	as	early	as	when	he	 is	 five	Vulcan	years	of
age	(though	it’s	not	specified	how	long	that	is	in	Earth	years).	He	is	mocked	as
an	outsider	from	the	group	because	of	his	mixed	heritage	and/or	because	he	finds
it	 more	 difficult	 to	 control	 and	 hide	 his	 emotions	 than	 the	 other	 children.17
During	such	fights,	children	call	him	“barbarian”	and	“Earther,”	saying	he	will



never	 be	 a	 true	 Vulcan.18	 Children	 in	 this	 stage	 also	 begin	 to	 learn	 the
importance	of	their	culture	and	self-efficacy.

Identity	Achievement	versus	Role	Confusion	(Adolescence)

One	 of	 the	 most	 important	 points	 according	 to	 Erikson	 is	 the	 fifth	 stage,
adolescence,	which	occurs	from	age	12	to	the	late	teens	or	maybe	early	twenties.
In	this	stage,	the	primary	goal	is	to	form	an	identity,19	leading	to	its	formation	on
the	basis	of	experiences,	peers,	and	sense	of	self.	Typically,	teenagers	pull	away
from	 their	parents	 and	attempt	 to	 fit	 into	 the	 social	 groups	 around	 them.	They
ask	 “Who	am	 I?”	 and	 seek	 answers	 through	action,	 perhaps	by	 changing	 their
appearance	 or	 behavior	 in	 order	 to	 fit	 in	 with	 the	 crowd	 they’ve	 chosen.
Additionally,	with	 the	 onset	 of	 puberty	 and	body	 changes,	 adolescents	 look	 to
become	comfortable	with	who	they	are	shaping	into,	again	asking	“Who	am	I?”
but	 this	 time	 reflecting	 on	 the	 self	 rather	 than	 the	 crowd	 around	 them.	 “A
direction	 for	my	 life	 had	 to	 be	 chosen,”	 young	 Spock	 explains,	 regarding	 his
own	identity	formation.	“I	chose	Vulcan.”20
At	the	age	of	seven	Vulcan	years,	Spock	undergoes	a	maturity	test	known	as

the	kahs-wan	ordeal,	which	sounds	similar	to	some	Earth	customs	that	celebrate
adolescence	as	a	pathway	to	adulthood.	Such	rites	of	passage	may	help	maintain
the	 culture	 by	 locking	 a	 child	 into	 an	 identity	 status	 known	 as	 foreclosure,	 in
which	 the	 individual	commits	 to	 follow	other	people’s	plans	 for	his	or	her	 life
before	 that	person	has	 time	 to	consider	alternatives.21	Afterward,	young	Spock
chooses	to	adopt	the	Vulcan	way	of	life,	which	is	dedicated	to	following	lessons
of	logic,	peace,	and	emotional	control.22

Intimacy	versus	Isolation	(Early	Adulthood)

The	sixth	stage	is	young	adulthood,	occurring	from	the	twenties	until	around	age
40	and	 involving	 the	 individual	 looking	at	 intimacy	versus	 isolation.	People	 in
this	 stage	 base	 their	 development	 on	 the	 trust,	 autonomy,	 and	 role	 developed
previously:	What	needs	does	the	person	wish	to	fill	with	another?	Someone	who
has	successfully	navigated	 the	previous	stages	 reaches	 this	stage	and	 is	able	 to
develop	an	intimate	(emotionally,	cognitively,	and	physically)	relationship	with
others.	Someone	who	has	a	negative	experience	at	this	stage	is	more	likely	to	be
isolated	or	have	unfulfilling	relationships.
Self-concept	 is	 a	 motivator	 throughout	 the	 stages.	 Individuals	 may	 define

themselves	 as	 rebels,	 for	 example,	 and	 react	 in	 an	 opposite	manner	 to	what	 is
expected	when	punished	for	breaking	rules	and	boundaries.	They	may	choose	a
pattern	 of	 behavior	 that	 is	more	 personally	meaningful,	 or	 they	may	 choose	 a



pattern	 of	 self-preservation	 in	 which	 they	 establish	 shallow	 and	 weak
relationships	lacking	depth.23
It	is	during	this	stage	that	Spock	leaves	the	nest	of	Vulcan,	deciding	not	to	join

the	Vulcan	Science	Academy	and	instead	enlist	in	Starfleet,	believing	the	latter
will	fulfill	his	needs,	desires,	and	potential.24	Whether	he	means	to	or	not,	 this
move	creates	a	philosophical	compromise	between	his	human	and	Vulcan	sides.
After	 living	 his	 entire	 life	 on	 Vulcan	 up	 to	 that	 point,	 he	 now	 joins	 an
organization	that	largely	follows	Earth-based	structures	and	philosophies	and	has
its	headquarters	on	Earth.
In	the	alternate	timeline	of	the	newer	films,	Spock	reaches	the	decision	to	join

Starfleet	on	realizing	that	the	senior	academics	of	the	Vulcan	Science	Academy
do	 not	 and	 will	 not	 see	 him	 as	 an	 equal	 because	 of	 his	 heritage.25	 Here	 the
negative	 experience	 can	 be	 argued	 to	 result	 in	 Spock	 isolating	 himself	 from
Vulcan	out	of	anger,	but	it	can	also	be	seen	as	evidence	of	his	acting	logically,
choosing	 the	 life	 that	has	 the	greatest	possibility	 for	advancement.	 In	Starfleet,
he	develops	close	 friendships	with	 James	T.	Kirk,	Leonard	McCoy,	and	Nyota
Uhura,	all	of	them	human	beings	who	hold	different	beliefs	and	sometimes	find
Spock	frustrating	but	also	support	him	in	his	life	and	goals.

Generativity	versus	Stagnation	(Middle	Adulthood)

The	seventh	stage,	middle	adulthood,	occurs	from	around	age	40	to	age	60	and
relates	 to	 generativity	 versus	 stagnation.	 Essentially,	 these	 individuals	 seek	 to
create	 something	 that	 will	 outlive	 them	 and	 continue	 to	 carry	 their	 names
through	 their	 children	or	 their	 deeds.	Failure	here	 entails	 a	poor	 connection	 to
and	involvement	in	the	world	around	them.
From	adolescence	through	these	later	stages,	culture	becomes	a	major	piece	in

an	individual’s	development.	Spock,	as	an	older	man,	takes	on	protégés	such	as
Saavik,	a	Vulcan-Romulan	hybrid	who	probably	also	has	troubles	and	concerns
about	being	accepted	by	Vulcans	suspicious	of	hybrids	and	their	ability	to	keep
emotions	in	check.26
Spock	 experiences	 literal	 death	 and	 a	 traumatic	 resurrection,	 after	which	 he

undergoes	mental	and	physical	rehabilitation.27	These	experiences	cause	him	to
reflect	 on	 Vulcan	 culture	 and	 his	 entire	 life	 in	 a	 way	 he	 may	 not	 have	 done
otherwise,	 examining	 the	 stages	 and	 crises	 he	 has	 gone	 through.	 In	 finding	 a
balance	 between	 both	 his	 sides,	 in	 accepting	 his	 victories	 and	 errors	 from	 the
previous	stages,	he	becomes	a	more	mature	person	who	then	sends	a	very	human
message	 to	 his	mother,	 a	message	 that	would	not	 come	 from	a	 typical	Vulcan



seeking	to	avoid	any	display	of	emotion	or	subjectivity:	“I	feel	fine.”28

Ego	Integrity	versus	Despair	(Late	Life)

The	 final	 stage,	maturity,	 comes	 sometime	 in	 the	 years	 after	 age	 60,	 although
these	ages	become	harder	 to	define	as	a	person	gets	older.	 (Erikson	eventually
decided	he	should	add	a	ninth	stage	for	extreme	old	age,	when	the	individual	has
outlived	the	majority	of	people	he	or	she	has	ever	known,	but	he	had	not	finished
formulating	his	ideas	about	that	before	he	himself	died.29)
The	crisis	in	this	stage	is	ego	integrity	versus	despair,	when	individuals	reflect

on	 their	 lives	and	achievements.	Success	here	 leads	 to	a	 feeling	of	 fulfillment,
whereas	 an	 unsuccessful	 response	 leads	 to	 feelings	 of	 despair,	 bitterness,	 and
even	regret.30	In	Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation,	Spock,	now	an	ambassador	for
the	 Federation,	 attempts	 to	 teach	 Vulcan	 philosophies	 to	 the	 people	 of	 the
Romulan	Empire,31	a	 role	emulating	both	his	mother	 (a	 teacher)	and	his	 father
(an	 ambassador).32	 Here	 Spock	 continues	 to	 develop	 his	 cultural	 identity	 by
sharing	it	with	others	and	opening	himself	to	their	reactions.
After	 Spock	 finds	 himself	 in	 a	 newly	 created	 alternate	 timeline	 and	 soon

afterward	witnesses	the	destruction	of	Vulcan,	he	experiences	despair	and	guilt
over	 the	 destruction	 of	 those	 two	 worlds,	 which	 has	 made	 his	 people	 an
“endangered	 species”	 and	potentially	 shattered	Vulcan	 culture.	But	 rather	 than
give	in	to	despair	and	guilt,	Spock	Prime	(as	the	older	Spock	from	the	original
timeline’s	 future	 is	called	from	that	point	on)	becomes	proactive,	ensuring	 that
the	 new	 timeline’s	 younger	 versions	 of	 himself	 and	 his	 friends	 still	 meet	 and
become	the	heroes	he	knows	they	can	and	must	be.33

Development	of	Identity

What	 are	 the	 components	 of	 identity?	There	 are	 the	 innate	 feelings	 of	 self,	 of
personality,	 that	 individuals	 are	 born	 with,	 but	 this	 is	 just	 a	 starting	 point	 for
what	makes	 people	who	 they	 are.	 Locke	 and	 Erikson	 agreed	 that	 experiences
shape	 much	 of	 who	 a	 person	 becomes,	 but	 those	 factors	 don’t	 operate	 in	 a
vacuum.	 Interest	 in	 a	 career	 path	 and	 finding	 a	 purpose	 in	 work	 play	 a	 role.
Political	and	spiritual	views	shape	viewpoints.	Relationship	status,	motivation	to
achieve,	 sexual	 orientation,	 gender,	 and	 culture	 all	 shape	 different	 aspects	 of
identity,	as	do	hobbies,	personal	entertainment	interests,	and	body	image.34
As	people	move	through	Erikson’s	stages,	they	begin	(particularly	starting	in

the	adolescent	stage)	to	categorize	the	groups	around	them—“school,”	“friends,”
“religion,”	 and	 so	 on—and	 attempt	 to	 fit	 properly	 in	 each	 social	 group.	 They
search	 for	 similarities	and	 tighten	 their	 identification	within	 that	group	or	with



those	 individuals	 as	 those	 similarities	 are	 seen	 as	 positives.	 However,	 if	 the
similarities	are	seen	as	negative	or	if	there	are	more	things	that	differentiate	the
individuals,	then	there	is	movement	away	from	that	group	or	individuals.35	It	is
within	this	categorization	that	the	formation	of	one’s	true	identity	is	born.	Spock
knows	who	he	is	when	he	leaves	behind	the	fights	with	bullies	and	takes	on	the
kahs-wan	ordeal	before	he	 is	 supposed	 to.	He	knows	who	he	 is	when	he	 joins
Starfleet	rather	than	the	Vulcan	Science	Academy.	He	knows	who	he	is	when	he
chooses	time	and	time	again	to	join	his	crewmates	of	the	starship	Enterprise	in
various	adventures	not	 just	because	 it	 is	his	duty	but	also	because	 they	are	his
friends	 and	 family.	He	 is	Spock,	 child	of	 two	worlds,	with	 all	 the	 experiences
and	lessons	that	entails.

“Put	aside	logic.	Do	what	feels	right.”
—Spock	Prime36

“The	aim	of	life	is	self-development.	To	realize	one’s	nature	perfectly—that	is	what
each	of	us	is	here	for.”

—playwright	Oscar	Wilde37
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Log	File	I

Star	Trek	and	the	Need	for	Excitement

Travis	Langley

We	 need	 many	 things.	 Physically,	 we	 need	 air,	 water,	 food,	 sleep,	 protection
from	the	elements,	and	more.	Difficult	as	 it	might	be	 to	 list	all	physical	needs,
whether	 conveniences	 for	 comfort	 or	 necessities	 for	 survival,	 psychological
needs	 may	 be	 even	 harder	 to	 catalog.	 Sociologist-turned-psychologist	 Erich
Fromm,1	 biologist-turned-psychologist	 Henry	 Murray,2	 and	 others	 each
separately	described	psychological	needs	we	have,	 the	numbers	of	which	keep
varying	 depending	 on	 each	 theorist’s	 experience,	 interpretation,	 and	 point	 of
view.	 Among	 his,	 Fromm	 postulated	 a	 need	 for	 excitement	 and	 stimulation,
meaning	the	need	for	a	stimulating	environment	to	activate	a	person’s	senses	and
brain	 activity	 in	 order	 to	 maintain	 optimal	 performance.	 Psychologist	 Marvin
Zuckerman	focused	his	work	on	understanding	people	who,	like	himself,	yearn
for	arousal	beyond	 the	 levels	most	people	 find	optimal.	Zuckerman	referred	 to
this	 need	 for	 novelty,	 variety,	 and	 excitement,	 along	 with	 an	 accompanying
“willingness	to	take	physical	and	social	risks	for	the	sake	of	such	experiences,”3
as	sensation	seeking.
Every	 Star	 Trek	 series	 tells	 exciting	 stories.	 None	 of	 the	 later	 programs,

though,	exemplify	the	need	for	excitement	so	clearly	as	the	original	Star	Trek,	in
which	a	 cowboy	captain	 commands	 the	Enterprise	 and	 episodes	 average	more
barroom	brawls	and	other	fight	scenes	than	in	any	other	Trek.	While	all	starship
personnel	enter	high-risk	occupations,	one	captain	in	particular	will	be	the	first
to	 set	 foot	on	new	worlds	 and	 to	 charge	 into	 danger	 instead	of	 running	 things
from	 the	 comfort	 of	 his	 chair.	 James	 T.	 Kirk	 takes	 gambles,	 makes	 bluffs,
provokes	 arguments,	 throws	 punches,	 beds	 women,	 and	 interferes	 with	 alien
civilizations	 in	 violation	 (or	 in	 creative	 interpretation)	 of	 the	 Prime	 Directive



more	than	any	other	series’	captain.
Sensation	 seekers	 are	 not	 all	 the	 same.	 In	 addition	 to	 all	 their	 many	 other

personality	traits,	they	differ	from	each	other	in	the	ways	they	seek	stimulation.
Zuckerman	eventually	broke	sensation	seeking	down	into	four	components.4

•	 Thrill	 and	 adventure	 seeking—engaging	 in	 physical	 activities	 that
involve	 danger,	 speed,	 height,	 and	 novelty.	Newly	 demoted	 from	 the
rank	of	admiral	back	to	captain,	Kirk	climbs	(and	falls	off)	a	mountain
as	Spock	chides	him	for	irresponsibility.5

•	 Experience	seeking—seeking	out	variety	in	experiences	through	travel,
exploration,	art,	or	noncomformity.	Though	Archer	and	Picard	explore,
both	maintain	 greater	 connection	 to	 Earth	 during	 their	 travels.	 Sisko
works	out	of	 a	 space	 station.	 Janeway	 travels	 farther	 than	 any	of	 the
rest,	 but	 not	 voluntarily.	No	 other	 starship	 captain	 leaves	 his	 ship	 to
join	an	away	mission	so	readily	as	does	Captain	James	T.	Kirk.

•	 Disinhibition—pursuing	release	 in	uninhibited	social	activities.	All	of
the	 captains	 have	 some	 degree	 of	 inhibition.	 Great	 self-control	 is
among	 the	 qualities	 that	 help	 them	 earn	 their	 leadership	 positions.
While	 Kirk	 probably	 has	 more	 experiences	 with	 involuntary
disinhibition,	when	alien	manipulation	or	mysterious	illnesses	McCoy
will	 cure	 within	 an	 hour	 alter	 his	 state	 of	 mind,	 even	 he	 does	 not
choose	this	as	a	primary	means	of	sensation	seeking.

•	 Boredom	 susceptibility—restlessness	 and	 an	 aversion	 to	 routine,
repetition,	and	predictability.	Kirk	shows	greater	patience	when	tension
is	high,	waiting	out	an	opponent	because	the	situation	is	too	precarious
to	bore	him.	Even	so,	he	takes	a	lot	of	shortcuts	when	completing	his
missions.

	

Star	 Trek	 (1966–1969,	 3	 seasons,	 79	 episodes).	 Created	 by	 G.	 Roddenberry.	 Desilu,
Norway,	Paramount.	Aired	on	NBC.	 (Although	popularly	called	Star	Trek:	The	Original
Series	throughout	fandom	to	reduce	confusion	with	the	later	shows	and	films,	that	was
not	its	name.)

Star	 Trek:	 The	 Animated	 Series	 (1973–1974,	 2	 seasons,	 22	 episodes).	 Created	 by	 G.
Roddenberry.	Filmation,	Norway	Productions.	Aired	on	NBC.



A	deeply	principled	man,	Kirk	never	asks	anyone	to	take	a	risk	he	would	not
take	himself.	He	would	score	high	in	sensation	seeking	as	a	personality	trait,	and
yet	 the	 need	 for	 excitement	 does	 not	 fully	 run	 his	 life.	 His	 intelligence,	 self-
discipline,	and	many	other	qualities	help	maintain	balance	in	his	life.
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Science	 fiction	 uses	 the	 filter	 of	 unreality	 to
look	at	 life’s	 reality	 from	a	new	point	of	 view.
Every	 fantastic	 journey	 to	 planets	 faraway
presents	opportunities	to	shine	lights	upon	the
worlds	within	ourselves.



The	way	we	 each	 answer	 the	 question	 of	 “Who	 am	 I?”
includes	comparisons	and	contrasts	with	others.	“Who	I
am”	includes	some	sense	of	“who	I	am	not”	and	“who	I
used	to	be.”
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“They	took	everything	I	was.	They	used	me	to	kill	and	destroy.	And	I	could	not	stop
them.	I	should	have	been	able	to	stop	them.”
—Jean-Luc	Picard1

“An	identity	is	a	definition,	an	interpretation,	of	the	self	…	An	identity	crisis	is	not
resolved	by	checking	one’s	wallet	for	one’s	name	and	address.	People	who	have
problems	with	identity	are	generally	struggling	with	the	more	difficult	aspects	of

defining	the	self,	such	as	the	establishing	of	long-term	goals,	major	affiliations,	and
basic	values.”

—social	psychologist	Roy	F.	Baumeister2

Humans	 are	 social	 animals.	We	 have	 a	 fundamental	 need	 to	 forge	meaningful
relationships	 with	 others,	 much	 as	 we	 need	 food,	 water,	 and	 shelter.3	 Indeed,
individuals	 who	 lack	 sufficient	 social	 relationships	 experience	 physical	 and
psychological	 problems,	 even	 to	 the	 point	 of	 reducing	 their	 life	 expectancy.4



Social	 connections	 do	 more	 than	 just	 satisfy	 one’s	 need	 to	 belong;	 social
relationships	 also	 provide	 individuals	 with	 a	 source	 of	 identity	 and	 a	 general
sense	of	self.5	 Issues	 of	 belonging	 and	 identity	 are	 central	 to	 everyone’s	 lives,
and	we	can	see	our	own	successes,	failures,	and	continued	struggles	reflected	in
various	 character	 arcs	 in	 Star	 Trek.	 For	 example,	 whereas	 Deep	 Space	 9’s
commanding	 officer	 Sisko	 balances	 his	 roles	 and	maintains	 a	 secure	 sense	 of
self,	 Spock	 and	 Worf	 feel	 conflicted	 between	 roles	 and	 therefore	 each	 feels
conflict	 in	 his	 identity.	 Even	 people	 who	 seem	 secure	 in	 who	 they	 are,	 like
Captain	 Picard,	may	 feel	 uncertainty	 about	 identity	when	 external	 factors	 and
events	 beyond	 their	 control	 inflict	 change	 upon	 them.	 Stories	 like	 these	 can
illustrate	what	psychologists	have	learned	about	belonging	and	identity,	and	can
help	the	audience	reflect	on	and	understand	their	own	journeys	through	life.

The	Self:	“Who	Am	I?”

Many	 psychologists	 have	 argued	 about	 what	 the	 self	 conceptually	 is,	 but	 one
common	theme	is	that	one’s	self-concept	(how	the	person	mentally	perceives	or
describes	him	or	herself6)	has	three	primary	levels:	a	personal	level,	a	relational
level,	and	a	collective	 level.7	Theorists	disagree	about	which	of	 these	 levels	of
self-concept	 dominates	 one’s	 identity,	 but	 most	 agree	 that	 they	 are	 social	 in
nature.8

Personal	Level

The	personal	level	involves	defining	the	self	by	individual	traits	that	differentiate
one	person	from	another.9	For	example,	Benjamin	Sisko	has	a	personal	self	that
is	high	in	both	agency	 (the	ability	 to	be	decisive	and	make	 things	happen)	and
communion	 (interpersonal	warmth).10	 These	 traits	 are	 considered	 to	 be	 part	 of
his	 personal	 self	 because	 they	 are	 part	 of	 how	 he	 interacts	with	 the	 everyday
world	 across	 situations,	 and	 they	 are	 part	 of	 how	 he	 introspectively	 defines
himself.

Relational	Level

The	 relational	 level	 involves	 defining	 oneself	 by	 the	 social	 roles	 and
relationships	in	one’s	life.11	For	Sisko,	two	aspects	of	his	relational	self	are	his
role	as	commander	of	Deep	Space	9	and	his	role	as	a	father.	Both	of	these	roles
make	different	demands	on	the	way	he	understands	himself	and	how	he	chooses
to	interact	with	people.	Sometimes	they	complement	one	another	and	other	times



they	may	conflict	when	he	 is	 forced	 to	prioritize	one	 role	over	 another	 in	 any
given	situation.

Collective	Level

Finally,	 the	 collective	 level	 involves	 defining	 oneself	 based	 on	 one’s
identification	with	larger	groups	and	social	categories	(like	gender,	race,	religion,
or	nationality).12	Sisko’s	collective	self	 focuses	on	how	he	experiences	himself
as	 both	 an	 African-American	 and	 as	 a	 human.	 His	 identity	 as	 an	 African-
American	 emerges	 within	 the	 cultural	 context	 of	 his	 home	 planet,	 while	 his
identity	as	 a	human	emerges	out	of	his	 interactions	with	 life	 forms	 from	other
planets.	 These	 “selves”	 are	 different	 from	his	 relational	 selves	 as	 a	 father	 and
commander	 because	 collective	 selves	 are	 defined	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 broad	 social
categories	 (i.e.,	 in-groups	 and	 out-groups)	 to	 which	 one	 belongs.	 Identifying
with	 these	 broad	 groups	 often	 results	 from	 but	 does	 not	 require	 actual
interpersonal	interaction	with	in-group	members.13

Self-Identity	Is	Complex

Individuals’	self-identities	are	complex.	Not	only	are	identities	multifaceted,	they
also	 are	 dynamic,	 changing	 over	 time	 and	 sensitive	 to	 situational	 contexts.14
Further,	 individuals	 strive	 to	 keep	 some	 sense	 of	 consistency	 between	 these
different	aspects	of	themselves,	as	well	as	between	the	types	of	selves	they	(and
others)	think	they	should	be.15	When	individuals	recognize	that	portions	of	their
self-concept	 are	 inconsistent,	 they	 experience	 an	 unpleasant	 state	 of
psychological	and	physiological	arousal,	called	cognitive	dissonance.16
As	individuals	work	through	their	daily	lives,	conflicts	are	bound	to	emerge	at

each	level	(personal,	relational,	collective),17	as	well	as	between	different	levels.
Spock’s	 personal	 self,	 for	 example,	 seems	 to	 consistently	 struggle	 with
reconciling	his	human	emotionality	and	his	Vulcan	rationality.	He	also	needs	to
cultivate	 smooth	 working	 relations	 with	 his	 crew	 mates,	 requiring	 him	 to
maintain	a	consistent,	stable	relational	self	that	deals	with	both	the	struggles	of
his	 personal	 self	 and	 the	 relational	 differences	 between	 his	 and	 his	 human
shipmates’	views	on	rationality	versus	emotionality.	Spock	also	has	to	navigate
the	 challenges	 presented	 by	 his	 collective,	 biracial	 identity	 (i.e.,	 human	 and
Vulcan).18	 The	 struggle	 between	 and	 within	 Spock’s	 personal,	 relational,	 and
collective	 selves	 is	 embodied	 in	his	 struggle	with	pon	 farr,	 the	Vulcan	urge	 to
mate.19	 Although	 Vulcan	 culture	 has	 developed	 rituals	 to	 help	 mitigate	 this



mating	drive,	 the	humans	Spock	interacts	with	every	day	on	the	Enterprise	are
unaware	of	both	this	Vulcan	struggle	and	the	rituals	Vulcans	use	to	deal	with	it.
This	struggle	results	in	an	immense	conflict	among	Spock’s	personal,	relational,
and	collective	selves,	and	ultimately	results	in	his	programming	the	ship	to	head
to	Vulcan	against	Kirk’s	orders.

Microaggressions:	Subtle	Discrimination

Microaggressions	are	brief,	often	subtle	(and	sometimes	unconscious)	everyday	comments,
insults,	 or	 behaviors	 directed	 toward	 members	 of	 minority	 groups.20	 Verbal
microaggressions	 often	 involve	 derogating	 someone’s	 group	 membership,	 and	 range	 in
severity	from	explicit	insults	(epithets	or	slurs)	and	subtle	insensitive	comments	or	questions
(for	 example,	 suggesting	 that	 someone’s	 achievements	 are	 due	 to	 affirmative	 action),	 to
“backhanded	compliments”	that	imply	someone	is	exotic	or	a	foreigner	because	of	his	or	her
group	 membership	 (like	 complimenting	 a	 non-Caucasian	 individual	 on	 speaking	 English
well).21	 Even	 though	many	 of	 these	 behaviors	may	 seem	 innocuous,	 research	 suggests
they	can	have	severe,	long-lasting	psychological	consequences	on	victims.22
Recently,	psychologists	have	begun	investigating	microaggressions	for	bi-	and	multiracial

individuals.	Research	 suggests	 that	 these	 individuals	 experience	 both	 similar	 and	 unique
microaggressions	 compared	 with	 individuals	 who	 are	 members	 of	 only	 one	 racial/ethnic
group.23	 Any	 time	 someone	 treats	 biracial	 Spock	 as	 exotic	 or	 “different”	 because	 of	 his
heritage,	he	may	feel	isolated	or	experience	other	negative	feelings	that	microaggressions
may	prompt.	Further,	 if	he	overhears	a	negative	comment	or	 joke	about	either	Vulcans	or
humans,	he	may	also	experience	a	negative	reaction.24
Sometimes	individuals	may	even	encounter	microaggressions	from	members	of	their	own

families.25	Worf,	 though	 technically	adopted	by	humans,	still	experiences	 identity	conflicts
between	 his	 Federation	 loyalty	 and	 his	 Klingon	 heritage.	 Anytime	 a	 fellow	 Klingon
(especially	if	it	is	a	blood	relative)	questions	his	authenticity	or	lack	of	cultural	knowledge,	he
likely	feels	isolated	and	devalued.26

Optimal	Distinctiveness:	How	Much	to	Be	Assimilated?

Another	source	of	potential	conflict	within	and	between	levels	of	self-concept	is
the	 degree	 to	 which	 we	 feel	 assimilated	 into	 our	 relationships	 as	 opposed	 to
feeling	 unique	 or	 differentiated	 from	 others.	 Optimal	 distinctiveness	 theory27
argues	 that	 both	 assimilation	 and	 distinctiveness	 are	 basic	 psychosocial	 needs
that	 to	 continuously	 oppose	 one	 another.	 This	 persistent	 tension	 implies	 that
one’s	 daily	 life	 is	 geared	 toward	 finding	 a	 balance	 between	 assimilation	 and
distinctiveness,	and	this	tension	can	occur	at	multiple	levels	of	self-concept.28
Perhaps	 nothing	 represents	 the	 struggle	 between	 these	 two	 opposite	 needs



better	than	Picard’s	personal	struggle	following	his	period	of	assimilation	by	the
Borg.29	Once	Picard	escapes	assimilation,	he	describes	 the	experience	as	being
part	 of	 a	 group	 mind,	 or	 a	 “collective.”30	 Although	 Picard	 describes	 this
experience	 as	 wholly	 negative,	 most	 individuals	 often	 seek	 events	 and
experiences	 that	 allow	 them	 to	 dissolve	 their	 uniqueness	 and	 experience
assimilation	 (for	 example,	 when	 they	 jump	 up	 and	 down	 in	 synchrony	 with
strangers	at	a	rock	concert,	or	participate	in	collective	cheering	with	strangers	at
a	sporting	event).
Picard	 finds	 such	assimilation	 so	appalling	because	of	 the	hard	work	he	has

done	 his	 entire	 life	 to	 focus	 more	 on	 distinctiveness	 than	 assimilation.	 This
becomes	clear	when	Picard	returns	to	his	family	vineyard	following	his	escape
from	Borg	assimilation.31	As	he	and	his	brother	work	through	the	small	talk	of
becoming	 reacquainted,	 the	 need	 for	 distinctiveness	 that	 originally	 compelled
Picard	 to	 leave	 home	 and	 trek	 to	 the	 stars	 comes	 to	 the	 fore	 as	 his	 brother
defends	his	own	original	need	to	assimilate	into	vineyard	culture.	As	these	two
embodiments	 of	 assimilation	 and	 distinctiveness	 literally	 come	 to	 blows,	 it
becomes	 clear	 that	Picard	begins	 to	 find	balance	 as	 his	 brother	 beats	 him	 into
self-awareness.

Ostracism:	The	Social	Death	Penalty

Ostracism,	being	ignored	and	excluded,	is	a	painful	and	common	experience.34	Colloquially,
ostracism	may	be	called	 “the	silent	 treatment,”	 “the	cold	shoulder,”	 “excommunication,”	or
“exile.”35	 Ostracism	 has	 many	 negative	 psychological	 consequences	 (e.g.,	 thwarting
individuals’	needs	 for	belonging	and	self-esteem),36	and	 it	activates	similar	 regions	of	 the
brain	 that	 physical	 pain	does,	 suggesting	 that	 it	 literally	 causes	 individuals	 to	 feel	 pain.37
Laboratory	 research	demonstrates	 that	participants	are	bothered	by	ostracism	even	when
they	are	told	explicitly	that	researchers	purposely	designed	the	study	to	ostracize	them,	or
that	the	people	ostracizing	them	are	members	of	groups	they	would	otherwise	despise	(for
example,	Ku	Klux	Klan	members).38
Why	 does	Worf	 willingly	 face	 ostracism	 by	 taking	 responsibility	 for	 his	 father’s	 alleged

treason,	 renouncing	 his	 Klingon	 affiliation,	 and	 allowing	 himself	 to	 be	 exiled?39	 Worf
understands	 that	 if	 it	 becomes	 known	 that	 the	most	 powerful	 family	 in	Klingon	 society	 is
responsible	 for	 the	 Khitomer	 betrayal,	 a	 civil	 war	 will	 ensue.	 Relationship	 commitment
(whether	 it	be	 to	one	person	or	a	group)	can	motivate	 individuals	 to	sacrifice	 for	 those	 to
whom	 they	 are	 committed.40	 Worf	 takes	 the	 fall	 for	 Duras	 because	 he	 is	 committed	 to
Klingon	society,	in	spite	of	being	raised	by	a	human	family.

Optimal	distinctiveness	theory	argues	that	the	best	way	to	manage	the	tension



between	assimilation	and	distinctiveness	 is	 to	 find	 small	groups	 in	which	your
relational	 self	 can	 assimilate,	while	 simultaneously	 being	with	 others	who	 (1)
respect	 you	 as	 an	 individual,	 and	 (2)	 whose	 collective	 identities	 are	 clearly
distinct	 from	 larger	 groups.32	 Eventually,	 Picard	 achieves	 balance	 and	 allows
himself	to	assimilate	positively	with	his	subordinates	by	finally	joining	them	in	a
card	 game,	 recognizing	 that	 he	 should	 have	 forged	 this	 relationship	 much
earlier.33

Nostalgia:	The	Self’s	Journey	Home

Another	 source	 of	 potential	 identity	 conflict	 is	 the	 changes	 individuals	 go
through	during	various	stages	of	development	(infant,	child,	teenager,	etc.),	with
each	stage	having	its	own	unique	trials	and	tribulations	to	be	navigated.41	When
individuals	 look	back	on	 these	different	 stages	of	 life,	 not	only	do	 they	notice
these	 developmental	 changes,	 but	 they	 also	 notice	 discrepancies	 between	 their
different	levels	of	self-identity	during	these	stages.	How	do	individuals	reconcile
these	differences	and	maintain	a	healthy	level	of	identity	coherence?
Psychologists	 have	 begun	 studying	 nostalgia	 as	 a	 potential	 answer	 to	 this

question.	 Nostalgia	 is	 the	 experience	 of	 sentimental	 longing	 or	 desiring	 to
connect	with	one’s	past.42	When	individuals	experience	nostalgia,	they	typically
focus	 on	memories	 as	 if	 they	were	 narratives	with	 themselves	 as	 protagonists,
and	 usually	 involve	 interactions	 with	 close	 others	 or	 momentous	 life	 events
influential	to	their	self-identity.	These	memories	are	not	uniformly	positive	and
may	 involve	 some	 amount	 of	 ambivalence,	 especially	 if	 the	memory	 involves
struggles	 or	 negative	 experiences.	 However,	 when	 nostalgia	 involves	 negative
memories,	 the	 narrative	 often	 closes	 with	 the	 individual	 triumphing	 over
adversity	and	interpreting	the	initial	struggles	as	necessary	for	developing	virtue
or	future	victories.43
Additionally,	 nostalgia	 functions	 as	 a	 reservoir	 of	 social	 connection	 and

belonging,	 as	well	 as	 positive	 feelings	 that	 can	 be	 used	 to	 bolster	 self-esteem
after	negative	life	events	and	identity	threats,	especially	existential	threats	caused
by	thinking	about	one’s	own	mortality.44	This	function	of	nostalgia	is	expressed
uniquely	 when	 a	 time	 capsule’s	 beam	 targets	 Picard	 and	 causes	 him	 to
experience	 thirty	 years	 of	 someone	 else’s	 life.45	 The	 time	 capsule’s	 creators
knew	 their	 sun	 was	 about	 to	 go	 supernova	 and	 destroy	 them.	 Faced	 with
inevitable	 destruction,	 they	 found	 comfort	 in	 the	 idea	 that	 some	 future	 being
would	experience	their	culture	via	the	capsule	and,	in	a	nostalgic	sense,	continue



their	lives.
Finally,	nostalgia	functions	 to	maintain	self-consistency	across	one’s	 identity

development,	highlighting	events	that	ultimately	help	individuals	keep	an	overall
positive	self-identity.46	Nostalgia’s	function	is	illustrated	when	Q	allows	Picard,
who	is	critically	injured,	to	travel	back	in	time	and	change	events	in	his	past	that
he	regretted	and	which	would	stop	him	from	being	injured	in	the	present.47	After
Picard	 changes	 these	 events,	 Q	 gives	 him	 a	 glimpse	 of	 what	 life	 would	 have
been	 like	 had	 he	 “played	 it	 safe”	 in	 his	 youth.	 Picard	 finds	 that,	 by	 changing
those	earlier	events,	his	new	 life	was	boring	and	he	would	never	be	a	captain,
something	he	decided	he	could	not	tolerate.	As	such,	he	travels	back	and	allows
his	 original	 history	 to	 occur	 as	 it	 had,	 restoring	 the	 present	 and	 his	 self-
consistency.

Your	Continuing	Mission

Individuals	have	powerful	psychological	needs	linked	to	their	relationships	with
others.	 In	 addition	 to	 simply	 satisfying	one’s	 core	need	 to	belong,	 individuals’
social	 relationships	 and	 group	memberships	 facilitate	 the	 development	 of	 self-
identity,	one	 that	 ideally	 involves	positivity	and	consistency	across	various	 life
events	and	domains.	We	may	share	similar	identity	challenges	over	the	course	of
our	lives,	but	each	person’s	trek	through	these	challenges	is	contextually	unique.
Given	how	central	this	trek	is	to	our	existence	as	persons,	it	seems	our	need	to	be
with	others	will	be	with	us	 into	 the	foreseeable	future,	as	well	as	 into	 the	final
frontier,	several	centuries	from	now.
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Universal	emotions	common	throughout	our	species	are
primal	and	yet	key	parts	of	what	“humanity”	means.	After
the	 original	 Star	 Trek	 series	 explored	 the	 value	 of
emotions	by	featuring	a	half-human	character	struggling
to	suppress	his	feelings	and	stifle	his	humanity,	the	next
series	 inverted	 that	 with	 an	 android	 character	 eager	 to
understand	feelings	and	to	find	out	what	 it	means	to	be
human.	Pinocchio	wanted	to	be	a	real	boy.
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Emotion	Data

Janina	Scarlet

“If	being	human	is	not	simply	a	matter	of	being	born	flesh	and	blood,	if	it	is
instead	a	way	of	thinking,	acting,	and	feeling,	then	I	am	hopeful	that	one	day	I	will
discover	my	own	humanity.”
—Data1

“We	cannot	selectively	numb	emotions.	When	we	numb	the	painful	emotions,	we
also	numb	the	positive	emotions.”

—social	work	researcher	Brené	Brown2

Android	Data	devotes	a	lot	of	his	attention	and	spends	much	of	his	time	trying	to
comprehend	 and	 master	 human	 emotions—an	 effort	 that	 is	 contrary	 to	 what
many	humans	do.	Many	people	try	to	suppress	their	emotions	and	avoid	thinking
about	them.3	In	fact,	some	believe	that	controlling	or	suppressing	their	emotions
and	 relying	only	on	 logical	 processing	 is	more	helpful	 than	 feeling	 emotions.4
Which	is	healthier—suppressing	emotions,	as	many	humans	do,	or	experiencing
them,	as	Data	attempts	to	do?



Universal	Emotions

Emotions	are	 important	 for	human	survival	 in	order	 to	cope	with	 life’s	various
missions.	They	can	also	change	a	person’s	physiology.	According	 to	 renowned
emotions	researcher	Paul	Ekman,	humans	are	capable	of	experiencing	numerous
emotions.	Six	of	these	have	often	been	identified	as	universal	emotions,	meaning
that	everyone	feels	them:

•	 happiness
•	 sadness
•	 fear
•	 anger
•	 surprise
•	 disgust5

All	 these	 emotions	 serve	 an	 important	 function	 in	 human	 survival.	 Despite
being	an	android,	Data	is	able	to	experience	all	six	at	different	times	throughout
his	stories.6

Happiness

Some	cultures	place	great	value	on	the	pursuit	of	happiness.	In	other	cultures—
for	 example,	 in	 some	 Asian	 cultures—following	 social	 norms	 for	 the	 sake	 of
everyone’s	benefit	 is	 generally	 considered	more	 important	 than	 an	 individual’s
happiness.7	Happiness	can	arise	from	a	pleasurable	event	(hedonic	happiness)	or
from	 following	 someone’s	 core	 values	 (eudaimonic	 happiness).	 When
Enterprise	 crew	 members	 are	 introduced	 to	 an	 addictive	 game,	 they	 become
consumed	by	 it,	playing	 it	 instead	of	 taking	care	of	 their	own	well-being8—an
example	of	hedonic	happiness.	On	 the	other	hand,	Data	cries	with	happy	 tears
when	 he	 finds	 his	 cat,	 Spot,	 whom	 he	 values—an	 example	 of	 eudaimonic
happiness.9	 Eudaimonic	 happiness,	 more	 than	 hedonic	 happiness,	 produces	 a
greater	 sense	 of	 well-being,	 a	 sense	 of	 meaning,	 a	 sense	 of	 inner	 peace	 and
appreciation	for	life,	as	well	as	vitality	and	physical	health	outcomes.10

Sadness

The	purpose	of	sadness	might	not	be	as	clear	as	that	of	other	universal	emotions,
yet	 this	 emotion	 is	 responsible	 for	 increasing	 the	desire	 and	 the	possibility	 for
social	 connectedness.11	 Sadness	 can	 occur	 when	 someone	 experiences	 a	 loss,
such	 as	 what	 fellow	 crew	 members	 experience	 when	 Tasha	 Yar	 dies.12



Experiencing	sadness	allows	people	 to	process	 the	 saddening	event	and	accept
the	 social	 support	 needed	 for	 recovery.	 In	 addition,	 experiencing	 sadness—in
particular	 when	 connecting	 with	 other	 people—allows	 the	 body	 to	 release
oxytocin,	a	natural	stress-fighting	hormone13	 that	helps	soothe	painful	emotions
and	reduce	stress.14	Even	though	Data	does	not	fully	understand	the	purpose	of
having	a	 service	 for	Tasha	after	her	death,	he	communicates	 to	Captain	Picard
how	 empty	 his	 life	 will	 be	 without	 her.	 Through	 this	 communication,	 Data
receives	reassurance	and	support	from	his	captain	during	that	difficult	time.15

Fear

Fears	allows	the	individual	to	fight	an	attacker,	flee	from	a	situation,	or	freeze	in
place	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 that	 individual’s	 survival.16	This	 response	will	 trigger
certain	 physiological	 responses,	 such	 as	 a	 rapid	 heart	 rate	 and	 elevated	 blood
pressure.	 When	 Data	 finally	 gets	 an	 emotion	 chip	 installed,	 it	 allows	 him	 to
experience	a	range	of	emotions,	but	he	does	not	know	how	to	handle	them.	Fear
overwhelms	him	during	a	firefight	and	he	freezes.17	Data	feels	extremely	guilty
over	this	incident	even	though	his	response	is	quite	natural.	When	people	are	in
life-threatening	situations,	 they	may	naturally	experience	fear,	which	as	a	 form
of	self-preservation	will	cause	a	fight-flight-freeze	response.18

Anger

Anger	is	sometimes	considered	to	be	a	“dangerous”	emotion	because	it	can	lead
to	aggression.	However,	 the	emotion	of	anger	and	 the	act	of	aggression	are,	 in
fact,	 different	 from	 one	 another.	 When	 an	 individual	 or	 that	 person’s	 group
members	are	 threatened	or	 insulted,	 the	 individual	might	become	aggressive	 in
order	 to	maintain	 safety	or	 social	 status.19	Unknowingly	 controlled	by	his	 evil
brother,	Data	gets	angry	over	a	Borg’s	killing	of	officer	Corelki,	 then	becomes
aggressive	and	brutally	kills	one	of	the	Borg.20	The	experience	invigorates	him.

Surprise

When	someone	has	a	set	of	expectations	about	how	things	will	turn	out	but	turns
out	to	be	mistaken,	that	individual	is	likely	to	experience	surprise.	This	emotion
offers	 humans	 and	 animals	 a	 number	of	 benefits.	The	most	 important	 of	 these
benefits	may	be	enhanced	ability	to	learn	new	information.	Other	benefits,	 like
improved	perception	and	physiological	arousal,	can	allow	the	individual	to	learn
a	 task	 better.21	 Data	 is	 surprised	 when	 he	 loses	 a	 game	 of	 poker	 to	 his
crewmates.	 However,	 this	 becomes	 an	 important	 opportunity	 for	 him	 to	 learn
about	bluffing.22



Disgust

Disgust	triggers	nausea,	irritability,	anger,	or	any	combination	of	these	feelings.
When	the	bartender	Guinan	hands	Data	a	drink	while	he	is	under	the	influence	of
a	newly	implanted	emotion	chip,	he	says	that	he	hates	it	and	is	revolted	by	it,	and
he	then	orders	another	in	order	to	experience	that	feeling	again.	Essentially,	Data
is	 feeling	 disgust.23	 Its	 main	 function	 for	 a	 biological	 organism	 would	 be	 to
protect	 the	 individual	 from	 being	 poisoned.	 Disgust	 is	 also	 important	 when
selecting	a	romantic	partner	or	in	social	situations.24	For	example,	when	the	ruler
of	Ligon	II	kidnaps	Data’s	friend	Tasha	and	tries	to	force	her	to	marry	him,	her
disgust	 for	 this	 ruler	appropriately	prevents	her	 from	seeing	him	as	a	potential
mate.25

Emotion	Avoidance	and	Suppression

Although	some	human	emotions	such	as	joy	may	be	pleasant,	many	are	difficult
to	 experience.	 Some	 of	 these	 difficult	 emotions	might	 produce	 uncomfortable
changes	 in	 the	 person’s	 physiology.	 For	 example,	 fear	might	 produce	 shallow
breathing,	a	rapid	heart	rate,	and	a	release	of	adrenaline.	This	sensation	may	be
unpleasant	 and	 even	 distressing.	Ultimately,	 though,	 these	 emotions	 trigger	 an
appropriate	 reaction	 that	 can	potentially	 save	 that	 individual’s	 life.26	This	 is	 in
some	way	what	Data	 experiences	when	 he	 feels	 fear	 for	 the	 first	 time.27	 This
may	 also	 be	 what	 the	 Exocomps,	 sophisticated	 robots	 that	 become	 sentient,
experience	as	well.28	In	both	of	these	situations,	these	mechanical	entities	appear
to	experience	fear	or	a	similar	emotion,	causing	them	to	act	in	the	opposite	way
from	 which	 they	 were	 programmed	 in	 order	 to	 ensure	 self-preservation.	 For
Data,	 this	 event	 leads	 him	 to	 experience	 another	 painful	 human	 emotion—
guilt.29
Painful	emotional	experiences,	such	as	guilt,	depression,	and	anxiety,	make	it

more	 likely	 that	 the	 individual	 will	 try	 to	 avoid	 these	 emotions	 or	 any
experiences	 that	 might	 trigger	 these	 emotions	 (experiential	 avoidance).	 When
people	 are	 anxious,	 for	 example,	 and	 are	 unwilling	 to	 experience	 a	 particular
emotion,	they	are	less	able	to	achieve	their	goals.30	When	Data’s	friend	Keiko	is
supposed	to	get	married	to	transporter	chief	Miles	O’Brien,	she	becomes	anxious
and	gets	“cold	feet.”	She	tells	Data	that	she	does	not	wish	to	marry	O’Brien	and
initially	breaks	off	the	wedding	as	a	way	of	trying	to	manage	her	emotions.31
After	a	life-threatening	situation	or	trauma,	an	individual	might	experience	a

number	 of	 symptoms.	Hyperarousal	 (an	 extreme	 state	 of	 alertness)	 and	 other



trauma-related	symptoms	may	make	the	person	more	irritable	and	more	prone	to
anger	 or	 aggression.32	 Hyperarousal	 and	 other	 anxiety-related	 symptoms	 are
usually	 the	 biggest	 reasons	 for	 emotional	 numbing,	 shutting	 down	 one’s	 own
emotional	 experiences	 in	 response	 to	 a	 traumatic	 event.	 For	 example,	 among
female	veterans	who	were	sexual	assault	survivors,	the	women	who	showed	the
most	 extensive	 degree	 of	 hyperarousal	 after	 the	 traumatic	 experience	 also
displayed	the	highest	levels	of	emotional	numbing.	In	turn,	emotional	numbing
may	be	the	top	predictor	of	posttraumatic	stress	disorder	(PTSD).33
Alexithymia,	 the	 inability	 to	 identify	 one’s	 own	 emotions,34	 can	 lead	 to	 a

worsening	of	emotion	 regulation.	This,	 in	 turn,	may	make	 the	 individual	more
susceptible	 to	 developing	 a	 mental	 health	 disorder,	 such	 as	 PTSD	 and
depression.35	Despite	the	fact	that	he	is	an	android,	Data	does	not	struggle	with
alexithymia.	On	the	contrary,	he	readily	learns	about	and	experiences	emotions.
At	 one	 point,	 after	 having	 an	 emotion	 chip	 installed,	 he	 states	 that	 he	 has
experienced	261	emotions.36

Courage	and	Vulnerability

Although	 many	 people	 strive	 to	 avoid	 experiencing	 emotions,	 emotions	 are	 actually
adaptive	 for	 survival.	 For	 example,	 emotions	 allow	 individuals	 to	 get	 ready	 for	 action	 in
threatening	situations.	In	addition,	emotions	allow	for	specific	physiological	changes	in	the
body	 that	are	necessary	 for	 the	given	situation.37	The	willingness	 to	experience	emotions
and	 various	 emotional	 experiences	 are	 linked	 to	 improved	 mental	 health,	 higher	 self-
esteem,	and	higher	life	satisfaction,38	as	well	as	reduced	depression,	anxiety,	and	PTSD.39
Embracing	and	communicating	one’s	emotions,	as	Data	does	when	expressing	how	much
he	misses	Tasha,40	is	a	vulnerable	experience.	However,	this	vulnerability	is	also	one	of	the
most	 necessary	 components	 of	 healthy	 relationships	 and	 maintaining	 one’s	 emotional
health.41	Data’s	constant	inquiries	regarding	emotions	and	his	willingness	to	admit	when	he
is	struggling	may	make	him	vulnerable,42	but	it	also	makes	him	more	likable	and	more	likely
to	get	the	help	that	he	needs.

An	Android’s	Humanity

Many	 people	 strive	 to	 avoid	 emotions	 by	 numbing	 or	 suppressing	 them.
Emotional	suppressing	can	make	a	person	act	and	seem	almost	robotic.	Data,	on
the	 other	 hand,	 is	 constantly	 trying	 to	 understand	 and	 experience	 emotions,
potentially	making	him	closer	 to	a	human	being	 than	some	humans	who	 try	 to
suppress	 their	 feelings.	 At	 one	 point,	 Data	 has	 to	 prove	 that	 he	 is	 in	 fact	 a



sentient	being.43	Captain	Picard	convinces	a	Starfleet	judge	that	Data	possesses
intelligence	and	self-awareness,	and	demonstrates	that	no	one	can	actually	define
the	term	consciousness.	Data’s	emotional	attachment	to	his	medal	and	to	Tasha’s
hologram	demonstrate	that	his	emotional	state	is	akin	to	that	of	a	healthy	human
being.	And	while	Data	may	still	be	an	android,	he	possesses	what	many	androids
do	 not—humanity.	His	 emotional	 awareness	 and	 his	willingness	 to	 experience
emotions	form	a	model	from	which	many	humans	might	benefit.
Overall,	 human	 beings	 who	 are	 able	 to	 experience	 their	 emotions	 tend	 to

enjoy	 better	 mental	 health	 and	 respond	 better	 to	 stressful	 situations.
Experiencing	 emotions	 allows	 people	 to	 get	 the	 help	 they	 need	when	 they	 are
struggling.	Emotions	help	people	protect	 their	 loved	ones	in	 the	face	of	danger
and	let	them	savor	life’s	happy	moments.	The	irony	is	that	the	very	control	over
one’s	emotions	that	many	humans	strive	to	achieve	may	be	most	harmful	to	their
health.	 The	willingness	 to	 experience	 emotions—all	 emotions,	 even	 those	 that
make	 people	 feel	 vulnerable	 and	 cause	 pain	 at	 times—may	 actually	 be	 the
healthiest	action	that	people	can	take	in	the	face	of	adversity.
It’s	all	part	of	being	human.
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Each	of	us	is	human,	and	each	of	us	is	alien.	The	human
race	 needs	 diversity	 in	 skills,	 strengths,	 and	 interests,
and	yet	appreciating	 that	diversity	can	be	difficult	when
someone	 differs	 from	 us	 in	 every	 one	 of	 those	 ways.
When	we	find	 it	hard	to	stay	patient	with	 those	who	are
logical,	 literal,	 and	 socially	 out	 of	 sync,	 we	may	 fail	 to
discover	what	wondrous	things	they	do	for	us	all.
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Gene	Roddenberry	Saw	the	Future
…	and	the	Future	is	Asperger’s

Frank	Gaskill

“…	if	we	can’t	disguise	you,	we’ll	find	some	way	of	explaining	you.”
—Captain	Kirk1

“Our	civilization	would	be	dull	and	sterile	if	we	did	not	have	and	treasure	people
with	Asperger’s.”

—clinical	psychologist	Tony	Attwood2

I	am	a	child	psychologist	who	specializes	in	the	area	of	Asperger’s.	People	who
have	Asperger’s	tend	to	be	above	average	in	intelligence,	demonstrate	a	special
interest	in	a	particular	area	within	which	they	hyper-focus,	and	possess	a	deficit
in	social	and	nonverbal	communication.	All	people	with	Asperger’s—or	Aspies
for	short—are	different	from	one	another.	However,	they	do	appear	to	share	the
common	traits	of	social	deficits,	special	interests,	and	higher	intelligence.
I	have	been	drawn	to	this	population	since	my	childhood.	I	was	one	of	those



kids	 obsessed	 with	 Star	 Trek,	 Rubik’s	 cubes,	 and	 Dungeons	 &	 Dragons.	 My
community	of	friends	all	seemed	to	be	outsiders	with	similar	interests.	When	we
were	 together,	 we	 could	 speak	 our	 own	 nerdy	 language	 together.	 At	 the
beginning	of	my	professional	career,	I	was	drawn	to	this	population	of	kids	who
were	often	bullied,	considered	strange,	and	generally	excluded.	Year	after	year	I
continue	 to	see	a	common	denominator	 that	 tends	 to	be	 love	of	science	fiction
and	 fantasy.	And	 the	more	 I	 reflect	 on	 the	 Star	Trek	 universe,	 the	more	Gene
Roddenberry’s	predictions	of	the	future	make	sense	to	me	within	the	context	of
Asperger’s.
The	predictions	 and	 imaginative	 ideas	 from	Star	Trek	 are	 no	 longer	 science

fiction	but	are	now	daily	necessities	and	science	fact,	 from	mobile	devices	and
tablet	computers	to	Bluetooth	headsets.3	Tech	predictions	from	Roddenberry	go
on	and	on;4	what	we	 take	 for	granted	now	was	pure	 science	 fiction	when	Star
Trek	began.	However,	the	greatest	prediction	from	the	Star	Trek	universe	and	the
mind	of	Roddenberry	 is	neither	 future	 tech	nor	brave	new	worlds.	His	greatest
foresight,	 as	 I	 see	 it,	 was	 how	 the	 invaluable	 mind	 of	 an	 individual	 with
Asperger’s	 dominates	 our	 society’s	 past,	 present,	 and	 future.	 Roddenberry’s
future	is	not	about	the	technology.	His	vision	of	the	future	is	about	Asperger’s.

Who	Are	These	Aspies,	Anyway?

Asperger’s	is	essentially	a	state	in	which	a	person	with	a	differently	wired	mind,
often	 characterized	 as	 having	 higher	 than	 average	 intelligence	 and	 poor	 social
skills,	possesses	intense	interest	and	focus	on	specific	topics	and	activities,	such
as	 trains,	 meteorology,	 or	 history,	 just	 to	 name	 a	 few.	 In	 the	 past,	 it	 was
considered	 a	 developmental	 disorder,	 similar	 to	 autism.	 Many	 people	 with
Asperger’s	refer	to	themselves	as	Aspie,	and	they	are	nothing	short	of	amazing.5
Many	 Aspies	 have	 exceptional	 memories,	 intense	 ability	 to	 hyper-focus,	 and
obsessive	 interest	 in	 pattern	 recognition.	 In	 fact,	 the	 Danish-based	 company,
LEGO,	 has	 created	 an	 assessment	 system	 specifically	 designed	 to	 identify
people	 with	 Asperger’s	 who	 could	 contribute	 in	 meaningful	 ways	 to	 their
company,	given	their	specific	gifts	in	design	and	pattern	recognition.6
The	 Aspie	 mind	 reaches	 from	 LEGO	 designs	 to	 the	 infinite	 expanse	 of

relativity	and	faster-than-light	travel.	Sir	Isaac	Newton	and	Albert	Einstein,	both
historically	 identified	 as	 having	 signs	 of	Asperger’s,7	 respectively	 gave	 us	 the
theory	 of	 gravity	 and	 the	 theory	 of	 relativity,	 which	 together	 allow	 for	 a
theoretical	 model	 of	 warp	 speed.8	 The	 Aspie	 mind	 has	 given	 the	 world	 an



unimaginably	 long	 list	 of	 innovations,	 and	 as	 the	 world	 throws	 financial
incentives	 toward	 the	mind,	 innovative	 ideas	 and	 creations	will	 continue	 at	 an
ever-increasing	rate.
Aspie	 individuals	 tend	 to	 be	 highly	 intelligent	 and	 possess	 an	 obsessive

interest	or	focus	that	they	can	hold	for	hours	and	hours	upon	end.	Aspies	tend	to
be	literal	and	are	also	justice-oriented.	Their	biggest	difficulty	is	how	to	process
and	 respond	 appropriately	 to	 social	 communication,	 which	 is	 primarily
nonverbal	 in	nature.	Many	people	consider	Asperger’s	 to	be	a	disorder	or	 they
hold	a	stereotype	of	these	individuals	as	being	introverted	or	as	individuals	to	be
feared,	due	to	unfair	media	stereotypes.	The	stereotype	could	not	be	further	from
the	truth	and	in	my	opinion	is	repeatedly	confronted	in	Star	Trek.	Many	of	 the
individuals	whom	I	would	consider	to	be	on	the	autism	spectrum	in	the	Star	Trek
universe	 are	 those	 desiring	 a	 closer	 relationship	 with	 humanity	 and	 a	 greater
understanding	 of	 social	 nuances	 and	 connection.	 The	 Aspie-like	 characters	 of
Star	 Trek	 strive	 to	 connect	 more	 deeply	 with	 humanity	 and	 are	 an	 important
accelerant	 to	 humanity’s	 efforts	 toward	 a	 greater	 future—most	 notably	 the
Vulcans	as	they	relate	to	Star	Trek’s	human	characters.
I	describe	the	autism	spectrum	as	the	lemon	continuum,	 ranging	from	having

no	lemon	(no	signs	of	autism)	to	plenty	of	lemons	(abundant	signs	of	autism).9
Imagine	a	glass	of	water,	a	glass	of	water	with	a	slice	of	lemon,	lemon-flavored
water,	 lemonade,	 a	 lemon,	 and	 a	 lemon	 farm.	 The	 lemon	 continuum	 is	 a
representation	of	the	degrees	of	lemon	content,	but	regardless	of	the	amount	of
lemon,	it	is	never	considered	to	be	bad.	How	much	lemon	is	in	the	water	helps
one	 understand	where	 an	Aspie	may	 fall	 on	 the	 continuum.	An	 example	 of	 a
“lemon	farm”	 individual	 (with	many	 indicators	on	 the	autism	spectrum)	would
be	Sir	Isaac	Newton,10	while	lemonade	(with	some	indicators	but	not	as	many)	is
actress	Daryl	Hannah11	 or	 pro	 surfer	Clay	Marzo.12	 In	 Star	 Trek,	Vulcans	 are
lemonade;	however,	 I	consider	Spock	 to	be	 lemon-flavored	water.	He	certainly
has	his	 lemon	moments,	but	due	 to	being	half-human,	he	 is	more	 in	 tune	with
social	circumstances	than	most	Aspies.

Exploring	One’s	Own	New	Universe

I	strive	to	help	all	my	Aspies	understand	the	world	they	live	in	using	an	analogy:
They	have	been	dropped	off	on	Earth	by	a	spacecraft	and	they	have	lost	contact
with	 their	 home	world.	This	 concept	 of	 comparing	 themselves	 to	 an	 exploring
alien	unwillingly	 dropped	off	 on	 a	 highly	 socialized	Earth	 resonates	well	with
my	Aspies.	A	Vulcan	woman	named	T’Mir	finds	herself	very	much	in	the	boat



of	the	unwilling	Aspie	 left	among	 the	humans	when	her	ship,	 investigating	 the
launch	 of	 Sputnik	 in	 1957,	 crashes	 in	 Pennsylvania.	 She	 has	 to	 disguise	 her
identity,	concealing	her	habits	and	aspects	of	her	own	personality,	in	her	efforts
to	live	among	the	humans	undetected	until	a	rescue	ship	arrives.13	Humans	have
a	hard	time	understanding	those	who	are	different.	Different	often	means	bad	as
far	 as	many	 people	 seem	 to	 feel.	My	Aspies	 have	 a	 hard	 time	 navigating	 the
social	world;	and	disguising	themselves,	just	as	T’Mir	does,	can	be	difficult	and
at	times	a	necessity	for	existence.	Being	different	most	often	means	being	bullied
and	hurt.
With	 this	model	 of	 being	different	 and	 feeling	 alone	or	 unsafe	 in	mind,	my

main	job	in	life	is	to	help	find	these	young	aliens,	introduce	them	to	other	aliens,
and	assist	them	in	building	their	own	neurotribe.14	The	goal	is	to	keep	them	safe
from	the	humans	and	give	them	skills	until	they	are	able	to	live	successfully	in
their	world.	Learning	about	the	humans,	understanding	them,	and	celebrating	the
neurodiversity	of	our	differences	 is	 the	key.	And	is	 that	not	one	of	 the	greatest
purposes	of	 the	Star	Trek	universe:	 to	build	 an	egalitarian,	 accepting,	peaceful
world	of	 independent	 free	 thinkers?	However,	 in	 reality	Aspies	are	often	 taken
advantage	of,	ignored,	bullied,	and	mistreated.

But	I	Thought	Asperger’s	Didn’t	Exist	Anymore

The	 American	 Psychiatric	 Association	 first	 recognized	 Asperger’s	 as	 a
“syndrome”	 in	 the	 4th	 edition	 of	 the	 Diagnostic	 and	 Statistical	 Manual	 of
Mental	Disorders	(DSM-IV).15	Asperger’s	was	first	clinically	noted	in	1944	by
pediatrician	 Hans	 Asperger	 for	 whom	 this	 mind	 is	 named.	 While	 still	 hotly
contested,	 the	 5th	 edition	 of	 the	Diagnostic	 and	 Statistical	Manual	 of	Mental
Disorders	 (DSM-V)	 removed	 the	 term	 Asperger’s	 and	 instituted	 the	 “Autism
Spectrum”16	 with	 graded	 levels	 of	 severity.	 Most	 people	 who	 are	 “on	 the
spectrum”	 identify	 with	 the	 term	 Aspie,	 and	 do	 not	 consider	 themselves	 as
disordered	or	having	a	syndrome.	Therefore,	on	some	level,	it	is	good	news	that
Asperger’s	is	no	longer	called	a	disorder,	but	unfortunately	the	DSM-V	has	made
it	much	more	difficult	for	people	on	the	spectrum	to	get	support.

Vulcan:	An	Aspie	Planet

Everywhere	you	look,	the	Aspie	mind	is	present	in	a	variety	of	ways.	Spock	has
a	propensity	 to	be	 literal	and	 is	curious	about	human	nature.	After	discovering
that	 the	 people	 of	 Earth	 have	 the	 capacity	 for	 deep	 space	 travel,17	 Vulcans



provide	 guidance,	 along	 with	 the	 Vulcan’s	 obsessive	 focus	 throughout
humanity’s	 first	 steps	 and	 bold	 adventures	 exploring	 beyond	 the	 solar	 system.
Vulcans,	 in	 their	 quest	 for	 greater	 knowledge,	 peace,	 and	 self-control	 may
represent	 the	 ultimate	 evolution	 of	 one	 kind	 of	 Aspie	 mind.	 Understand	 that
there	are	a	variety	of	Aspies,	just	as	there	are	a	variety	of	humans.	If	you	have
met	one	Aspie,	then	you	have	met	one	Aspie.18	They	are	all	different,	but	they
do	sync	up	along	a	few	characteristics	that	tend	to	hang	together.

Intelligent	with	Hyper-Focus

The	most	predominant	stereotype	of	Vulcans	may	be	their	advanced	intelligence,
problem-solving,	and	tendency	toward	being	highly	focused	in	a	particular	area,
such	 as	 religion,	 philosophy,	 technology,	 and	 the	 like.	 Their	 minds	 tend	 to
operate	in	a	very	logical	fashion,	which	is	similar	to	how	the	Aspie	mind	works.
Famously,	Spock	sacrifices	himself	 to	save	the	crew	of	the	Enterprise.19	Logic
supersedes	illogical,	emotional	connections.	The	Vulcan	mind	matches	well	with
the	 Asperger’s	 mind.	 Aspies	 tend	 to	 have	 great	 difficulty	 differentiating	 the
justice	 of	 a	 situation	 from	 the	 social	 and	 emotional	 ramifications	 of	 that
situation.	 It	 is	 difficult	 for	 them	 to	 recognize	 the	 gravity	 and	 importance	 of
emotion	in	relationships,	although	they	strive	for	understanding.
The	emphasis	on	 logic	and	 intelligence	seems	 to	be	a	 reactionary,	balancing

strategy	 in	 response	 to	 their	 deficiencies	 in	 understanding	 emotional
relationships.	In	essence,	if	one	is	weak	in	one	area,	one	will	become	strong	in
another.	Spock’s	compensation	for	his	lack	of	understanding	emotions	and	social
awareness	has	led	toward	a	superior	understanding	of	technology,	logic,	and	the
rule	of	 law.	Thus,	 the	 lack	of	or	deficient	understanding	of	social	 relationships
has	 allowed	 for	 a	 brain	 that	 hyper-focuses	 on	 variables	 in	 society	 lacking	 an
emotional	component.	The	determined	hyper-focus	and	high	intelligence	of	the
Vulcan	 mind	 allows	 for	 significant	 advancement	 across	 the	 entire	 Star	 Trek
franchise.	 Similarly,	 the	 singular	 focus	 of	 an	 Aspie	 mind,	 stripped	 of	 the
necessity	 of	 understanding	 and	 being	 swayed	 by	 social	 relationships,	 has
allowed	 for	 the	 advancement	 of	 technology	 and	 invention	 across	millennia	 of
human	history.	Roddenberry	seems	to	intuitively	recognize	the	role	of	this	mind
and	 incorporates	 its	 intelligence	and	“freight-train	brain”	 focus	 into	his	 future-
verse.

Socially	Awkward

Aspies	typically	are	socially	awkward,	and	may	obsess	or	hyper-focus	for	hours
and	hours	on	an	activity	or	special	interest	while	the	rest	of	the	world	falls	away.



One	theory	as	to	why	social	communication	becomes	less	valuable	is	that	if	one
part	 of	 the	brain	becomes	 singularly	 specialized	on	 a	 specific	 interest,	 such	 as
science	or	technology,	then	the	role	of	socialization	becomes	far	less	important.
If	one	is	 to	focus	on	astronomy,	nuclear	physics,	or	radiology	for	days	on	end,
the	brain’s	need	 to	develop	a	 social	and	emotional	 IQ	becomes	 less	 important.
This	 can	 be	 biologically	 manifested	 in	 the	 brain	 as	 reduced	 or	 lack	 of
othermindedness.20	 Othermindedness	 is	 essentially	 the	 ability	 to	 take	 another
person’s	 perspective,	 allowing	 one	 to	 accurately	 and	 actively	 read	 nonverbal
communication.	 This	 cognitive	 and	 social	 ability	 usually	 develops	 around	 the
age	of	four	or	five,	but	some	Aspies	never	fully	develop	this	skill.
Author	Steve	Silberman	made	an	astute	observation	about	the	tribal	nature	of

Aspies.21	 Silberman	 recounted	 a	 sailing	 trip	he	 took	with	 the	 legendary	 coder,
Larry	Wall,	who	 invented	 the	Perl	programming	 language.	On	 the	vessel	were
coders	and	hackers	of	all	sorts	and	conversation	surrounded	geek	life,	including
Lord	of	the	Rings,	theoretical	physics,	and	puns	of	all	sorts.	Steve	likened	them
to	wizards	who	were	 among	 their	 own	people,	 or	 “tribe,”	 and	were	 free	 to	 be
themselves	 without	 fear	 of	 exclusion	 or	 bullying.	 He	 described	 Larry	 Wall’s
clothing	 as	 eccentric	 and	 flamboyant,	 with	 tuxedos	 in	 every	 color	 you	 could
imagine.	 Such	 an	 appearance	 conjures	 Star	 Trek:	 First	 Contact’s	 Zefram
Cochrane	 who	 also	 displays	 a	 flair	 for	 eccentric	 dress	 and	 obsession	 with
scarves.22
Being	 within	 the	 realm	 of	 science	 fiction	 consistently	 exposed	 Gene

Roddenberry	 to	 highly	 intelligent,	 creative,	 focused,	 and	 socially	 awkward
people.	It	may	be	no	coincidence	that	he	gave	the	world	the	icon	of	Spock	if	the
character	was	born	out	of	Roddenberry’s	exposure	to	and	experience	with	people
on	 the	 spectrum.	 Spock	 seems	 like	 a	 full-fledged	 Aspie.	 During	 Star	 Trek’s
original	 run,	 the	 term	Asperger’s	 had	not	 become	commonly	known;	 however,
the	mind	of	the	Aspie	has	always	been	with	us.	This	mind	is	not	a	disorder	and
has	been	an	invaluable	resource	for	humanity	since	the	beginning	of	time.

Literal

Kirk:	“If	we	play	our	cards	right,	we	may	be	able	to	find	out	when	those	whales	are	being
released.”

Spock:	“How	will	playing	cards	help?”23

The	Aspie	mind	 tends	 to	 be	 severely	 logical,	 which	may	 interfere	with	 the
emotional	nuance	needed	for	social	reciprocity.	When	asked	on	an	IQ	test,	“Why
do	police	officers	wear	uniforms?”	 the	answer	should	be,	“So	 that	 society	will



understand	 the	 difference	 between	 police	 officers	 and	 civilians.”	 A	 common
Aspie	 answer	 is	 “If	 they	 didn’t	 wear	 uniforms,	 they	would	 be	 naked.”	 Spock
epitomizes	the	concrete	interpretation	of	language	throughout	his	ongoing	social
and	emotional	conversations	with	the	crew	of	the	Enterprise.

Kirk:	“How	close	will	we	come	to	the	nearest	Klingon	outpost	if	we	continue	on	our	present
course?”

Chekov:	“One	parsec,	sir.	Close	enough	to	smell	them.”
Spock:	“That	is	illogical,	Ensign.	Odors	cannot	travel	through	the	vacuum	of	space.”24

Spock	 is	 endearing	 to	 society,	 as	we	 have	 all	 known	 and	 loved	 individuals
very	 smart	but	excessively	 literal,	 just	 like	him.	On	a	macro	 scale,	 society	has
known	and	loved	the	Aspie	mind	for	thousands	of	years.

First	Contact

First	 contact	 refers	 to	 the	 first	 encounter	 between	 humans	 and	 extraterrestrial
aliens.	In	Star	Trek,	one	of	the	first	extraterrestrial	Aspies	to	visit	Earth	may	be
Spock,	when	he	journeys	to	1930s	New	York	City	via	time	travel.25	Without	his
superior	 intelligence,	 focus,	 and	 technical	 skills,	 time	 would	 be	 altered
irreparably.	Kirk	can	only	succeed	with	the	help	of	Spock’s	Aspie	abilities.
Star	 Trek’s	 official	 first	 contact	 between	 an	 Aspie-like	 alien	 and	 a	 human

resembles	a	greeting	between	an	Aspie	and	another	Aspie.	The	inventor	of	warp
technology	 is	 Zefram	 Cochrane,	 an	 eccentric,	 moody	 scientist	 who	 works
tirelessly	 (when	 he’s	 not	 drunk)	 to	 achieve	 faster-than-light	 travel.	His	 special
interest	 is	 science,	 and	 he	 tends	 to	 be	 blunt	 and	 highly	 opinionated.	He	 often
wears	 flamboyant	 outfits,	 possesses	 superior	 intelligence,	 and	 can	 hyper-focus
on	his	special	interests,	one	of	which	is	late-twentieth-century	rock	music.	When
he	is	unable	to	listen	to	his	music,	he	becomes	very	irritated.	Similarly,	Aspies
can	get	very	frustrated	when	they	are	unable	to	engage	in	or	access	their	special
interests.	In	Zefram’s	case,	music	is	his	soothing	variable.	I	find	it	exceedingly
fitting	 that	 an	 Aspie	 might	 be	 the	 first	 to	 meet	 a	 member	 of	 a	 species	 from
another	planet.

Damnit,	Jim,	It’s	Asperger’s!

Humanity	 needs	 heterogeneity	 in	 order	 to	 continue	 its	 existence.	 We	 are



explorers.	And	we	are	tinkerers.	Asperger’s	has	probably	been	with	us	since	the
beginning.	The	female	or	male	Aspie	could	be	the	one	who	discovered	how	to
make	fire.	Geology	is	a	special	interest	of	Aspies,	and	I	would	not	be	surprised
if,	 while	 collecting	 rocks,	 an	 ancient	 Aspie	 stumbled	 upon	 flint.	 And	 upon
striking	the	flint	and	creating	a	spark,	this	Aspie	became	invaluable	to	humanity.
There	is	obviously	no	way	of	proving	this,	but	my	sentimental	side	believes	an
Aspie	invented	the	arrow	as	well	as	the	aqueduct	system	of	the	Roman	Empire.
The	Aspie	brain	was	and	is	needed	for	humanity’s	expansion	and	development.
Without	 the	hyper-focus	of	 this	mind,	we	would	not	know	 the	world	 is	 round,
nor	would	we	have	compasses	or	be	able	 to	understand	 the	concept	of	gravity.
Thank	 you,	 Isaac	 Newton	 and	 Albert	 Einstein.	 And	 thank	 you,	 Gene
Roddenberry.	 You	 have	 created	 a	 universe	 that	 illustrates	 the	 necessity	 of	 the
Aspie	mind.	What	Roddenberry	 has	 not	 communicated	 is	 how	 likely	 it	 is	 that
Asperger’s	is	a	more	highly	evolved	version	of	humanity.

Human	2.0

A	 consistent	 pattern	 helps	 explain	 the	 explosion	 of	 the	Asperger’s	mind	 upon
Earth.	 Individuals	 with	 Aspie	 characteristics,	 perhaps	 highly	 intelligent	 but
socially	 awkward,	 may	 be	 able	 to	 socialize	 and	 reproduce	more	 easily	 as	 the
world	becomes	more	technologically	advanced.	Gene	Roddenberry,	consciously
or	unconsciously,	may	have	 introduced	a	 love	 interest	 to	Spock	 in	 the	 form	of
Nurse	Chappell,	a	highly	social	and	intelligent	woman	attracted	to	the	less	social
but	 highly	 intelligent	 Spock.	 If	 so,	Roddenberry	may	 also	 have	 unconsciously
shown	 us	 the	 future	 of	 humanity.	 Asperger’s	 may	 be	 humanity’s	 future.	 We
might	 be	 seeing	 evolution	 occur	 right	 before	 our	 eyes.	 Gene	 Roddenberry
seemingly	described	the	future	that	is	built	on	the	minds	and	hyper-focus	of	the
Aspies	among	us.	Asperger’s	is	definitely	a	different	way	of	socializing,	but	it	is
not	a	wrong	way	of	socializing.
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Though	 the	differences	between	 the	 left	 and	 right	sides
of	 the	 brain	 have	 often	 been	 overstated,	 popular
conceptions	of	“left-brained”	and	“right-brained”	abilities
open	 the	 door	 for	 discussion	 about	 those	 supposed
differences	 and	may	help	 us	 recognize	 that	 intelligence
is	 not	 one	 specific	 ability.	 “Smart”	 comes	 in	 many
flavors.
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Right	Brains,	Left	Brains,	and
Brains	in	the	Middle:	Star	Trek’s

Exploration	of	Intellect

Craig	Pohlman

“Intellectual	properties	are	not	superposable,	and	therefore	cannot	be	measured	as
linear	surfaces	are	measured.”

—intelligence	test	developer	Alfred	Binet1

“Brain.	Brain.	What	is	brain?”
—Kara	the	Eymorg2

Star	Trek	takes	us	to	a	lot	of	places:	far-flung	locations	in	the	galaxy,	alternate
dimensions,	 and	 different	 time	 periods.	 Exploration	 is	 a	 motif	 that	 binds	 the
canon	together.	Trek	crews	also	have	ventured	into	existential	issues,	including
the	 nature	 of	 intellect.	 Humans	 need	 a	 varied	 set	 of	 mental	 abilities	 to	 solve
problems,	navigate	 life,	and	make	progress	(individually	and	collectively).	Star



Trek	 makes	 this	 point	 by	 depicting	 a	 range	 of	 characters,	 cultures,	 and
civilizations	that	represent	diverse	forms	of	reasoning—namely,	so-called	right-
and	left-brained	thinking.

Right	Brains	and	Left	Brains

Considerable	research	in	the	nineteenth	and	twentieth	centuries	(here,	in	Sector
001)	 indicated	 that	 the	 right	 and	 left	 halves	 of	 the	 brain	 are	 specialized	 to
perform	 particular	 functions,3	 including	 speech	 abilities	 being	 localized	 in	 the
left	 hemisphere.4	 The	 notion	 that	 certain	 types	 of	 thinking	 are	 limited	 to	 a
particular	 hemisphere,	 though,	 has	 largely	 been	 debunked	 by	 more	 recent
neuroscience	research.	Brain	 imaging	has	 indicated	relative	 levels	of	activation
in	the	hemispheres	in	response	to	particular	types	of	tasks,	but	thinking	involves
coordinated,	 cross-hemispheric	 connectivity	 and	 not	 separate	 left-	 and	 right-
brained	thinking.5	Functionality	 is	now	known	to	be	spread	throughout	healthy
brains;	for	example,	language	areas	tend	to	be	located	in	the	left	hemisphere,	but
some	 aspects	 of	 language—such	 as	 interpretation	 of	 abstract	 language	 and
humor—are	typically	found	in	the	right	hemisphere.6
Despite	the	fact	that	the	terms	oversimplify	the	distinction	between	the	brain’s

hemispheres,	“right-brained”	and	“left-brained”	are	now	part	of	our	vernacular,
so	much	 so	 that	 definitions	 for	 these	 terms	 can	 be	 found	 in	 dictionaries.7	 As
commonly	used,	 the	 term	right-brained	 refers	 to	 thinking	and	behavior	steered
by	emotion,	creativity,	intuition,	nonverbal	communication,	and	global	reasoning
rather	 than	 logic	and	analysis.	On	 the	other	hand	 (or	hemisphere),	 left-brained
refers	to	thinking	and	behavior	directed	by	logic,	analytical	thinking,	and	verbal
communication,	rather	than	emotion	and	creativity.8	Star	Trek	is	replete	with	so-
called	left-brained	thinking,	with	its	emphasis	on	science,	analysis,	exploration,
and	organized	political	structures,	while	other	sci-fi	canons	are	built	much	more
on	 right-brained	 thinking,	 with	 references	 to	 spirituality	 and	 mystical	 forces.
These	 two	 terms	 align	 with	 much	 more	 scientifically	 supported	 aspects	 of
intelligence:	fluid	(“right-brained”)	and	crystallized	(“left-brained”).

Fluid	and	Crystallized	Intelligence

Psychologists	have	long	since	abandoned	the	notion	that	intelligence	is	a	single
ability.	Rather,	we	now	understand	 that	 intelligence	comprises	several	abilities.



Perhaps	 the	 most	 prominent	 theory	 of	 intelligence	 is	 Cattell-Horn-Carroll
(CHC),	which	is	grounded	in	an	extensive	body	of	research.9	CHC	is	actually	an
amalgam	of	 two	bodies	of	work:	Cattell-Horn	 theory	and	John	Carroll’s	 three-
tier	model	of	human	cognitive	abilities.
Research	psychologist	Raymond	Cattell	originally	described	a	“fluid”	ability

that	was	thought	to	be	able	to	flow	into	many	mental	activities;	in	other	words,	it
was	 very	 adaptable	 to	 a	 multitude	 of	 experiences	 and	 tasks.	 He	 also	 defined
“crystallized”	ability	that	was	considered	an	end	product	of	experiences,	such	as
education.10	 Fluid	 refers	 to	 solving	 new	 problems	 and	 using	 logic	 in	 novel
situations,	whereas	 crystallized	 refers	 to	 using	 previously	 acquired	 knowledge
and	experience.	Cattell	continued	to	refine	these	concepts,	such	as	expanding	the
definition	of	fluid	intelligence	to	include	pattern	recognition,	abstract	reasoning,
and	problem-solving.11	A	 character	 like	Deanna	Troi,	 an	 extrasensory	 empath,
exemplifies	fluid	intelligence	with	her	holistic	reading	of	emotional	patterns	and
reliance	 on	 intuition.	 Chief	 Engineer	Montgomery	 Scott	 relies	 on	 crystallized
intelligence	 with	 his	 analysis	 of	 information	 related	 to	 the	 Enterprise’s
operations.	Certainly	Scotty	has	to	adapt	and	innovate	with	some	of	his	problem-
solving,	 but	 he	 really	 has	 to	 pull	 from	 his	 experience,	 established	 procedures,
and	specifications	to	get	the	job	done.
In	 the	1960s,	Cattell	began	a	collaboration	with	cognitive	psychologist	 John

Horn,	 so	 his	 framework	 came	 to	 be	 known	 as	 Cattell-Horn.	 Their	 research
looked	at	the	relationship	between	fluid	intelligence	and	crystallized	intelligence.
One	study	found	that	individuals	with	a	high	capacity	for	fluid	intelligence	tend
to	 acquire	more	 crystallized	 intelligence	 and	 at	 a	 faster	 rate.12	 It	 is	 as	 if	 fluid
thinking	 primes	 the	 engine	 for	 the	 intake	 of	 facts	 and	 other	 information.	 This
interplay	between	fluid	and	crystallized	intelligence	played	out	when	Enterprise-
D’s	Lieutenant	Reginald	Barclay	comes	in	contact	with	a	Cytherian	probe.13	His
fluid	 intelligence	soars	and	he	starts	 to	soak	up	knowledge	 to	 the	point	 that	he
interfaces	 his	mind	with	 the	 ship’s	 computer.	 Fluid	 intelligence	 has	 paved	 the
way	for	crystallized	intelligence.
Yet	another	psychologist,	John	Carroll,	later	put	forth	his	own	framework	on

human	cognitive	abilities	 that	bore	several	similarities	 to	Cattell-Horn	and	also
included	fluid	intelligence	and	crystallized	intelligence.14
An	important	point	about	the	CHC	model	is	that	each	individual	has	a	profile

of	 abilities,	 as	 opposed	 to	 being	 a	 “fluid	 thinker”	 or	 having	 a	 “crystallized
mind.”	Someone	might	be	 stronger	 in	one	area	 than	 the	other,	but	 even	 if	 that
disparity	 is	dramatic,	he	or	 she	would	still	be	capable	of	 some	degree	of	both.



Again,	 Troi	 is	 great	 with	 fluid	 thinking	 and	 makes	 some	 use	 of	 crystallized
thought,	 while	 Scotty	 is	 the	 opposite	 and	 can	 only	 operate	 using	 crystallized
intelligence.	Other	Star	Trek	characters	and	civilizations	illustrate	both,	helping
to	understand	the	distinctions	between	the	two	but	also	how	they	can	be	shared
and	balanced	within	an	individual.

Trekking	from	the	Right	to	the	Left

So	 the	 lay	 definition	 of	 right-brained	 thinking	 lines	 up	 fairly	 well	 with	 fluid
intelligence,	 which	 includes	 forming	 and	 recognizing	 logical	 relationships
among	 patterns	 and	 transforming	 novel	 stimuli.15	 Seeing	 relationships	 in
patterns	and	transforming	new	information	sounds	pretty	close	to	creativity.	The
immortal	Q	are	nearly	omnipotent	and	can	bring	 thoughts	 to	 reality	 in	a	blink,
having	mastered	the	cool	trick	of	instantaneous	matter-energy	transformation.16
High	levels	of	fluid	intelligence	have	been	found	to	coincide	with	creativity;	in
fact,	 regression	analyses	 suggested	 that	 fluid	 intelligence	 leads	 to	creativity,	 as
opposed	to	 their	merely	being	an	unexplained	correlation.17	The	Q	lead	a	fluid
existence—reasoning	 and	 problem-solving	 in	 novel	 ways—with	 the	 galaxy	 as
their	canvas.
Guinan	represents	a	high	level	of	fluid	intelligence,	but	not	as	much	as	the	Q.

She	has	accrued	a	great	deal	of	crystallized	knowledge	(facts	and	experiences)	in
her	centuries-old	existence,	but	 she	also	employs	 fluid	 intelligence	 to	 facilitate
problem-solving,	such	as	when	she	helps	Commander	Riker	to	think	outside	the
box	 to	 defeat	 the	Borg	 and	 rescue	Captain	 Picard.18	 As	Guinan	 continues	 her
march	through	the	millennia,	research	suggests	that	she	actually	might	lose	some
of	 her	 right-brained	 thinking	 over	 time.	 Fluid	 intelligence	 typically	 peaks	 in
young	adulthood	and	then	steadily	declines,	possibly	related	to	local	atrophy	of
the	brain	 in	 the	right	cerebellum.19	On	 the	other	hand,	crystallized	 intelligence
typically	 increases	 gradually,	 stays	 relatively	 stable	 across	 most	 of	 adulthood,
and	then	begins	to	decline.20
Vulcans	 are	 the	 nerds	 of	 the	 Trek	 universe.	 They	 would	 be	 the	 kids	 who

always	 volunteer	 to	 answer	 teachers’	 questions,	 and	 they	would	 repeatedly	 be
correct,	much	 to	 the	 chagrin	 of	 non-Vulcan	 peers.	 At	 first	 glance,	 they	might
seem	 very	 left-brained,	 primarily	 utilizing	 crystallized	 intelligence	 with	 their
vast	memory	stores,	but	they	actually	combine	right-	and	left-brained	thinking	to
tackle	 challenges	 small	 and	 large.	 Anytime	 people	 solve	 math	 problems	 they
utilize	fluid	intelligence,	as	research	has	shown	that	the	stronger	a	person’s	fluid



intelligence,	 the	better	his	or	her	math	 reasoning.21	This	connection	with	math
makes	 sense,	 given	 that	 fluid	 intelligence	 includes	 inductive,	 sequential,	 and
quantitative	 reasoning.22	 Vulcans	 represent	 a	 balance	 of	 fluid	 and	 crystallized
intelligence	 in	 other	 ways.	 Their	 use	 of	 logic	 is	 active	 and	 flows	 with	 the
situation	 (fluid),	 whereas	 their	 rigorous	 education	 relies	 on	 considerable
memorization	 (crystallized).	To	 save	 their	 civilization	 from	 its	 own	 aggressive
tendencies,	 ancient	 Vulcans	 adopt	 a	 philosophy	 based	 purely	 on	 logical
principles	that	emphasize	the	repression	and	control	of	emotions.
Vulcan	 emotional	 self-control	 often	 leads	 to	 problematic	 peer	 relations	 (just

ask	 Dr.	 McCoy).	 This	 socialization	 difficulty,	 combined	 with	 their	 high
intelligence,	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 Asperger’s	 syndrome.	 (See	 chapter	 7,	 “Gene
Roddenberry	 Saw	 the	 Future	 …	 and	 the	 Future	 is	 Asperger’s.”)	 Enhanced
performance	 on	 fluid	 intelligence	 has	 been	 found	 among	 individuals	 in	 the
autism	 population,23	 including	 Asperger’s	 specifically.24	 So	 even	 though
Vulcans	may	seem	rather	robotic,	they	balance	right-brained	thinking	with	their
left-brained	factual	knowledge	bases.
Speaking	of	robotic,	Data’s	android	brain	allows	for	quite	a	bit	of	crystallized

intelligence,	 but	 he	 is	 also	 equipped	 with	 a	 total	 linear	 computational	 speed,
which	enables	him	to	mix	in	some	fluid	intelligence	with	all	 that	knowledge.25
On	a	number	of	occasions,	Data	uses	his	positronic	neural	network’s	equivalent
of	 the	 human	 brain’s	 right	 hemisphere,	 such	 as	 when	 he	 questions	 orders.	 A
strictly	 left-brained,	 “by-the-book”	 thinker	 might	 obey	 the	 command	 of	 a
superior	officer	without	questioning	the	wisdom	of	it.
Lastly,	all	the	way	to	the	left	side	of	the	brain,	are	the	Borg,	who	offer	perhaps

the	 best	 example	 of	 crystallized	 intelligence	 in	Star	Trek	 cannon.	Their	 raison
d’être	 is	 to	 achieve	perfection	 through	 forcible	 assimilation	of	diverse	 species,
civilizations,	 culture,	 and	 technology.	As	Q	 puts	 it,	 “The	Borg	 is	 the	 ultimate
user.”26	They	accumulate	vast	amounts	of	knowledge,	which	they	then	utilize	for
decision-making	 and	 strategy	 use.	 Crystallized	 intelligence	 is	 about	 using
acquired	knowledge	effectively.27	The	Borg	show	repeatedly	how	effective,	even
ruthless,	 they	 are	 at	 using	 co-opted	 knowledge.	 For	 example,	 rather	 than
generating	 their	 own	 tactics	 for	 attacking	 the	 Federation,	 they	 instead	 kidnap
Captain	Picard	to	pirate	his	experience	with	Starfleet	weaponry,	capabilities,	and
maneuvers.28	 Just	 as	 the	 right-brained	 Q	 also	 have	 a	 degree	 of	 left-brained
thinking,	 the	 Borg	 certainly	 use	 some	 fluid	 intelligence,	 but	 the	 Borg	 are
primarily	about	acquiring	and	utilizing	knowledge.



The	Jug	Problem

You’ve	got	two	empty	jugs—one	will	hold	exactly	3	gallons	and	the	other	5	gallons.	How	can
you	measure	precisely	1	gallon	using	only	these	two	jugs,	without	wasting	any	water?
What	would	 happen	 if	 Q,	Guinan,	 a	 Vulcan	 (say,	 Tuvok),	 Data,	 and	 a	 Borg	 drone	 are

tasked	with	solving	this	puzzle?	Right-brained,	 fluid	reasoning	Q	could	snap	his	 fingers	to
produce	 one	 gallon	 of	 water.	 Guinan	might	 say	 that	 she	 is	 sure	 she’s	 heard	 this	 puzzle
before	but	doesn’t	 remember	 the	solution;	 instead,	she’d	pose	prompting	questions	to	 the
others	to	facilitate	their	reasoning.	Tuvok	would	use	both	fluid	and	crystallized	intelligence	to
nail	it.	Data	also	would	nail	it,	but	by	downloading	the	response	from	his	internal	hard	drive.
Incidentally,	the	solution	is	to	fill	the	three-gallon	jug	and	then	empty	the	contents	into	the

five-gallon	 jug.	 Then	 fill	 the	 three-gallon	 jug	 again	 and	 use	 it	 to	 fill	 the	 five-gallon	 jug	 to
capacity.	The	remainder	in	the	three-gallon	jug	is	one	gallon.
As	 for	 the	 Borg	 drone?	 It	 would	 tell	 everyone	 that	 “resistance	 is	 futile”	 and	 try	 to

assimilate	them.	And	the	jugs.	And	the	water.

A	Superior	Intellect

Whether	you	use	scientifically	endorsed	terminology—like	fluid	intelligence	and
crystallized	 intelligence—or	 lay	 terms	 like	 right-	 and	 left-brained	 thinking,
intelligence	comprises	numerous	components.	A	brain	is	kind	of	like	a	starship,
with	 abilities	 related	 to	 the	 intake	 of	 information	 (sensors),	 memory	 (the
holodeck	or	replicator),	and	planning	(the	bridge).	The	point	is	that	intelligence
isn’t	a	single	thing.	And	whether	we’re	stronger	with	our	left	brains	or	our	right
brains,	we	need	both	 to	 tackle	challenges.	Sometimes	we	need	 to	make	use	of
our	knowledge,	 like	Dr.	Bones	McCoy	calling	upon	procedures	he	would	have
learned	 in	 medical	 school	 to	 save	 a	 patient	 or	 Geordi	 La	 Forge	 utilizing	 his
experience	with	warp	drive	coils	to	avert	disaster.29	At	other	times,	we	need	to
think	 fluidly	 outside	 the	 box,	 like	 James	Kirk	 reprogramming	 the	 simulator	 to
solve	the	no-win	scenario	of	the	Kobayashi	Maru.
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Log	File	II

Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation	and	the	Need
for	Cognition

Travis	Langley

Among	 the	 various	 theorists	 attempting	 to	 list	 human	 psychological	 needs,
biologist-turned-psychologist	 Henry	 Murray	 may	 be	 the	 most	 influential.1
Unlike	previous	personality	 theorists	who	developed	 their	 ideas	 from	 intuition,
their	own	experience,	or	case	studies	of	emotionally	disturbed	patients,	Murray
gathered	 data	 from	 normal	 individuals	 to	 develop	 his	 ideas	 about	 typical
personality	 development.2	 From	 his	 findings,	 he	 compiled	 a	 list	 of	 twenty
psychological	needs	that	influence	people	to	varying	degrees.	Needs	vary	in	their
power	 to	 influence	 us,	 and	 not	 everyone	 feels	 every	 need.	 One	 of	 the	 needs
Murray	 identified,	 the	need	 for	understanding	 (valuing	discussion,	 reason,	 and
logic)	 manifests	 in	 Star	 Trek:	 The	 Next	 Generation’s	 leading	 characters	 more
prominently	 than	 in	 other	 Trek	 series.	 Researchers	 tend	 to	 look	 at	 this	 more
broadly	 as	 the	 need	 for	 cognition	 (the	 need	 to	 experience	 reality	 through
cognition—all	 mental	 activities,	 including	 thought,	 reason,	 analysis,	 and
understanding).3
When	Star	 Trek:	 The	 Next	 Generation	 debuted,	 viewers	 immediately	 noted

similarities	to	and	differences	from	the	original	1960s	series.	At	the	heart	of	all
the	comparisons	and	debates,	one	question	kept	coming	up:	Who	would	win	in	a
fight—Kirk	 or	 Picard?4	 The	 original	 Star	 Trek	 regularly	 weighs	 the	 relative
merits	of	logic	and	reasoning	versus	emotion	and	action,	with	Spock	and	McCoy
acting	as	metaphorical	devil	and	angel	on	Kirk’s	shoulders	(swapping	those	roles
at	 times,	depending	on	the	circumstances	at	hand).	The	Next	Generation,	while
valuing	emotion	as	a	core	aspect	of	human	experience,	places	greater	emphasis
on	finding	logical,	diplomatic	solutions	to	problems.	Picard	needs	to	think.



People	 lower	 in	 need	 for	 cognition	make	 decisions	 quickly	 and	 reach	more
conclusions	 based	 on	 heuristics,	 mental	 shortcuts.	While	 Kirk	might	 be	more
prone	 to	 forming	 judgments	 based	 on	 the	 availability	 heuristic,	 relying	 on
whatever	information	is	readily	available	and	springs	to	his	mind,	Picard	wants
to	gather	as	much	information	as	possible.	Each	method	has	its	advantages	and
disadvantages.	 The	 heuristic	 approach	 helps	 us	 take	 action	 when	 a	 quick
decision	 is	needed,	but	 can	also	 raise	 the	possibility	of	making	errors,	 such	as
when	 we	 make	 decisions	 based	 on	 stereotypes	 (beliefs	 that	 certain	 kinds	 of
people	act	in	specific	ways).	Picard	is	less	prone	to	forming	expectations	about
individuals	 based	 on	 stereotypes,	 assumptions	 about	 Klingons	 or	 any	 other
individuals	based	solely	on	preconceptions	about	any	group	to	which	they	might
belong.5	While	Kirk	might	not	score	extremely	low	in	need	for	cognition,	Picard
would	score	much	higher.
Picard	does	not	have	Spock	and	McCoy	arguing	the	merits	and	shortcomings

of	 logic.	Most	characters	 in	The	Next	Generation	appreciate	a	 reasoned	 line	of
problem-solving.	 Circumstances	 prove	 them	 right	 often,	 but	 not	 always.
Whenever	 the	more	 impulsive	Worf	 recommends	 immediately	 raising	 shields,
preparing	 weapons,	 or	 otherwise	 going	 into	 combat	 mode	 even	 in	 everyday
interactions,	other	characters	often	take	turns	telling	him,	in	effect,	“No,	thanks,
you	 bull	 in	 a	 china	 shop.”6	 Although	 they	 tend	 to	 be	 right,	 the	 Enterprise
sometimes	 takes	 damage	 that	 Worf’s	 warrior	 response	 might	 have	 prevented.
People	high	in	need	for	cognition	make	errors	of	their	own.

	

Star	 Trek:	 The	Next	Generation	 (1987–1994,	 7	 seasons,	 176	 episodes).	 Created	 by	G.
Roddenberry.	Paramount.	Aired	in	first-run	syndication.

Each	captain	may	be	a	product	of	his	 time.	Kirk’s	cut-to-the-chase	approach
may	be	necessary	more	often	at	his	point	in	the	Federation’s	history.	There	is	a
time	to	act	and	a	time	to	think.
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Mental	disorder	can	warp	a	person’s	whole	life
or	only	certain	pieces.	It	can	inflict	pain,	distort
personality,	and	waste	human	potential,	but	so
can	an	emotional	state	such	as	terror.	Whether
a	 person	 suffers	 temporarily	 or	 for	 the	 long
term,	 help	 may	 be	 available	 in	 surprising
places	and	forms.



Science	 fiction	 can	 help	 us	 examine	 many	 kinds	 of
human	diversity	with	new	perspective.	Too	often,	though,
it	might	treat	superficially	(or	altogether	overlook)	variety
in	mental	health.
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What	Happened	to	Mental	Illness
by	the	23rd	Century?

Steven	Schlozman

“I’m	a	surgeon,	not	a	psychiatrist.”
—Dr.	McCoy1

“Mental	illness,	the	final	frontier.”
—journalist	Tom	Davis2

Things	 are	 pretty	 great	 on	 the	 Earth	 of	 twenty-third-century	 Star	 Trek.	We’ve
banished	war,	erased	famine,3	and	probably	even	solved	the	vexing	problems	of
occasionally	 bad	 pizza	 and	 accompanying	 lactose	 intolerance.	 Even	 San
Francisco	 appears	 to	 have	 avoided	 (or	 perhaps	 even	 prevented)	 any	 kind	 of
massive	 seismic	 event,	 and	 Starfleet	 Academy	 is	 a	 beacon	 of	 optimism	 and
potential	with	the	Golden	Gate	Bridge	still	proudly	standing.4	But,	alas,	there	is
still	disease	in	this	bright,	shiny	future.	Each	starship	has	a	sick	bay	and	a	doctor.
That	 doctor	might	 be	 a	 virtual	 creation,	 such	 as	 the	 one	 aboard	Voyager,	 or	 a
simple	country	doctor	as	we	see	with	Dr.	McCoy,	but	 it	can	never	be	said	 that



humans	and	aliens	don’t	get	ill.	Indeed,	many	of	the	show’s	episodes	involve	at
least	 some	 version	 of	 sickness	 for	 which	 the	 presiding	 doctor	must	 wring	 his
hands.	The	final	frontier,	it	seems,	involves	discovering	strange	new	diseases	as
well.
Except	when	we	talk	about	mental	health.
Nearly	one-fifth	of	U.S.	adults	suffer	some	form	of	mental	illness	in	a	given

year.5	 Furthermore,	 the	 age	 of	 onset	 of	 many	 of	 these	 syndromes	 is	 early
adulthood.	Depression,	bipolar	disorder,	schizophrenia,	and	panic	disorder	show
up	on	average	during	late	adolescence.	On	the	sheer	basis	of	that	mental	disorder
prevalence,	the	Enterprise,	 if	 it	were	 launched	 into	space	 today,	would	quickly
be	teeming	with	psychiatric	troubles.	And	yet,	there	is	rarely	a	psychiatrist	or	a
psychologist	to	be	found.

Beaming	Up	Everything	But	Mental	Illness

It	is,	in	fact,	not	difficult	to	recall	specific	episodes	in	which	various	characters
suffer	ailments	akin	 to	psychosis	or	mania—for	example,	Sulu	 running	around
the	Enterprise	with	a	 sword6	 or	Lieutenant	Barclay	becoming	grandiose	 in	his
newfound	brilliance	after	he	is	assaulted	by	an	energy	surge.7	People	do	indeed
suffer	psychiatrically	on	Star	Trek,	but	 the	reasons	 they	 suffer	differ	markedly
from	 most	 modern	 interpretations	 of	 psychopathology.	 Sulu’s	 sword-wielding
antics	are	caused	by	exposure	 to	a	contaminant	on	an	Earth-like	world	that	 the
Enterprise	 has	 been	 assigned	 to	 observe	 as	 that	 world	 effectively	 falls	 apart.
Barclay	does,	in	fact,	become	a	super-genius,	and	to	that	end	his	grandiosity	is	at
least	 grounded	 in	 his	 newly	 formidable	 intellect	 and	 not	 in	 his	 imagined
grandeur.
Crew	members	may	become	psychotic	 (experiencing	 serious	 loss	 of	 contact

with	reality),	but	they	are	psychotic	with	clearly	explicable	etiologies	 (origins).
This	 stands	 in	 stark	 contrast	 to	 what	 some	 have	 argued	 is	 the	 uncomfortable
tautology	 of	 our	 current	 understanding	 of	mental	 illness.	 If	 Sulu	 arrived	 in	 an
emergency	 room	 today,	 his	 shirt	 off	 and	 his	 sword	 out	 and	 ready,8	 it	 is	 very
likely	 that	 he	would	be	 seen	 as	manic	 (in	 an	 abnormal,	maladaptive	 energized
state9)	 simply	 because	 he	 appears	 manic.	 We	 would	 without	 question	 do	 a
toxicology	screen	and	even	perhaps	an	MRI	of	his	brain	if	we	could	sedate	him
enough	to	hold	him	still,	but	we	wouldn’t	be	able	to	find	a	toxin	that	we’re	not
looking	 for.10	 Whatever	 he	 was	 exposed	 to	 on	 the	 planet	 would	 evade	 our
investigations	and	we	would	shrug	our	shoulders	and	call	him	manic.	The	irony



of	 this	 presumed	 diagnosis	 is	 that	 our	 observation	would	 be	 true.	Our	 current
nosology	(classification	of	diseases)	is	based	on	observation	and	rule-outs	only.
If	we	could	not	rule	out	other	causes	of	his	behavior,	 then	it	would	be	entirely
appropriate	 to	call	his	behavior	manic,	and	our	 treatments—probably	a	 routine
cocktail	of	antipsychotics	and	mood	stabilizers—might	also	help.
People	do	not	 tend	 to	 fall	psychiatrically	 ill	aboard	 the	Enterprise	without	a

concrete,	external	reason	unrelated	to	our	world,	such	as	alien	infection11	or	time
travel.12	The	central	psychological	message,	therefore,	would	seem	to	be	that	if
someone	 falls	 psychiatrically	 ill,	 there	 is	 little	 to	no	 role	 for	 the	mental	 health
practitioner.13	Those	nebulous	problems	of	 the	primitive	 twentieth	and	 twenty-
first	 centuries	 have	 been	 solved!	 (And,	 yes,	Counselor	Troi	 is	 a	mental	 health
practitioner	of	sorts,	but	we’ll	get	to	her	in	a	few	pages.)
All	of	this	stands	in	stark	contrast	to	current	conceptualizations	of	psychiatric

disease.	Psychiatrists	in	recent	decades	have	pushed	back	against	the	notion	that
psychiatric	 illness	must	have	clear	causes	 to	be	real.	This	 is	not	 to	say	 that	we
are	entirely	comfortable	with	this	stance.	The	famous	psychiatric	geneticist	Ken
Kendler	notes	that	“many	in	our	field	want	to	move	to	a	hard	medical	model,”
based	 on	 the	 disorders’	 causes.14	Whereas	 Star	 Trek	 can,	 by	 the	 end	 of	 each
episode	or	movie,	explain	exactly	what	has	happened,	modern-day	psychiatrists
cling	 to	 the	more	 nebulous	world	 of	 the	 stress-diathesis	model.15	We	 humans
suffer	 some	 inborn	 or	 acquired	 biological	diathesis—a	predisposition,	 in	 other
words—to	mental	illness,	and	an	environmental	stressor	triggers	the	onset	of	the
psychiatric	disease.	If	we	look	again	to	the	seemingly	manic	Sulu,	we	might	be
tempted	 to	argue	 that	 the	same	model	applies.	Perhaps	Sulu	had	an	underlying
tendency	 toward	 shirtless	 swashbuckling,	 but	 it	 took	 a	 clearly	 defined
contaminant	to	bring	this	tendency	to	the	forefront.
There	are,	however,	fundamental	differences	between	the	eventual	explanation

for	 Sulu’s	 manic	 break	 and	 our	 current	 understanding	 of	 something	 as
descriptively	clear-cut	as	mania.	In	the	case	of	Sulu,	viewers	know	exactly	what
the	contaminant	is,	but	there	is	no	discussion	of	Sulu’s	existing	predispositions.16
Similarly,	 we	 know	 that	 Barclay’s	 imbibed	 energy	 surge	 leads	 to	 his	 genuine
brilliance,	but	the	show	fails	to	discuss	what	in	Barclay’s	unique	psychological
makeup	would	lead	to	his	grandiosity	and	subsequently	dangerous	behavior.17	It
is	 as	 if	 the	 “stress”	 aspect	 of	 the	 stress-diathesis	model	 is	 the	only	 aspect	 that
matters	 in	understanding	 aberrant	 behavior.	Without	 this	 stress,	 crew	members
simply	 do	 not	 fall	 mentally	 ill.	 This	 conclusion,	 however,	 belies	 current
epidemiological	 fact	 that	 approximately	one	 in	 five	people	 suffer	 some	mental



illness	in	a	given	year.18

Star	Trek’s	Modernist	View	of	Suffering

How	do	we	understand	 this	 paradox?	 Is	 this	 a	 deliberate	 statement	 among	 the
creators	and	writers	of	the	show?	Are	we	to	believe	that	the	almost	20	percent	of
the	 general	 population	 that	 used	 to	 develop	 psychiatric	 illness	 simply	 don’t
suffer	 anymore	 in	 the	 future?	 The	 answer	 to	 this	 query,	 like	 all	 answers	 that
grapple	with	the	messy	world	of	mental	health,	most	likely	lies	in	the	somewhat
naive	notion	that	if	we	cure	the	world	of	its	social	ills,	we	cure	the	world	of	its
psychiatric	suffering	as	well.
This	 is	not	a	new	idea.	Critics	of	modern	psychiatry	have	in	 the	past	argued

forcefully	that	profound	psychiatric	suffering	was	instead	a	reasonable	response
to	 chaotic	 environments	 and	 the	 need	 for	 self-expression.19	 Even	 today,
psychiatrists	and	psychologists	are	conflicted	as	to	how	much	emphasis	internal
biology	ought	to	play	in	the	understanding	of	mental	illness.20
If	science	is	our	guide	and	our	savior	in	the	Star	Trek	universe,	then	it	would

stand	 to	 reason	 that	 science	 has	 solved	 the	 mysteries	 of	 human	 existence,
including	 the	mysteries	 of	mental	 illness.	 This	means	 that	what	 is	 left	 for	 the
crew	of	the	Enterprise	when	aberrant	behavior	strikes	is	to	discover	the	scientific
reason	for	the	behavior.	This	approach	goes	beyond	the	modern-day	rudimentary
classification	 of	 psychiatric	 illness	 that	 characterizes	 current	 psychiatric
nosology	and	explanation.	To	put	 it	more	simply,	 if	 the	world	of	Star	Trek	has
solved	 the	 problems	 of	mental	 disease,	 then	 the	 remaining	 causes	 of	 apparent
mental	 disease	 presentations	 can	 only	 be	 explicable	 and	 observable
environmental	phenomena.

Calling	Counselor	Troi	a	Therapist

People	on	the	Enterprise	do	need	to	talk.	That	much	is	made	clear	implicitly	by
the	many	heart-to-heart	 discussions	 that	Kirk,	Spock,	 and	McCoy	 share,21	and
then	 (and	 some	 might	 argue	 unfortunately22)	 through	 the	 explicit	 services	 of
Counselor	Troi.
While	 it	 is	my	argument	 that	no	 formal	psychiatric	 syndromes	as	we	would

define	 them	 today	 according	 to	 DSM	 criteria23	 appear	 on	 the	 Enterprise,	 it
remains	the	case	that	the	everyday	neurotic	suffering	of	humans	persists	and	can



easily	 be	 “counseled”	 away	 through	 a	 kind	 of	 psychotherapy	 that	 is	 at	 best	 a
form	 of	 unsophisticated	 supportive	 psychotherapy.	 Modern	 mental	 health
treatments	 come	 in	 a	 wide	 variety	 of	 forms,	 not	 simply	 talk	 therapy	 or
medication.24	Counselor	Troi	 tells	crew	members	over	and	over	 that	what	 they
feel	 is	 perfectly	 normal	 and	 this	 reassurance	 seems	 to	 “cure”	 them,	 and	 their
suffering	may	 be	 put	 at	 ease	 by	 relatively	 simple	 discussions	 with	 Counselor
Troi.

Rehabilitating	Instead	of	Intervening

When	Kirk	and	Spock	are	dispatched	to	an	actual	psychiatric	hospital	to	deliver
a	vital	new	medication	that	can	cure	the	remaining	criminally	insane	humans	and
aliens	 who	 have	 not	 been	 cured	 by	 the	 otherwise	 harmonious	 state	 of	 the
Federation,	Star	Trek	presents	one	of	its	few	stories	in	which	psychiatric	illness
is	 explicitly	 discussed.25	 A	 once-great	 military	 leader	 who	 is	 overcome	 with
grandiose	delusions	(delusions	of	grandeur)	fools	Captain	Kirk	into	thinking	that
he,	 the	 patient,	 is	 in	 fact	 the	 director	 of	 the	 hospital.	 We	 might	 look	 at	 this
episode	 as	 an	 uneasy	 reconciliation	 in	 Star	 Trek’s	 truce	 with	 modern
conceptualizations	of	mental	 illness	and	the	desire	 that	mental	 illnesses	will	be
erased	when	social	injustices	are	eradicated.	Criminal	insanity,	it	would	seem,	is
immune	 to	 the	 curing	 of	 the	 social	 ills	 that	 are	 put	 forth	 as	 reasons	 for	 other
psychiatric	diseases.	For	the	criminally	insane,	medications	are	needed,	restraints
are	often	required,	and	patients	at	the	asylum	quite	literally	have	lost	touch	with
reality.
In	 this	 episode,	we	 could	 arguably	 see	 the	 various	 philosophical	 forces	 that

have	 characterized	 debates	 about	 psychiatry	 since	 the	 mid-twentieth	 century
playing	out	in	the	typically	overly	dramatic	fashion	of	Star	Trek’s	genesis.	Does
the	military	 genius	 become	 psychotic	 because	 of	 his	 ability	 to	 shapeshift	 into
whatever	he	wants?	Or	does	 this	 even	matter	 as	 long	as	he	 is	 treated	with	 the
proper	medication?	Should	we	call	his	treatment	a	medical	intervention	or,	as	the
episode	 prefers,	 a	 rehabilitation?	 It	 is	 as	 if	 schools	 of	 psychiatric
phenomenology	were	pitted	against	each	other	in	this	episode	and,	at	the	end	of
the	 day,	 the	 patients,	 whether	 dangerous	 or	 not,	 are	 treated	 with	 dignity	 and
compassion.

Normal	versus	Abnormal	Depression

Everyone	feels	down	at	 times,	some	people	more	often	or	more	severely	 than	others,	but



without	 necessarily	 suffering	 mental	 illness.	Depressed	 mood,	 a	 low	 mood	 with	 feelings
such	 as	 sadness,	 emptiness,	 helplessness,	 or	 shame,	 can	 be	 a	 normal	 reaction	 to
circumstances	and	fall	within	the	range	of	common	human	responses.	Though	the	deaths	of
his	brother	and	nephew	upset	Picard	and	affect	him	deeply,26	the	distress	is	not	a	strange
human	reaction.	Forms	of	abnormal	depression	as	mental	disorder	involve	greater	severity,
duration,	and	number	of	symptoms	that	the	majority	of	people	do	not	suffer	(although	major
depression	is	the	most	frequently	diagnosed	specific	mental	illness).	Miles	O’Brien	is	one	of
the	few	main	Star	Trek	characters	whose	depressed	state	may	meet	the	criteria	for	major
depressive	 disorder	 after	 pseudomemories	 (false	 memories27)	 of	 a	 twenty-year	 prison
sentence	are	implanted	in	his	head.	He	suffers	over	those	memories	to	the	point	of	turning
suicidal	until	he	at	 last	accepts	help	 in	the	form	of	medication	and	long-term	counseling—
but	without	immediate	return	to	his	previous	level	of	emotional	health.28

—T.L.

Redemption

The	sentiment—that	psychiatric	suffering	deserves	the	benefit	of	dignity	and	the
solace	 of	 compassion—may	 be	 how	 Star	 Trek	 redeems	 itself	 with	 regard	 to
mental	health.	As	with	all	treatments	of	life	characteristic	of	the	protagonists	in
Star	 Trek,	 things	 remain	 decent	 and	 civil.	 There	 might	 be	 what	 we	 would	 in
today’s	world	consider	a	naive	view	of	how	to	perceive	mental	health	problems
and	how	best	to	treat	them,	but	there	is	no	ambiguity	in	terms	of	the	fundamental
humanity	that	unites	our	suffering—even	if	that	suffering	is	itself	in	the	form	of
a	 green-skinned	 alien	 or	 an	 android.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 day,	 the	 unbridled
optimism	 and	 goodwill	 of	 Star	 Trek	 prevail,	 even	 in	 the	 murky	 world	 of
psychiatric	epistemology.
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Immersing	oneself	 in	the	imaginary,	despite	its	potential
for	keeping	the	person	from	facing	reality,	can	also	help
someone	 face	 it	 more	 creatively.	 The	 holodeck	 in	 the
24th	 century	 holds	 therapeutic	 potential	 and	 promise
akin	 to	 that	 of	 one	 of	 the	 most	 successful	 forms	 of
therapy	used	in	the	21st.
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Holodeck	Therapy:	Psychological
Healing	in	the	24th	Century

Patrick	O’Connor	and	Chris	Day

“It’s	been	fun.	Computer—end	program.	Erase	all	programs	filed	under	‘Reginald
Barclay.’	Except	program	nine.”
—Lieutenant	Barclay1

“There	are	three	musts	that	hold	us	back:	‘I	must	do	well.’	‘You	must	treat	me	well.’
‘And	the	world	must	be	easy.’”

—clinical	psychologist	Albert	Ellis2

People	 spend	 about	 half	 their	 waking	 hours	 in	 fantasy.3	Whether	 we	 use	 our
minds	constructively	to	work	on	a	problem	before	we	can	actually	address	it	or
we	use	it	playfully	to	spin	wild	daydreams	about	the	future,	human	imagination
is	 boundless	 in	 its	 variety	 (and	 usefulness!)	 of	 fantasy.	 Imagine	 now	 if	 such
dreams	could	be	brought	to	everyday	life.	In	Star	Trek,	technology	has	advanced



to	 the	 point	 where	 fantasy	 can	 become	 virtual	 reality	 in	 the	 form	 of	 the
holodeck.4	 Imagine	 the	 potential	 for	 fully	 immersive	 virtual	 reality,	 simulated
experience	indistinguishable	from	reality	as	far	as	the	physical	senses	can	detect.
Therapists	have	already	reported	some	success	using	virtual	reality	in	therapeutic
situations	 to	 treat	 or	 even	 prevent	 psychiatric	 problems,	 especially	 those
involving	anxiety	over	 specific	 stimuli	 and	 situations.5	Meta-analysis	 (analysis
of	 other	 analyses)	 of	 studies	 assessing	 the	 success	 of	 virtual	 reality	 therapy
shows	that	it	can	produce	significant	improvement	in	real-life	situations.6
Psychological	 therapies	 often	 utilize	 fantasy	 in	 a	myriad	 of	ways.	 From	 the

expressive	 arts	 (drama,	 visual	 art,	 music,	 dance	 and	 movement,	 poetry)	 to
psychoanalysis	 to	 solution-focused	 approaches,	 working	 with	 fantasy	 is
paramount	 to	 improving	 the	 well-being	 of	 an	 individual.7	 In	 fact,	 fantasizing
about	 the	 concrete	 steps	 necessary	 to	 accomplish	 a	 goal	 or	 alleviate	 a	 stressor
has	been	demonstrated	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	completing	such	a	task.8	We
can	 see	 the	 power	 of	 thought	 processes	 in	 relieving	 stress	 and	 accomplishing
goals.	 Because	 fantasy	 consists	 of	 a	 web	 of	 interconnected	 thoughts	 and
emotions,	focusing	on	cognition	(a	person’s	thinking	patterns)	seems	obvious	as
an	effective	approach	to	addressing	concerns	within	 the	 individual.	Change	the
thinking	pattern,	change	the	person.	So	how	do	we	go	about	doing	this?	Perhaps
the	answer	awaits	on	the	holodeck.

The	Holodeck

Simply	 put,	 the	 holodeck	 is	 a	 highly	 complex	 and	 immersive	 room	 of	 virtual
reality	 that’s	utilized	on	 twenty-fourth-century	Federation	starships.9	Within	 its
walls,	 this	 immersive	 virtual	 reality	 combines	 transportation,	 replication,	 and
holographic	technology	to	create	nearly	any	possible	environment,	character,	or
scenario	 with	 an	 extreme	 sense	 of	 realism.	 Equipped	 with	 standard	 safety
protocols,	the	technology	typically	prevents	any	serious	harm	from	coming	to	its
users.	For	non-starships,	such	as	in	Quark’s	bar	in	Deep	Space	9,	where	there	is
no	deck,	this	technology	is	often	referred	to	as	a	holosuite.10
When	Commander	 Riker	 is	 charged	with	murder	 by	 an	 alien	 species,11	 the

holodeck	is	used	to	re-create	detailed	depictions	of	the	events	leading	up	to	the
crime.	This	is	similar	to	therapy,	in	that	a	person	involved	with	the	event	is	given
a	chance	 to	 reconsider	his	or	her	 thoughts	on	 the	matter.	By	 revisiting	a	 scene
and	challenging	existing	thought	patterns,	a	person	can	gain	new	perspective	and
feel	relief.	The	holodeck	has	even	been	used	as	a	holding	ground	to	transport	a



group	 of	 primitive	 people	 to	 a	 new	 planet	 without	 their	 knowledge	 of	 being
aboard	 a	 starship.12	 With	 such	 capabilities	 to	 create	 people,	 scenes,	 or	 literal
worlds	 out	 of	 nothing,	 it	 can	 easily	 bring	up	questions	of	 “What	 is	 real?”	 and
how	to	interpret	reality.

Cognitive	Behavior	Therapies

Several	forms	of	therapy	exist	that	target	personal	interpretation	of	internal	and
external	events,	such	as	feeling	an	emotion	(internal	event,	within	themselves)	or
wondering	 why	 a	 friend	 or	 starship	 crew	 member	 is	 behaving	 a	 certain	 way
(external	 event,	 outside	 themselves).	 By	 focusing	 on	 cognition,	 many
psychologists	 believe	 a	 person	 can	 overcome	 troubles	 by	 changing	 the	 way	 a
situation	is	understood,	whether	that	means	counteracting	destructive	thoughts	or
increasing	awareness	of	 the	 link	between	 thoughts	 and	behaviors	 that	 result	 in
beneficial	outcomes.

Cognitive	Restructuring

Cognitive	 behavior	 therapy	 (CBT),	 an	 approach	 to	 therapy	 that	 focuses	 on
changing	 thought	 patterns	 as	 well	 as	 behaviors,	 has	 been	 used	 in	 developing
assertiveness	or	communicating	opinions	in	an	honest	and	appropriate	way.13	A
major	 component	 to	 improving	 assertiveness	 involves	 cognitive	 restructuring,
which	 changes	 the	 thinking	 patterns	 of	 the	 client.	 A	 therapist	 taking	 a	 CBT
approach	while	using	virtual	 reality	simulations	potentially	could,	among	other
things,	 offer	 clients	 a	means	 to	 directly	 face	worrisome	 situations	without	 the
fear	of	physical	danger	and	therefore	build	confidence	in	their	decision-making
abilities.14	By	pointing	out	catastrophic	thoughts,	such	as	endless	what-if’s,	 the
therapist	can	illuminate	how	unhelpful	these	fantasies	can	be	when	they	are	not
acted	upon.
As	 the	 first	 major	 holographic	 crew	 member	 in	 the	 Star	 Trek	 universe,

Voyager’s	Emergency	Medical	Holographic	Program,	otherwise	known	as	 “the
Doctor,”	provides	an	example	of	the	negative	effects	of	absolutistic	thinking	and
the	 challenging	 nature	 of	 altering	 ingrained	 patterns	 of	 thought.15	As	 a	 highly
complex	 and	 ambitious	 holographic	 program,	 the	Doctor	 continually	 upgrades
and	 adapts	 his	 programming	 to	 develop	 his	 personality	 throughout	 Voyager’s
journey	 home.16	 Having	 the	 desires	 to	 expand	 his	 empathy	 for	 human
relationships	(interpersonal	effectiveness)	and	to	relate	better	to	his	fellow	crew
members,	the	Doctor	creates	a	homelife	simulation.17	B’Elanna	Torres	points	out



that	 his	 experiment,	 by	 involving	 a	 perfect	 family	 and	 immaculate	 home,	 has
little	 to	 no	 basis	 in	 reality	 and	 will	 provide	 him	 no	 insight	 into	 familial
relationships.	This	illustrates	how	crucial	it	is	to	ground	fantasy	in	reality.
In	 an	 effort	 to	 give	 the	 Doctor	 a	 more	 realistic	 family	 experience,	 Chief

Engineer	 B’Elanna	 Torres	 updates	 his	 holodeck	 program	 to	 allow	 for	 the
random,	everyday	conflicts	and	chaos	 that	we	encounter	 in	 life.	Confident	 that
he	 can	 handle	 any	 situation,	 the	 Doctor	 is	 quickly	 overwhelmed	 by	 his	 now
sullen	 and	willful	 children,	 an	 assertive	on-the-go	wife,	 and	 a	messy	home.	A
therapeutic	approach	similar	to	CBT	would	address	these	challenging	situations
by	examining	potential	scenarios	when	things	go	wrong	and	how	the	client	plans
to	 respond.	Despite	 these	 new	 challenges,	 the	Doctor	 holds	 fast	 to	 his	 deeply
held	 belief	 that	 he	 can	 foster	 a	 perfect,	 pristine	 home	 life.	 He	 finds	 himself
getting	 increasingly	 frustrated	 when	 his	 attempts	 are	 met	 with	 resistance	 and
anger	 by	 his	 holographic	 family.	 In	 order	 to	 achieve	 his	 goal	 of	 simulating	 a
perfect	family,	he	must	test	his	adaptability	to	imperfection.	Without	a	challenge
to	practice	with	 in	 a	predictable	virtual	world,	he	would	be	unable	 to	 adapt	 to
problems	that	arise	in	the	unpredictable	real	world.

Enter	the	Holodeck	Yourself!

When	not	serving	as	an	ambassador	to	the	Federation,	Counselor	Troi’s	mother,	Lwaxana,
can	 be	 found	 on	 a	 holodeck	 lounging	 in	 a	 simulated	 mud	 bath	 in	 the	 Parallax	 Colony
program.18	You,	 too,	can	experience	the	benefits	of	relaxation	via	simulation	by	practicing
visualization!

•	 Begin	by	ensuring	that	you	are	in	a	quiet,	distraction-free	environment.
•	 Close	your	eyes	and	scan	your	body	for	signs	of	tenseness.
•	 Relax	those	muscles.
•	 Visualize	a	step	you	can	take	to	reach	your	goal.
•	 What	are	you	wearing	in	this	setting?	Is	anyone	with	you?
•	 Build	this	mental	scene	with	sensory	details.	Imagine	the	sights,	sounds,	smells,

tastes,	and	touch	sensations	that	accompany	your	accomplishment	of	this	step.
•	 Tell	yourself	positive	affirmations	that	support	you	in	achieving	this	step,	such	as

“I	am	[making	the	phone	call]”	or	“I	am	[practicing	that	song	on	guitar],”	replacing
the	bracketed	statements	with	the	step	you	are	visualizing.

•	 Watch	yourself	enact	the	step,	noting	what	you	are	doing	in	order	to	achieve	it.
•	 Dedicate	 one	 minute	 to	 visualization	 three	 times	 per	 day	 until	 the	 step	 is

completed.

Use	fantasy	to	your	benefit	to	enjoy	a	holodeck	in	your	head	through	the	use	of	established
relaxation	exercises!19



Behavioral	Rehearsal

While	cognitive	restructuring	can	change	thinking	patterns,	it	can	also	be	helpful
to	 practice	 these	 new	 cognitions	 in	 simulated	 scenarios.	Behavioral	 rehearsal
can	help	 individuals	practice	 their	newly	developed	 thinking	patterns,	much	as
athletes	run	drills	to	practice	their	skills	in	anticipation	of	the	real	competitions
for	which	they	are	preparing.	By	asking	a	person	to	respond	to	rejection	with	a
belief	 of	 “Things	 did	 not	 work	 out	 now,	 but	 maybe	 they	 will	 in	 another
situation,”	instead	of	“Things	never	work	out	for	me,”	the	therapist	encourages
that	person	to	experience	the	improvement	personally	in	the	moment.
On	Deep	Space	Nine,	Ensign	Nog	experiences	such	an	example	of	behavioral

reversal.	 After	 suffering	 injuries	 from	 a	 casualty-heavy	 war	 zone,	 Nog	 finds
himself	 deeply	 depressed	 and	 retreats	 to	 the	 fictional,	 holographic	 casino	 of
1960s	Las	Vegas	crooner	Vic	Fontaine.20
Nog’s	 counselor	Ezri	Dax	 sees	 the	potential	 that	 therapeutic	opportunity	 for

utilizing	the	holosuite	to	rebuild	Nog’s	confidence.	Nog	assists	Vic	in	developing
his	casino,	effectively	giving	Nog	meaningful	work.	To	succeed	at	this	goal,	Nog
is	forced	to	interact	with	other	characters	and	to	contribute	to	Vic’s	holographic
society.
CBT	methods	can	help	us	change	the	thoughts	we	experience,	and	follow	up

with	a	change	in	behavior	through	practice.	The	holodeck	provides	an	excellent
avenue	for	members	of	Starfleet	 to	challenge	 their	 thoughts	and	behaviors	 in	a
safer	 environment	 by	 providing	 fantastical	 experiences	 that	 do	 not	 necessarily
involve	 real	 people	 and	 real	 reactions.	 However,	 to	 people	 experiencing
immersive	 virtual	 reality,	 those	 experiences	 are	 real	 enough	 to	 see	 how	 they
might	 feel	 if	 those	 experiences	were	 brought	 into	 the	 real	world,	much	 like	 a
client	 asking	 a	 group	 member	 to	 role-play	 as	 a	 mother	 and	 practicing
assertiveness	skills	in	that	moment.

Rational-Emotive	Behavior	Therapy

Rational-Emotive	 Behavior	 Therapy	 (REBT),	 founded	 by	 Albert	 Ellis,	 is	 an
approach	that	acts	upon	the	notion	that	a	person’s	belief	system	influences	one’s
behaviors	 following	 an	 event.21	 That	 is,	 (A)	 an	activating	 event	 occurs,	 (B)	 a
person	 applies	 a	 belief	 to	 it,	 and	 (C)	 a	 consequence	 results.	 This	 A-B-C
framework	is	best	illustrated	in	the	example	of	the	U.S.S.	Enterprise’s	Lieutenant
Reginald	Barclay.	Shy	and	anxiety	 ridden,	Lieutenant	Barclay	 is	a	brilliant	yet
troubled	 engineer.	He	 is	 often	 ridiculed	by	other	 crew	members	 (stage	A—the



activating	event)	 for	his	awkward,	withdrawn	demeanor.	These	events	serve	 to
reinforce	his	belief	system	(stage	B)	that	he	is	a	social	misfit	and	a	failure.	The
consequence	(stage	C)	is	that	his	career	and	social	life	suffer.
The	consequence	at	stage	C	does	not	simply	derive	from	the	activating	event

at	A;	 rather,	 it	 is	because	A	passes	 through	 the	belief	 filter	at	 stage	B	 that	one
arrives	 at	 C.22	 By	 focusing	 on	 discovering,	 understanding,	 and	 changing	 the
belief	 system,	 undesirable	 consequences	 no	 longer	 present	 themselves,	 and	 a
person	can	 respond	more	effectively	 to	activating	events	 and	experience	 fewer
emotional	disturbances.
Falling	 victim	 to	 the	 A-B-C	 framework,	 Lieutenant	 Barclay	 finds	 himself

becoming	even	more	detached	from	his	peers	and	superior	officers.	He	retreats
to	an	environment	where	he	can	feel	empowered	and	in	complete	control	of	his
actions,	emotions,	and	social	outcomes:	 the	holodeck.23	Barclay	creates	wildly
outlandish	 scenarios,	 loosely	 based	 on	 reality.	 He	 aggressively	 acts	 out	 his
frustrations	 or	 pursues	 romantic	 wish	 fulfillment	 with	 holographic
representations	 of	Enterprise	 crew	members.	However,	 as	 these	 virtual	 reality
programs	have	 little	 to	no	basis	 in	actual	 reality,	Barclay	does	not	achieve	any
real	 therapeutic	 benefit	 from	 them	 in	 terms	 of	 untangling	 his	 faulty	 belief
system.
The	key,	according	 to	Ellis,	 to	making	 this	change	 is	by	 teaching	a	client	 to

develop	three	insights.	The	first	insight	involves	realizing	that	something	causes
undesirable	behaviors.	Barclay	finds	himself	so	entrenched	in	his	fantasies	 that
he	 neglects	 his	 responsibilities	 and	 fails	 to	 report	 for	 duty,	 resulting	 in	 him
acknowledging	his	overuse	of	the	holodeck.
Ellis	 states	 that	 the	 second	 change	 “takes	 place	 when	 the	 clients	 come	 to

understand	that	the	reason	why	the	original	causes	of	their	disturbance	still	upset
and	 disorganize	 them	 is	 because	 they	 still	 believe	 in,	 and	 endlessly	 keep
repeating	 to	 themselves,	 the	 irrational	 beliefs	 that	 they	previously	 acquired.”24
By	re-creating	recent	work	conflicts	in	the	holodeck	and	restructuring	himself	as
the	clever	and	brave,	yet	victimized	hero,	Barclay	doesn’t	look	for	the	source	of
these	issues	and	only	reinforces	his	patterns	of	negative	thinking.
Ellis’s	third	insight	leads	a	client	to	admit	to	him-	or	herself	that	psychological

problems	 can	 only	 be	 resolved	 by	 “observing,	 questioning,	 and	 challenging”
one’s	own	beliefs.25	This	 occurs	 during	 in-the-moment	 observations	 voiced	 by
the	 therapist	 to	 highlight	 a	 client’s	 irrational	 beliefs	 and	make	 it	 the	 focus	 of
treatment.	Counselor	Troi	and	Commander	Riker	confront	Barclay	while	he’s	in
an	 event	 simulation	 to	 discover	 exaggerated,	 demeaning	 representations	 of	 the



Enterprise’s	 crew,	 all	 of	 whom	 are	 idolizing	 or	 fawning	 over	 Barclay.	 To	 the
great	offense	of	Riker	and	Troi,	Barclay	ultimately	acknowledges	that	the	people
he	creates	in	virtual	reality	feel	more	real	to	him	than	those	he	meets	in	real	life.
In	 a	 later	 therapy	 session	with	Counselor	 Troi,	 Barclay	 accepts	 that	 this	 is	 an
irrational	belief	in	need	of	challenging,	thereby	reaching	Ellis’s	third	insight.
Ellis’s	 approach	 to	 therapy	 has	 been	 described	 as	 controversial,	 and	 his

abrasive	nature	even	 resulted	 in	his	 removal	 from	 the	Board	of	Trustees	at	 the
Albert	Ellis	Institute.26	However,	Ellis	believed	this	was	all	in	the	name	of	being
a	more	 authentic	person	by	 separating	 the	person	 from	 the	 action.	Actions	 are
essentially	an	expression	of	our	beliefs,	and	by	holding	a	person	accountable	for
his	or	her	beliefs	by	holding	up	a	figurative	mirror	whenever	an	unhealthy	belief
is	expressed,	a	person	can	discover	new	ways	of	thinking,	and	thus	new	ways	of
behaving.	Albert	Ellis	was	unapologetic	in	his	approach,	and	so	is	the	holodeck.
By	presenting	experiences	in	a	very	real	way,	members	of	Starfleet	learn	quickly
how	 their	 beliefs,	 and	 therefore	 their	 actions,	 serve	 them	 well	 or	 serve	 them
poorly.

CBT	and	REBT:	Bridging	Fantasy	and	Reality

The	holodeck	exemplifies	how	to	improve	mental	health	by	utilizing	many	CBT
and	REBT	standards.	Giving	someone	the	opportunity	to	practice	new	ways	of
thinking	 and	 behaving	 in	 a	 relatively	 safe	 environment	 reflects	 both	 the
holodeck’s	 virtual	 reality	 experience	 and	 the	 therapeutic	 experience.	 Whether
asking	a	group	member	 to	role-play	as	 the	client’s	 intimidating	friend	or	being
able	 to	 speak	 to	 a	 lifelike	 virtual	 representation	 in	 a	 realistic	 setting,	 an
individual	can	challenge	his	or	her	way	of	thinking	and	experience	the	effects	in
the	 moment,	 learning	 how	 he	 or	 she	 brings	 about	 desirable	 or	 undesirable
outcomes.	It	is	not	enough	to	simply	fantasize	and	suppose	how	things	will	go	in
a	given	situation;	one	must	boldly	go	and	learn	in	the	process.
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Military	psychologists	work	to	keep	personnel	fit	for	duty
and	 help	 them	 function	 during	 their	 post-duty	 years.
Military	life	carries	risks	even	in	times	of	peace	because
disasters	and	conflicts	can	arise	at	any	time.	Those	who
live	through	combat	and	other	crises	can	carry	the	stress
and	trauma	without	end.	How,	then,	might	mental	health
treatment	 make	 life	 better	 for	 them	 and	 those	 around
them?
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Starfleet	and	Military	Psychology

Jenna	Busch	and	Janina	Scarlet

“The	leader	who	harnesses	the	power	of	real	empathy	fosters	better	communication,
tighter	cohesion,	stronger	discipline,	and	greater	morale	throughout	his	or	her

organization.”
—psychologist	Henry	C.	Garner1

“My	parents	had	told	me	about	the	dangers	of	Starfleet	missions.	I	knew	it	could
happen….	No,	I	wasn’t	prepared	at	all.	How	can	anyone	be	prepared	to	hear	that	a
parent	is	never	coming	home	again?”
—Wesley	Crusher2

Active-duty	 service	 members	 and	 veterans	 face	 many	 struggles,	 including
excruciating	 losses,3	 traumatic	 experiences,4	 family	 struggles,5	 and	 addiction,6
as	well	as	having	to	make	difficult	decisions	and	struggle	with	self-forgiveness.7
These	 struggles	 often	 call	 for	 mental	 health	 counseling.	 Similarly,	 Star	 Trek
represents	 many	 of	 the	 struggles	 that	 service	 members	 and	 veterans	 face,



including	 the	 need	 for	 counseling.	 Specifically,	 the	U.S.S.	 Enterprise	 has	 the
counselor	Deanna	Troi	just	as	Deep	Space	9	has	Ezri	Dax	to	provide	counseling
services	to	the	military	personnel	on	board

The	Struggles

Though	 crew	 members	 aboard	 the	 U.S.S.	 Enterprise	 and	 Deep	 Space	 9	 are
advised	 to	 turn	 to	counselors	 for	help,	Troi	 and	Dax	often	 seek	out	 those	who
seem	to	be	suffering.	For	example,	Troi	seeks	out	Captain	Picard	and	offers	her
support	 when	 he	 loses	 his	 closest	 living	 relatives.8	 Unfortunately,	 the	 stigma
attached	to	seeking	help	with	a	mental	health	issue	leads	too	many	individuals	to
refuse	to	seek	the	help	they	need.9	How	might	the	difficulties	encountered	in	the
military	affect	an	individual’s	family,	work,	or	academic	performance,	and	what
are	some	helpful	tools	for	recovery?

Grief

Perhaps	one	of	 the	most	common	struggles	 that	service	members	experience	is
grief.	 Particularly	 during	 wartime,	 the	 number	 of	 service	 members	 who	 are
negatively	affected	by	grief	can	be	as	high	as	20	percent.10	When	Captain	Picard
gets	 the	message	 that	 his	 brother	 and	his	 nephew,	René,	 have	been	killed	 in	 a
fire,	he	quickly	shuts	Counselor	Troi	out	without	accepting	her	help.11	As	is	the
case	with	many	military	personnel	who	have	experienced	loss,	his	initial	impulse
is	to	push	his	emotions	away	and	focus	on	his	job.
Untreated	 grief	 can	 lead	 an	 individual	 to	 shut	 down,	withdraw	 from	others,

and	potentially	develop	physical	or	mental	health	disorders,	most	of	which	may
not	be	obvious	for	a	long	time.12	People	who	have	a	hard	time	coping	with	grief
may	 develop	 sleep	 problems,	 physical	 pain,	 and	 fatigue	 and	 have	 a	 hard	 time
fulfilling	 their	 obligations	 at	 work.13	 For	 example,	 Deanna	 Troi’s	 mother,
Lwaxana,	 deals	 with	 her	 first	 daughter’s	 death	 as	 a	 child	 by	 repressing	 the
memory,	 completely	 burying	 her	 memory	 of	 Deanna’s	 older	 sister.	 Lwaxana
doesn’t	discuss	the	child’s	existence	with	Deanna,	going	so	far	as	to	physically
erase	 seven	 years	 of	 journal	 entries	 to	 keep	 her	 grief	 at	 bay.	 This	 eventually
comes	to	a	head,	making	her	physically	ill	and	almost	killing	her.14

Making	Difficult	Decisions

Military	personnel	sometimes	have	to	make	difficult	decisions	in	cases	in	which
there	may	not	be	a	clearly	“right”	answer.15	Such	decisions	often	conflict	with



the	individual’s	moral	code.	This	is	called	moral	injury.16	Service	members	often
witness	extreme	violence	and	suffering,17	which	puts	them	at	risk	for	developing
a	mental	health	disorder	such	as	posttraumatic	stress	disorder	 (PTSD),	anxiety,
depression,	 or	 chronic	 pain.18	When	Riker	 is	 forced	 to	 argue	 in	 court	 that	 his
friend	 Data	 is	 nothing	 but	 a	 machine,	 even	 shutting	 off	 Data’s	 power	 in	 a
courtroom	demonstration,	Riker	feels	so	affected	by	his	part	 in	the	trial	 that	he
cannot	bring	himself	to	face	his	friends	after	the	trial	is	over	despite	the	fact	that
Data	has	won.19
Experiencing	moral	injury	may	put	servicemen	and	women	at	greater	risk	for

developing	 mental	 health	 disorders20	 because	 of	 the	 guilt	 produced	 by	 a
transgression.	When	Captain	Kirk	 learns	 that	 a	woman	he	 loves	will	 die	 in	 an
accident,	 he	 also	 learns	 that	 if	 he	 saves	her,	 she	will	 begin	 a	peace	movement
that	 will	 give	 the	 Nazis	 time	 to	 take	 over	 the	 world.	 He	 therefore	 makes	 the
difficult	 decision	 to	 let	 her	 die	 in	 order	 to	 save	millions	 of	 others	 and	 suffers
immense	grief	as	a	result.21

Trauma

Another	 reason	 some	 service	 members	 may	 experience	 guilt	 is	 the	 freeze
response.	 During	 times	 of	 extreme	 stress,	 the	 human	 body	 typically	 releases
certain	 hormones,	 such	 as	 adrenaline	 and	 cortisol,	 that	 allow	 the	 individual	 to
fight	 against	 the	 enemy	 or	 run	 away	 (the	 fight-or-flight	 response).	 In	 some
instances,	the	individuals	may	not	be	able	to	move	or	react	to	extreme	stress	(the
freeze	response).22	Even	 though	 the	 freeze	 response	may	be	 involuntary	 under
extreme	stress,	it	may	produce	feelings	of	guilt,	putting	the	individual	at	a	higher
risk	 for	 developing	 posttraumatic	 stress	 disorder	 or	 a	 related	 mental	 health
disorder.23	Shortly	after	receiving	his	emotion	chip,	for	instance,	Data	deals	with
a	strong	sense	of	guilt	over	freezing	during	an	attack.24

Addiction	Disorders

Many	 people	 who	 have	 experienced	 traumatic	 events	 may	 turn	 to	 substances
such	 as	 alcohol	 as	 a	 way	 to	 escape	 their	 suffering.	 Addiction	 disorders	 are
common	 among	 trauma	 survivors,	 including	 the	military	 population.25	 In	 fact,
psychological	 disorders	 such	 as	 PTSD	 increase	 survivors’	 risk	 for	 developing
addiction	disorders.26	For	example,	Riker	 introduces	 the	Enterprise	 crew	 to	 an
addictive	 game	 that	 stimulates	 the	 pleasure	 centers	 of	 the	 brain.	 It	 spreads
through	the	crew	members,	leaving	them	vulnerable	to	attacks.27
In	the	short	 term,	addictions	might	help	an	individual	become	distracted	and

might	alleviate	some	of	 the	undesirable	symptoms.	However,	 in	 the	 long	 term,



addictions	tend	to	make	the	symptoms	worse,	potentially	increasing	the	person’s
struggles.28	We	see	this	when	Lieutenant	Reginald	Barclay	creates	a	fantasy	life
in	 the	 holodeck,	 imagining	 himself	 battling	 against	 the	 officers	 he	 feels	 are
giving	him	a	hard	 time.	After	 running	 through	 these	 scenarios	 time	and	again,
Barclay	 neglects	 his	 duties	 on	 the	 ship	 and	 grows	 insubordinate	 toward	 both
Lieutenant	Commander	La	Forge	and	Commander	Riker.29

	

Star	Trek	Continues	is	an	unofficial	fan-made	continuation	of	the	original	series	as	seasons
4	and	5.30	One	of	the	few	changes	while	re-creating	the	style	of	the	1960s	program	is	the
addition	of	a	ship’s	counselor,	Dr.	Elise	McKennah,	played	by	Michele	Specht.

Busch:	Why	add	a	therapist	to	Kirk’s	Enterprise?
Specht:	You	saw	the	seed	that	was	planted	by	Gene	Roddenberry	in	the	very	first

episode,31	what	he	kind	of	had	in	mind	for	strong	female	characters.	That	tree
blossomed	in	TNG	(Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation)	with	Doctor	Crusher	and
Deanna	Troi.	I	was	thinking	about	McKennah	as	a	bridge	[between	series].	It
makes	perfect	sense	to	me	to	have	a	counselor	on	a	five-year	mission	on	a	ship
when	you’re	trapped	on	board	with	this	many	people.	I	want	her	to	have	the
perspective	I	think	a	psychologist	would	have,	which	is	to	take	a	step	back	and
to	see	the	bigger	picture.	Not	just	what	is	happening	in	the	moment,	action-wise,
but	trying	to	see	more	of	a	pulled	back	perspective	of	what	the	long-term
ramifications	are	for	the	people	involved	and	in	the	long	term.	For	me,	I	kind	of
think	of	her	as	a	bit	like	a	universal	equalizer.
What’s	still	 so	 fundamentally	beautiful	about	 the	whole	Star	Trek	 universe	 is

that	 it	 shows	a	 future	 in	which	humanity	makes	good,	a	vision	of	 the	 future	 in
which	we	turn	out	to	be	the	best	versions	of	ourselves.

Family	Problems

The	military	 lifestyle	 does	 not	 affect	 only	 the	 service	members;	 it	 also	 affects
their	families.32	Some	children	of	service	members	may	struggle	with	behavioral
and	 mental	 health	 problems	 that	 potentially	 affect	 their	 academic	 and	 social
performance.33	 After	Worf	 is	 reunited	with	 his	 son,	 Alexander,	 whom	 he	 had
sent	 away	 after	 Alexander’s	 mother	 was	 killed,	 Alexander	 starts	 stealing	 and
acting	out	 in	class,	bullying	other	students,	and	 lying	about	 it.34	This	 is	not	an
uncommon	response,	as	many	children	of	frequently	absent	parents	may	struggle
with	 feelings	 of	 abandonment	 and	may	 act	 out.35	Worf	 initially	 demands	 that



Alexander	follow	his	orders	to	avoid	dishonoring	him.	When	he	is	unsuccessful,
Worf	considers	sending	Alexander	away	to	a	Klingon	school.	It	is	not	until	Worf
realizes	that	his	son	has	been	struggling	with	fears	of	abandonment	that	the	two
are	 able	 to	 communicate	 and	 reestablish	 their	 relationship.36	 In	 fact,	 such
communication	 can	 greatly	 reduce	 the	 child’s	 distress,	 whereas	 continued
abandonment	 or	 failure	 to	 address	 such	 issues	 can	 lead	 to	 the	 development	 of
psychiatric	disorders,	including	depression	and	PTSD.37

Mental	Health	Treatment

Because	of	 all	 the	 struggles	 that	military	personnel	go	 through,	 it	 is	 important
that	 doctors	 and	 mental	 health	 professionals	 as	 well	 as	 military	 leaders	 be
empathetic	and	compassionate.38	Teaching	service	members	to	be	compassionate
to	themselves	and	others	is	also	helpful	at	reducing	the	symptoms	of	stress	and
PTSD	 in	 the	 military	 population.39	 Both	 self-compassion40	 (being	 kind	 to
oneself	when	going	through	a	hard	time)	and	self-forgiveness41	(not	condemning
oneself	 for	 a	 specific	 act)	 can	 help	 people	 reduce	 their	 symptoms	 of	 PTSD,
anxiety,	and	depression.42	When	Deep	Space	9’s	Counselor	Ezri	Dax	attempts	to
help	Elim	Garak	overcome	his	claustrophobia	 (extreme	 fear	of	closed	spaces),
over	time	Garak	discovers	that	his	panic	attacks	are	due	to	his	actions	to	help	the
Federation	 that	 resulted	 in	 the	 deaths	 of	 his	 own	 people.43	 Through	 Dax’s
support,	Garak	is	able	to	overcome	his	anxiety.
In	many	ways	Star	Trek	depicts	life	in	the	military,	a	regimented	profession,

and	the	issues	that	go	along	with	it	from	dealing	with	loss,	grief,	and	trauma	to
treating	 those	 conditions.	 It	 also	 shows	 that	 though	 these	 things	 are	 universal,
there	 are	 specific	 circumstances	 military	 personnel	 go	 through	 that	 require	 a
special	brand	of	compassion	and	empathy.	Through	counselors	such	as	Deanna
Troi	and	Ezri	Dax,	with	a	supportive	environment	such	as	the	one	maintained	on
these	 ships,	 the	 crew	 members	 are	 able	 to	 find	 the	 conditions	 necessary	 for
overcoming	these	struggles.
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Life	leads	to	death,	and	knowledge	of	that	fact	can	terrify
us.	In	a	war-torn	outpost	far	from	any	other	life	a	person
has	 known,	 mortality	 is	 salient	 and	 death	 cannot	 be
ignored.	 Although	 some	 reactions	 entail	 unhealthy
mismanagement	of	the	terror,	other	methods	can	be	used
to	celebrate	life	and	manage	the	terror	in	healthy	ways.
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Terror	Management:	Mortality
Salience	on	Deep	Space	9

Wind	Goodfriend

“And	so,	mad	beneath	the	beam	of	hatred	in	those	eyes,	lurks	the	certain
knowledge	of	its	impending	death,	and	it	begins	to	know	fear.”
—Silaren,	a	Cardassian1

“…	through	our	meaning-providing	worldview,	we	keep	at	bay	the	potential	for	terror
engendered	by	the	possibility	that	we	are	mere	material	animals	clinging	to	a	clump	of
dirt	…	for	a	brief	period	of	time	that	ends	with	our	complete	obliteration	upon	death.”

—social	psychologist	Jeff	Greenberg2

We	 are	 all	 dying.	 What	 does	 psychology	 offer	 as	 a	 way	 to	 deal	 with	 this
inevitable	and	terrifying	truth?	An	irrefutable	fact	about	 life	 is	 that	 it	must	end
sooner	or	later,	and	despite	the	most	devout	faith	in	religion	or	science,	none	of
us	 is	 absolutely	 sure	what	 happens	 next.	Human	 culture	 has	 responded	 to	 our
mortality	in	a	wide	variety	of	fascinating	ways.	We	have	elaborate	death	rituals
ranging	 from	 burning	 corpses	 and	 sending	 the	 ashes	 down	 sacred	 rivers	 to
preserving	 the	 bodies	 and	 safekeeping	 them	 in	 expensive	 boxes.	 Whereas



religion	and	culture	attempt	 to	explain	death	and	offer	methods	 to	assuage	our
grief,	psychology	has	produced	one	of	the	more	controversial	theories	of	the	last
50	years	in	the	form	of	terror	management	theory.	This	theory	proposes	that	all
of	religion,	culture,	and	even	pop	culture—including	television	and	movies—is
produced	specifically	to	deal	with	the	fear	of	death.
At	 times,	 we	 shrink	 from	 death,	 avoiding	 the	 inevitable	 by	 desperately

grabbing	at	whatever	form	of	distraction	is	available.	At	other	times,	the	human
race	 seems	 to	 embrace	 death	 as	 entertaining.	 We	 put	 ourselves	 into	 fearful
situations	for	recreation.	We	include	death	and	war	in	popular	culture.
In	 Star	 Trek,	 mortality	 is	 a	 common	 theme.	 Across	 the	 various	 television

series	 and	 films,	 wars	 and	 genocide	 occur,	 beloved	 characters	 die,	 and
sometimes	they	even	come	back	to	life.	The	critically	acclaimed	series	Star	Trek:
Deep	 Space	 Nine	 confronted	 death	 and	 war	 directly	 in	 its	 story	 line	 from
beginning	 to	end	as	viewers	watched	 the	confrontation	between	 the	Federation
and	 the	 Dominion,	 a	 collaboration	 of	 enemies	 led	 by	 a	 ruthless,	 murdering,
shape-shifting	 alien	 species.	 Grappling	 with	 death	 is	 perhaps	 the	 most
fundamental	 challenge	 of	 life.	 How	 do	 psychology	 and	 terror	 management
theory	explain	this	existential	irony,	and	how	can	we	link	it	to	Star	Trek?

Terror	Management	Theory

Terror	management	theory	(TMT)3	may	be	the	most	relevant	and	comprehensive
paradigm	 from	 psychology	 to	 explain	 the	 human	 reaction	 to	 mortality.	 The
theory	contains	several	central	premises	that	can	be	summed	up	in	these	ideas:

•	 Living	beings	all	want	to	keep	living.
•	 Humans	 (perhaps	 uniquely)	 are	 existentially	 aware	 of	 our	 own

mortality	 both	 for	 the	 species	 in	 general	 and	 for	 ourselves	 as
individuals.

•	 The	thought	of	our	own	eventual	death	is	terrifying.
•	 We	“manage”	that	terror	by	embracing	a	variety	of	customs,	beliefs,

and	 behaviors	 that	 are	 designed	 to	 accomplish	 the	 goal	 of	 (1)
avoiding	 thinking	about	death	or	(2)	 trying	 to	make	our	short	 lives
meaningful.

The	theory	further	suggests	that	our	personal	focus	on	death	will	come	and	go
depending	 on	 the	 circumstances.	When	 thoughts	 of	 death	 become	 temporarily



unavoidable	 or	more	 central	 to	 our	mental	 focus,	 this	 state	 is	 called	mortality
salience.	Mortality	salience	is	common	in	the	entire	Star	Trek	universe,	but	death
is	a	salient	and	central	theme	in	Deep	Space	Nine.	Research	on	TMT	shows	that
mortality	salience	can	occur	on	a	national	or	even	global	level	after	events	such
as	the	terrorist	attacks	on	the	United	States	on	September	11,	2001;	for	months
and	 even	 years,	 international	 culture	 grew	 highly	 focused	 on	 security	 and	 on
protecting	ourselves	from	possible	harm.4	The	unexpected	and	hateful	nature	of
the	9/11	attacks	made	mortality	even	more	salient	as	we	were	forced	to	confront
the	fact	that	death	is	sometimes	unpredictable	and	sudden.
Mortality	 salience	 can	 also	 occur	 on	 a	 personal,	 individual	 level	 when

someone	 in	 our	 family	 dies,	 when	we	 get	 bad	 news	 from	 the	 doctor,	 or	 even
when	we	walk	past	a	funeral	home.5	On	the	dangerous	and	war-torn	outpost	of
Deep	Space	9,	death	 is	ubiquitous	and	cannot	be	 ignored.	For	example,	during
the	 latter	 seasons,	 which	 focus	 on	 the	 war	 between	 the	 Federation	 and	 the
Dominion,	characters	write	letters	to	be	delivered	to	their	loved	ones	in	the	event
of	their	death.6	How	do	soldiers	and	civilians	psychologically	react	 to	constant
fear	and	threats	of	death?
The	creators	of	their	theory	sum	up	TMT	like	this:	“It	is	essentially	a	theory

about	 the	 effect	 of	 death	 on	 life….	Human	 beings	 attempt	 to	 fulfill	 culturally
sanctioned	 dreams	 forged	 to	 escape	 the	 encompassing	 nightmare,	 not	 just	 of
human	history	but	also	of	human	existence	itself.”7	At	its	foundation,	TMT	says
that	when	we	are	forced	to	think	about	death,	we	search	for	the	meaning	of	life.
What	are	some	of	the	specific	ways	in	which	the	characters	on	Deep	Space	Nine
react	 to	 mortality	 salience?	 Among	Deep	 Space	 Nine’s	 diverse	 examples,	 the
character	Nog	experiences	posttraumatic	stress	disorder	(PTSD),	Jadzia	Dax	and
Worf	fall	in	love,	and	Captain	Sisko’s	wordviews	become	galvanized	as	the	war
progresses.

Posttraumatic	Stress	Disorder:	Nog

There	 are	 relatively	 healthy	ways	 to	 react	 to	mortality	 salience,	 and	 there	 are
unhealthy	 ways.	 One	 path	 toward	 mismanagement	 of	 terror,	 or	 an	 unhealthy
reaction,	is	the	one	leading	to	psychopathology	or	mental	illness.	Schizophrenic
hallucinations	and	delusions	often	focus	on	horrible	fears,	personality	disorders
can	include	paranoia	and	consuming	conspiracy	theories,	and	anxiety	disorders
by	 definition	 come	 from	 deep-seated	 worry	 and	 pessimism	 about	 the	 future.
Viewers	 see	 management	 of	 terror	 fail	 when	 the	 character	 Nog	 experiences
posttraumatic	stress	disorder	(PTSD)	after	he	is	confronted	with	the	war	head-on



and	is	severely	injured.8
As	 the	 name	 implies,	 PTSD	 is	 a	 mental	 illness	 caused	 by	 exposure	 to	 an

extremely	 traumatic	 event,	 such	 as	 long-term	 relationship	 abuse,	 a	 natural
disaster,	or	being	 the	victim	of	a	violent	crime.	One	context	 in	which	PTSD	is
particularly	relevant	is	that	of	soldiers	or	veterans	of	combat,	such	as	the	crew	of
DS9,	 who	 live	 with	 the	 war	 between	 the	 Federation	 and	 the	 Dominion	 for
several	 years.	 They	 directly	 experience	mortality	 salience	 as	 they	 consistently
watch	ships	exploding,	their	friends	being	injured	and	killed,	and	their	own	lives
and	 livelihoods	 being	 threatened.9	 The	war	 has	 a	 direct	 impact	 on	 one	 of	 the
youngest	characters	on	 the	show,	Nog,	who	 is	a	sweetly	eager	Ferengi.	Nog	 is
unique	 in	 that	 his	 ambition	 does	 not	 lie	 in	 the	 traditional	 Ferengi	 context	 of
acquisition	and	profit;	 instead,	he	becomes	 the	 first	person	 from	his	 species	 to
join	 the	 Federation,	 fully	 committed	 to	 its	 ostensible	 goals	 of	 exploration,
goodwill,	and	peace.10	Nog’s	world	is	turned	upside	down	when	he	is	assigned
to	 the	front	 lines	of	 the	war	and	must	 trade	his	naive	platitudes	about	morality
and	righteousness	for	getting	shot	and	losing	his	leg.11	Understandably,	he	does
not	respond	well.
According	to	the	American	Psychiatric	Association,	typical	PTSD	symptoms

focus	 on	 four	 groups	 of	 behaviors:	 (1)	 intrusion,	 (2)	 avoidance,	 (3)	 “negative
alterations	 in	 cognitions	 and	 mood,”	 and	 (4)	 “alterations	 in	 arousal	 and
reactivity.”12	Intrusion	includes	symptoms	that	disrupt	daily	functioning,	such	as
nightmares	 or	 traumatic	memory	 flashbacks.	Avoidance	 occurs	when	 someone
persistently	 avoids	 thinking	 about	 the	 trauma	 or	 actively	 avoids	 anyone	 or
anything	 that	 serves	 as	 a	 reminder.	 The	 third	 cluster,	 negative	 alterations	 in
cognitions	 and	 mood,	 includes	 persistent	 pessimism	 or	 low	 self-esteem,
diminished	 interest	 in	 former	 activities,	 and	 feelings	 of	 alienation	 or	 isolation
from	other	people.	Alterations	in	arousal	and	reactivity	can	refer	to	aggressive	or
self-destructive	behavior,	sleep	disturbances,	hypervigilance,	and	more.
After	Nog’s	 accident	 on	 the	 front	 lines	 of	 battle	 and	 the	 loss	 of	 his	 leg,	 he

experiences	all	these	symptoms.13	He	hides	in	his	room,	refusing	to	spend	time
with	 his	 friends	 or	 family.	When	 friends	 do	 try	 to	 interact	 with	 Nog,	 he	 has
sudden	bursts	of	anger	and	aggression.14	He	experiences	phantom	limb	pain,	has
flashbacks,	 and	 obsessively	 listens	 to	 the	 same	 song	 over	 and	 over.	 Nog’s
emotional	range	has	become	limited	 to	alternating	swings	of	anger	and	apathy,
and	eventually	he	retreats	fully	by	living	full-time	in	a	holosuite	fantasy	world	in
which	nothing	 truly	matters	 because	 nothing	 is	 truly	 real.	When	he	 eventually
gains	some	perspective,	he	condenses	the	experience	of	PTSD	by	explaining	that



he	 was	 able	 to	 handle	 war	 until	 it	 became	 truly	 personal	 for	 him.	 With	 the
damage	to	his	leg	came	the	realization	that	he,	too,	could	die.15
Nog	is	insightful	enough	to	realize	that	it’s	his	fear	of	death	and	anxiety	about

the	 unpredictability	 of	 the	 future	 that	 have	 exacerbated	 his	 PTSD	 symptoms.
Mortality	salience	made	his	experience	traumatic	in	a	manner	that	is	extremely
common	 in	 real-life	 soldiers	 as	 they	 suffer	 the	mental	 aftershocks	 of	 combat.
Nog’s	struggle	displays	one	relatively	unhealthy	response	to	fears	of	death	that
are	predicted	and	explained	by	TMT.

Falling	in	Love:	Worf	and	Dax

PTSD	 is	 one	 example	 of	 mismanagement	 of	 terror;	 on	 the	 other	 end	 of	 the
spectrum	we	can	see	reactions	to	mortality	salience	that	instead	embrace	all	the
best	parts	of	life.	One	of	these	relatively	healthy	and	even	wonderful	reactions	is
to	fall	in	love	or	engage	in	sexual	intimacy.	After	the	9/11	terrorist	attacks,	both
marriage	 rates	 and	 birthrates	 throughout	 the	 United	 States	 significantly
increased.16	TMT	explains	that	increased	desire	for	sexual	or	otherwise	intimate
relationships	 should	 increase	 under	 conditions	 of	 mortality	 salience	 for	 two
general	reasons.	First,	being	in	love	provides	a	happy	distraction	from	thoughts
of	 death	 and	makes	 us	 feel	 that	 we	 have	 at	 least	 made	 life	 as	 worthwhile	 as
possible.	 Second,	 if	 the	 relationship	 leads	 to	 sex	 and	 children,	 we	 can	 die
knowing	that	we	have	left	an	enduring	legacy,	something	that	provides	immense
comfort.
The	central	romantic	story	arc	in	Deep	Space	Nine	is	between	Jadzia	Dax	and

Worf.	At	first,	they	don’t	seem	well	suited	for	each	other,	and	it’s	possible	that	if
they	had	not	been	under	conditions	of	mortality	salience	as	a	result	of	 the	war,
they	would	never	have	fallen	in	love.	Their	initial	attraction	only	appears	when
they	physically	battle	each	other	in	a	holosuite	exercise	program.17	In	short,	their
sexual	 desire	 seems	 directly	 correlated	 with	 bat’leth	 battles.	 Jadzia	 seems	 to
expect	 this	 reaction	 in	 Worf;	 she	 uses	 morality	 salience	 to	 her	 advantage,
combining	a	dangerous	battle	with	sexual	flirtation.18
Although	 a	 holographic	 battle	 simulation	 can	 increase	 sexual	 interest,	 their

relationship	does	not	turn	into	love	until	the	mortality	salience	becomes	real.	As
the	war	progresses,	things	stay	status	quo	until	either	or	both	of	them	might	die;
then	 things	 progress	 quickly	 (for	 example,	 Jadzia	 promises	 to	marry	Worf).19
The	 actual	 wedding	 preparations	 stall	 again	 until	 Jadzia	 is	 wounded,20	 after
which	 Worf’s	 commitment	 increases.	 When	 Jadzia	 tragically	 dies	 only	 two
months	 later,	 her	 last	 words	 to	 Worf	 are	 “Our	 baby	 would	 have	 been	 so



beautiful.”21	 The	 last	 thing	 on	 her	mind,	 on	 her	 deathbed,	 is	 her	 love	 and	 her
missing	legacy—just	as	TMT	predicts.

Validation	of	Worldviews:	Captain	Sisko

Worldviews	 are	 perceptions	 or	 beliefs	 about	 reality	 that	 provide	 structure	 and
meaning	 to	 life.	 Examples	 include	 religion,	 political	 ideology,	 and	 culturally
constructed	goals	 such	as	“the	American	dream.”	Psychologists	have	produced
scores	 of	 studies	 supporting	 TMT’s	 prediction	 that	 these	 worldviews	 will	 be
dramatically	 solidified	 under	 conditions	 of	 mortality	 salience,	 because
worldviews	 provide	 comforting	meaning	 and	 stability	 in	 times	 of	 anxiety	 and
fear.	A	central	 theme	 throughout	DS9	may	be	 that	Captain	Sisko’s	worldviews
become	galvanized	as	the	war	progresses	and	as	mortality	becomes	increasingly
salient.
Sisko’s	 story	 arc	 begins	 by	 showing	 him	 personally	 lost	 and	without	many

strong	beliefs,22	but	as	 the	war	 intensifies,	 so	do	his	worldviews.23	He	 is	 even
aware	 that	 this	 galvanization	 comes	 from	 viewing	 multiple	 casualty	 lists	 of
Federation	officers;	as	he	reads	 the	 list	of	 the	dead,	he	decides	 that	an	alliance
with	the	Romulans	(long	his	enemy)	is	worthwhile	to	maintain	the	larger	goal	of
ending	 the	 bloodshed.24	 Sisko	makes	 decisions	 he	 never	would	 have	made	 in
times	of	peace.25
Sisko	acknowledges	that	 in	the	face	of	death	he	ignores	doubt	and	embraces

his	worldview	without	 regret.	He	 lies,	 trades	 in	biological	weapons,	deals	with
criminals,	and	bribes	officials.26	Although	Sisko	would	probably	never	condone
such	actions	under	normal	circumstances,	under	mortality	salience	they	become
justified.	They	further	the	cause	and	validate	the	worldview—the	ends	suddenly
justify	 the	means.	 Terror	 has	 been	managed	 by	 blind	 belief	 in	 something	 that
makes	death	seem	worthwhile,	and	the	Federation	wins	the	war.

Experimental	Manipulations	of	Terror

Dozens,	if	not	hundreds,	of	studies	have	been	done	to	test	the	predictions	made	by	terror
management	 theory.	 Although	 some	 of	 these	 studies	 occur	 in	 natural	 settings,	 such	 as
waiting	 for	 people	 to	 walk	 past	 a	 funeral	 home,	 most	 studies	 are	 conducted	 in	 labs	 on
university	campuses.
How	do	research	psychologists	experimentally	manipulate	mortality	salience?	One	of	the

most	 common	methods	 is	 to	 split	 all	 participants	 randomly	 into	 two	groups.27	 Then	 each
group	 is	 asked	 to	write	 answers	 to	 essay	 questions.	 The	 “mortality	 salience”	 participants
first	write	about	the	emotions	that	arise	when	they	think	about	their	own	deaths,	then	write
about	what	will	happen	to	their	bodies	once	they	are	physically	dead.	As	a	comparison	or



control	 group,	 the	 other	 half	 of	 the	 participants	 instead	 write	 about	 the	 emotions	 and
physical	 experiences	 they	 would	 have	 under	 extreme	 dental	 pain.	 In	 other	 words,	 both
groups	are	thinking	about	something	extremely	unpleasant,	but	the	difference	is	that	one	is
thinking	 specifically	 about	 death.	 Only	 this	 group—the	 mortality	 salience	 group—should
therefore	 show	 the	 signs	 described	 by	 terror	 management	 theory.	 These	 results	 do	 not
come	just	from	thinking	about	a	negative	experience	or	even	intense	pain;	they	come	only
when	thinking	about	our	own	demise.

Death	Comes	for	Us	All

According	 to	 the	 psychologists	who	proposed	TMT,	 “All	 the	 evils	 that	 people
perpetuate	 can	 be	 viewed	 as	 products	 of	 terror	 management	 errors	 stemming
from	 fear	 and	 weakness.	 This	 is	 not	 to	 say	 that	 we	 should	 not	 hold	 people
responsible	for	these	errors;	we	should,	because	if	we	do	not,	we	will	most	likely
all	 end	 up	 victimized	 by	 them.”28	 Are	 the	 moral	 compromises	 Sisko	 makes
worth	 it	because	 they	stop	 the	Dominion	 from	killing	everyone	on	“our	side”?
Or	is	the	hero	of	the	story	falling	victim	to	what	we	all	tell	ourselves—that	our
hard	choices	are	worth	it	because	they	support	our	nation,	our	culture,	our	god?
Perhaps	the	most	intriguing	question	that	arises	from	terror	management	theory
is	this:	How	will	I	react	when	death	comes	for	me?
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Log	File	III

Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine	and	the	Need	for
Power

Travis	Langley

Of	 the	 twenty	 psychological	 needs	 that	 Henry	 Murray	 identified,1	 Harvard
psychologist	David	McClelland	considered	three	 to	exert	 the	greatest	 influence
on	 people’s	 actions	 and	 personality	 growth:	 the	 needs	 for	 power	 (nPow),
affiliation	(nAffil),	and	achievement	(nAch).2	Two	of	those	three	(high	nPow	and
low	nAffil)	may	play	a	greater	role	in	determining	leadership	styles3—especially
the	 need	 for	 power.4	Star	 Trek:	 Deep	 Space	 Nine,	 from	 beginning	 to	 end,	 is
about	 power	 struggles	 on	 many	 levels.	 Characters	 overtly	 and	 covertly	 seek
social	 influence	 (power	over	others)	and	control	over	 their	own	 lives	 (freedom
from	others).5
Unlike	previous	series,	in	which	lead	characters	were	all	Starfleet	officers	who

work	 together	 and	 cooperate,	 the	majority	 of	 integral	 characters	 aboard	 space
station	Deep	Space	9	are	not	in	Starfleet	and	frequently	find	themselves	at	odds
with	 one	 another.	 According	 to	 co-creator	 Rick	 Berman,	 “the	 ones	 that	 are
Starfleet	 officers	 aren’t	 crazy	 about	 where	 they	 are,	 so	 we	 have	 a	 lot	 of
frustration	and	conflict.”6	 Some	 individuals	who	 feel	 a	 lack	of	 control	 in	 their
own	lives	overcompensate	and	go	too	far	in	trying	to	take	control	not	only	over
their	own	lives	but	also	over	the	lives	of	other	people.
Neo-Freudian	 psychologist	 Karen	 Horney	 saw	 the	 needs	 to	 exploit	 and	 to

wield	 power	 over	 others	 as	 neurotic,	 irrational	 solutions	 to	 life’s	 difficulties.7
While	most	 people	want	 to	 feel	 strong,	 Horney	 believed	 that	 certain	 kinds	 of
neurotic	 individuals	 would	 desperately,	 aggressively	 try	 to	 gain	 control	 over
others	and	get	the	better	of	them	in	order	to	make	themselves	feel	stronger	and
more	capable	in	life.



When	Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine	begins,	occupants	of	the	planet	Bajor	have
only	recently	been	released	from	enslavement	by	Cardassians	and	are	working	to
maintain	 control	 over	 their	 own	 lives.	 The	 discovery	 of	 a	 stable	 wormhole
nearby,	a	passage	to	another	quadrant	of	the	galaxy,	turns	Bajor	into	a	location	of
strategic	 importance—which	 leads	 Cardassians,	 Klingons,	 Romulans,
Changelings,	the	Federation,	and	many	others	into	conflict	and	even	wars	during
the	 course	 of	 the	 series.	 Some	 fight	 to	 control	 the	 wormhole,	 some	 fight	 to
control	everyone	else,	and	some	fight	simply	to	control	their	own	lives.
Not	 all	 pursuit	 of	 power	 is	 unhealthy,	 not	 even	 power	 over	 others.	 Parents,

employers,	 government	 officials,	 pet	 owners,	 and	 many	 others	 must	 exert
authority	 over	 others	 in	 the	 natural	 course	 of	 fulfilling	 their	 duties.	 Authority
figures	bear	responsibility	to	those	under	their	control.	Not	everyone	in	authority
accepts	such	responsibility,	though.	Some	use	the	responsibility	as	an	excuse	to
abuse	power.	Gul	Dukat,	the	principal	antagonist	in	Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine,
often	speaks	of	Bajorans	as	if	they	were	children	who	needed	their	enslavement
under	grown-up	Cardassians.
DS9’s	Commander	(later	Captain)	Benjamin	Sisko	seems	more	Machiavellian

(pragmatically	manipulative)	 than	 other	 series’	 captains,8	 but	 then	 again,	 he	 is
dealing	 with	 different	 circumstances.	 We	 can	 easily	 make	 the	 mistake	 of
attributing	someone’s	actions	to	ingrained	traits	while	underestimating	the	power
of	 the	 situation	 to	 shape	 behavior—the	 fundamental	 attribution	 error.9
Nevertheless,	 he	 is	 the	 one	 series	 captain	 who	 openly	 wants	 to	 become	 an
admiral,	 indicating	 that	 he	 does	 hold	 aspirations	 for	 power	 and	 status	 beyond
what	is	necessary	to	cope	with	conflicts	from	DS9.	Motives	for	pursuing	power
can	range	from	benevolent	to	malignant,	from	other-serving	to	self-serving.10

	

Star	 Trek:	 Deep	 Space	 Nine	 (1993–1999,	 7	 seasons,	 176	 episodes).	 Created	 by	 R.
Berman,	M.	Piller.	Paramount	Domestic	Television.	Aired	in	first-run	syndication.

The	series	Deep	Space	Nine	ends	with	Gul	Dukat	gaining	godlike	powers	and
Sisko	making	 the	greatest	sacrifice	of	any	series	captain,	plunging	himself	and
Dukat	into	a	fiery	chasm	in	order	to	protect	everyone	from	the	Gul’s	power.	The
villain	dies.	The	hero’s	old	life	ends	as	Sisko	becomes	a	different	kind	of	being
with	new	powers	of	his	own,	able	to	appear	to	his	wife	in	an	angelic	vision,	now



existing	 outside	 linear	 time	 and	 promising	 one	 day	 to	 return	 from	 the	 other
side.11

References
Fodor,	 E.	M.,	&	Farrow,	D.	L.	 (1979).	 The	 power	motive	 as	 an	 influence	 on	 use	 of	 power.	 Journal	 of
Personality	&	Social	Psychology,	37(11),	2091–2097.

Gross,	E.,	&	Altman,	M.	A.	(1995).	Captains’	logs:	The	unauthorized	complete	Trek	voyages.	New	York,
NY:	Little,	Brown.

Horney,	K.	(1937).	The	neurotic	personality	of	our	time.	New	York,	NY:	Norton.
Horney,	K.	(1945).	Our	inner	conflicts.	New	York,	NY:	Norton.
Howard,	E.	S.,	Gardner,	W.	L.,	&	Thompson,	L.	(2007).	The	role	of	self-concept	and	the	social	context	in

determining	 the	 behavior	 of	 power	 holders:	 Self-construal	 in	 intergroup	 versus	 dyadic	 dispute
resolution	negotiations.	Journal	of	Personality	&	Social	Psychology,	93(4),	614–631.

Jacobs,	R.	L.,	&	McClelland,	D.	C.	(1994).	Moving	up	the	corporate	ladder:	A	longitudinal	study	of	the
leadership	motive	pattern	and	managerial	success	in	women	and	men.	Consulting	Psychology	Journal:
Practice	&	Research,	46(1),	32–41.

Lammers,	 J.,	 Stoker,	 J.	 I.,	&	Stapel,	D.	A.	 (2009).	Differentiating	 social	 and	 personal	 power:	Opposite
effects	on	stereotyping,	but	parallel	effects	on	behavioral	approach	tendencies.	Psychological	Science,
20(12),	1543–1549.

McClelland,	D.	C.	(1961).	The	achieving	society.	Princeton,	NJ:	Van	Nostrand.
McClelland,	D.	C.	(1975).	Power:	The	inner	experience.	New	York,	NY:	Irvington-Wiley.
McClelland,	D.	C.,	&	Boyatzis	(1982).	Leadership	motive	pattern	and	long-term	success	in	management.
Journal	of	Applied	Psychology,	67(6),	737–743.

McClelland,	D.	C.,	&	Burnham,	D.	(1976).	Power	as	 the	great	motivator.	Harvard	Business	Review,	25,
159–166.

Murray,	H.	A.	(1938).	Explorations	in	personality:	A	clinical	and	experimental	study	of	fifty	men	of	college
age.	New	York,	NY:	Oxford	University	Press.

Ross,	L.	D.	(1977).	The	intuitive	psychologist	and	his	shortcomings:	Distortions	in	the	attribution	process.
In	L.	Berkowitz	(Ed.),	Advances	in	experimental	social	psychology,	vol.	10	(pp.	173–220).	New	York,
NY:	Academic	Press.

Suessenbach,	 F.,	 &	 Moore,	 A.	 B.	 (2015).	 Individual	 differences	 in	 the	 explicit	 power	 motive	 predict
‘utilitarian’	 choices	 in	moral	 dilemmas,	 especially	when	 this	 choice	 is	 self-beneficial.	Personality	&
Individual	Differences,	86(2),	297–302.

Notes
1.	 Murray	(1938).



2.	 McClelland	(1961).
3.	 Jacobs	&	McClelland	(1994);	McClelland	&	Boyatzis	(1982).
4.	 McClelland	(1975);	McClelland	&	Burnham	(1976).
5.	 Lammers	et	al.	(2009).
6.	 Gross	&	Altman	(1995),	p.	328.
7.	 Horney	(1937,	1945).
8.	 e.g.,	Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine	episodes	5–13,	“For	the	Uniform”	(February	3,	1997);	6–19	“In	the

Pale	Moonlight”	(April	15,	1998).
9.	 Ross	(1977).
10.	 Fodor	&	Farrow	(1979);	Howard	et	al.	(2007);	Suessenbach	&	Moore	(2015).
11.	 Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine	episode	7–26,	“What	You	Leave	Behind”	part	2	(June	2,	1999).



We	unite	 in	 family,	 friendship,	 and	 federation.
Whether	 we	 do	 so	 out	 of	 fear,	 familiarity,	 or
fellowship,	we	hope	it	will	be	for	the	benefit	of
us	all.	Our	 leaders—whether	they	are	parents,
captains,	 or	 heads	 of	 state—do	 not	 solely
determine	 each	 union’s	 success,	 but	 they	 do
much	to	set	the	course.



While	 one	 leads	 by	 inspiring	 loyalty,	 another	 prefers	 to
instill	 fear.	 A	 leader	 can	 share	 authority,	 responsibility,
and	power	or	cling	greedily	to	them	all.	Different	kinds	of
leaders	 have	 their	 own	 advantages,	 with	 no	 one	 kind
clearly	looking	best	for	every	situation.	Who	should	lead
may	depend	on	where,	when,	and	why	a	group	needs	a
leader.
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The	Captain’s	Seat:	Leadership	in
Starfleet

Billy	San	Juan	and	Travis	Langley

“You’re	the	captain	of	this	ship.	You	haven’t	the	right	to	be	vulnerable	in	the	eyes
of	the	crew.	You	can’t	afford	the	luxury	of	being	anything	less	than	perfect.	If	you
do,	they	lose	faith,	and	you	lose	command.”
—Spock1

“The	success	of	our	leadership	is	dependent	upon	respect	for	our	mission….”
—U.S.	President	John	F.	Kennedy2

What	 is	 a	 leader?	 A	 person	 can	 inherit	 power	 or	 be	 assigned	 a	 position	 of
authority	 without	 possessing	 any	 ability	 to	 lead.	 A	 leader	 gets	 individuals	 to
conform	 to	 group	 goals	 and	 coordinates	 them	 in	 the	 pursuit	 of	 those	 goals,
pulling	a	team	together	and	guiding	it	to	victory.3	Leadership	requires	a	range	of
skills	but	not	the	same	skills	for	every	leader,	group,	or	situation.



Masses	of	individuals	acting	independently	with	no	guidance,	no	coordination
of	efforts,	and	no	individual	responsibility	to	each	other	cannot	build	a	starship
and	fly	it	to	the	stars,	much	less	pull	together	and	build	the	kind	of	civilization
that	can	attempt	that	feat	in	the	first	place.4	Leaders	must	emerge.	Someone	must
hold	 authority.	 Leaders	 can	 emerge	 in	 any	 situation	 involving	 more	 than	 one
person,5	and	leadership	is	by	no	means	proprietary	to	a	specific	species.6	Every
ship	 requires	 a	 captain,	 and	 every	 Star	 Trek	 series	 cast	 list	 from	 Star	 Trek
through	Star	Trek:	Enterprise	opens	with	whoever	plays	the	commanding	officer
because	that	is	who,	more	than	any	other	character,	shapes	the	direction	that	each
mission	 will	 take	 and	 in	many	 cases	 chooses	 which	 adventures	 the	 crew	will
have.
Who	should	sit	in	the	captain’s	chair?

Who	Shall	Lead?

Why	do	 leaders	matter?	What	exactly	do	 they	do,	and	what	do	 their	 followers
need	from	them?	The	person	in	charge	needs	to	serve	a	number	of	functions:7

•	 A	 leader	must	 provide	 strategic	 direction	 and	 vision	 for	 followers
and	sometimes	to	entire	organizations.8

•	 A	leader	must	provide	followers	with	motivation	and	coaching.9
•	 A	leader	enforces	and	interprets	organizational	policies.10
•	 A	leader	obtains	resources	for	the	group.11

Not	every	leader	will	serve	each	need	to	the	fullest,	but	not	every	leader	needs
to	be	best	at	accomplishing	them	all.	A	strong	first	officer,	chief	engineer,	head
of	security,	or	ship’s	physician	can	help	supplement	and	fill	in	for	areas	in	which
the	 captain	 is	 not	 as	 strong.	When	 the	 captain’s	 stern	words	 fail	 to	motivate	 a
crew	member	 in	 the	 way	 that	 is	 needed,	 the	 ship’s	 counselor	 may	 be	 able	 to
provide	what	that	person	requires.

Leader	Types

Kurt	 Lewin,	 known	 as	 the	 founder	 of	 social	 psychology,12	 studied	 leadership
styles	 in	an	early	examination	of	how	leaders	differ	 in	effectiveness.	At	a	 time
when	Hitler’s	approach	 looked	successful	 in	pulling	Germany	out	of	 the	Great
Depression,	when	people	 such	 as	Lewin’s	 family	 had	 to	 flee	 from	persecution
under	the	Third	Reich,	Lewin	wanted	to	know	how	a	totalitarian	approach	might



compare	 with	 a	 democratic	 approach	 overall.	 In	 his	 original	 experiment	 on
leadership	styles,	Lewin	divided	a	group	of	boys	into	three	groups	whose	leaders
differed	in	how	strictly	they	controlled	their	respective	groups.13	An	autocratic
leader,	who	 followed	 an	authoritarian	 approach	 by	 exerting	 rigid	 control	 over
the	group	and	making	decisions	without	consulting	others,	got	the	most	work	out
of	 the	 group	 but	 only	 when	 that	 dictatorial	 leader	 was	 present.	 When	 the
autocratic	leader	was	not	present,	group	organization	fell	apart	and	the	members
barely	 worked.	 A	 democratic	 leader,	 whose	 approach	 was	 to	 seek	 input	 and
involve	group	members	in	decision-making,	got	the	best	work	overall,	with	work
continuing	even	when	the	leader	left	the	room.	A	laissez-faire	leader	wielded	no
control,	made	no	decisions,	and	left	group	members	to	form	their	own	goals	and
solve	 problems.	 The	 essentially	 unled	 group	members	 produced	 the	 least	 and
poorest	work,	strayed	from	task,	and	were	more	likely	to	fall	into	aggression	and
chaos.
No	 laissez-faire	 leader	 will	 captain	 a	 starship,	 at	 least	 not	 for	 long.

Commanding	 officers	 range	 in	 the	 degree	 to	which	 they	 lead	 autocratically	 or
democratically.	Although	each	makes	it	clear	 that	he	or	she	is	 the	one	with	the
power	and	responsibility	to	make	the	final	decisions,	those	who	lead	the	crew	in
each	 series	 solicit	 input	 from	 others,	 involve	 them	 in	 the	 decision-making
process,	 and	 make	 them	 feel	 like	 partners	 in	 the	 process	 overall.	 Not	 every
commanding	 officer	 behaves	 this	 way,	 however,	 and	 not	 everyone	 wants	 a
democratic	 leader.	 People	 with	 unstable	 personalities	 or	 low	 self-esteem	 are
more	likely	to	prefer	an	autocratic	leader	who	will	help	them	feel	that	someone
in	charge	will	keep	things	under	control.14	Star	Trek	repeatedly	depicts	reasons
to	 distrust	 dictators.	 Kirk	 is	 especially	 likely	 to	 encourage	 the	 locals	 to
overthrow	tyrants.15
Autocratic	 and	democratic	 leaders	 each	have	 advantages,	with	neither	 being

more	productive	than	the	other	on	average.16	Each	does	better	sometimes.	Some
problems	 require	 immediate,	 one-sided	 decisions,	 for	 example,	 without	 the
leader	 first	 taking	 time	 to	hold	a	 conversation.	When	Kirk	 refers	 to	 the	villain
Khan	 as	 “the	 best	 of	 tyrants,”	 acknowledging	 Khan’s	 success	 in	 achieving
stability	 under	 his	 totalitarian	 rule,	 the	 captain	must	 clarify	 to	Spock	 that	 they
can	 recognize	 the	man’s	 achievements	 and	 even	 admire	qualities	 in	him	while
still	opposing	his	goals	and	methods.17

Fiedler’s	Contingency	Theory

Fiedler’s	contingency	theory	proposes	two	main	kinds	of	leadership	whose	value



and	success	will	be	contingent	on	situational	 factors.18	Task-motivated	 leaders,
those	 focused	 on	 performance,	 are	 best	 suited	 to	 chaotic	 events	 and	 extreme
situations,	 which	 Star	 Trek	 depicts	 on	 a	 regular	 basis.	 In	 moderate	 situations
requiring	creativity,	however,	a	task-motivated	leader	may	undermine	creativity
by	 focusing	 on	 the	 task	 at	 hand.	 Relationship-motivated	 leaders,	 those
characterized	 by	 their	 concern	 for	 followers,	 excel	 more	 often	 in	 stable
circumstances	 that	 are	 free	 from	 chaos	 and	 turmoil.	 During	 times	 of	 crisis,
however,	 they	may	 be	 overwhelmed	 by	 their	 followers’	 needs.	Khan	Noonien
Singh’s	relationship-based	leadership	over	Starfleet	historian	Marla	McGivers	is
stable	 until	 Khan’s	 attempted	 takeover	 of	 the	 Enterprise	 conflicts	 with	 her
values,	leading	to	a	reduction	of	devotion	in	their	leader-follower	dynamic.20

Neutralizers	and	Substitutes

Leadership	 may	 be	 contingent	 on	 situational	 factors	 known	 as	 neutralizers	 and
substitutes.19
Neutralizers	 of	 leadership	 detrimentally	 affect	 leadership	 behaviors,	 reducing	 their

effectiveness.	These	are	obstacles	 that	may	decrease	 the	effectiveness	or	 influence	of	 a
leader	on	his	or	her	followers.	Examples	include	spatial	distance,	which	can	make	a	leader
lack	 ability	 to	 provide	 rewards.	 The	 United	 Federation	 of	 Planets	 cannot	 provide	 direct
leadership	 aside	 from	 communications	 that	 may	 take	 a	 long	 time	 to	 reach	 Starfleet	 and
therefore	must	rely	on	its	high-ranking	officers	as	its	proxy.
Substitutes	 for	 leadership	decrease,	 if	not	eliminate,	 the	need	 for	a	 leader	by	 replacing

that	 need.	 For	 example,	menial	 tasks	 or	 self-managed	 teams	 do	 not	 necessarily	 need	 a
high-ranking,	 charismatic	 leader.	Officers	on	 the	bridge	of	 the	Enterprise	may	 require	 the
captain’s	direct	attention,	whereas	crew	members	performing	routine	maintenance	do	not.

Path-Goal	Leadership	Theory

Path-goal	leadership	theory	posits	that	a	leader’s	role	is	to	align	the	goals	of	the
followers	with	the	goals	of	the	organization.	Upon	alignment	of	goals,	the	leader
must	assist	in	the	achievement	of	the	goals	by	enabling	the	followers	to	realize
their	 ability	 to	meet	 them.	 In	 this	 theory,	 there	 are	 four	 categories	 of	 behavior
that	leaders	exhibit	to	motivate	their	followers21:

•	 Participative	 leadership	 behaviors	 involve	 decision-making.	 The
leader	fosters	the	correspondence	between	follower	and	organizational
goal	 by	 involving	 the	 followers	 in	 the	 decision-making	 process.
Likewise,	the	leader	solicits	feedback	from	the	followers.	When	he	is



concerned	about	how	his	romantic	relationship	with	a	lieutenant	might
compromise	 his	 objectivity,	 for	 example,	 Picard	 consults	 with
Counselor	Troi	and	asks	for	her	feedback.22

•	 Directive	path-goal	clarifying	leadership	behaviors	motivate	followers
to	achieve	their	goals	by	reducing	ambiguity	in	a	follower’s	role.	Tasks
are	structured,	feedback	is	given,	and	rewards	are	iterated	on	the	basis
of	 performance.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 Jonathan	 Archer’s	 first	 mission	 as
captain	of	his	Enterprise,	he	debriefs	Commander	Tucker	and	T’Pol	by
relaying	 an	 admiral’s	 orders,	 commending	 their	 work,	 and	 offering
T’Pol	a	position	on	the	Enterprise.23

•	 Supportive	 leadership	 behaviors	 include	 demonstrations	 of	 attention
toward	 the	needs	and	best	 interests	of	 the	 followers.	These	behaviors
also	allow	for	the	removal	of	obstacles	that	prevent	the	followers	from
achieving	 the	 goal.	 For	 example,	 when	 Kes	 asks	 that	 Voyager’s
holographic	doctor	be	treated	with	greater	respect,	Janeway	grants	him
partial	control	over	his	own	computer	program	and	activation.24

•	 Achievement-oriented	 leadership	 behavior	 creates	 performance	 goals
consistent	with	high	standards.	The	leader	not	only	creates	these	goals
but	 also	 expresses	 confidence	 in	 the	 followers’	 ability	 to	 meet	 the
goals.	Captain	Archer	provides	 this	kind	of	motivation	 to	his	crew	in
the	 aftermath	 of	 a	 battle	 in	which	 they	 sustained	 heavy	 damage	 and
losses.	 “We’re	 going	 to	 succeed,”	 he	 tells	 them,	 “to	 accomplish	 our
mission	for	everyone	on	Earth	who’s	relying	on	us….”25

Charismatic	and	Transformational	Leadership

In	 charismatic	 and	 transformational	 leadership,	 certain	 behaviors	 and	 traits
exhibited	by	a	leader	can	both	influence	and	inspire	his	or	her	followers.26	These
leaders	accomplish	certain	tasks	and	exhibit	certain	traits.

•	 These	leaders	provide	a	vision,	or	a	generalized	ideal	state	representing
the	 shared	 values	 and	 morals	 of	 the	 organization.	 Once	 it	 becomes
clear	 that	members	of	Starfleet	and	the	Maquis,	recently	at	odds	with
one	 another,	 must	 work	 together	 to	 survive	 and	 get	 home,	 Captain
Janeway	 shares	 a	 vision	 with	 them	 all	 and	 tells	 them	 that	 they	 will
unite	as	a	single	crew.27

•	 These	 leaders	 not	 only	 provide	 a	 vision	 but	 also	 implement	 it.	 The
leader	must	articulate	the	vision	well	and	motivate	others	to	follow	it.



In	many	 episodes,	 Star	 Trek	 captains	 inspire	 others	 with	 impromptu
speeches	about	following	the	principles	of	the	Federation,	Starfleet,	or,
in	one	case,	the	U.S.	Constitution.28

•	 Leaders	 implement	 the	 vision	 by	 demonstrating	 a	 charismatic
communication	 style.	 The	 person	 who	 shows	 charisma	 displays	 a
captivating	tone,	confidence,	and	a	variety	of	related	traits	that	allows	a
leader	 to	 create	 a	 superior	 impact	 on	 his	 or	 her	 followers.	 Khan’s
charisma	 is	 undeniable.	 His	 dramatic	 flair	 and	 self-assurance	 attract
people	to	him,	captivate	his	followers,	make	him	a	major	player	in	the
Eugenics	Wars,	and	turn	him	into	the	most	formidable	of	Kirk’s	foes.29

A	Leadership	Quality

Leaders	 follow	 a	 variety	 of	 styles,	 not	 only	 those	we’ve	 addressed	 here.	 Two
leaders	can	differ	greatly	while	achieving	similar	 levels	of	success	 that	depend
on	the	task,	setting,	skills,	and	people	involved.	They	can	fail	for	the	same	kinds
of	reasons.	Success	appears	to	be	contingent	on	the	group’s	needs,	and	the	most
successful	 leaders	 vary	 their	 approaches	 with	 different	 circumstances.
Democratic	 dialogue	may	work	well	 in	 the	 ready	 room	 but	 not	 as	well	 when
people	 are	 under	 attack	 and	 immediate	 decisions	 must	 be	 made.	 Even	 then,
though,	 the	 captains	 in	 Star	 Trek	 work	 with	 people	 they	 trust	 and	 sometimes
defer	to	them	without	discussion.
Great	 leaders	have	 focus	 (vision,	principles,	priorities)	 and	 legitimacy	based

on	trust	and	personal	credibility.30	These	qualities	are	both	intrapersonal	(within
that	individual)	and	 interpersonal	 (between	that	 individual	and	others).	A	great
captain	needs	a	great	crew,	whether	the	crew	starts	out	great	or	the	captain	brings
out	 the	 best	 in	 it.	 Starships	 and	 space	 stations	 such	 as	 Deep	 Space	 9	 are
captained	 by	 a	 select,	 elite	 few	 whose	 knowledge,	 talents,	 charisma,	 and
leadership	ability	blend	 together	 into	 the	 right	combination	 for	 their	 situations,
and	 Star	 Trek’s	 leading	 characters	 emerge	 to	 become	 the	 best	 of	 Starfleet’s
commanding	 officers.	 Why	 else	 would	 they	 keep	 becoming	 admirals31	 or,	 in
Sisko’s	case,32	something	godlike?
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29.	 Star	Trek	episode	1–22,	“Space	Seed”	(February	16,	1967);	Star	Trek	II:	The	Wrath	of	Khan	(1982

motion	picture);	and	maybe	Star	Trek	into	Darkness	(2013).
30.	 Bednarz	(2011).
31.	 Kirk,	admiral	in	Star	Trek:	The	Motion	Picture	(1979	motion	picture);	Janeway,	vice	admiral	in	Star

Trek:	Nemesis	(2002	motion	picture);	Archer,	revealed	in	Star	Trek:	Enterprise	episode	4–19,	“In	a
Mirror,	Darkly,”	part	II	(April	29,	2005)	to	have	retired	as	admiral.	Picard	turned	down	admiralty	in
Star	Trek:	The	Next	Generation	episode	1–19,	“Coming	of	Age”	(March	14,	1988).

32.	 Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine	episode	7–26,	“What	You	Leave	Behind,”	part	II	(June	2,	1999).



How	 do	 groups	 come	 together	 and	 what	 keeps	 them
going?	When	 different	 groups	 encounter	 each	 other,	 is
conflict	between	them	inevitable?	Is	conflict	within	each
group	inevitable	as	well?
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Four	Quadrants,	Many	Life	Forms:
Group	Dynamics	Inside	and	Outside

the	Federation

W.	Blake	Erickson	and	John	C.	Blanchar

“Once	formed,	categories	are	the	basis	for	normal	prejudgment.	We	cannot	possibly
avoid	this	process.”

—personality	psychologist	Gordon	Allport1

“We	have	reason	to	mistrust	one	another	but	even	better	reason	to	set	those
differences	aside.	Of	course,	the	question	is	who	will	take	the	initiative?”
—Captain	Jean-Luc	Picard	to	Romulan	Commander	Tolumak2

Humans	 have	 inherited	 a	 social	 structure	 that	 offers	 an	 array	 of	 intergroup
behaviors.	 These	 include	 aggressive	 tendencies	 resulting	 from	 competition	 but
also	 prosocial	 behaviors,	 such	 as	 charity,	 that	 might	 eliminate	 the	 need	 for
competition.3	 Each	 facilitates	 survival	 in	 different	 ways,	 but	 the	 progress	 of
human	history	has	steadily	moved	toward	more	peaceful	coexistence,	based	on



shared	 values.4	 After	 making	 first	 contact	 with	 Vulcans,5	 Earth’s	 inhabitants
move	 further	 in	 this	 direction	 after	 finding	 that	 they	 are	 part	 of	 an	 even	more
complex	mosaic	of	sentient	life	forms	in	the	Milky	Way.
However,	 this	 new	paradigm	brings	unique	 challenges,	 unfolding	 from	 their

group	 alliances	 and	 dynamics	 in	 the	 larger	 galactic	 community.	 How	 these
problems	emerge	 is	closely	 tied	 to	how	groups	 form	 in	 the	 first	place,	 and	 the
ways	the	great	powers	of	the	four	quadrants	resolve	conflicts	is	not	so	different
from	the	ways	we	resolve	our	own	real-life	intergroup	struggles.

How	and	Why	Do	Groups	Form?

Humans	 naturally	 divide	 ourselves	 into	 groups	 of	 similar	 individuals.	 These
groups	 range	 from	 biological	 relatives	 to	 professional	 colleagues	 to
multinational	coalitions.	Star	Trek	takes	the	next	logical	step:	uniting	worlds	and
exotic	far-flung	races	in	such	coalitions	as	the	United	Federation	of	Planets,	the
Dominion,	 and	 even	 the	Borg	Collective.	But	why	do	groups	 form	 in	 the	 first
place?

Adaptive	Advantages

People	 form	groups	because	groups	help	 individuals	 survive.	To	 this	end,	 they
engage	in	“constant	commerce”6	with	the	environment	to	satisfy	basic	physical
needs	 and	 to	 ensure	 safety.	 This	 environment,	 of	 course,	 includes	 other
intelligent	 beings.	 Providing	 for	 oneself	 is	 cumbersome	 when	 there	 is
competition	over	 resources,	 such	 as	 food	 and	mates,	 but	 a	 group	 can	 establish
norms	 where	 resources	 are	 shared	 among	 members.	 At	 the	 root	 of	 this	 is
reciprocal	 altruism,	 which	 is	 a	 way	 of	 saying	 that	 people	 help	 others	 while
expecting	 help	 in	 return	 in	 the	 future.7	 Moreover,	 as	 a	 group	 grows	 more
complex,	members	 take	on	specialized	roles	 that	 influence	how	others	 interact
with	 them	 and	what	 they	 can	 contribute	 to	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 group.8	 To	 us,	 this
means	 that	 college	 professors	 are	 met	 with	 different	 expectations	 than	 car
mechanics,	and	so	on.
Onboard	 the	 original	 series’	 Enterprise,	 organization	 is	 not	 so	 different:

Leonard	McCoy	provides	medical	treatment,	Montgomery	Scott	ensures	that	the
ship	runs	smoothly,	and	Uhura’s	xenolinguistic	expertise	makes	her	an	excellent
communications	 officer.9	 McCoy,	 in	 particular,	 relishes	 reminding	 others	 that
he’s	 a	 doctor,	 not	 a	 bricklayer,10	 mechanic,11	 coal	 miner,12	 or	 many	 other
professions	that	do	not	match	his	role.



Similar	Values

Groups	do	not	merely	 form	out	of	 the	need	 to	share	or	 reinforce	categories.	A
driving	force	behind	group	formation	is	a	general	attraction	to	life	forms	whose
values	 are	 similar	 to	 our	 own.13	 In	 fact,	 very	 different	 individuals	 may	 unite
under	 a	 common	 thread	 of	 values	 that	 holds	 the	 larger	 group	 together.	 Shared
values	 are	 at	 the	 core	 of	 the	 founding	 of	 the	 United	 Federation	 of	 Planets,14
whose	charter	states	that	member	worlds	all	believe	in	the	“…	dignity	and	worth
of	all	life	forms,	in	the	equal	rights	of	members	of	planetary	systems	large	and
small	…	 and	 to	 promote	 social	 progress	 and	 better	 standards	 of	 living	 on	 all
worlds.”15
Not	all	groups	come	together	willingly,	however.	Sometimes,	one	group	unites

less	powerful	groups	by	force	under	its	banner	and	preserves	its	place	at	the	top
through	 social	 dominance.16	 Other	 powers	 in	 the	 Alpha	 and	 Beta	 Quadrants,
such	as	the	Klingon	and	Romulan	Empires,	colonize	and	conquer	by	brute	force,
at	the	peril	of	native	races,	with	social	dominance	as	their	motivation.17

A	Need	for	Hierarchy

Once	groups	form,	they	often	also	establish	a	hierarchy	within	the	group,	which
stratifies	 the	 group	 based	 on	 who	 holds	 power.18	 Although	 Klingons	 and
Romulans	display	the	dark	side	of	this	group	structure,	hierarchies	do	aid	group
survival	 because	 concentrated	 leadership	 can	 produce	 quick	 decisions	 when
survival	 is	 at	 stake.19	 A	 group	 without	 a	 clear	 hierarchy	 is	 less	 stable	 and
operates	less	efficiently,	potentially	continuing	to	debate	solutions	up	to	the	point
of	annihilation.20
Ships	 in	 the	 Federation	 and	 elsewhere	 show	 the	 success	 of	 hierarchical

structure,	 as	 all	 crew	 members	 ultimately	 answer	 to	 the	 commanding	 officer.
Consider	when	Picard	takes	control	of	the	hostage	situation	with	the	malevolent
entity	 Armus	 on	 Vagra	 II,	 which	 the	 away	 team	 has	 failed	 to	 resolve	 as	 a
group.21	Once	 he	 arrives	 and	 gives	 his	 crew	orders,	 Picard	 saves	 the	 captured
crew	members	by	outsmarting	Armus.	The	Borg	Collective	also	runs	smoothly
but	by	adhering	 to	 its	 extreme	hierarchy:	Drones	do	 the	grunt	work,	 exploring
space	 and	 assimilating	 new	 races,	 and	 Queens	 serve	 as	 data	 hubs	 of	 the
consciousness	coordinating	all	Borg.22

What	Keeps	Groups	Together?

Living	in	groups	is	essential	for	survival	for	many	species	on	Earth	and	for	those



spread	 across	 the	 four	 quadrants,	 but	what	 psychologically	 bonds	members	 in
ways	that	keeps	groups	together?	Several	factors	seem	important	in	maintaining
cohesion	 among	 members	 of	 social	 groups	 and	 Star	 Trek	 characters	 provide
great	 examples	 of	 such	 factors	 which	 are	 encountered	 while	 hurling	 through
space	 at	 warp	 speed	 on	 the	 U.S.S.	 Enterprise.	 These	 factors	 include	 group
cohesion,	similarity	between	members	in	appearance,	behavior,	culture,	etc.,	the
sharing	 of	 a	 common	 fate,	 and	 favoritism	 toward	 members	 of	 their	 in-group.
Each	is	described	below.

Group	Cohesion

The	feeling	of	closeness	that	bonds	groups	together	and	perception	of	the	group
as	the	perfect	unit	is	what	social	psychologists	call	entitativity.23	It	stresses	unity,
coherence,	 and	 structure	 within	 a	 social	 group,	 allowing	 cooperation	 and
improved	performance.24	A	great	example	of	 this	“groupness”	comes	 from	 the
Borg	 Collective,	 which	 assimilates	 individuals	 of	 many	 species	 in	 service	 of
attaining	perfect	entitativity—to	the	point	where	there	is	no	“I,”	only	“we.”	This
disturbs	 something	 that	 other	 groups’	 members	 tend	 to	 strive	 for,	 which	 is	 a
sense	 of	 individuality	 within	 the	 confines	 of	 a	 group	 called	 optimal
distinctiveness.25	Such	a	quest	for	perfect	unity	and	cohesion	can	result	in	dark
consequences,	 stemming	 from	 the	 loss	of	 individual	 identity—just	ask	Captain
Jean-Luc	 Picard,	 who	 suffers	 nightmares	 from	 his	 brief	 stint	 among	 the
collective.26

Similarity

Similarity	can	draw	groups	together	in	the	first	place,	but	the	bonds	maintaining
them	tend	to	be	stronger	when	members	are	highly	similar	to	one	another.27	This
similarity	may	be	in	appearance,	behavior,	culture,	and	interests	or	goals.	Most
discernibly,	 social	groups	 in	Star	Trek	are	organized	by	species	membership—
human,	Vulcan,	Romulan,	Klingon,	and	so	forth.	Indeed,	it	 is	rare	to	see	social
groups	composed	of	diverse	species.	Subgroups	within	larger	groups	also	form
and	are	maintained	 through	similarities,	such	as	 the	 tight	bond	shared	by	Kirk,
Spock,	 and	 McCoy,	 all	 of	 whom	 have	 high-ranking	 officer	 positions	 on	 the
U.S.S.	 Enterprise.	 At	 the	 opposite	 extreme,	 Klingon	 culture	 draws	 sharp	 and
deep	lines	separating	their	in-group	from	members	of	out-groups.

Common	Fate

Group	bonds	also	grow	stronger	when	members	share	a	common	fate	with	one
another.28	For	instance,	the	crew	of	the	Enterprise	collectively	faces	the	prospect



of	doom,	and	the	success	of	victory	should	enhance	group	cohesiveness.29	Group
successes	then	allow	for	members	to	bask	in	the	reflected	glory	of	the	group	and
improve	 their	self-esteem.30	 In	particular,	 a	group	 such	as	 the	Klingon	Empire
has	a	culture	that	stresses	the	belief	that	each	member	is	bonded	by	a	common
fate	in	which	an	individual’s	failure	reflects	on	their	group	as	a	whole.	Worf,	for
example,	 refuses	 to	 discuss	 Klingons’	 failed	 attempts	 at	 genetic	 enhancement
with	“outsiders,”	due	to	embarrassment	felt	collectively	among	all	Klingons.31

In-Group	Favoritism

A	 funny	 thing	 happens	when	 social	 beings	 are	 placed	 into	 groups,	 even	when
these	groups	are	completely	arbitrary	or	meaningless	(e.g.,	arranged	by	the	toss
of	 a	 coin)—they	 show	 favoritism	 toward	 members	 of	 their	 in-group	 over
members	 of	 out-groups.32	 Membership	 in	 a	 group,	 even	 when	 it	 stems	 from
minor	 characteristics,	 is	 sufficient	 to	 create	 a	 sense	 of	 loyalty	 to	 those	 like
oneself,	a	phenomenon	called	in-group	favoritism.	Curiously,	Vulcans	exhibit	in-
group	 favoritism	 that	 borders	 on	 xenophobia,	 the	 fear	 of	 out-groups.	 They
discriminate	 against	minorities	 (particularly	 those	with	 limited	ability	 to	mind-
meld36),	quell	dissidents	by	exiling	the	Romulans’	ancestors,37	and	value	Vulcan
purity	 to	 the	 point	 that	 Spock’s	 own	 father	 begrudged	 his	 son’s	 human
heritage.38	Despite	how	unsavory	this	sounds,	through	such	behavior	the	group
manages	to	remain	intact	for	centuries	of	peaceful	prosperity.

Out-Groups:	Do	They	All	Look	Alike?

After	Wesley	 Crusher	 mistakes	 one	 Benzite	 for	 another,	 he	 asks	 how	members	 of	 their
species	can	tell	each	other	apart,	and	the	Benzite	answers,	“We	just	do.”33	Wesley	makes
this	 false	alarm	because	of	 the	own-race	bias,	which	makes	people	better	at	 recognizing
faces	of	their	own	race	or	ethnicity	than	faces	of	other	races.34	Seeing	“race”	and	“bias”	in
the	same	phrase	might	 sound	politically	 loaded,	but	 the	 real	 culprit	 for	 the	effect	 is	basic
perceptual	learning	dating	to	birth.	An	infant	usually	first	learns	to	recognize	members	of	his
or	 her	 own	 race	 before	 going	 out	 into	 the	 world	 to	 see	 other-race	 faces.35	 The	 basic
structure	 of	 faces	 reliably	 varies	 among	 ethnicities	 and	 races,	 offering	 people	 many
opportunities	to	make	a	mistake,	as	Wesley	does,	if	they	are	not	experienced	with	members
of	other	groups.	Do	all	Benzites	look	alike?	That	depends	on	who’s	looking.

Intergroup	Conflict

With	 so	 many	 distinct	 social	 groups	 in	 our	 planet’s	 history,	 some	 intergroup



conflict	is	inevitable,	just	as	it	is	with	the	groups	that	inhabit	Star	Trek’s	Milky
Way.	 Warp	 travel	 makes	 their	 intergroup	 conflict	 possible.	 Opportunity	 for
behavior	such	as	conflict	is	not	its	cause,	though.	What	causes	conflict,	and	how
might	 it	 be	 avoided	 or	 abated?	 Here	 we	 discuss	 three	 causes	 of	 intergroup
conflict:	competition	for	resources,	perceptions	of	threat,	and	prejudice.

Competition	for	Resources

The	 most	 obvious	 cause	 for	 conflict	 arises	 when	 a	 shared	 resource	 is	 rare,
creating	competition.	Moreover,	a	strongly	bonded	group	will	see	members	take
personal	risks	 that	might	seem	irrational	at	 the	individual	 level	but	make	sense
for	 the	 group’s	 survival.39	 In	 Star	 Trek,	 while	 many	 resources	 appear	 to	 be
plentiful	 by	 the	 twenty-second	 century,	 a	 few	 do	 remain	 limited.	 Consider
dilithium	 crystals,	 which	 power	 warp	 cores	 that	 propel	 starships	 capable	 of
faster-than-light	 interstellar	 travel.	Like	present-day	oil,	 this	energy	 resource	 is
coveted	 by	 many	 different	 groups,	 which	 consequently	 drives	 hostility	 and
conflict	between	them.40	Although	conflict	over	dilithium	is	rarely	portrayed	in
the	prime	universe,	the	mirror	universe’s	Terran	Empire	extorts	the	mineral	from
worlds	 with	 a	 very	 sincere	 threat	 of	 destruction.41	 To	 multiplanetary
civilizations,	 territory	 in	 the	 form	 of	 life-sustaining	 planets	 is	 another	 limited
resource	 worth	 fighting	 for.	 Crossing	 into	 the	 Romulan	 Neutral	 Zone,	 for
example,	 is	 considered	an	 act	of	war	by	both	 the	Federation	and	 the	Romulan
Empire.42

Perceptions	of	Threat

Another	cause	of	intergroup	conflict	centers	on	perceptions	of	threat	that	can	be
symbolic	as	well	as	physical.43	The	Borg	Collective	is	perceived	as	threatening
to	every	group	across	the	four	quadrants,	and	predictably	is	met	with	aggression
and	hostility.	 In	fact,	no	diplomacy	is	sought	with	 the	Borg;	 they	are	seen	as	a
menace	that	must	be	eradicated.	Of	course,	this	position	seems	reasonable,	given
statements	 like	 the	 following:	 “Strength	 is	 irrelevant.	 Resistance	 is	 futile.	We
wish	 to	 improve	 ourselves.	 We	 will	 add	 your	 biological	 and	 technological
distinctiveness	to	our	own.	Your	culture	will	adapt	to	service	ours.”44	The	Borg
not	only	remove	someone’s	 individuality;	 they	erase	 that	 individual’s	symbolic
existence	as	well.

Prejudice

Prejudice	 is	 the	 negative	 attitude	 toward	 another	 person	 based	 on	 his	 or	 her
group	membership.	Not	 surprisingly,	 prejudiced	 attitudes	 have	 the	 potential	 to



ignite	 aggression	 toward	 out-groups,45	 and	 lifeforms	 in	 the	 twenty-second
century	 are	 not	 immune	 to	 their	 influence.	 Even	 Dr.	 McCoy,	 in	 moments	 of
frustration,	 calls	Mr.	 Spock	 such	 epithets	 as	 “green-blooded	 hobgoblin,”46	 but
his	outbursts	do	not	predict	his	behavior	toward	the	half-Vulcan,	with	whom	he
develops	 a	 close	 bond.	 The	 best	 example	 of	 actual	 conflict	 stemming	 from
prejudice	 comes	 from	 the	planet	Cheron,	 in	which	 two	warring	peoples—both
with	half-black	and	half-white	faces	but	on	opposite	sides—engage	in	a	struggle
to	 enslave	 each	 other.47	 Their	 hatred	 may	 literally	 only	 be	 skin	 deep	 but
nonetheless	fuels	this	civilization-destroying	conflict.

How	to	Heal	Rifts	and	Prevent	Conflict

Once	 divided,	 are	 groups	 doomed	 to	 hate	 and	 antagonize	 one	 another?
Fortunately	 for	 us	 all,	 the	 answer	 is	 no.	 Achieving	 cooperation	 and	 peace
requires	 the	 reapplication	 of	 group	 formation	 and	 preservation	 principles.
Groups	 form	 because	 together	 they	 can	 preserve	 health	 and	 safety	 better	 than
their	members	can	alone.
Members	of	different	groups	may	be	different	from	one	another,	as	the	Allies

of	Earth’s	Second	World	War	were,	but	 they	come	 together	when	necessary	 to
preserve	their	own	existence.	Although	the	Federation,	the	Klingon	Empire,	and
the	Romulan	Star	Empire	engage	in	hot	and	cold	conflicts	through	the	centuries,
the	threat	posed	by	the	Dominion’s	invasion	of	the	Alpha	Quadrant	is	enough	to
convince	 them	 to	 join	 forces	 under	 the	 banner	 of	 the	 Federation	 Alliance.48
Whatever	these	groups’	cultural	differences	may	be,	they	share	a	superordinate
(higher-order)	goal	when	they	agree	that	autonomy	is	better	than	subjugation	to
the	Founders,	who	wish	to	dominate	the	galaxy.
Preventing	 conflict	 is	 possible	with	 careful	 execution	 of	 intergroup	 contact,

which	 can	 reduce	 prejudice	 as	 well	 as	 aggressive	 tendencies	 by	 allowing
individual	group	members	to	see	members	of	other	groups	also	as	individuals.49
What	 sets	 the	 United	 Federation	 of	 Planets	 apart	 from	 many	 other	 galactic
civilizations	 is	 the	 Prime	 Directive,	 which	 codifies	 noninterference	 with	 less
developed	civilizations	and	affords	protocols	 for	 first	 contact	because	previous
attempts	at	interfering	with	less	developed	civilizations	have	typically	proven	to
be	disastrous.50	The	principle	directs	space	 travelers	 to	wait	until	a	civilization
has	 already	 developed	warp	 capability	 before	making	 contact.	 This	minimizes
the	power	difference	between	 the	groups,	as	 they	are	both	at	a	similar	 level	of
technology	and	see	each	other	as	equals.	In	this	way,	the	Prime	Directive	is	also



an	investment:	Not	interfering	with	other	civilizations	makes	them	less	likely	to
see	the	more	powerful	group	as	conquerors,	a	perception	that	might	threaten	in-
group	cohesion	in	the	future.	This	may	be	the	best	lesson	that	Star	Trek	can	teach
us	about	how	to	live	our	lives	in	an	increasingly	globalized	world.
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Children	 are	 explorers.	 Those	who	 grow	 into	 confident,
self-reliant,	 secure	 travelers	 through	 the	 universe	 they
inhabit	 tend	 to	 be	 those	whose	parents	 treat	 them	with
both	 nurturance	 and	 authority.	 While	 these	 can	 be
difficult	to	balance	in	the	midst	of	other	duties	in	life,	one
captain	and	son	make	it	work	well	with	warmth,	respect,
and	style.
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The	Authoritative	Captain:
Parenting	Style	and	Successful

Child	Development

Scott	Allison	and	Jim	Beggan

“It	takes	courage	to	look	inside	yourself	and	even	more	courage	to	write	it	for
other	people	to	see.	I’m	proud	of	you,	son.”
—Captain	Benjamin	Sisko1

“[Authoritative	parents]	are	assertive,	but	not	intrusive	and	restrictive.	Their
disciplinary	methods	are	supportive,	rather	than	punitive.	They	want	their	children

to	be	assertive	as	well	as	socially	responsible,	and	self-regulated	as	well	as
cooperative.”

—developmental	psychologist	Diana	Baumrind2

Studying	changes	in	family	dynamics	after	World	War	II,	psychologists	began	to
examine	differences	in	parenting	styles.3	These	patterns	of	child	rearing	vary	in



what	 the	 parent	 requires	 from	 the	 child	 in	 terms	 of	 obedience	 and	 initiative
(demandingness)	 and	what	 the	 parent	 can	 offer	 the	 child	 in	 terms	 of	 rewards,
such	as	 time,	attention,	and	positive	reinforcement	 (responsiveness).	 In	what	 is
considered	the	optimal	child-rearing	strategy,	the	authoritative	parenting	style	is
both	demanding	and	responsive.	The	authoritative	parent	raises	 the	child	to	act
in	 a	mature	 (although	 age-appropriate)	 fashion,	 but	 at	 the	 same	 time	 forgives
shortcomings	and	provides	rewards.	Although	protective,	the	authoritative	parent
allows	 children	 autonomy	 and	 personal	 growth.	 The	 reward	 for	 this	 style	 of
parenting	is	a	child	who	grows	up	to	be	a	healthy,	well-adjusted	adult.
Where	does	Star	Trek	get	matters	of	family	most	right?	Without	a	doubt,	the

award	for	best	parent	would	go	to	Star	Trek:	Deep	Space	Nine’s	Benjamin	Sisko,
the	 first	 leading	 Star	 Trek	 character	 to	 be	 recognized	 as	 both	 a	 great
commanding	officer	and	one	of	the	best	fathers	in	TV	history.4

The	Authoritative	Sisko

Benjamin	Sisko	clearly	demonstrates	the	authoritative	parenting	style,	which	has
been	 shown	 to	 produce	 children	 with	 happier	 dispositions,	 better	 emotional
control,	 more	 positive	 social	 skills,	 and	 greater	 confidence	 in	 their	 ability	 to
learn.5	Sisko	communicates	high	expectations	for	Jake,	sets	firm	boundaries,	and
gives	directive	 feedback.	Spending	significant	 time	with	a	child	and	 remaining
emotionally	 connected	 at	 all	 times	 helps	 a	 parent	 avoid	 being	 neglectful,	 no
matter	how	many	other	duties	and	responsibilities	a	parent	must	meet.
Sisko	 is	a	 responsible	male	with	 the	highly	prestigious	 job	of	captain	of	 the

entire	Deep	Space	9	station.	Despite	this	responsibility,	he	capably	balances	his
two	roles	as	captain	and	father	and	gladly	accepts	the	responsibility	to	raise	his
son.	Authoritative	 parents	 such	 as	 Sisko	 eagerly	 embrace	 their	 parenting	 roles
and	serve	as	healthy,	high-functioning	adult	role	models	for	their	children.

Other	Parenting	Styles

Other	parenting	styles	 reflect	different	 levels	of	demandingness	and	 responsiveness.	Like
the	 authoritative	 parents,	 authoritarian	 parents	 exert	 authority	 and	 are	 demanding,	 but
unlike	the	authoritative	parents,	they	are	not	very	responsive.	They	tell	children	what	to	do
but	 do	 not	 allow	 children	 to	 explore	 the	world	 on	 their	 own	 or	 develop	 their	 own	 unique
interests	 and	 style.	 Children	 raised	 by	 authoritarian	 parents	 tend	 to	 be	 shy,	 less	 socially
skilled,	and	less	happy.



Permissive	parents	are	responsive	but	not	demanding.	They	are	indulgent	and	give	in	to
the	 child’s	 desires,	 but	 do	 not	 foster	 the	 child’s	 ability	 to	 exercise	 self-control.	Neglectful
parents	are	neither	demanding	nor	responsive.	Ignored	by	their	parents,	neglected	children
often	develop	behavior	problems	 that	 can	manifest	 themselves	 in	an	attempt	 to	 seek	out
love	from	sources	other	than	a	parent.

As	 an	 authoritative	 parent,	 Sisko	 is	 consistently	 loving,	 affectionate,	 and
nurturing	 in	 his	 approach	 to	 raising	 Jake.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 Sisko	 is	 not
overprotective	 or	 smothering.	 He	 demonstrates	 and	 encourages	 autonomy	 and
independence,	giving	Jake	the	freedom	to	engage	in	his	own	individual	pursuits
and	 learn	 from	his	mistakes.	When	disagreements	occur,	Sisko	displays	 strong
conflict-resolution	skills	and	disciplines	Jake	in	a	fair	and	consistent	manner.
The	 sidebar,	 “Other	 Parenting	 Styles,”	 describes	 some	 styles	 that	 do	 not	 fit

Sisko’s	 parental	 behavior	 because	 they	 are	 less	 responsive	 (authoritarian),	 less
demanding	(permissive),	or	both	(neglectful).

Being	a	Good	Father	in	the	Face	of	Trauma

A	child	who	loses	a	parent	has	a	25	percent	chance	of	developing	mental	health
problems.	Possible	negative	psychological	and	emotional	consequences	include
emotional	 regression,	 lower	 self-esteem,	 and	 anxiety	 through	 fear	 of
annihilation.6	A	 parent’s	 violent	 death	 is	more	 likely	 to	 produce	 symptoms	 of
posttraumatic	stress	disorder	(PTSD),	such	as	hostility,	fear,	and	anxiety,	or	self-
destructive	behaviors	that	can	manifest	as	aggression	or	substance	abuse.7
The	 pilot	 episode	 of	Deep	 Space	 Nine	 introduces	 the	 father-son	 tandem	 of

Sisko	and	Jake	in	dramatic	fashion	by	showing	flashbacks	of	the	military	attack
that	 killed	 Sisko’s	 wife	 Jennifer	 three	 years	 earlier.8	 Because	 Jennifer	 died
unexpectedly	 during	 a	 Borg	 attack,	 Jake	 probably	 feels	 even	 more	 strongly
affected	by	her	loss,	given	that	he	had	no	time	prior	to	the	loss	to	prepare	for	it
psychologically	(as	he	might	have	if	she	had	instead	died	after	a	long	illness).	In
the	aftermath,	adjustment	to	life	without	Jennifer	is	difficult,	but	Sisko	resolves
to	maintain	a	close	connection	with	his	fourteen-year-old	son	and	involve	him	in
decisions	that	affect	both	of	them.
An	important	factor	in	helping	children	cope	with	loss	is	when	the	surviving

parent	 or	 caregiver	 provides	 an	 anchor	 of	 security	 that	 includes	 a	 feeling	 of
being	noticed	and	attended	to	and	a	sense	of	having	structure	and	order.9	Sisko’s
behavior	toward	Jake	is	a	positive	model	for	how	to	help	a	child	cope	with	such



a	 devastating	 loss.	 Sisko’s	 commitment	 to	 parenthood	 while	 commanding	 the
space	station	represents	a	marked	difference	from	the	original	Star	Trek	and	Star
Trek:	The	Next	Generation	series,	where	the	ships’	captains	show	indifference	to
or	 even	 disdain	 for	 families	 and	 children.10	 For	 Sisko,	 there	 is	 no	diffusion	of
responsibility	 (people’s	 tendency	 to	 feel	 less	 responsibility	 on	 the	 assumption
that	others	will	do	the	work).11	On	this	space	station,	Sisko	seizes	responsibility
and	 takes	 command	 of	 parenthood,	 demonstrating	 his	 commitment	 to	 being
emotionally	 and	 physically	 available	 to	 Jake	 as	 much	 as	 possible.	 This
willingness	 to	 become	 appropriately	 involved	 in	 the	 life	 of	 one’s	 child	 is	 a
hallmark	of	the	authoritative	parent.

Balancing	the	Role	of	Captain	with	the	Role	of	Father

Work-family	 conflict	 can	 be	 a	 serious	 problem	 for	 those	 in	 demanding
occupations.12	Possible	 interference	can	occur	 in	both	directions.	A	tumultuous
home	life	can	adversely	affect	occupational	success.	The	stress	of	work	can	hurt
family	dynamics.	Sisko’s	professional	obligations	as	commanding	officer	of	the
space	station	are	daunting,	but	he	includes	Jake	in	his	 life	in	meaningful	ways.
When	Sisko	and	Jake	spend	days	 in	close	quarters	aboard	a	small	craft,13	 they
use	 the	 opportunity	 to	 enjoy	many	meaningful	 discussions	 that	 strengthen	 the
bonds	between	them.	One	way	to	increase	cooperation	and	sociability	is	to	work
on	joint	tasks.14
Although	it	could	be	assumed	that	the	demands	of	being	a	single	father	would

hinder	workplace	productivity,	in	some	cases	the	desire	to	be	a	good	parent	can
increase	 performance	 because	 it	 provides	 an	 additional	motivation	 for	 success
while	at	the	same	time	forcing	someone	to	work	more	efficiently.15	Deep	Space
Nine	 characters	 often	 face	 conflicts	 between	 doing	 what	 is	 best	 for	 family
members	 and	 doing	what	 is	 best	 for	 their	 careers.	The	 ideal	 to	 strive	 for	with
regard	 to	 work-family	 conflict	 is	 to	 achieve	 a	 work-family	 balance.16	 Almost
without	fail,	the	show’s	characters	balance	the	two	priorities	of	work	and	family
to	 the	 best	 of	 their	 ability,	 with	 the	 welfare	 of	 the	 family	 usually	 trumping
professional	 advancement.	 The	 tendency	 of	Deep	 Space	 Nine’s	 characters	 to
accord	 family	 and	 children	 equal	 (or	 greater)	 importance	 in	 relation	 to	 career
distinguishes	the	series	from	other	Star	Trek	series.	Sisko’s	willingness	to	view
Jake	 as	 equally	 important	 or	 more	 important	 than	 his	 career	 demonstrates	 a
work-life	balance.17



Effective	Parenting	Skills

Characteristic	 strengths	 that	 psychologists	 identify	 as	 qualities	 of	 an	 effective
parent	 include	social	 intelligence,	fairness,	perspective,	and	humility,	and	these
qualities	 may	 be	 interdependent.18	 An	 authoritative	 parent	 needs	 social
intelligence	 (the	 type	 of	 intelligence	 that	 includes	 the	 capacity	 for	 interacting
well	with	 others—“people	 smarts”)	 in	 order	 to	 act	 in	 a	 respectful	manner	 and
show	fairness	toward	a	child.
One	important	element	of	social	intelligence	with	regard	to	parenting	is	to	use

the	emotional	and	physiological	benefits	of	 interpersonal	 touch	as	mechanisms
for	loving,	healing,	and	nurturing	others.19	In	many	an	episode	featuring	the	two
characters,	 Sisko	 wraps	 his	 arm	 around	 Jake	 or	 puts	 his	 hand	 on	 Jake’s
shoulder.20
The	loving	bond	between	father	and	son	may	be	best	exemplified	when	Jake

believes	 his	 father	 has	 died.21	 In	 this	 alternative	 future,	 Jake	 becomes	 an
astrophysicist	to	develop	the	skills	to	save	his	father.	This	devotion	can	be	seen
as	a	consequence	of	Sisko’s	authoritative	parenting	style,	which	creates	in	Jake
both	 a	 loyalty	 to	 his	 father	 and	 the	 confidence	 to	 take	 on	 such	 a	 daunting
challenge.
In	addition	to	showing	affection,	Sisko	displays	sensitivity	to	his	son’s	needs

by	 using	 an	 open	 and	 effective	 communication	 style	 and	 perspective	 in
appreciating	 Jake’s	 point	 of	 view.	Among	other	 things,	humility	 helps	 because
the	humble	parent	may	revise	an	opinion	where	a	prideful	one	might	not.	When
Jake	dates	a	Bajoran	girl	who	works	as	a	 scantily	clad	cocktail	waitress	at	 the
station’s	bar,	Sisko	has	dinner	with	them,	hoping	to	reveal	her	unsuitability	as	a
girlfriend.22	 To	 his	 surprise,	 he	 learns	 that	 she	 has	many	 intellectual	 gifts	 and
impressive	ambitions	 that	 reflect	very	well	on	her.	Being	willing	 to	change	his
opinion	demonstrates	all	those	character	strengths.
When	 Sisko	 eventually	 marries	 cargo	 ship	 commander	 Kasidy	 Yates,23	 she

becomes	Jake’s	stepmother.24	Psychologists	have	realized	that	a	stepmother	has
a	better	chance	of	being	an	effective	parent	if	she	or	he	can	come	to	terms	with
the	 role	 in	 a	 positive	 light.25	 The	 long-term	 presence	 of	Yates	 comes	 close	 to
creating	the	feeling	of	an	intact	nuclear	family.
To	 use	 an	 authoritative	 style	 effectively,	 parents	 have	 to	 stay	 connected	 to

their	 children’s	 lives.	 Psychologists	 have	 emphasized	 the	 importance	 of	 the
family	meal	in	promoting	interpersonal	bonds	and	healthy	emotional	expression
in	families.26	Dinner	 conversations	between	Sisko	 and	 Jake	 (and	 later	Kasidy)



often	provide	opportunities	for	sharing	feelings	or	making	announcements.

Authoritative	Parenting	to	Transcend	Trauma

When	a	child	loses	a	parent,	 that	may	mean	the	other	parent	has	lost	a	spouse.
Just	 as	 the	 loss	of	a	parent	can	harm	 the	development	of	a	child,	 the	 loss	of	a
spouse	can	adversely	affect	 the	surviving	parent.	When	dealing	with	his	or	her
own	 loss,	a	 surviving	parent	may	engage	 in	 self-destructive	behaviors,	 such	as
drug	use	or	alcohol	abuse,	as	part	of	the	grieving	process.27	One	consequence	of
losing	a	 spouse	 is	 even	an	 increase	 in	 the	 likelihood	 that	 the	 surviving	 spouse
will	die.28
In	the	face	of	the	death	of	a	parent,	the	remaining	members	of	a	nuclear	family

must	strike	a	delicate	balance.	It	might	be	tempting	for	the	surviving	spouse	to
become	 a	 more	 permissive	 parent,	 reasoning	 that	 children	 have	 lost	 so	 much
already	it	might	be	helpful	to	give	in	to	their	desires.	Alternatively,	the	demands
of	 being	 a	 single	 parent	might	 act	 as	 such	 an	 additional	 stress	 that	 the	 parent
might	 go	 to	 one	 of	 two	 extremes	 and	 either	 become	 neglectful,	 distracted	 by
other	 problems,	 or	 too	 strict,	 in	 hope	 of	 exerting	 greater	 control	 at	 home.
Likewise,	as	part	of	the	grieving	process,	a	child	might	act	out	defiantly,	working
against,	 rather	 than	with,	 the	surviving	parent,	a	course	of	action	that	might	be
exacerbated	by	the	choices	made	by	the	surviving	parent.
Given	all	the	demands	placed	on	him	by	his	role	as	captain	of	a	space	station

at	 the	center	of	a	galactic	war,	 it	would	be	easy	for	Benjamin	Sisko	to	adopt	a
poor	 parenting	 style	 by	 becoming	 either	 too	 permissive	 or	 too	 restrictive.
Instead,	 he	 chooses	 what	 is	 the	 most	 nurturing	 but	 difficult	 parental	 strategy:
authoritative.	 In	 doing	 so,	 he	 illustrates	 one	 of	 the	most	 positive	 examples	 of
parenting	 in	 any	Star	Trek	 series.	Sisko	 assumes	 the	 role	of	 single	 father	with
grace,	 humor,	 courage,	 and	 love.	Unlike	 lead	 characters	 in	 previous	 Star	 Trek
shows,	Sisko	embraces	his	role	as	father	and	gladly	raises	his	child,	rather	than
abandoning	 him.	 Balancing	 his	 work	 life	 with	 his	 home	 life	 takes	 skill	 and
patience,	and	clearly	challenges	him,	but	Sisko	is	able	to	create	a	safe	and	loving
environment	 for	Jake	amid	a	backdrop	of	persistent	violent	conflicts	 that	beset
the	space	station.	His	achievement	is	even	more	impressive	given	that	he	has	to
grieve	over	the	loss	of	his	wife	even	as	he	helps	Jake	cope	with	the	loss	of	his
mother.
Although	 time-consuming	 and	 psychologically	 costly	 in	 the	 short	 term,	 a

parent	who	adopts	an	authoritative	style	lays	a	foundation	to	nurture	a	child	who



matures	into	a	successful	adult,	well-liked	by	those	around	them	and	capable	of
self-determination.	 Jake	 grows	 up	 to	 become	 a	 talented,	 mature,	 successful
young	man	who	 trusts	and	adores	his	 father,	but	at	 the	same	 time	has	his	own
identity	 and	 exhibits	 self-determination.	 Rather	 than	 following	 in	 his	 father’s
footsteps	to	become	a	Starfleet	officer,	he	walks	his	own	path	as	a	writer.	Jake’s
success,	 both	 personally	 and	 professionally,	 offers	 the	 ultimate	 evidence	 of
Sisko’s	effective	use	of	the	authoritative	parenting	style.
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Through	bonds	forged	by	shared	experience	rather	than
affiliation	 by	 birth,	 friendship	 connects	 some	 people
together	 more	 strongly	 than	 family	 does.	 Like	 living
things,	friend	relationships	grow	in	stages.	Maturing	and
changing	 through	 circumstances	 and	 over	 time	 while
varying	 in	 intimacy	 and	 intensity	 along	 the	 way,	 they
serve	 many	 needs—some	 more	 of	 emotion	 and	 some
more	of	logic.



•16•

The	Logic	of	Friendship

Jay	Scarlet

“I	have	been,	and	always	shall	be,	your	friend.”
—Spock1

“[I]n	the	everyday	working	of	friendships,	it	is	not	the	particular	behaviors	that
matter	most,	but	rather	the	meanings	they	convey	and	the	intentions	presumed	to

underlie	them.”
—social	scientist	Daniel	J.	Hruschka2

Even	 Vulcans	 have	 friends.	 This	 may	 seem	 counterintuitive,	 as	 most	 human
cultures	 think	 of	 friendship	 as	 a	 type	 of	 social	 relationship	with	 an	 emotional
component.	Nevertheless,	a	classic	episode	in	which	Spock	states	that	according
to	 Vulcan	 tradition	 the	 groom	 may	 ask	 his	 friends	 to	 accompany	 him	 to	 a
bonding	ritual	akin	to	marriage	makes	it	clear	that	this	type	of	relationship	exists
even	in	Vulcan	society,	and	it	is	not	just	some	weird	thing	that	Spock	does	as	an
unfortunate	side	effect	of	being	half	human.3
The	fact	that	this	is	the	case	may	raise	a	number	of	questions:	What	exactly	do



we	 mean	 when	 we	 use	 the	 words	 friend	 or	 friendship?	 How	 do	 these
relationships	 come	about	 in	 the	 first	 place,	 and	how	do	 they	play	out	over	 the
course	of	an	individual’s	life?	Why	would	such	a	relationship	not	only	exist	but
be	esteemed	even	among	a	people	like	the	Vulcans,	whose	highest	ideals	call	for
the	rejection	of	all	things	related	to	emotion?

What?

Friendships	may	bear	 certain	 similarities	 to	 other	 types	of	 social	 relationships,
such	 as	 those	 shared	 between	 family	 members	 or	 romantic	 partners,	 yet	 are
clearly	 distinct	 from	 those	 other	 relationship	 types.4	 Friends	 spend	 downtime
together,	as	Kirk,	Spock,	and	McCoy	do	when	the	three	of	them	take	shore	leave
together,5	and	they	may	remain	friends	for	a	lifetime	or	more,	as	with	Benjamin
Sisko	and	“Old	Man”	Dax,	whose	relationship	spans	multiple	symbiotic	hosts.6
Some	distinguishing	characteristics	of	friendship	include	the	voluntary	nature	of
the	relationship,	the	nonexclusivity	of	it	(as	opposed	to	exclusive	romantic	love
such	 as	 that	which	 develops	 between	Worf	 and	 Jadzia	Dax7),	 and	 the	 relative
lack	 of	 specific	 rituals	 that	mark	 changes	 in	 friendship	 status.8	 However,	 it	 is
important	to	note	that	many	of	these	features	may	be	more	applicable	to	modern
Western	 (or	 even	 specifically	American)	 cultural	 norms	without	 reflecting	 the
full	 diversity	 of	 societies	 on	planet	Earth,9	much	 less	 the	 even	wider	 range	 of
cultures	reflected	in	the	universe	of	Star	Trek.	A	broader	view	of	practices	here
on	 Earth	 reveals	 examples	 of	 cultures	 in	 which	 choice	 of	 friends	 is	 more
constrained,	even	inherited,	or	in	which	varying	levels	of	friendship	are	marked
by	ceremonial	traditions	(for	example,	blood	brotherhood,10	which	is	somewhat
paralleled	by	 the	Klingon	R’uustai,	or	bonding,	ceremony11).	At	 its	most	basic
level,	friendship	seems	to	be	a	social	relationship,	“involving	support	in	times	of
need	that	is	regulated	by	mutual	affection	between	friends.”12
Although	 much	 of	 the	 research	 on	 friendships	 focuses	 on	 the	 relationship

between	 two	 people,	 or	 dyads	 (for	 example,	 Kirk	 and	 Spock	 or	 Kirk	 and
McCoy),	circles	and	networks	of	friends	are	also	important	structural	factors	that
may	 impact	 how	 these	 relationships	 are	 viewed	 and	 support	 is	 provided.
Researchers	 often	 break	 the	 relationship	 down	 into	 distinct	 phases,	 including
formation,	maintenance,	and	deterioration	or	dissolution.	All	 these	 factors	may
influence	 the	way	 the	 friends	 think	of,	 feel	about,	or	act	 toward	 the	 friend	and
the	friendship.13



How?

Formation:	First	Contact

A	necessary	first	step	in	any	social	relationship	is	that	the	two	individuals	must
come	 into	 contact,	 whether	 meeting	 face	 to	 face	 or	 through	 another	 mode	 of
communication.	Unfortunately,	 the	original	Star	Trek	 television	 series	does	not
disclose	to	viewers	these	early	stages	of	the	relationships	between	Kirk,	Spock,
and	McCoy,	but	subsequent	series	generally	do	depict	other	characters	meeting
for	the	first	time.	Once	they	have	met,	for	a	friendship	to	begin,	the	individuals
must	decide	that	they	like	each	other	well	enough	to	continue	meeting,	or	there
must	be	some	degree	of	mutual	social	attraction	influencing	the	desire	to	spend
time	 interacting.	 This	 attraction	 is	 influenced	 by	 information	 conveyed	 both
verbally	 and	 nonverbally	 that	 may	 include	 physical	 appearance	 and	 personal
attitudes.14
Many	 researchers	 have	 reported	 the	 importance	 of	 perceived	 similarity	 in

terms	 of	 demographic	 factors	 (e.g.,	 gender,	 race,	 social	 class,	 age),	 attitudes,
experiences,	and	behaviors	in	the	formation	of	friendships	from	an	early	age	and
persisting	throughout	the	life	span.	For	example,	Jake	Sisko	is	initially	interested
in	befriending	Nog	primarily	because	of	their	similar	ages.15	Psychologists	have
speculated	 that	greater	 interpersonal	similarity	allows	people	 to	feel	better	able
to	 predict	 a	 friend’s	 actions	 and	 therefore	 feel	 more	 secure.16	 Interestingly,
research	suggests	that	shared	experience	can	be	one	of	the	most	powerful	forms
of	similarity,	setting	the	stage	for	a	future	friendship,	even	if	at	 the	time	of	 the
original	 experience	 the	 two	 individuals	were	 scarcely	acquainted	and	were	not
yet	 interested	 in	 becoming	 friends	 with	 each	 other,	 more	 so	 than	 proximity,
demographic	variables,	or	attitudes.17
Even	 though	 Jake	 and	 Nog	 are	 age	 peers,	 their	 friendship	 could	 also	 be

viewed	as	one	between	members	of	very	different	groups.	These	cross-category
friendships,	although	less	common	than	friendships	with	people	who	share	more
similarities,	can	help	individuals	reduce	stereotyping	and	improve	their	ability	to
take	on	different	perspectives.18	For	example,	men	who	have	female	friends	may
gain	 additional	 emotional	 insight.19	 Research	 suggests	 that	 these	 types	 of
friendships	come	about	when	the	individuals	involved	place	less	emphasis	on	the
importance	of	similarity	between	friends	rather	than	attempting	to	downplay	the
differences	that	exist	between	them.20
Despite	the	need	for	two	people	to	share	an	interest	in	becoming	friends	with

each	other	in	order	for	the	relationship	to	work,	this	does	not	necessarily	mean



that	both	are	motivated	by	the	same	thing.21	For	example,	although	Geordi	and
Data	clearly	think	of	one	another	as	friends,	it	is	possible	that	Geordi	entered	the
relationship	seeking	companionship,	whereas	Data	may	have	been	acting	more
out	of	curiosity	about	human	behavior.

Maintenance:	Steady	as	She	Goes

Developmental	 psychologists	 sometimes	 refer	 to	 social	 relationships	 as
progressing	 through	 three	stages:	acquaintance	 to	 friend,	 friend	 to	close	friend,
close	friend	to	best	friend.22	The	first	of	these	stages	is	essentially	the	process	of
initial	contact	and	learning	about	ways	in	which	another	person’s	friendship	may
be	attractive,	whereas	the	latter	stages	are	marked	by	providing	more	and	more
support	for	each	other	and	feeling	less	guarded	in	communications,	leading	to	an
increased	sense	of	closeness	or	intimacy.23	When	Spock	first	admits	to	Kirk	that
he	has	any	feelings,	he	is	sharing	intimate	information.24	Intimacy	has	generally
been	 regarded	as	having	 to	do	with	 talking	about	one’s	 feelings	and	 is	 closely
linked	 with	 self-disclosure,	 though	 more	 recently	 psychologists	 have
increasingly	sought	to	distinguish	between	different	types	of	intimacy,	as	it	has
been	found	that	this	definition	tends	to	favor	relationships	between	women	over
those	 between	 men.25	 Even	 though	 some	 psychologists	 have	 attempted	 to
demonstrate	 that	 male	 friendships	 can	 be	 characterized	 as	 having	 a	 type	 of
intimacy	that	is	based	more	on	doing	things	together	than	on	talking	about	one’s
emotional	issues,26	others	have	reported	that	some	people,	particularly	men,	are
simply	less	likely	to	regard	self-disclosure	as	a	prerequisite	for	intimacy	or	even
friendship.27
Men	may	be	 reluctant	 to	describe	 their	 friendships	 as	 intimate	 regardless	 of

their	actual	behavior	precisely	because	the	traditional	sense	of	the	term	is	seen	as
being	associated	with	femininity.28	Instead,	men	are	more	likely	to	report	having
behaved	 in	ways	 that	 are	 seen	 as	 being	more	 traditionally	masculine,	 such	 as
being	 stoic	 (not	 unlike	 a	 certain	 half-Vulcan	 science	 officer).29	 Interestingly,
there	is	evidence	to	indicate	that	men	who	fulfill	traditionally	masculine	roles	in
other	 aspects	 of	 life,	 such	 as	 serving	 in	 the	 military,	 may	 be	more	 willing	 to
report	 having	 engaged	 in	 behaviors	 with	 their	 male	 friends,	 such	 as	 being
empathetic,	that	are	not	commonly	associated	with	the	masculine	ideal.30
In	fact,	behaviors	can	be	interpreted	in	a	variety	of	ways,	and	among	friends,

the	perceived	underlying	intention	seems	to	be	more	important	than	the	behavior
itself.31	Thus,	for	example,	it	 is	not	uncommon	to	see	friends	who	are	working
on	solving	a	problem	offering	criticism	and	even	getting	into	conflicts	with	each



other—a	dynamic	frequently	displayed	by	Spock	and	McCoy—without	harming
the	 friendship.32	 Friends	 may	 also	 call	 each	 other	 names	 or	 engage	 in	 mock
violence	in	a	joking	manner	that	may	appear	to	avoid	intimacy	but	may	actually
serve	as	a	more	socially	acceptable	means	of	expressing	intimacy,	reminiscent	of
Odo	and	Quark’s	complex	relationship.33

Dissolution:	All	Good	Things	Must	End

Some	 people	manage	 to	 remain	 friends	 for	 life,	 but	 it	 is	more	 common	 for	 a
friendship	to	end	at	some	point.	There	are	many	reasons	this	happens,	including
developing	new	interests,	moving	away,	attending	a	new	school	or	getting	a	new
job,	and	becoming	 involved	 in	a	new	relationship	either	with	another	 friend	or
with	 a	 romantic	 partner.34	 Alternatively,	 there	 may	 be	 a	 more	 specific	 reason
why	one	friend	calls	an	end	to	the	relationship,	such	as	physical	aggression	(as
Kirk	 suffers	 at	 the	 hands	 of	 his	 old	 friend	 Gary	 Mitchell,	 who	 develops
telekinetic	 powers35)	 or	 perceived	 disloyalty	 or	 rumor	 spreading.36	 Similarly,
there	are	certain	behaviors	 that	are	expected	of	a	 friend,	 such	as	helping	when
one	is	in	need	or	asking	for	help	if	it	is	needed,	the	failure	of	which	may	cause
the	friendship	to	end.37
Naturally,	most	people	are	reluctant	to	dissolve	a	long-standing	friendship,	as

time	and	effort	have	been	put	in	over	the	course	of	the	relationship	to	learn	to	be
able	predict	 the	 friend’s	 thoughts	and	actions	and	 forge	common	bonds.	These
investments	 are	 lost	 if	 the	 friendship	 is	 ended.	 This	 reluctance	 to	 accept	 the
change	in	his	relationship	with	Gary	Mitchell	nearly	costs	Kirk	his	life.38

Friendship	and	Technology

There	 has	 been	 significant	 debate	 since	 the	 inventions	 of	 the	 telegraph	 and	 telephone
regarding	the	impact	of	emerging	technologies	on	social	relationships.	It	is	easy	to	imagine
similar	arguments	arising	around	the	use	of	subspace	communications.	On	the	one	hand,
some	complain	 that	people	spend	 too	much	 time	 interacting	with	devices	rather	 than	with
human	beings.	On	 the	other	hand,	some	 researchers	point	out	 that	 technologies	such	as
the	Internet	and	social	networking	sites	reduce	the	impact	of	distance	and	may	enable	more
cross-category	friendships	by	limiting	certain	constraints	of	social	class,	race,	and	gender.39
Social	networking	sites	such	as	Facebook	have	already	made	the	word	friend	into	a	verb,

and	some	researchers	believe	that	those	sites	may	lead	to	a	more	fundamental	change	in
society’s	understanding	of	friendship40	even	though	most	users	employ	them	as	one	means
to	maintain	relationships	formed	offline.41	In	a	similar	way,	Data	communicates	information
about	his	daily	routines	to	Bruce	Maddox	via	his	personal	log.42



Why?

The	support	 received	 from	social	 relationships,	 including	 friendships,	has	been
found	 to	 have	 numerous	 benefits	 to	 health,	 both	 physical	 and	 psychological.
Among	 these	 benefits	 are	 reduced	 susceptibility	 to	 infection,	 cardiovascular
disease,	and	cancer;	increased	longevity	(though	perhaps	not	enough	to	account
entirely	for	Dr.	McCoy’s	incredibly	long	life43);	better	sleep;	reduced	impact	of
stress;	 enhanced	 self-esteem;	 and	 better	 adjustment	 to	 developmental
challenges.44	Researchers	hypothesize	that	social	and	emotional	experiences	are
linked	by	the	hormones	oxytocin	and	vasopressin,	which	are	also	involved	in	the
body’s	stress	response.45
Friendships	can	serve	as	substitutes	for	other	 types	of	relationships	that	may

be	 lacking	 in	 an	 individual’s	 life,	 such	 as	 familial	 connections	 (for	 example,
when	 Data	 stands	 in	 as	 “father	 of	 the	 bride”	 at	 a	 wedding46),	 aiding	 in
development	 and	 serving	 as	 buffers	 against	 daily	 stresses.	 Social	 relationships
can	 be	 sources	 of	 security	 and	 well-being,	 especially	 during	 developmental
transitions	 such	 as	 entering	 school,	 marriage,	 retirement,	 and	 more.	 Indeed,
research	 indicates	 that	 adults	 who	 have	 friends	 have	 better	 outcomes	 when
facing	challenges	such	as	the	death	of	a	spouse	than	do	those	who	do	not	have
friends.47

Logic	Indicates	…

Most	 people	 have	 friends,	 although	 the	 ways	 they	 experience	 friendship	 may
differ.	These	differences	may	arise	from	personality	factors	such	as	a	desire	for
many	friends,	having	only	a	few	close	friends,	or	having	friendly	but	not	close
relationships48	 or	 from	 cultural	 meanings	 assigned	 to	 the	 term	 friend.	 The
experience	 of	 friendships	 may	 also	 vary	 with	 stage	 of	 life	 and	 phase	 of	 the
relationship,	 whether	 it	 is	 still	 forming,	 being	 maintained	 (with	 or	 without
increasing	 intimacy),	 or	 coming	 to	 an	 end.	 Friendships	 may	 provide	 multiple
health	benefits,	 both	physical	 and	psychological,	 providing	 ample	 reason	 for	 a
Vulcan	to	conclude	that	the	social	support	from	friends	may	be	for	many	people
a	key	ingredient	in	a	long	life	and	prosperity.
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Log	File	IV

Star	Trek:	Voyager	and	the	Need	for
Affiliation

Travis	Langley

People	need	people.	The	need	for	affiliation,	a	motive	 to	connect	 to	others	and
maintain	 relationships,	may	 or	may	 not	 involve	 intimacy.1	 Some	 can	maintain
strong	bonds	and	stay	 loyal	without	disclosing	private	feelings	and	thoughts	 to
one	another.	Sometimes	there	is	simply	safety	in	numbers.	In	Star	Trek:	Voyager,
two	groups—Starfleet	personnel	and	Maquis	rebels—get	thrown	together	as	an
alien	power	hurls	them	across	space	to	the	other	side	of	the	galaxy.2	They	find
they	must	work	together	to	survive	long	enough	to	make	their	way	back	home.
In	 no	 other	 Star	 Trek	 series	 is	 the	 need	 to	 affiliate	 so	 important	 and	 yet	 so
difficult.
Captain	Janeway	makes	an	early	choice	that	may	more	subtly	facilitate	unity

and	cooperation	when	she	has	 them	all	dress	 in	Starfleet	uniforms	 right	away3
(even	 if	 that	 does	 reduce	 dramatic	 tension	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 television	 viewers).
When	people	wear	 uniforms,	 they	 tend	 to	 act	 like	 they	 belong	 in	 them.4	 Both
actions	 and	 attitudes	 begin	 changing	 to	 fit	 into	 the	 clothes.5	 Rebels	 loyal	 to
Maquis	values	and	goals—even	those	who	tell	themselves,	“It’s	just	a	costume;
I’m	playing	a	role”—can	lose	track	of	the	fact	that	it’s	role-playing.6	Roles	can
become	reality.	Costumes	can	be	connecting.	They	can	even	make	us	feel	more
bonded	to—and	less	afraid	of—those	who	simply	dress	the	same.7
As	 a	 set	 of	 personality	 traits,	 the	 need	 to	make	 connections	 is	 adaptive	 and

important,	 but	 like	 so	many	 good	 things,	 it	 can	 go	 too	 far.	 People	who	 score
highest	 in	 need	 for	 affiliation	 make	 better	 followers	 than	 leaders,	 evincing	 a
neediness	 that	 may	 make	 them	 less	 popular	 than	 those	 who	 score	 lower,8	 or
perhaps	 being	 less	 popular	 is	 what	 makes	 more	 of	 them	 grow	 needy.



Psychologist	 David	McClelland	 developed	 his	 need	 theory	 (a.k.a.	 three	 needs
theory	or	 trichotomy	of	needs9)	 in	which	he	 asserted	 that	 the	needs	 for	 power,
affiliation,	 and	 achievement	 exert	 the	 greatest	 influence	 on	 behavior	 and
personality	 development.10	 During	 the	 course	 of	 his	 investigations	 into	 these
needs,	 he	 detected	 a	 leadership	 motive	 pattern11	 in	 which	 two	 needs	 (higher
need	for	power,	 lower	need	for	affiliation)	and	self-control	combined	predicted
more	 effective	 leadership.12	 Starship	 captains	 are	 cautious	 about	 fraternizing
with	 crew	 members	 and	 even	 their	 own	 officers,	 the	 people	 to	 whom	 those
captains	must	issue	commands.	A	degree	of	loneliness	goes	with	being	the	one	in
charge.	 Captain	 Janeway	 experiences	 this	 most	 of	 all	 because	 Voyager	 is
essentially	lost	at	sea	and,	for	most	of	the	series,	out	of	contact	with	the	rest	of
Starfleet.	 She	 cannot	 share	 the	 occasional	 company	 of	 her	 fellow	 Starfleet
captains	or	even	call	upon	them	for	advice.	Janeway	ends	up	spending	more	time
on	the	holodeck	than	any	other	series’	captain.
What	 unites	 the	 two	 groups	 on	 Voyager	 most	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 they	 share	 a

superordinate	goal,	a	higher	priority	or	reason	to	pull	together.13	Otherwise,	they
might	 have	 insufficient	 incentive	 to	 blend	 together	 to	 become	 one	 group.	Not
everyone	 aboard	Voyager	 has	 quite	 as	 strong	 a	 need	 to	 affiliate	with	 everyone
else,	which	may	be	why	a	few	among	them	betray	the	rest.14	The	rest,	however,
grow	more	united.	Together,	they	make	their	voyage	home.15
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Though	 their	 “otherness”	may	make	us	wary,
we	 nevertheless	 seek	 others	 out.	 We	 view
others	 in	 ways	 both	 good	 and	 bad,	 we
compare	 and	 contrast	 ourselves	 with	 those
who	 are	 not	 ourselves,	 and	 sometimes	 we
make	sacrifices	for	others’	sake.



The	 logic	 that	 group	 needs	 should	 outweigh	 individual
needs	 in	priority	may	not	explain	an	 individual’s	choice
to	be	the	one	who	makes	that	sacrifice	for	the	many.
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The	Needs	of	the	Many:	The	Role	of
Sacrifice

Colt	J.	Blunt

“Love	sometimes	expresses	itself	in	sacrifice.”
—Captain	James	T.	Kirk1

“When	it	comes	your	time	to	die,	be	not	like	those	whose	lives	are	filled	with	the
fear	of	death,	so	that	when	their	time	comes	they	weep	and	pray	for	a	little	more
time	to	live	their	lives	over	again	in	a	different	way.	Sing	your	death	song	and	die

like	a	hero	going	home.”
—Shawnee	leader	Tecumseh2

Sacrifice	and	loss	not	only	reinforce	the	potential	consequences	of	adventure	and
exploration	but	also	the	cost	of	serving	a	higher	purpose.	Though	self-sacrifice
might	 seem	 like	 a	 universal	 phenomenon,	 different	 people	 make	 similar
sacrifices	for	different	reasons	but	with	a	wide	variety	of	motivations.3	Whereas



Spock,	arguably	the	best-known	example	of	sacrifice	in	Star	Trek	history,	gives
his	 life	 to	 save	 the	 crew4	 in	 an	 act	 of	 altruism	 (helping	 others	 at	 a	 cost	 to
oneself),	 others	 sacrifice	 themselves	 for	 different	 reasons,	 such	 as	 loyalty	 to
others	(e.g.,	Tasha	Yar5)	or	martyrdom	for	oneself	(e.g.,	Damar,	who	becomes	a
symbol	to	Cardassia6).	In	any	science	fiction	story	that	offers	vision,	hope,	and
belief	 in	 a	 future	 that	 largely	 eschews	 ego	 in	 favor	 of	 peace,	 harmony,	 and
collective	survival,	how	someone	meets	his	or	her	end	is	not	nearly	as	important
as	why.	 Research	 has	 identified	 a	 variety	 of	motivations	 for	 self-sacrifice	 and
why,	for	some,	the	needs	of	the	many	outweigh	the	needs	of	the	few.

Altruistic	Sacrifice

Many	Star	Trek	episodes,	from	the	original	Star	Trek	pilot	“The	Cage”7	onward,
begin	with	a	similar	premise:	A	Federation	ship	encounters	a	distress	signal	from
a	vessel	or	outpost,	complications	follow,	conflict	ensues,	and	difficult	decisions
must	 be	 made.8	 Given	 the	 many	 risks	 involved,	 why	 do	 captains	 throughout
history	choose	to	answer	distress	calls?	Why	do	people	ever	go	out	of	their	way
to	help	others?	Volunteering	and	helping	out	strangers	in	need	are	often	seen	as
acts	 of	altruism	 (the	 performance	 of	 actions	 that	 have	 a	 cost	 to	 the	 performer
while	 benefiting	 others,	 either	 directly	 or	 indirectly,	without	 an	 expectation	 of
reciprocity	or	receipt	of	reward9);	however,	 those	who	subscribe	to	the	concept
of	 psychological	 egoism	 would	 argue	 that	 even	 these	 acts	 are	 not	 altogether
altruistic.10	 They	 argue	 that	 people	 are	 inherently	 hedonists	 and	 engage	 in
actions	 that	are	 in	 their	own	self-interest	and	from	which	 they	derive	pleasure:
Good	 deeds,	 such	 as	 helping	 others,	 are	 done	 because	 they	make	 people	 feel
good,	 cause	 others	 to	 speak	 highly	 of	 them,	 or	 earn	 potential	 rewards	 from	 a
deity.	 Thus,	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 psychological	 egoism,	 even	 a	 Federation
captain	 helping	 a	 stranded	 ship	 has	 motivations	 that	 fall	 short	 of	 altruism:
Perhaps	 the	 damaged	 ship	 will	 contain	 Federation	 citizens,	 potential	 allies,
valuable	resources,	or	useful	 information.	Psychological	egoism	in	Star	Trek	is
more	 noticeable	 in	 organizations	 outside	 the	 Federation;	 a	 Ferengi	 captain	 is
likely	to	help	a	stranded	freighter	only	to	secure	future	profits	and	trade	even	if
the	 gesture	 seems	 genuine	 on	 the	 surface.11	 According	 to	 the	 perspective	 of
psychological	egoism,	Ferengi	and	humans	differ	only	in	the	sense	that	Ferengi
do	not	delude	 themselves	by	believing	 their	motivations	 are	 anything	but	 self-
serving.
Psychological	 research	 is	 split	 on	 the	 existence	 of	 true	 altruism	 in	 humans.



Some	 researchers	 find	 that	 helping	 behavior	 is	 strongly	 motivated	 by	 self-
serving	 reasons,	 such	 as	 their	 desire	 to	 avoid	 personal	 distress	 and	 their
perceived	 similarity	 to	 the	 one	 in	 need,12	 but	 such	 findings	 fail	 to	 explain	 the
range	of	human	sacrifice.	Psychologists	have	offered	evidence	of	true	altruism.
Even	 infants	 have	 been	 observed	 helping	 each	 other	 complete	 tasks	 without
incentive	or	expectation	of	reward	or	reciprocity,	a	behavior	even	seen	in	other
primates,	such	as	chimpanzees.13	Such	evidence	suggests	that	altruism	may	be	a
natural	instinct	in	primates	but	that	culture	and	society,	rather	than	human	nature,
serve	 to	erase	altruistic	motivation	 in	humankind.	 Indeed,	 altruistic	 sacrifice	 is
seen	 throughout	 much	 of	 the	 animal	 kingdom.	 Like	 Borg	 drones,	 worker
honeybees	will	sacrifice	themselves	to	defend	their	hive.14
The	 propensity	 to	 engage	 in	 altruism	 also	 depends	 on	 cultural	 factors.	 For

instance,	Asian	countries	tend	to	be	collectivistic,	emphasizing	group	goals	and
unified	 culture,	 whereas	 Western	 societies	 tend	 to	 be	 more	 individualistic,
emphasizing	 individual	 goals	 and	 achievements.15	 Research	 indicates	 that
individuals	 from	 collectivist	 cultures	 are	more	 prone	 to	 self-sacrifice	 than	 are
those	from	individualistic	cultures.16	Though	 the	Borg	 represent	 an	extreme	 in
the	 collectivist-individualist	 spectrum	 in	 Star	 Trek,	 this	 is	 far	 from	 the	 only
example.	Many	 of	 the	 societies	 in	 Star	 Trek,	 such	 as	 the	Vulcans,	 evidence	 a
greater	 degree	 of	 collectivism	 than	 is	 seen	 in	modern	Western	 society.17	 Even
Starfleet,	largely	made	up	of	humans	from	cultures	identified	as	individualist	in
the	twenty-first	century,	adopts	a	largely	collectivist	viewpoint;	this	likely	stems
from	a	shifting	global	view,	with	humans	(and	other	species)	becoming	a	piece
within	a	larger	galactic	puzzle	with	a	shared	viewpoint	of	peace,	exploration,	and
enlightenment.
Much	 of	 the	 debate	 over	 sacrifice	 and	 altruism	 is	 represented	 in	 a	 thought

experiment	 called	 the	 trolley	 problem.18	 Like	 the	 Kobayashi	 Maru,	 the
unbeatable	test	taken	by	cadets	at	Starfleet	Academy,19	 the	trolley	problem	is	a
no-win	 scenario	 involving	 inherent	 loss	 of	 life.	 The	 trolley	 problem	 is	 a
hypothetical	 situation	 in	which	 an	observer	witnesses	 a	 rogue	 trolley	barreling
down	 the	 tracks	 at	 a	 group	 of	 five	 unsuspecting	 pedestrians.	 In	 the	 original
version	of	the	scenario,	the	observer	can	choose	to	take	no	action	or	instead	flip
a	switch	and	divert	the	car	onto	a	different	track,	in	which	case	it	will	strike	and
kill	a	single	pedestrian.	Participants	in	a	number	of	studies	involving	the	trolley
problem	 indicated	 that	 they	 would	 prefer	 to	 sacrifice	 themselves	 rather	 than
sacrifice	 the	 life	 of	 another	 innocent	 bystander.20	 Although	 most	 divert	 the
trolley	 to	 the	 track	with	one	pedestrian	 to	 save	 five	other	 lives,	 approximately



one-third	select	the	self-sacrifice	option.	However,	it	is	obviously	impossible	to
determine	the	degree	to	which	these	results	would	occur	in	real-world	situations.
This	 is	 similar	 to	 Wesley	 Crusher’s	 first	 entrance	 exam	 for	 Starfleet,	 which
forces	him	to	choose	between	saving	two	separate	lives.21
Undoubtedly	the	best	example	of	altruistic	sacrifice	in	Star	Trek	occurs	when

Spock	 dies	 to	 save	 the	Enterprise	 and	 everyone	 on	 it.22	 Dying	 from	 radiation
poisoning,	Spock	explains	himself	by	reminding	Kirk	of	his	earlier	remark:	“The
needs	of	the	many	outweigh	the	needs	of	the	few.”	Such	a	decision	likely	arises
from	a	number	of	factors:

•	 Vulcans	present	as	a	highly	collectivist	culture,	 one	 that	values	 the
society	above	the	individual.

•	 Spock	is	the	member	of	a	highly	cohesive	crew	largely	made	up	of
close	 friends	 and	 colleagues.	 Protecting	 them	 serves	 his	 own
affiliative	needs	(the	basic	urge	to	form	relationships	with	others).

•	 Ultimately,	Spock	takes	a	utilitarian	view	(seeing	the	rational	pursuit
of	the	greatest	benefit	for	the	greatest	number	of	individuals)	in	that
he	 knows	 he	 is	 best	 equipped	 for	 the	 job	 and	 that	 his	 death	 will
allow	others	to	live.23

In	Spock’s	mind,	 such	a	sacrifice	 is	 logical.	As	he	says	of	his	own	sacrifice
while	dying,	“Don’t	grieve,	Admiral.	It’s	logical.”24

Loyalty

Sacrifices	made	out	of	loyalty	may	seem	altruistic	at	first,	though	the	sacrifices
differ	depending	on	the	relationship	between	the	self-sacrificers	and	the	persons
who	are	saved.	A	child’s	parent	might	readily	enter	a	burning	building	to	rescue
that	child	but	perhaps	not	for	a	stranger.	Loyalty	is	a	strong	force	that	can	lead
people	 to	 do	 extraordinary	 things.	 This	 is	 often	 seen	 in	 situations	 involving
soldiers,	emergency	response	personnel,	family	members,	and	friends.
A	study	of	heroic	suicide	 (the	act	of	sacrificing	one’s	 life	during	combat	 for

the	 protection	 of	 others)	 analyzed	 125	 Congress-ional	 Medal	 of	 Honor
recipients.25	 Noncommissioned	 officers	 (those	 who	 rose	 through	 the	 ranks	 to
directly	command	groups	of	soldiers)	more	often	sacrificed	themselves	than	did
commissioned	officers	(many	of	whom	were	placed	in	leadership	positions	due
to	education	or	degree),	and	those	in	leadership	roles	were	more	likely	than	rank-



and-file	 soldiers	 to	 engage	 in	 self-sacrifice.	 Starfleet	 officers	 most	 closely	 fit
these	 prototypes	 of	 self-sacrificing	 soldiers.	 In	 Starfleet,	 even	 those	 who
eventually	 become	 captains	 start	 out	 as	 lowly	 ensigns,	 manning	 sensors,
engaging	in	menial	engineering	tasks,	and	piloting	shuttlecraft.	Further,	starships
are	typically	seen	as	being	manned	by	exceptionally	cohesive	crews,	and	those
ships	and	stations	which	serve	as	the	set	pieces	of	the	various	Star	Trek	films	and
series	showcase	Starfleet’s	elite.	Such	factors	cultivate	an	environment	of	loyalty
and	sense	of	duty,	making	sacrifice	not	only	a	possibility	but	a	likelihood	should
the	need	arise.26	Tasha	Yar’s	death	while	trying	to	rescue	the	crew	of	a	crashed
shuttle	 embodies	 these	 values.27	 Further,	 research	 on	 World	 War	 II	 veterans
revealed	 increased	 unit	 cohesion	 years	 later	 among	 groups	 in	 which	 soldiers
experienced	the	death	of	comrades.28	Thus,	Tasha’s	death,	though	devastating	to
the	 crew,	 likely	 leads	 to	 increased	 cohesion	 in	 the	 long	 run.	 This	 experience,
combined	with	his	loyalty	to	and	friendship	with	the	crew	of	the	Enterprise,	may
contribute	to	Data’s	eventual	decision	to	self-sacrifice.29	Indeed,	friendship	alone
can	contribute	 to	 the	decision	 to	 sacrifice	oneself.	Research	has	 suggested	 that
individuals	 are	more	 likely	 to	 engage	 in	 personal	 sacrifices	when	 they	 have	 a
close	 relationship	with	 the	 other	 party.30	 Though	Charles	 “Trip”	Tucker,	 chief
engineer	of	 the	Enterprise	NX-01,	 certainly	demonstrates	a	duty	and	 loyalty	 to
the	 crew,	 it	 is	 his	 close	 friendship	with	Captain	Archer	 and	 his	 desire	 to	 save
Archer’s	life	that	lead	to	his	ultimate	sacrifice.31

The	Reluctant	Prophet

Martyrdom	 can	 serve	 as	 a	 powerful	 tool	 for	 people,	 not	 only	 elevating	 the	 individual
engaging	 in	 self-sacrifice	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 the	 other	 people,	 but	 exemplifying	 the	 ideals	 for
which	they	died.	Martyrs,	both	in	modern	history	and	in	religion,	become	immortal	through
their	stories,	which	are	passed	on	through	generations,	such	as	those	of	Mahatma	Gandhi,
William	Wallace,	Joan	of	Arc,	and	Jesus.	Their	values	and	beliefs,	especially	as	they	related
to	their	sacrifices,	become	more	important	than	their	actual	backgrounds.	Such	individuals
occupy	a	realm	somewhere	between	fact	and	parable.	Benjamin	Sisko	makes	the	ultimate
sacrifice	 by	 casting	 himself	 and	 Gul	 Dukat	 into	 the	 flames	 of	 the	 Fire	 Caves	 of	 Bajor.
Though	 he	 begins	 as	 a	 skeptic	 and	would	 likely	make	 his	 sacrifice	 for	 altruistic	 reasons
alone,	Sisko’s	apparent	death	serves	 the	purpose	of	 immortalizing	him	as	a	martyr	 in	 the
living	history	of	the	Bajoran	people.

…	Outweigh	the	Needs	of	the	Few



Star	Trek	has	given	us	a	glimpse	into	a	future	worth	living,	where	people	work
together	for	the	greater	good	of	society.32	However,	such	a	society	is	ultimately
built	upon	the	sacrifices	of	others:	people	who	pay	the	cost	to	uphold	the	ideals
of	justice,	benevolence,	and	charity.	The	act	of	self-sacrifice	is	truly	remarkable
in	 light	 of	 the	 innate	 proclivity	 toward	 self-preservation.	 For	 those	 who	 give
their	 lives—whether	 doomed	 redshirts	 following	 their	 training,	 members	 of	 a
cohesive	 crew	protecting	 their	 closest	 friends,	 individuals	 of	 strong	 conviction
dying	 for	 a	 cause,	or	 those	 committing	 the	utterly	 selfless	 act	of	dying	 so	 that
others	might	live—the	theme	is	the	same:	For	them,	the	needs	of	the	many	truly
do	outweigh	the	needs	of	the	few.
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The	 aliens	 in	 science	 fiction	 tend	 to	 look	 more	 human
than	those,	if	any,	out	in	The	aliens	in	science	fiction	tend
to	 look	 more	 human	 that	 those,	 if	 any,	 out	 in	 the	 real
universe	 seem	 likely	 to	 appear.	 Aside	 from	 practical
considerations	 such	 as	 creating	 costumes	 that	 actors
can	 wear	 or	 storytelling	 purposes	 that	 require	 the
audience	 to	 relate	 to	 the	 characters,	 lessons	 learned
from	the	psychology	of	creativity	and	even	religion	may
hint	 at	 the	 underlying	 mental	 processes	 involved	 in
making	imagined	nonhumans	seem	so	human.
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Imagination,	Creativity,	and	Aliens

Jim	Davies

“I	have	encountered	1,754	nonhuman	races	during	my	tenure	in	Starfleet.”
—Commander	Data1

“When	people	imagine	novel	animals,	the	properties	of	their	creations	are	reliably
predictable	from	research	on	noncreative	aspects	of	categorization.”

—cognitive	scientist	Thomas	Ward2

Why	should	so	many	science	fiction	aliens	look	humanoid?	At	least	240	sentient
humanoid	 species	 appear	 in	 Star	 Trek	 episodes	 and	 films,	 compared	 with	 29
named	 nonhumanoid	 sentient	 species.3	Within	 the	 fictional	 history,	 an	 ancient
race	may	 have	 relocated	 the	 universe’s	 early	 humanoids	 to	 planets	 throughout
the	 galaxy4	 or	 seeded	 several	 planets	 with	 DNA	 to	 guide	 evolution	 to	 form
intelligent	 life	 similar	 to	 its	 own.5	 A	 casual	 glance	 from	 outside	 the	 fiction,
however,	 suggests	 a	 lack	 of	 creativity.	 Studies	 in	 psychology	 have	 explored
creativity	in	terms	of	both	how	creativity	functions	in	people	being	creative	and
how	people	respond	to	creative	works.	What	they	have	found	may	surprise	you:



More	creativity	isn’t	always	better.

The	Psychology	of	Creativity

When	 asked	 to	 draw	 aliens	 of	 their	 own	 design,	 participants	 in	 a	well-known
experiment6	showed	little	creativity.	They	tended	to	mix	and	match	parts	of	real
people	and	animals—a	person	with	a	horse’s	head,	 for	 example.	The	creatures
were	bilaterally	symmetrical,	with	body	parts	and	facial	structures	about	where
you	 would	 expect	 them	 to	 be.	 The	 researchers’	 dismal	 conclusion	 was	 that
creativity	was	heavily	structured	and	 involves	 reorganizing	components	people
are	familiar	with.
But	the	participants	in	this	experiment	were	given	blank	pieces	of	paper,	and

that’s	 kind	 of	 intimidating.	 Perhaps	 if	 people	were	 given	 inspiration	 for	 doing
more	wild	things,	they	would	be	more	creative.	A	student	researcher	and	I	tested
this	 in	 my	 laboratory.	 In	 one	 condition	 we	 replicated	 psychologist	 Thomas
Ward’s	 findings	 with	 paper,	 and	 in	 the	 other	 condition	 we	 had	 people	 create
monsters	 with	 a	 piece	 of	 software	 called	 the	 Spore	 Creature	 Creator,7	 which
provides	menus	with	lots	of	choices	of	features.	The	result?	People	were	just	as
uncreative	with	Spore	as	they	were	with	paper.8
Rather	than	criticizing	the	creators	of	Star	Trek	for	being	uncreative,	we	could

speculate	 about	 budgetary	 and	 safety	 reasons	 for	 using	 actors	 rather	 than	 big
puppets	and	cumbersome	costumes.	Many	aliens	are	differentiated	from	humans
only	through	the	use	of	makeup	and	prosthetics	to	alter	the	appearance	of	faces,
ears,	 and	 hands.	 The	 Vulcans	 visibly	 differ	 from	 humans	 in	 their	 angled
eyebrows	 and	 elflike	pointy	 ears.	The	Borg	have	more	 complex	 costumes	 that
involve	 intricate	 mechanical	 hands,	 cyborg	 eyes,	 various	 facial	 tubes,	 and
eclectic	steel	armor.	Although	diverse	and	visually	appealing,	these	costumes	are
cost-efficient	and	allow	for	acting	in	a	way	that	would	be	difficult	with	puppets,
masks,	or	aliens	without	any	faces	at	all.
We	can	see	evidence	for	this	motivation	in	Roddenberry’s	original	pitch:	“The

‘Parallel	 Worlds’	 concept	 makes	 production	 practical	 by	 permitting	 action-
adventure	 science	 fiction	 at	 a	 practical	 budget	 figure	 by	 the	 use	 of	 available
‘earth’	 casting,	 sets,	 locations,	 costuming,	 and	 so	 on.”	 Further,	 Roddenberry
stated,	 “Where	 required,	 ‘alien’	 variations	will	 be	 obtained	 via	 padding,	wigs,
and	similar	makeup	devices.”9
There	 are	 good	 artistic	 and	 narrative	 reasons	 for	 humanoid	 aliens,	 too,

suggesting	 that	 the	 designers	 knew	 what	 they	 were	 doing.	 For	 one	 thing,



humanoid	aliens	are	easier	to	relate	to.	It	is	easier	to	feel	empathy	for	those	who
look	 similar	 to	 us.10	 Some	 kind	 of	 recognizable	 face	 is	 very	 important	 for
reading	the	emotions	of	beings11—you	can	tell	when	a	dog	is	scared	or	angry	but
not	 when	 it’s	 disgusted	 or	 surprised.	 Dogs	 have	 limited	 facial	 expressions.12
Psychologically	realistic	aliens	make	for	characters	that	can	engage	in	the	kind
of	social	conflict	we	need	in	stories.
We	are	built	to	understand	human	beings,	and	we	can’t	help	interpreting	other

things	 we	 see	 the	 same	 way.	 Take,	 for	 example,	 the	 idea	 of	 “the	 Greys,”	 a
species	 of	 aliens	 that	 some	 people	 (“alien	 abductees”)	 believe	 visits	 Earth	 to
bring	people	into	their	spaceships	at	night	and	run	experiments	on	them.13	Now,
for	 this	 alien	 to	 be	 plausible,	 it	 must	 be	 fairly	 intelligent—a	 spacefaring,
scientific	species	can’t	be	stupid.	So	what	do	these	aliens	look	like?	Well,	 they
tend	to	have	features	that	signal	 intelligence	to	us	 in	human	beings:	They	have
big	heads	with	big	eyes,	 small	mouths,	and	small	noses,	and	 they	are	 thin	and
bald.	We	think	people	are	smarter	when	they	have	big	eyes.14	We	notice	the	nose
area	 first	 in	 people15	 and	 make	 judgments	 about	 their	 intelligence	 within	 39
milliseconds,16	 suggesting	 that	 the	nose	 is	also	an	 important	 feature	 in	 judging
intelligence.	Height,	too,	suggests	intelligence	in	humans.17	Imagine	if	someone
told	 you	 he	 had	 been	 abducted	 by	 an	 alien	 that	was	 fat	 and	 hairy,	with	 small
eyes,	a	big	mouth	and	nose,	and	a	tiny	head.	It	sounds	less	plausible	because	it
does	not	match	what	we	think	of	as	signals	of	intelligence	in	human	beings.	That
is,	it	would	just	look	stupid.
We	 ran	 an	 experiment	 in	 which	 we	 showed	 people	 images	 of	 hypothetical

aliens	and	varied	their	physical	features.	When	we	asked	how	smart	they	thought
an	alien	was,	people	 rated	 aliens	 as	being	 smarter	when	 they	were	 taller,	 their
eyes	were	bigger,	and	their	noses	were	smaller.	We	attribute	intelligence	to	aliens
in	the	same	ways	we	attribute	it	to	people.18
Many	of	the	alien	species	in	Star	Trek	interact	with	the	human	members	of	the

Federation.	Recurrent	 aliens	 such	 as	 the	Vulcans,	 Cardassians,	 Romulans,	 and
Klingons	 have	 starships	 that	 have	 warp	 capability	 (and	 thus	 can	 travel	 vast
distances	in	space	in	very	little	time),	suggesting	a	high	level	of	intelligence,	at
least	one	that	is	comparable	to	that	of	Star	Trek’s	humans.	These	aliens	also	have
language,	 symbolism,	 and	 culture.	 So	 it	 makes	 some	 sense	 that	many	 of	 Star
Trek’s	 aliens	 would	 be	made	 humanoid	 to	 look	more	 intelligent.	 But	 do	 they
really	need	to	look	so	much	like	people?
Maybe	there’s	nothing	wrong	with	the	level	of	creativity	of	Star	Trek	aliens—

after	 all,	 it	 is	 an	 enormously	 popular	 franchise.	 It	 turns	 out	 that	 creatures	 in



speculative	fiction	can’t	be	too	weird	or	people	will	reject	them	as	unappealing.
How	 do	we	 know	 this?	 To	 get	 a	 sense	 of	 just	 how	 creative	 an	 alien	 creature
should	 be,	 we	 can	 get	 some	 answers	 from,	 of	 all	 places,	 the	 psychology	 of
religion.

Creature	Creator

Artist	Terryl	Whitlatch	makes	her	living	creating	creatures,	designing	animals	for	companies
such	as	Disney	by	using	both	 logic	and	creativity.	“To	make	imaginary	animals	believable,
one	must	first	be	familiar	with	the	biology	of	living	animals—their	place	in	nature,	how	they
behave	 within	 their	 environment,	 what	 they	 eat,	 how	 they	 catch	 their	 food,”	 she	 says.19
“Real	animals	are	my	preferred	subjects,	not	fantasy	animals.	Drawing	and	observing	them
—this	 is	 what	 gets	 under	 the	 skin	 and	 into	 the	 psychology	 and	 spirit	 of	 imaginary
animals.”20

—T.L.

What	Are	Gods	Like?

Thousands	of	religions	are	spread	throughout	the	world,	and	new	ones	arise	all
the	time.	Some	of	them	catch	on	and	last,	but	most	do	not.	You	might	think	that	a
religion	can	suggest	the	existence	of	just	about	anything,	but	you’d	be	wrong.	A
religion	 that	 does	 not	match	 humanity’s	 basic	 psychological	 expectations	 will
not	be	successful.
Religions	posit	the	existence	of	supernatural	beings.	If	you	look	at	the	gods	of

many	religions,	an	interesting	pattern	emerges:	Gods	tend	to	be	beings	or	objects
from	 one	 category	 of	 things,	 with	 only	 one	 or	 two	 features	 from	 another
category.	 For	 example,	 a	 statue	 that	 can	 bleed	 is	 a	 member	 of	 the	 “objects”
category	with	 one	 feature	 (bleeding)	 from	 the	 “animal”	 category.	A	 ghost	 is	 a
member	 of	 the	 “person”	 category	 but	 is	 missing	 life	 and	 a	 material	 body.
Different	 scientists	 disagree	 on	 exactly	 what	 these	 categories	 are,	 but	 many
believe	 that	 in	 childhood	we	develop	basic	 understandings	of	 people,	 animals,
objects,	and	ideas.21	These	categories,	such	as	“things	with	minds”	and	“physical
objects,”	 were	 discovered	 in	 developmental	 psychology.22	When	 people	 think
about	things,	they	infer	many	properties	on	the	basis	of	the	category	they	are	in.
For	example,	we	expect	damaged	 living	 things	 in	general	 to	 repair	 themselves
over	 time,	 but	 we	 don’t	 expect	 that	 of	 something	 in	 the	 “physical	 object”
category.	Therefore,	a	physical	object	 that	exhibits	a	property	of	a	 living	 thing
violates	this	category	boundary.



A	man	who	can	walk	through	walls	 is	more	compelling	than	a	man	with	six
fingers	because	 the	 latter	 does	not	violate	 something	 fundamental	 about	 living
things.	 He	 is	 merely	 unusual	 but	 does	 not	 violate	 category	 boundaries.	 So
although	 surface	 appearances	 can	 change	 greatly	 from	 culture	 to	 culture	 (this
god	has	horns,	that	one	has	three	legs),	the	category	violations	tend	to	be	similar,
falling	into	a	few	kinds:	people	or	animals	that	violate	physical	properties	(e.g.,
incorporeal	or	 invisible),	biological	properties	 (e.g.,	 immortal,	born	of	 a	virgin
birth),	 and	 psychological	 properties	 (e.g.,	 have	 supernaturally	 extended
perception).	Similarly,	objects	can	have	biological	properties	(such	as	bleeding)
or	 psychological	 ones	 (such	 as	 being	 able	 to	 hear).	 No	 religion	 has	 gods	 that
exist	only	on	Wednesday,	because	days	of	the	week	are	not	a	part	of	any	basic
category	of	human	understanding.	Note	that	some	of	the	gods	in	Star	Trek	also
tend	to	resemble	the	lesser	beings	they	are	related	to	or	created	by:	The	Prophets
look	like	Bajorans	and	Fek’lhr	look	like	Klingons.23	If	there	are	more	than	one
or	 two	violations,	 it	 is	more	 easily	 forgotten.	The	 simpler	violations	 are	better
remembered	and	enjoy	more	success	in	cultural	survival	over	time.24
Let’s	compare	two	hypothetical	examples	of	gods:	a	baby	that	can	make	soup

and	a	baby	that	can	turn	into	a	bird.	Making	soup	is	impossible	for	a	baby,	but
not	 because	 soup	making	 belongs	 to	 another	 category.	 It	 just	 so	 happens	 that
babies	can’t	make	soup.	As	a	 result,	 it	 sounds	kind	of	 ridiculous	as	a	 religious
belief.	 The	 baby	 that	 can	 transform	 into	 an	 animal,	 however,	 sounds	 more
plausible	 as	 a	 religious	 belief,	 and	 experiments	 confirm	 this.	 People	 are	more
likely	to	remember	the	transforming	baby	than	the	soup-making	baby	and	rate	it
as	 being	 more	 plausible.	 This	 includes	 people	 who	 don’t	 actually	 believe	 in
either	of	them—even	the	nonreligious	share	this	intuition.25
Star	Trek	has	counterintuitive	 features	of	 aliens.	For	example,	Betazoids	are

basically	 humans	with	 black	 eyes	 and	 telepathy.	Cardassians	 are	 humans	with
ridged	skin	and	photographic	memories.	Telepathy	 is	not	 something	 inherently
associated	 with	 living	 things,	 and	 this	 category	 breaking	 makes	 them
compelling.	 The	 physical	 features	 do	 not	 violate	 category	 boundaries	 and
perhaps	are	not	strong	components	of	the	compellingness	of	the	aliens.
Further,	 compelling	 creatures,	whether	 they	 are	 gods	 or	 aliens,	 cannot	 have

too	many	features	from	other	categories.	A	tree	that	sings	sounds	like	it	might	be
a	part	of	a	real	religion,	but	a	tree	that	sings,	can	turn	into	wind,	bleeds,	and	has
miraculous	healing	powers	sounds	kind	of	silly.	Popular	gods	involve	what	are
called	minimally	counterintuitive	ideas.26	If	they	are	not	counterintuitive	(like	a
normal	 person),	 they	 are	 not	 particularly	 interesting,	 and	 if	 they	 are	 too	weird



(too	creative?),	they	are	not	memorable	or	interesting.
So	 much	 for	 religion.	What	 does	 this	 have	 to	 do	 with	 art,	 particularly	 the

universe	of	Star	Trek?	It	 turns	out	 that	 lots	of	 things	we	find	compelling	about
art	 predict	 what	 we	 find	 compelling	 about	 religion.27	 Scientists	 looked	 at
Grimm’s	 fairy	 tales	 and	 counted	 how	 many	 minimally	 counterintuitive	 ideas
appeared	 in	 each	 story.	 They	 also	 rated	 each	 story	 on	 how	 popular	 and	well-
known	it	was	on	the	basis	of	hits	on	a	popular	search	engine.	The	most	popular
stories,	 it	 turned	 out,	 had	 only	 two	 or	 three	 counterintuitive	 ideas,	 whereas
having	more	or	less	than	that	number	correlated	with	lower	popularity.28
We	 naturally	 see	 humans	 as	 being	 different	 from	 animals	 but	 even	 more

different	from	plants.	An	analysis	of	Ovid’s	stories	in	Metamorphoses	revealed
that	people	were	more	likely	to	transform	into	animals,	and	animals	were	more
likely	to	transform	into	people	or	into	plants.	People	rarely	turned	into	plants.29
All	 this	 suggests	 that	 our	 minds	 are	 prepared	 for	 only	 a	 certain	 amount	 of

divergence	 from	 what	 we	 are	 familiar	 with.	 New	 creatures,	 whether	 they	 are
gods	 in	 religion	or	supernatural	creatures	 in	 folktales,	 should	be	 fairly	 familiar
but	not	too	strange.
There’s	a	sweet	spot.

The	Sweet	Spot

The	fact	that	we	like	best	things	that	fit	into	a	sweet	spot	between	familiarity	and
novelty	goes	beyond	gods,	aliens,	and	monsters	 to	all	arts	and	even	 ideas.	Too
much	of	the	familiar	is	boring,	and	too	little	is	incomprehensible	and,	as	a	result,
boring	too.
When	we	see	something	again	and	again,	we	become	familiar	with	it	and	can

recognize	it	easily.	This	feels	good,	and	we	tend	to	like	it—the	facilitation	effect.
But	 prolonged	 exposure	 to	 the	 same	 pattern	 results	 in	 habituation	 and	 a
lessening	of	arousal.	We	get	bored	because	we’re	curious	creatures	who	evolved
to	want	to	learn	new	things.30
Some	 evidence	 suggests	 that	 expertise	 in	 a	 particular	 field	 allows	 for	 the

appreciation	 of	 more	 creativity.	 One	 study	 by	 Paul	 Hekkert	 found	 that	 car
experts	 preferred	 cars	 with	 more	 unusual	 designs	 than	 do	 non-experts.31	 In
another	study,	he	found	that	art	connoisseurs	prefer	more	abstract	and	conceptual
paintings	 than	do	 amateurs,	who	 tend	 to	prefer	 depictions	of	 realistic	 things.32
Thus,	it	could	be	that	in	science	fiction	our	preference	for	ever	stranger	worlds
and	aliens	may	increase	as	we	gain	experience	in	the	genre.	Luckily	for	us,	Star
Trek	has	so	much	content	that	there	is	something	for	everyone.



Familiar	Yet	Different

Maybe	the	aliens	people	created	in	Ward’s	experiment	weren’t	so	bad	after	all.
This	 psychological	 research	 lets	 us	 look	 at	 Star	 Trek	 aliens	 in	 a	 new	 light:
Perhaps	to	maximize	our	interest,	aliens	should	be	a	lot	like	recognizable	things
(such	as	people	or	Earth	animals),	with	just	one	or	two	different	aspects.
The	experiments	with	religion	focus	on	category	breaking,	but	a	more	general

take-home	message	 is	 that	compelling	creations	should	have	only	a	 few	 things
different.	Note	 that	Betazoids	 and	Cardassians	 have	 oddities	 (different	 eyes	 or
skin)	 but	 also	 one	 impossible/counterintuitive	 feature	 (telepathy	 and
photographic	memories).	Should	 the	creators	have	added	more	counterintuitive
features?
Perhaps	not.	If	these	scientific	studies	of	gods	and	aliens	are	correct,	making

Star	Trek	aliens	weirder	would	sacrifice	compellingness	on	the	altar	of	creativity.
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How	 can	 we	 know	 when	 a	 machine	 or	 program	 is	 no
longer	 imitating	 senti-ence	 but	 has	 indeed	 achieved	 it?
At	what	point	is	artificial	intelligence	simply	intelligence?
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The	Measure	of	a	Machine:	The
Psychology	of	Star	Trek’s	Artificial

Intelligence

Anthony	Francis	and	Jim	Davies

“I	am	the	culmination	of	one	man’s	dream.	This	is	not	ego	or	vanity.	But	when	Dr.
Soong	created	me,	he	added	to	the	substance	of	the	universe.”
—Lieutenant	Commander	Data1

“The	whole	thinking	process	is	rather	mysterious	to	us,	but	I	believe	the	attempt	to
make	a	thinking	machine	will	help	us	greatly	in	finding	out	how	we	think

ourselves.”
—computer	scientist	Alan	Turing2

Psychology	 is	 the	 study	 of	 how	 minds	 work,	 usually	 in	 humans	 and	 other
animals,	but	a	science	fiction	universe	can	explore	whether	machines	can	have



minds,	too.	Psychology	can	help	us	understand	both	the	initial	limits	of	artificial
intelligence	(A.I.),	what	these	artificial	intelligences	are	actually	doing,	and	how
their	cognition	(or	cognitive-like	performance)	relates	to	their	personhood.	When
the	 most	 prominent	 artificially	 intelligent	 machines	 in	 Star	 Trek—Data	 and
Voyager’s	Doctor—each	first	appear	they	often	act	like	simple	machines,	and	are
often	 treated	 that	 way,	 too.	 They	 become	 more	 humanlike	 over	 time	 and	 are
treated	 more	 like	 humans.	 But	 are	 these	 smart	 machines	 in	 Star	 Trek	 really
people	 or	 just	 models	 of	 people?	 The	 psychology	 of	 storytelling	 can	 help	 us
understand	 why,	 in	 Star	 Trek,	 computers	 can	 perform	 very	 sophisticated
cognitive	activities,	mimicking	or	surpassing	human	intelligence,	but	also	have
strange	 psychological	 limitations.	 From	 the	 ship’s	 computer3	 that	 makes	 your
life	easier	(when	it’s	not	humorously	misunderstanding	you)	to	the	M54	that	runs
the	 ship	 for	you	 (when	 it’s	not	 trying	 to	kill	you),	 these	 supposedly	 intelligent
machines	 often	 appear	 to	 be	 at	 best	 frustrating	 idiot	 savants	 and	 at	 worst
sociopathic	plot	devices.	Even	machines	designed	to	emulate	human	minds	have
oddly	 stunted	 personalities.	 Awkward	 android	 Lieutenant	 Commander	 Data,
while	highly	intelligent,	at	first	lacks	the	social	skills	to	deliver	concise	answers
to	 simple	 questions,5	 and	 it	 takes	 several	 seasons	 for	 the	 heckled	 hologram
Doctor	aboard	Voyager	to	self-actualize	to	the	point	where	he	has	a	full	suite	of
human	interests.
These	 psychological	 limits	 of	 characters	 within	 stories	 play	 a	 role	 in	 the

psychology	 of	 what	makes	 the	 stories	 themselves	 interesting.	 Studies	 of	 what
makes	 stories	 memorable	 show	 that	 good	 stories	 must	 have	 interesting
complications.6	However,	more	 critical	 systems	 like	 transporters	 and	 turbolifts
rarely	malfunction,	 so	why	are	Star	Trek’s	artificial	 intelligences,	 in	particular,
so	 quirky?	The	 answer	may	 have	 to	 do	with	 the	 narrative	 architecture	 of	 Star
Trek	 itself.	 In	 a	 blast	 of	 visionary	 optimism,	 Gene	 Roddenberry	 imagined	 a
future	that	 just	worked,	a	future	in	which	humanity	could	go	almost	anywhere,
could	 do	 almost	 anything:	 “close	 enough	 to	 our	 own	 time	 for	 continuing
characters	to	be	fully	identifiable	as	people	like	us,	but	far	enough	in	the	future
for	galaxy	 travel	 to	be	 thoroughly	established.”7	This	 lets	Star	Trek	 tell	 stories
where	people	who	are	trying	hard	to	get	it	right	meet	people	who	don’t	quite	get
it,	people	who,	by	struggling	through	difficult	issues	together,	cast	our	culture’s
current	problems	into	sharp	relief.	So,	while	Star	Trek	uses	computers	to	explore
many	subtle	issues	in	both	human	psychology	and	the	ethics	of	re-creating	it	in
machines,	 it	 also	 places	 limits	 on	 those	 computers	 to	 focus	 its	 stories	 on	 how
people	would	tackle	those	issues.



Listen	Carefully,	Computer,	I	Am	Lying

Other	 features	 that	 make	 stories	 easy	 to	 remember	 are	 characters	 people	 can
identify	with,	which	can	make	them	memorable	even	to	children,8	and	abnormal
information,	 which	 can	 make	 even	 ordinary	 situations	 more	 memorable.9
Combining	 these	 features—identifiable	 characters,	 facing	 interesting
complications,	 produced	 by	 abnormal	 situations—would	 predict	 that	 stories
where	human	characters	face	interesting	threats	from	abnormal	antagonists,	such
as	machines,	 would	 be	 very	memorable,	 and	 Star	 Trek	 appears	 to	 follow	 this
recipe.
For	 example,	 Star	 Trek	 places	 limits	 on	 its	 computers,	 allowing	 stories	 to

focus	 on	 human	 achievement.	 One	 could	 imagine	 that	 an	 arbitrarily	 smart
computer	 could	 take	 over	 the	 universe,	 so	 intelligent	 computers	 in	 Star	 Trek
can’t	 be	 too	 smart,	 or	 if	 they’re	 too	 smart,	 they	 must	 be	 rare.	 Too-smart,
potentially	 not	 rare	 computers	must	 either	 be	 protagonists	with	whom	we	 can
identify	as	humans,	like	Data,	or	have	serious	drawbacks	that	can	be	overcome
by	 humans	 before	 the	 credits	 roll,	 like	 the	 M5.	 That’s	 why	 computers	 smart
enough	 to	 run	entire	 civilizations	 are	often	depicted	 in	Star	Trek	as	being	 less
flexible	 than	 video-game	 characters,	 forced	 to	 follow	 their	 original	 programs
rigidly	 and	 far	 beyond	 their	 shelf	 life.10	When	 they	 do	 deviate,	 it’s	 usually	 to
present	 (generally	 by	 mistake)	 a	 canned	 message	 from	 the	 computer’s
designers,11	 before	 a	 human	protagonist	 such	 as	Captain	Kirk	dispatches	 them
with	a	simple	paradox	like	“I	am	lying.”12
Here	the	psychology	of	good	storytelling	conflicts	with	a	realistic	depiction	of

either	human	or	machine	psychology.	For	example,	processing	a	contradiction	is
unlikely	 to	 cause	 any	 intelligence	 to	 short	 out.	 It’s	 true	 that	 all	 computation
consumes	 power,	 and	 in	 Star	 Trek,	 where	 computers	 are	 embedded	 in	 warp
fields	to	make	their	computations	proceed	faster	than	light,13	one	could	imagine
a	clever	command	making	a	computer	consume	enough	power	to	explode—but	a
verbally	delivered	paradox	almost	certainly	won’t	be	it.	Human	minds	don’t	shut
down	 when	 faced	 with	 a	 paradox;	 studies	 show	 that	 people	 presented	 with
paradoxes	 can	 actually	 perform	 more	 creatively.14	 In	 computer	 truth
maintenance	systems,	“contradiction”	is	a	third	state	beyond	“true”	and	“false,”
and	signals	when	a	line	of	reasoning	isn’t	fruitful,15	similar	to	the	use	of	proof	by
contradiction	in	human	mathematical	reasoning.	Rather	than	causing	a	computer
to	think	about	a	problem	forever,	a	paradox	is	a	sign	to	give	up	without	wasting
more	time.	“Lying,	Captain?	No	…	you	are	contradicting	yourself.”



A	Spectacular	Demonstration	of	Simulated	Imagination

The	quirky	ways	 artificial	 intelligences	 fail	 in	 some	 science	 fiction	 should	not
blind	 us	 to	 some	 of	 the	 amazing	 things	 they	 can	 do,	 which	 include	 some
psychological	feats	that	might	be	challenging	even	for	humans.	While	Star	Trek
overtly	 downplays	 computer	 intelligence,	 it	 often	 takes	 computer
superintelligence	 for	 granted.	 Take	 the	 holodeck,	 for	 example,	 which	 creates
interactive	 three-dimensional	 simulations	 of	 places.	 Simply	 creating	 an
interactive	 three-dimensional	 (3-D)	 visualization	 is	 difficult	 enough	 that	many
humans	can’t	do	it.20	While	some	people	have	very	vivid	mental	imagery,	others
have	 aphantasia,	 a	 complete	 lack	 of	 mental	 pictures	 in	 their	 heads.21	 It’s
impressive	that	the	holodeck	computer	is	able	to	collect	and	sensibly	reconstruct
enough	 images	 to	 model	 a	 shape	 well	 enough	 to	 stand	 up	 to	 viewing	 from
multiple	 angles—much	 less	 to	 capture	 enough	 surface	 texture	 to	model	 a	 seat
cushion	in	a	convincing	sit-down	3-D	reconstruction.

Turing’s	Test

World	War	II	cryptographer	Alan	Turing	(1912–1954)	 is	sometimes	known	as	the	father	of
artificial	intelligence	for	his	1948	report	“Intelligent	Machinery,”16	which	described	learning	in
neural	networks	before	either	was	a	buzzword.	But	he	might	as	well	be	called	the	father	of
computing	 for	 his	 1936	 paper	 “On	Computable	Numbers”17	which	 both	 defined	 universal
computers	 and	 proved	 you	 can’t	 tell	 when	 they	 will	 halt—simultaneously	 putting	 artificial
intelligences	on	guard	against	infinite-loop	traps	like	paradoxes,	and	guaranteeing	that	their
eternal	vigilance	will	not	always	succeed.
Turing	proposed	the	Imitation	Game,	now	called	the	Turing	Test,	in	which	he	argued	that

a	 machine	 that	 can	 pass	 for	 a	 human	 can	 think	 like	 a	 human.18	Star	 Trek:	 The	 Next
Generation	 takes	 his	 test	 further,	 arguing	 that	 a	 machine	 that	 exhibits	 the	 qualities	 of
sentience—intelligence,	 self-awareness,	 and	 consciousness—should	 be	 treated	 like	 a
person.19

To	research	a	problem,	Geordi	LaForge	creates	a	holodeck	simulation	of	 the
room	where	the	Enterprise	was	designed.22	At	first	he	wants	to	query	the	design
records	using	natural	language.	That	involves	parsing	words,	turning	them	into
questions,	 probing	 databases,	 and	 constructing	 responses—something	 human
beings	can	do	even	in	very	early	childhood.23	Unsatisfied	with	Siri-on-steroids,
Geordi	 has	 the	 computer	 simulate	 a	 fully	 interactive	 person—which	 requires
kinematic	 linkages,	 animation	 sequences,	 simulated	 expressions,	 and	 behavior



control.
Even	 now,	 there	 are	 technologies	 that	 can	 simulate	 a	 personality	 from

samples.	Deep	learning	detects	patterns	in	documents	and	can	reassemble	them
into	 eerily	 similar	 new	 texts.	 While	 the	 reassembled	 output	 is	 currently	 only
superficially	similar	 to	 the	source,	 similar	systems	can	perform	at	human	 level
on	 a	 variety	 of	 pattern	 analysis	 tasks.24	 Still,	without	 a	 conversation	model	 to
track	 what	 has	 been	 said	 and	 a	 question-answering	 model	 to	 connect	 to	 the
problem	 domain,	 a	 holodeck	 simulation	 of	 Enterprise	 designer	 Leah	 Brahms
would	 sound	 like	 a	 parrot,	 repeating	 confabulated	 answers	 that	 superficially
sound	right	but	are	all	wrong—and	creating	a	conversation	model	sufficient	 to
engage	 a	 human	 being	 would	 require	 a	 serious	 engineering	 effort.25	 So	 the
computer	must	 simultaneously	 act	 as	 the	best	 question-answering	 system	ever,
and	interpolate	those	responses	into	an	ongoing	deep	simulation	of	a	personality,
expressed	through	a	three-dimensional	character.
What	Geordi	asks	the	computer	to	do	is	something	that,	in	a	human,	would	be

considered	 a	 spectacular	 act	 of	 skilled	 acting.	 The	 computer	 performs
effortlessly—and	Geordi	takes	that	feat	completely	for	granted.

The	Mechanics	of	Solving	Problems

Problem-solving	 in	 humans	 engages	 the	 forebrain,	 one	 of	 the	 brain’s
evolutionarily	 newest	 structures.26	 Problem-solving	 in	 artificial	 intelligence,
however,	 is	 one	 of	 the	 field’s	 oldest	 techniques.27	 Geordi’s	 simulated	 Leah
Brahms	 performs	 more	 sophisticated	 psychological	 feats	 than	 smart
conversation.	 She	 engages	 in	 actual	 problem-solving,	 proposing	 a	 computer-
controlled	escape	 route	with	only	a	probability	of	 success.	Brahms’s	particular
method	 looks	 and	 sounds	 like	 rapidly	 exploring	 random	 trees	 (RRTS),	 an
artificial	 intelligence	 planning	 technique	 that	 tackles	 complex	 problems	 by
taking	many	 small	 leaps	 of	 faith,	 focusing	 on	 the	most	 promising	 alternatives
until	a	solution	 is	 found28—assuming	 it	can	 recognize	a	solution	when	 it	 finds
one.
A	computer	can	 juggle	 thousands	of	alternatives	at	once,	but	can	only	make

progress	toward	a	solution	if	it	can	estimate	the	quality	of	its	proposals	with	an
evaluation	function	(a	function	used	by	simulation	programs	to	estimate	strategic
value).	Human	memories	are	more	limited,	consciously	considering	only	a	few
alternatives	 at	 once,	 because	 of	 our	 limitations	 in	working	memory.29	 But	we
make	 up	 for	 it	 with	 fantastic	 evaluation	 functions:	 experience	 learned	 over	 a



lifetime	and	instincts	 tuned	over	millions	of	years	of	evolution,	which	 together
help	us	evaluate	whether	choices	are	good	or	bad.30	Experience	and	instinct	give
Geordi	a	bad	feeling	about	the	simulated	Brahms’s	plan,	and	he	decides	it’s	too
risky	 for	 the	 crew,	 prompting	 him	 to	 devise	 a	 solution	 that’s	 even	 better.31
Intuition	 seems	 to	 be	 associated	 with	 the	 evolutionarily	 older	 parts	 of	 our
brains,32	 suggesting	 that	 the	ship’s	computers	are	better	at	simulating	 the	more
conscious,	deliberative,	and	newer	parts	of	our	brains	than	the	older	ones	that	we
share	 with	 other	 mammals.	 Our	 creative	 problem-solving	 abilities	 tend	 to	 get
better	in	situations	that	make	us	feel	better.33

The	Rationality	of	Emotional	Responses

What	about	emotion?	While	behaviorism	somewhat	ignored	emotion	for	almost
a	 half	 a	 century,	 many	 modern	 cognitive	 psychologists	 believe	 the	 study	 of
emotion	is	critical	for	understanding	human	psychology34—yet	many	computers
in	Star	Trek	don’t	 seem	 to	have	emotion.	For	example,	Data	 first	 appears	as	a
highly	intelligent	but	emotionless	android.35	Is	computer	simulation	of	emotion
possible,	or	even	desirable,	in	a	world	where	Vulcans	mock	anyone	who	cracks	a
smile?
With	all	due	respect	to	Mr.	Spock’s	green-blooded	side,	we’ve	suspected	that

emotions	 are	 a	 critical	 component	 of	 reasoning	 ever	 since	 nineteenth-century
railroad	construction	foreman	Phineas	Gage	blew	an	iron	rod	through	his	frontal
lobe	 and	 became	 a	 different—and	 unreliable—person.36	 Patients	 with	 similar
injuries	get	distracted	by	details,	are	unable	to	put	simple	decisions	in	their	larger
context,	but	are	oddly	 less	emotional.37	Cognitive	science	pioneer	Herb	Simon
argued	that	emotions,	while	not	logical,	are	in	fact	a	rational	method	of	choosing
behaviors	appropriate	for	the	current	situation.38	The	distinction	is	subtle:	Logic
is	 a	mathematical	 scheme	 for	 deriving	 valid	 conclusions	 from	 valid	 premises,
where	rationality	is	a	procedural	scheme	for	selecting	optimal	courses	of	actions
in	 a	 situation.	 Rational	 schemes	 can	 use	 logic,	 but	 rely	 more	 heavily	 on
heuristics,	or	rules	of	thumb,	which	work	most	of	the	time.	This	is	a	good	thing,
because	 we	 rarely	 can	 establish	 logical	 premises,	 much	 less	 model	 the	 world
well	enough	to	draw	logical	conclusions.
Many	 psychologists	 suggest	 that	 the	 primary	 function	 of	 human	 emotion	 is

judgment:	 positive	 and	 negative	 appraisals	 of	 people,	 things,	 events,	 and
actions.39	 Judgments	 about	 people	 and	 things	 spark	 hate	 and	 love;	 judgments
about	 past	 events	 evoke	 sadness	 or	 joy;	 judgments	 about	 future	 events	 trigger



fear	 and	 hope;	 and	 judgments	 about	 actions	 provoke	 anger	 and	 pride.	 Those
emotions	 in	 turn	 help	 us	 select	 the	 appropriate	 behavior	 patterns.	 Rather	 than
being	irrational,	emotions	are	a	finely	tuned	rational	system	to	guide	decisions	in
the	face	of	incomplete	information.
Sorry,	 Spock,	 but	 “logic”	 by	 itself	 isn’t	 enough.	 Emotions	 seem	 to	 be

necessary—in	human	psychology,	at	 least—to	give	 logic	direction.	Without	an
emotional	evaluation	of	 the	goodness	or	badness	of	an	outcome,	people	would
be—as	Phineas	Gage	was—stymied	by	simple	decisions.

The	Nagging	Feeling	of	Something	Left	Out

Even	after	Data	gets	a	chip	 that	emulates	 the	 function	 of	 emotions,	would	 that
mean	that	he	is	feeling	emotions?	Functionalists	like	us	say	that	emotions	can	be
reduced	to	the	functions	they	perform,40	but	many	smart	scientists	think	that	the
feeling	 of	 an	 emotion,	 its	qualia,	 cannot	 be	 generated	 by	 a	 computer	 because
feelings	are	produced	by	chemical	processes	in	our	brains	and	bodies.41	To	wrap
your	head	around	this,	imagine	if	your	brain	were	replaced,	one	neuron	at	a	time,
by	 computer	 parts.	 If	 the	 parts	 functioned	 correctly,	 your	 behavior	 might	 not
change—but	would	your	feeling	of	experience	slowly	drain	away?	Could	you	be
replaced	by	a	perfect	android	duplicate	that	would	not	feel	anything	at	all?42
That’s	a	hard	experiment	to	perform,	but	Star	Trek	has	tackled	it.	Deep	Space

Nine’s	 Dr.	 Bashir	 gradually	 replaces	 someone’s	 degenerating	 brain	 parts	 with
computer	parts.	When	half	of	his	brain	is	replaced,	the	suffering	diplomat	says,
in	 a	 wooden	 voice,	 that	 it	 just	 doesn’t	 feel	 the	 same.	 That’s	 when	 they	 stop
replacing.43
At	first	blush	this	takes	the	side	of	meat	over	machines,	arguing	that	humans

can	 feel	 and	 computers	 can’t.	 But	 Star	 Trek	 is	 actually	 rejecting	 the	 whole
premise	of	the	thought	experiment.	Bareil’s	new	parts	don’t	feel	the	same,	so	he
doesn’t	 act	 the	 same.	 Similarly,	 when	 android	 double	 Kelby	 realizes	 that	 his
feelings	 of	 love	 are	 fake	 in	 an	 early	Star	 Trek	 episode,	 he	 kills	 himself	 in	 an
emotional	 act	 of	 remorse.49	 In	 Star	 Trek,	 just	 as	 in	 human	 psychology,	 you
simply	can’t	disentangle	feelings	from	behavior.

Lee	Meriwether	Interview:	Artificial	Intelligence,	Genuine
Feelings?



Can	 artificial	 intelligence	 (A.I.)	 really	 think	 and	 feel	 or	 does	 it	 only	 simulate	 thinking	 and
feeling?	 Affective	 computing	 studies	 and	 develops	 emotion	 recognition	 and	 display	 by
computers	and	 robots.	According	 to	Rosalind	Picard,	who	 founded	 this	 area	of	 computer
programming,	A.I.	 that	 is	truly	 intelligent	must	understand	and	even	have	emotions.44	The
original	Star	Trek,	while	exploring	 the	humanity	of	 nonhumans,	generally	 treated	 forms	of
A.I.	 as	 things.	 Subsequent	 series	would	 debate	 the	 sentience	 of	 an	 android	 and	 later	 of
holograms,45	 eventually	 winning	 them	 some	 recognition	 of	 personhood	 without	 really
answering	the	question	of	how	human	they	had	become.
The	question	of	whether	A.I.	can	be	truly	human	also	leads	to	the	question	of	whether	A.I.

can	become	a	specific	human.	Can	you	“upload”	yourself	 into	a	computer?	 If	you’re	dead
and	 all	 that	 remains	 of	 you	 is	 a	 facsimile	 in	 a	 digital	 realm,	 is	 that	 facsimile	 now	 you?
Regardless	 of	 all	 the	 theories	 on	 how	 we	 define	 what	 “me”	 is,	 no	 one	 scientific	 theory
emerges	as	the	clear	answer.46
Actress	 Lee	 Meriwether	 played	 a	 killer	 hologram,	 a	 likeness	 of	 long-dead	 station

commander	 Losira,	 programmed	 to	 protect	 her	 outpost	 from	 outsiders.47	 When	 Kirk’s
appeal	 to	 the	hologram’s	humanity	unsettles	her,	 though,	she	withdraws	on	one	occasion
without	killing.	Regret	is	a	complicated	emotional	experience	that	exerts	great	influence	on
decision-making.48	 After	 leaving	 the	 outpost,	 Kirk	 suggests	 that	 the	 landing	 party	 has
survived	only	because	the	copy	of	Losira	was	complete	enough	to	retain	her	humanity	and
experience	regret	over	killing.	Meriwether	shared	some	thoughts	on	this	with	us.

Meriwether:	I	was	a	hologram	created	by	the	computer	that	was	left	on	the	planet.
Playing	the	character	was	a	twofold	problem	in	that	I	was	programmed	to	kill	but
there	was	enough	humanity	left	in	my	character	to	have	feelings,	which	became
apparent	in	her	final	speech.	The	fellows	who	came	from	the	Enterprise	finally
figured	it	out.	They	played	the	last	tape	which	the	computer	had	used	to	give	the
hologram	my	features.	The	speech	tells	the	whole	story	of	how	the	original
Losira	got	there	and	I	was	trying	to	get	back	home	and	all.	A	long,	long	speech.
It	was	beautifully	written,	actually.	You	could	tell	that	I	had	concern	for	my
people.	They	talk	about	me	afterwards	and	they	realize	what	happened.	I	was
not	able	to	save	anyone,	really.	All	that	remained	was	my	visage	on	the
computer.

Langley:	You’ve	said	that	you	don’t	consider	your	character	a	villain.
Meriwether:	Oh,	not	a	bit.	No,	no.	You	could	see	at	the	end.	She	was	a

commander	and	she	was	loyal	to	the	people	she	cared	about.	The	computer
was	programmed	to	repel	others,	and	it	would	use	my	image.	She	became	this
hologram,	but	she	still	had	enough	of	her	humanity	in	the	end.

—Travis	Langley

The	Psychology	of	Infinite	Potential

Where	 does	 this	 leave	 Data?	 Can	 an	 android	 be	 a	 sentient	 being?	 Cognitive
science	has	some	 ideas	about	 it	 (see	“Lee	Meriwether	 Interview”	sidebar),	and
Star	Trek	has	some	criteria	of	its	own.



Gene	Roddenberry	raised	this	very	question	in	the	original	Star	Trek	pitch,50
and	Star	 Trek:	 The	Next	Generation	 took	 up	 the	 question	 by	 putting	 Data	 on
trial.51	Data’s	storage	capacity,	construction,	and	on-off	switch	are	debated,	and
the	answer	 to	whether	he	“feels”	 is	definitively	negative,	 as	Data	does	not	yet
have	his	emotion	chip.	Picard	argues	 that	 it	doesn’t	matter:	Data	has	a	human-
level	intellect,	participates	in	human	relationships,	and	even	becomes	physically
intimate	 with	 a	 human,	 therefore	 he	 should	 be	 treated	 like	 one	 despite	 his
differences—and	 the	 tribunal	 agrees.	Many	 psychologists	 studying	 personality
hold	 similar	 views	 regarding	 human	 capabilities,	 arguing	 we	 should	 move
beyond	 merely	 studying	 individual	 differences	 to	 understand	 and	 promote
individual	potential.52
Voyager’s	Doctor	 shows	 this	 philosophy	 at	 its	 pinnacle.	At	 first,	 the	Doctor

doesn’t	have	a	physical	body	or	even	a	name:	He’s	just	the	Emergency	Medical
Hologram	 (EMH),	 a	 program	 running	 on	 the	 ship’s	 computer,	 his	 human
“personality”	 a	mere	module	 used	 to	 generate	 bedside	manner.	The	EMH	 is	 a
piece	 of	 emergency	 equipment,	 one	 that,	 if	 not	 for	 the	 disaster	 that	 brings
Voyager	 to	 the	Delta	Quadrant,53	might	never	have	been	activated	outside	of	a
test.54
The	EMH	is	as	different	 from	a	person	as	can	be,	 and	 the	crew	of	Voyager,

accustomed	to	holodeck	characters,	at	first	view	the	EMH	as	a	nonsentient	thing.
It	takes	a	person	naive	about	Federation	technology,	the	alien	Kes,	to	see	him	as
a	 person,	 and	 eventually	 the	 crew	 of	Voyager	 follow	 her	 lead	 in	 treating	 the
Doctor	with	respect.	Even	Captain	Janeway,	who	once	shuts	the	EMH	off	in	the
middle	 of	 a	 conversation,	 ultimately	 grows	 to	 accept	 him	 as	 a	member	 of	 her
crew	and	to	encourage	the	Doctor	to	fulfill	his	ultimate	potential.55
Although	 the	 artificial	 intelligences	 of	 Star	 Trek	 have	 some	 psychological

drawbacks,	 the	 show	 offers	 many	 examples	 of	 how	 they	 demonstrate	 a	 wide
range	 of	 sophisticated	 cognitive	 abilities,	 including	 planning,	 imagination,
language	 processing,	 creativity,	 and	 even	 emotion.	 If	 we	 are	 asking	 if	 they
should	 be	 treated	 as	 people,	we	might	well	 ask	what	 else	 they	would	 need	 to
demonstrate	to	satisfy	ourselves	that	they	should.
By	showing	the	struggles	of	people	 like	us	interacting	with	smart	computers

of	all	kinds,	Star	Trek	provides	a	shining,	aspirational	example	of	how	we	should
treat	truly	intelligent	machines—not	as	glorified	toasters,	but	as	full	equals.
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When	we	 treat	 people	 as	 representations	of	 the	groups
that	 include	 them,	 whether	 that	 means	 seeing	 them	 as
something	 good	 or	 something	 bad,	 we	 can	 fail	 to
recognize	unique	human	beings.	We	need	to	break	down
stereotypes	 and	 build	 up	 role	 models	 despite	 our
missteps	along	the	way.	One	actor	from	the	original	Trek
helps	 us	 consider	 the	meaning	 and	 enduring	 impact	 of
both,	as	well	as	how	many	steps	we	are	going	to	have	to
take.
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Chatting	with	Chekov	on
Stereotypes	and	Role	Models:	Two

Sides	of	the	Same	Coin?

Travis	Langley	and	Jenna	Busch

Our	concepts	of	stereotypes	and	role	models	can	be	opposite	sides	of	the	same
coin:	 negative	 and	 positive	 perceptions	 or	 beliefs	 about	 certain	 kinds	 of
individuals.	 A	 role	model	 is	 a	 person,	 of	 course,	 someone	 others	 admire	 and
perhaps	try	to	emulate,	whereas	a	stereotype	 is	an	assumption	about	someone’s
characteristics	that	is	based	on	the	belief	that	the	person’s	group	members	share
common	traits.	Our	ideas	about	role	models,	however,	psychologically	function
a	 lot	 like	 stereotypes	 because	 they	 can	 be	 overgeneralized,	 incorrect,	 and
difficult	 to	 change.1	 Each	 is	 idealized	 in	 its	 own	way,	whether	 that	means	 an
ideal	representation	of	what	we	want	 to	emulate,	adulate,	or	derogate.	The	real
human	beings	who	are	perceived	as	both	role	models	and	stereotypes	can	suffer
backlash	 from	others	 for	 being	 complicated	persons	whose	 lives	do	not	match
expectations.2



These	ideas	are	interrelated,	such	as	when	a	figure	who	is	in	a	position	to	be	a
role	 model	 (in	 the	 case	 of	 a	 fictional	 character)	 is	 depicted	 in	 stereotypical
manner.	When	 Star	 Trek’s	 Scot	 outdrinks	 anyone	 else,3	 its	 Japanese	 character
must	know	martial	arts,4	or	the	first	woman	to	try	to	become	a	starship	captain
(Janice	Lester,	best	known	for	swapping	bodies	with	Kirk	in	the	original	series’
final	episode)	turns	hysterical	over	her	failure,5	the	stereotype	could	impede	the
power	of	a	potential	role	model.6	Star	Trek	may	have	challenged	stereotypes,	but
did	it	also	perpetuate	some?

Navigating

Star	 Trek	 in	 all	 its	 incarnations	 addresses	 problems	 of	 prejudice	 and
discrimination	against	anyone	on	the	basis	of	race,	gender,	nationality,	or	other
demographic	 factors	beyond	an	 individual’s	 control.7	Attitudes	 (prejudice)	and
actions	(discrimination)	biased	toward	groups	and	their	individual	members	may
both	 arise	 from	 and	 strengthen	 biased	 beliefs	 (stereotypes).8	 These	 beliefs
develop	for	many	reasons.	For	one	thing,	using	a	heuristic	(mental	shortcut)	such
as	 dividing	 people	 into	 categories	 simplifies	 decision	 making	 in	 a	 complex
world,	 allowing	 for	 quicker	 reactions	 even	 through	 doing	 so	 runs	 the	 risk	 of
reducing	accuracy—for	example,	the	representative	heuristic,	which	consists	of
making	judgments	about	people,	places,	things,	and	events	by	assuming	that	they
are	representative	of	related	people,	places,	things,	and	events.	Heuristics	let	us
navigate	 through	analyses	by	 taking	 shortcuts,	 reaching	 the	end	of	 the	 journey
faster	 but	without	 necessarily	 ending	 up	 in	 the	 right	 place.	Adding	 a	 Scottish,
Japanese,	or	Russian	character	to	a	story	can	prompt	expectations	that	are	based
on	 the	 character’s	 culture	 and	 allow	 for	 oversimplified	 categorization	 that	will
reduce	 initial	 confusion	 for	 viewers	 or	 readers.	 A	 series	 can	 even	 create	 such
expectations	by	establishing	stereotypes	for	fictional	groups,	making	it	easier	for
the	audience	and	the	storytellers	themselves	by	introducing	a	character	who	is	at
first	 seen	 as	 the	 Klingon	 character	 (such	 as	 Worf	 in	 Star	 Trek:	 The	 Next
Generation),	 although	 the	 character	 can	 still	 grow	 in	 complexity	 over	 time
without	overloading	the	audience’s	capability	for	comprehension	and	retention.
Perhaps	the	earliest	character	added	to	an	existing	Star	Trek	series	in	order	to

represent	 previously	 unrepresented	 groups	 was	 Pavel	 Chekov.	 Actor	 Walter
Koenig	 joined	 the	 cast	 of	 the	 original	 Star	 Trek	 in	 its	 second	 season,9	 when
Ensign	Chekov	became	the	Enterprise’s	young	navigator	in	order	to	expand	the
characters’	 international	 representation	 and	 give	 the	 series	 “youthful	 attitudes



and	 perspectives.”10	 As	 the	 Cold	 War	 between	 the	 United	 States	 and	 Soviet
Union	carried	on	in	our	world,	Star	Trek	showed	a	young	Russian	take	his	place
as	in	a	trusted	position	as	part	of	Kirk’s	bridge	crew.	After	the	character	grew	in
popularity	 and	 in-story	 importance,	 Gene	 Roddenberry	 grew	 concerned	 that
having	Chekov	repeatedly	boast	about	Russia	“runs	rather	counter	to	the	broad
international	philosophy	built	into	Star	Trek.”11	Even	as	he	directed	his	writers	to
cut	 back	 on	 Chekov’s	 “Russia	 did	 it	 first”	 comments,	 though,	 Roddenberry
continued	 to	 categorize	 and	 characterize	 Chekov	 in	 terms	 of	 his	 youth.	 The
active	effort	to	avoid	stereotyping	may	have	led	to	more	stereotyping	in	an	ironic
backfire	 known	 as	 stereotype	 rebound	 when	 he	 decided	 that	 Chekov	 should
make	his	pro-Russia	remarks	less	seriously.12	Even	 though	fiction	can	help	 the
audience	 actively	 try	 to	 contemplate	 other	 people’s	 perspectives,	 perspective
taking	 can	 actually	 increase	 stereotyping	 if	 someone	 uses	 a	 stereotype	 as	 the
foundation	for	imaging	another	person’s	point	of	view.13
We	 asked	 Koenig	 about	 Star	 Trek	 as	 it	 related	 to	 stereotypes	 and	 role

models.14

Breaking	Stereotypes

Social	scientists	disagree	on	how	stereotyped	thinking	can	change.15	Many	agree
on	 the	 importance	on	 challenging	 stereotypes	but	 provide	 conflicting	 evidence
regarding	how	best	to	do	so.	Learning	about	others	through	fiction	can	improve
attitudes	toward	out-groups	 (whichever	groups	 the	person	is	not	 in),	depending
on	how	the	fiction	depicts	the	groups	and	prejudice	itself.16

Busch:	Star	Trek	broke	down	a	lot	of	stereotypes	when	it	came	out.	Can	you	talk	about	how
groundbreaking	it	was	and	still	is?

Koenig:	Well,	I	think	at	this	point	it’s	fairly	self-evident.	There	has	been	so	much	discussion
about	the	fact	that	we	had	an	African-American	woman	who	had	a	position	of	authority	and
rank.	The	fact	that	there	was	an	actual	intimate	moment	between	a	Caucasian	and	an
African-American	where	they	kissed.17	So	many	people	have	kissed	Captain	Kirk,	it’s	not
that	extraordinary.

People	 tend	 to	 evaluate	 others	 more	 harshly	 for	 behavior	 that	 contradicts
stereotypes	and	violates	the	associated	social	norms	(unofficial	rules	of	behavior
considered	 acceptable	 in	 a	 group)	 expected	 of	 them.18	 By	 making	 the	 series
regulars	 likable,	 though,	Star	Trek	 lessened	 that	effect	and	prepared	viewers	 to
reexamine	 their	 prejudices	 about	 the	 groups	 to	which	 the	 characters	 belonged.
As	 our	 familiarity	 with	 out-group	 members	 becomes	 more	 personal	 and
prolonged,	 we	 experience	 less	 anxiety	 over	 intergroup	 interactions.19	 If	 the



interracial	kiss	between	Kirk	and	Uhura	had	taken	place	early	in	the	series’	run
instead	of	during	its	final	season,	viewers	might	have	responded	more	negatively
to	the	event.	We	more	readily	make	judgments	that	favor	our	friends,	and	when
our	 friends	are	members	of	our	out-groups,	we	express	greater	support	 for	and
less	 prejudice	 toward	 those	 groups.20	 That	 kiss	made	 a	 statement	 about	 racial
issues	by	making	race	a	nonissue	to	the	characters.
While	other	television	programs	shied	away	from	certain	social	and	political

issues	 of	 the	 time,	 Star	 Trek	 would	 address	 many	 of	 those	 issues,	 often	 by
presenting	 obvious	 extraterrestrial	 analogues.	 To	 show	 the	 destructive	 and
sometimes	 ridiculous	 nature	 of	 racial	 conflict	 and	 ethnic	 wars,	 one	 episode
depicted	two	characters—both	of	them	black	on	one	side	of	the	body	and	white
on	 the	 other—consumed	 by	 race-based	 animosity	 when	 neither	 the	 main
characters	 nor	 many	 viewers	 could	 spot	 the	 defining	 racial	 quality:	 One	 was
black	on	the	right	side;	 the	other,	on	 the	 left.21	Many	episodes	showed	mirror-
image	perceptions,22	reciprocal	views	that	opposing	groups	can	hold	toward	one
another,	 such	 as	 when	 Klingons	 and	 Kirk’s	 crew	 members	 each	 consider	 the
other	 side	 to	 be	 untrustworthy.23	 Because	 the	 original	 series	 Klingons	 often
represented	the	Soviet	Union,24	Star	Trek	could	help	viewers	examine	their	own
related	perceptions	and	preconceptions	without	necessarily	being	tainted	by	their
existing	views	about	the	Soviets.

Koenig:	Gene	Roddenberry—I	certainly	don’t	know	if	he’s	a	genius,	but	his	concept	was	so
innovative	and	so	new	and	so	fresh	and	groundbreaking	that	it	should	always	be
remembered	that	he	was	able	to	do	that.	He	was	able	to	bring	together	a	multinational,
multiracial	cast	and	show	them	in	an	environment	in	which	they	all	got	along.	Remember,
Star	Trek	was	a	creature	of	the	sixties,	where	we	had	the	Iron	Curtain,	we	had	Vietnam.	It
was	a	very	turbulent	time.	We	had	racial	problems	in	this	country,	and	we	presented	a	world
where	people	could	get	along.	Where	there	is	a	future	worth	striving	for.

Building	Role	Models

Even	positive	exemplars	(role	models	worth	emulating)	can	fail	to	inspire	people
unless	 a	 variety	 of	 other	 factors	 come	 together	 to	 inspire	 emulation.	 Role
aspirants	 (those	 aspiring	 to	 be	 like	 their	 role	models25)	 like	 their	 heroes	 to	be
confident	yet	humble,	ambitious	yet	generous,	and	passionate	with	clear	values
and	 great	 communication	 skills,	 among	 other	 things.26	 Even	 though	 Chekov
showed	many	of	 these	qualities,	he	might	have	been	 the	 least	 confident	of	 the
regular	series	characters	at	the	time.

Koenig:	You	see,	my	feeling	is,	I	did	not	contribute	anything	significant	to	the	culture	as
Chekov.	We	don’t	have	any	Russian	spies	who	are	running	around	who	were	inspired	by	the



Russian	character	aboard	Star	Trek.	Whereas,	time	and	again,	DeForest	Kelley	and	Jimmy
Doohan	tell	me	about	people	who	became	doctors	and	engineers	because	of	their	characters.
There	is	one	thing	I	can	contribute	in	conjunction	with	the	other	actors	on	the	show:	We
showed	a	time	where	we	could	exist	in	harmony.

Even	if	Chekov	did	not	inspire	Russian	spies	as	far	as	we	know,	he	played	an
important	part	in	stories	that	inspired	viewers	and	made	people	think.	Observing
others	in	real	life	can	lead	to	emulation	of	their	behavior27	and	make	observers
feel	hope	for	themselves	and	others,	but	role	model	stories	also	motivate	people,
help	 their	 attitudes	 change,	 and	 make	 them	 feel	 enduring	 hopefulness.28
According	 to	affective	disposition	 theory,	 enjoyment	of	media	 content	depends
on	 the	 person’s	 feelings	 toward	 the	 characters	 and	 their	 outcomes,29	 and	 so
giving	 the	audience	characters	 to	care	about	and	stories	 to	engage	 them	makes
viewers	happier.	Things	we	enjoy	inspire	us	more.	The	passion	that	fans	felt	for
Star	 Trek	 therefore	 made	 its	 characters	 more	 powerful	 as	 role	 models	 and	 its
stories	more	influential	in	those	Trekkies’	lives.

Koenig:	The	lovely	thing	that	happens	when	people	come	up	to	me	and	talk	to	me	is	how	they
bonded	with	their	parents	or	parent,	watching	Star	Trek.	And	that’s	what	we	were	about.	It
wasn’t	the	most	obvious	influence	we	had,	but	it	was	true.	People	continually	talk	to	me	and
tell	me	that’s	when	they	became	close	with	their	parents,	watching	Star	Trek.	And	I	feel,
well,	I	was	part	of	that	cast.	I	can	take	a	little	credit	for	that….	I	did	some	episodes	and	a
couple	of	movies	where	we	had	something	to	say	of	a	sociopolitical	nature,	and	I	think	we
can	be	commended	for	that.	Gene	Roddenberry	certainly	should	have	a	big	pat	on	the	back
for	that.

Going	Forward

Koenig:	We’ve	got	to	have	a	better	society.	We’ve	got	to	have	a	greater	humanity	as	a	people.
We’ve	got	to	get	to	a	point	where	we	don’t	have	wars,	where	we	don’t	have	another
Vietnam.

Star	Trek	challenges	stereotypes,	albeit	imperfectly	at	times,	by	depicting	(1)
actions	 and	 attitudes	 inconsistent	with	 stereotypes	 the	 viewers	might	 hold,	 (2)
characters	 who	 regularly	 question	 stereotypes,	 and	 (3)	 stories	 that	 show	 the
potentially	 devastating	 consequences	 of	 stereotypes,	 prejudice,	 and
discrimination.	 Simply	 pointing	 out	 what	 people	 should	 not	 do	 is	 far	 less
effective	if	we	do	not	also	point	out	what	people	should	do.	When	stories	present
positive	role	models	who	act	altruistically,	intelligently,	and	even	heroically,	they
help	us	learn	to	be	better.



Koenig:	I	try	to	think	that	even	if	you	take	a	million	steps	backward	over	the	course	of	all	of
humanity’s	time	on	earth,	that	we	take	at	least	a	million-and-one	steps	forward,	that	we
continue	to	evolve.
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Log	File	V

Star	Trek:	Enterprise	and	the	Need	for
Achievement

Travis	Langley

Yearning	 to	 accomplish	 things	 for	 the	 sheer	 sake	 of	 accomplishment	 can	 be
difficult	 to	 explain	 to	 people	who	 lack	 that	 desire,	 people	 to	 whom	 it	 sounds
impractical.	 Asked	 why	 he	 wanted	 to	 climb	Mount	 Everest,	 explorer	 George
Mallory	answered,	“Because	it’s	there.”1	Mallory	would	soon	die	in	the	attempt,
having	 considered	 the	 endeavor	 worth	 that	 risk.2	 “Well,	 space	 is	 there,”	 U.S.
President	John	F.	Kennedy	added	decades	later,	“and	the	moon	and	the	planets
are	there,	and	new	hopes	for	knowledge	and	peace	are	there.	And,	therefore,	as
we	 set	 sail,	 we	 ask	God’s	 blessing	 on	 the	most	 hazardous	 and	 dangerous	 and
greatest	 adventure	 on	which	man	 has	 ever	 embarked.”3	 Climbing	 to	 the	 stars,
too,	 carried	 great	 risk	 and	 incurred	 losses.	 For	 people	 high	 in	 the	 personality
factor	known	as	need	for	achievement,	tasks	should	be	difficult,	paths	should	be
rocky,	 and	 challenges	 should	 be	 many	 to	 make	 their	 accomplishments	 all	 the
greater.	They	choose	the	road	less	traveled.4
After	 the	 original	 Star	 Trek,	 subsequent	 Trek	 series	 expanded	 their	 charted

space	as	Starfleet’s	explorers	would	reach	the	galaxy’s	core5	and	 the	quadrants
far	 across	 the	galaxy.6	Much	as	our	world	once	mapped	 and	widely	populated
began	feeling	smaller,	so,	too,	would	the	vastness	of	this	fictional	space	shrink.
When	the	Wild	West	gets	 tamed,	where	do	the	cowboys	go?	Star	Trek	took	its
cowboys	back	in	time,	to	a	period	earlier	than	that	depicted	in	the	original	series.
In	the	series	originally	titled	Enterprise,	Captain	Jonathan	Archer	leads	his	crew
away	from	Earth	at	warp	5	to	begin	the	voyage	into	a	galaxy	with	few	alien	races
known	to	humans,	no	Federation	to	unite	worlds,	and	one	mystery	after	another.



	

Star	 Trek:	 Enterprise	 (2001–2005,	 4	 seasons,	 98	 episodes).	 Created	 by	 R.	 Berman,	 B.
Braga.	Paramount.	Aired	on	UPN.	Although	originally	titled	Enterprise	throughout	its	first
two	seasons,	the	series	then	became	Star	Trek:	Enterprise	for	the	remainder	of	its	run.

One	of	 the	 series’	earliest	 examples	of	an	appeal	 to	an	 individual’s	need	 for
achievement	 occurs	 in	 the	 pilot	 episode,7	 when	 linguist	 Hoshi	 Sato	 initially
declines	 to	 rush	 into	 space	 on	 this	 Enterprise’s	 first	 mission,	 until	 Archer
presents	her	with	a	challenge	that	could	meet	both	of	the	two	main	achievement
goals.8	Mastery	 goals	 involve	 gaining	 competence,	 skill,	 talent,	 and	 personal
growth	 through	 effort	 and	 persistence.	 Archer’s	 recording	 of	 Klingon	 speech
presents	Hoshi	with	 an	 unfamiliar	 language	 she	 immediately	wants	 to	master.
Performance	goals	present	opportunities	to	display	skills	and	outperform	others.
“Think	 of	 it,”	 Archer	 tells	 Hoshi.	 “You’d	 be	 the	 first	 human	 to	 talk	 to	 these
people.	Do	you	really	want	someone	else	to	do	it?”
Characters	in	every	Star	Trek	series	accomplish	many	great	achievements,	but

in	 story	 chronology,	 Archer	 and	 his	 crew	 get	 to	 beat	 them	 all	 to	 it.	 Archer
becomes	 known	 as	 “the	 greatest	 explorer	 of	 the	 twenty-second	 century”	 after
making	 his	 achievements	 first	 and	with	 the	 fewest	 resources.9	No	matter	who
later	outperforms	by	going	faster	or	farther,	explorers	throughout	the	ages	have
made	marks	that	no	one	else	could	ever	take	away	by	being	the	ones	to	go	first.

“We	choose	to	go	to	the	moon	in	this	decade	and	do	the	other	things,	not	because	they
are	easy,	but	because	they	are	hard.”
—U.	S.	President	John	F.	Kennedy10
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FINAL	WORD

Engage!

Travis	Langley

“Engage!”
—Captain	Jean-Luc	Picard1

“Imagination	is	not	something	apart	and	hermetic,	not	a	way	of	leaving	reality
behind;	it	is	a	way	of	engaging	reality.”

—author	Irving	Howe2

Star	Trek	engages	us.
From	 birth,	 we	 require	 stimulation.	 Newborns	 have	 all	 the	 basic	 physical

senses,	 and	 they	 will	 expand	 those	 senses	 as	 acuity	 improves	 and	 external
stimuli	 engage	 them.	Within	 their	 first	 two	 days,	 infants	 start	 to	 show	novelty
preference,	seeking	out	new	sights,	sounds,	and	other	sensations	over	those	they
already	know,3	at	least	until	they	develop	favorites.	Babies	quickly	begin	to	stare
at	 faces,	 respond	 to	 sounds,	 and	make	 noises	 for	 the	 sheer	 experience.4	 They
want	to	be	cognitively	and	emotionally	engaged.	They	need	to	be.	An	enriching
environment	 full	of	variety	and	wonders	does	 the	brain	good,5	and	we	wonder
about	it	all.	We	want	more.
Increasing	mobility	 and	 exploration	 of	 the	 child’s	 surroundings	 stretch	 each

one’s	cognitive	map,	a	mental	 representation	of	 the	environment,6	 out	 in	 every
dimension.	From	this,	the	child	develops	a	growing	concept	of	his	or	her	place	in
a	 vast	 and	 infinite	 universe.	 The	 enormity	 of	 it	 all	 can	 be	 both	 daunting	 and
appealing.	The	yearning	 that	 some	 feel	 to	 trek	 to	 the	 stars	 comes	out	 of	 those
earliest	 impulses	 for	 stimulation	 and	 exploration.	 It	 is	 not	 simply	 to	 map	 the
things	out	 there	but	 to	 find	 life,	whether	 that	means	 to	discover	extraterrestrial
life	or	to	build	a	life	out	there	for	ourselves.	It	may	be	telling	that	the	Star	Trek



mission	statement	refers	to	“strange	new	worlds”	rather	than	planets	because	it’s
really	 not	 about	 charting	 the	 locations	 of	 gases	 and	 rocks;	 it’s	 about	 life	 and
civilization.	Star	Trek	is	about	interacting	with	others	while	also	getting	to	know
ourselves	as	individuals.7
Star	Trek	makes	us	think	and	it	makes	us	feel.8	Engaging	us	both	emotionally

and	cognitively,	 its	 stories	and	characters	 repeatedly	analyze	 the	 importance	of
all	 mental	 processes.	 That	 includes	 the	 relationship	 between	 emotion	 and
cognition.	 Even	 when	 feeling	 and	 logic	 conflict,	 we	 need	 ways	 to	 use	 them
together	 both	 to	 pose	 questions	 and	 to	 find	 answers	 that	 are	 practical,	 ethical,
and	morally	right	for	all.9	We	seek	human	solutions.
Our	 adventure	 continues.	 Given	 the	 virtually	 infinite	 variables	 in	 every	 life

and	 the	 countless	 places	 for	 us	 to	 explore	 from	 levels	 subatomic	 to
multidimensional	and	everything	seen	or	unseen	in	between,	our	possibilities	are
endless.	Our	stories	carry	on.	As	Star	Trek	continually	illustrates,	we	can	engage
one	 another	 and	 come	 together	 through	 our	 similarities	while	 also	 celebrating
our	 differences—both	 united	 and	 unique.	 We	 take	 life’s	 trek	 together	 even
though	no	two	people’s	treks	are	the	same.

“Spock,	you	want	to	know	something?	Everybody’s	human.”
—James	Kirk10

“You	are	all	the	books	you	read,	the	films	you	watch,	the	people	you	meet,	the
dreams	you	have,	the	conversations	you	engage	in.	You	are	what	you	take	from

these.”
—writer	Jac	Vanek11
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FILM	CREDITS

Rather	than	list	Star	Trek	film	credits	repeatedly	throughout	this	book,	we	post
them	 all	 in	 one	 place	 here.	 Television	 series	 episodes’	 information	 appear
respectively	in	the	Log	File	features.

Production	Company/Distributor:	Paramount.

The	Original	Series	Films

Star	 Trek:	 The	 Motion	 Picture	 (1979).	 Story:	 A.	 D.	 Foster.	 Screenplay:	 H.
Livingston.	Director:	R.	Wise.	Producer:	G.	Roddenberry.

Star	Trek	II:	The	Wrath	of	Khan,	originally	titled	Star	Trek:	The	Wrath	of	Khan
on	 screen	 (1982).	 Screenplay:	 H.	 Bennett,	 J.	 B.	 Sowards,	 N.	 Meyer.
Director:	N.	Meyer.	Producer:	G.	Roddenberry.

Star	Trek	III:	The	Search	for	Spock	(1984).	Screenplay:	H.	Bennett.	Director:
L.	Nimoy.	Producer:	H.	Bennett.

Star	 Trek	 IV:	 The	 Voyage	 Home	 (1986).	 Story:	 H.	 Bennett,	 L.	 Nimoy.
Screenplay:	 S.	 Meerson,	 P.	 Krikes,	 N.	 Meyer.	 Director:	 L.	 Nimoy.
Producer:	H.	Bennett.

Star	 Trek	 V:	 The	 Final	 Frontier	 (1989).	 Story:	 W.	 Shatner,	 H.	 Bennett,	 D.
Loughery.	 Screenplay:	 D.	 Loughery.	 Director:	 W.	 Shatner.	 Producer:	 H.
Bennett.

Star	 Trek	 VI:	 The	 Undiscovered	 Country	 (1991).	 Screenplay:	 N.	 Meyer.
Director:	N.	Meyer.	Producers:	R.	Winter,	S.	Jaffe.

The	Next	Generation	Films

Star	Trek:	Generations	 (1994).	Screenplay:	R.	D.	Moore,	B.	Braga.	Director:
D.	Carson.	Producer:	R.	Berman.

Star	Trek:	First	Contact	(1996).	Screenplay:	B.	Braga,	R.	D.	Moore.	Director:
J.	Frakes.	Producers:	R.	Berman,	M.	Hornstein,	P.	Lauritson.

Star	 Trek:	 Insurrection	 (1998).	 Story:	 R.	 Berman,	M.	 Piller.	 Screenplay:	 M.
Piller.	Director:	J.	Frakes.	Producer:	R.	Berman.

Star	Trek:	Nemesis	(2002).	Story:	J.	Logan,	R.	Berman,	B.	Spiner.	Screenplay:
J.	Logan.	Director:	S.	Baird.	Producer:	R.	Berman.



The	New	Timeline

Star	Trek	 (2009).	Screenplay:	 R.	Orci,	 A.	Kurtzman.	Director:	 J.	 J.	 Abrams.
Producers:	J.	J.	Abrams,	D.	Lindelof.

Star	Trek	into	Darkness	(2013).	Screenplay:	R.	Orci,	A.	Kurtzman,	D.	Lindelof.
Director:	 J.	 J.	Abrams.	Producers:	 J.	 J.	Abrams,	B.	Burk,	D.	Lindelof,	A.
Kurtzman,	R.	Orci.

Star	 Trek	 Beyond	 (2016).	 Screenplay:	 D.	 Jung,	 S.	 Pegg.	 Director:	 J.	 Lin.
Producers:	J.	J.	Abrams,	B.	Burk,	R.	Orci.
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