THE PSYCHIC SIDE OF STAR TREK

Loyd Auerbach

From FATE magazine, August, 1993

Space: The Final Frontier. 

These four words may be as well known as any in history. Star Trek or Star Trek: The Next Generation is broadcast somewhere in the world every min​ute of the day, and there are over 100 million fans of one or both series (a conservative estimate).

Space opera original

The original Star Trek was a weekly space opera series that did not receive good ratings at the time. After three years and 79 episodes, it was canceled, though not without furor. It was first canceled after the second season, but thanks to a letter writing campaign and protests to NBC, it was renewed for a third year. Alas, the network had it in for Star Trek and moved it to a deadly time slot, 10 P.M. Friday, where it died again due to low ratings.

A still-growing phenomenon

That was not the end of the story. Fans kept demanding more. The show went into syndication, garner​ing a greater following. Conventions sprang up. Thousands, including me, attended the second major con​vention, held in New York. With the rise of the conventions, Star Trek was no longer merely a weekly TV show, but a growing phenomenon. Kept alive through a series of films, reincarnated in The Next Genera​tion, and channeled into Star Trek-Deep Space Nine, the Star Trek uni​verse continues to expand.

The conventions thrive country​wide, with Creation Conventions —started by Gary Berman and Adam Malin in the '70s, when Star Trek and comic book fandom was in its growth period, as the most fre​quent producers.

Gene Roddenberry's vision

What could interest FATE read​ers in Star Trek and the future uni​verse of the Federation, Klingons, Romulans, Betazoids, Vulcans, Organians, Q and so many more?

From the first pilot, The Cage, later broadcast as the two-part The Menagerie, creator Gene Rodden-berry assailed us with a positive view of humanity's future, a uni​verse in which beings of all shapes and sizes worked together:  "To seek out new life and new civilizations... to boldly go where no man has gone before" (now "To boldly go where no one has gone before"). The dif​ferences among intelligent beings are celebrated, and those differ​ences expand what we know and be​lieve about psychic abilities today.

Roddenberry was an agnostic when it came to psi abilities, but he included them in his speculations about the future, which makes sense when you look at the implications of psi, positive and negative. Both aspects were major players in the original series, and an integral part of The Next Generation (from here

on referred to as TNG).

The first episode

In the original pilot episode. Captain Christopher Pike (Jeffrey Hunter), who precedes Kirk in command of the Enterprise, must deal with an an​cient race on Talos IV whose ad​vanced brains give them the ability to create virtual reality through telepathically projected illusions.

NBC thought the first pilot "too cerebral" and ordered a second, this time with William Shatner as Cap​tain James T. Kirk. Still aboard was the Vulcan Mr. Spock, a heavy hitter on philosophy and telepathy. Rather than contact with more non-terres​trials like the Talosians, this pilot makes humans the antagonists.

As the Enterprise tries to exit the galaxy, a force barrier sends them back, affecting two people by giving them nearly unlimited psychokinetic abilities. When his former friend (Gary Lockwood) decides he is a god, Kirk saves the day by appealing to the female officer similarly afflict​ed with god-like powers.

What is interesting about both pilots is the use of super-psi abilities to affect reality. What the Talosians do with telepathic illusion, the en​hanced humans do with psychoki​nesis. 

Psi's reality-altering focus is a recurring theme

Psi abilities appear in several episodes. Sometimes they are obvi​ous, as in shows like:

Charlie X: A young man raised by disembodied aliens has been taught the use of his mental powers (psychokinesis). Growing up among non-humans, he hasn't learned re​straint (or social graces) and uses his abilities to affect or alter people who get in his way.

Squire of Gothos: An alien in hu​man form uses his mental powers (augmented by technology) to push around Kirk and company. Turns out he's a spoiled child, though.

Plato's Stepchildren: Humans on the planet Platonius who have high​ly developed telekinetic ability (though not reality-altering) ask for help from Kirk and company, then push them around with their PK (sound familiar?). However, Dr. McCoy figures out what chemical in their foodstuffs has given them PK, injects some into the Enterprise crew, and they push back (anybody know where we can get some kironide?). This episode made TV histo​ry, featuring the first interracial kiss.

Aliens from the first series are capable of affecting matter and real​ity, including the Greek god Apollo (Who Mourns for Adonais?) and the Organians (Errand of Mercy).

Apparitions

An analogy can be drawn be​tween the Organians and appari​tions. They are pure mental energy, yet are "seen" as humanoid peas​ants. As explained at the episode's end, they telepathically project im​ages that make them seem hu​manoid, into human, Klingon and Vulcan minds. Like apparitions without physical form, these discarnate entities are "seen" and "heard" through the brain's mental process​es, not through "normal" senses.

Other wraith-like entities sur​face in the first Star Trek, including one that possesses living beings. In Wolf in the Fold, an evil star-roam​ing entity possesses humanoids and kills, feeding on its victim's fear. It has even been on Earth, killing as Jack the Ripper, among others.

Famed attorney Melvin Belli played another evil apparitional en​tity in the episode And the Children Shall Lead. Still another energy be​ing (though not terribly communica​tive) feeds off the emotion of hate in the episode Day of the Dove.

The entities in The Lights of Zetar, the surviving energy patterns of the last inhabitants of the planet Zetar who possess Lt. Mira Romaine, are appropriate to the apparitional comparison. This episode includes a techno-exorcism as the Zetarians are driven from her body.

Even Kirk is an apparition once. In The Tholian Web, Kirk is caught in a dimensional phase-shift when off the Enterprise. While the star-ship tries to get out of a growing trap created by the crystalline Tholians, Kirk partially phases in and out, haunting Lt. Uhura until others see him and realize he's still alive. Spock, of course, saves the day.

One interesting episode dealt with neither altering reality nor telepathic communication, yet is psi nonetheless. The title character of the Empath is a woman who picks up the emotions and physical condi​tion of others. She literally takes on the pain and/or injury of another, processing the hurt through her own body (as many psychic healers claim to do).

Spock

What of Mr. Spock? Half-human, half-Vulcan, with emphasis on the latter, he's a many-faceted character, yet simple all the same. Vulcans have some telepathic ability. They may pick up mental communica​tions at a distance, but for the most part must touch their intended tele​pathic partner, melding their minds to communicate or probe the oth​er's mind. This talent comes in handy in many episodes and films.

An extension of the Vulcan mind-meld occurs in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan and Star Trek III: The Search for Spock. The Vulcan, knowing he is going to die, merges minds with Dr. McCoy and leaves in McCoy his katra, his consciousness. During Star Trek III, Spock's body is regenerated, and McCoy, suffer​ing mentally from the strain of a Vulcan hitchhiking in his subcon​scious (not even knowing he was there), is relieved through a Vulcan process that transfers Spock's con​sciousness back into his body. This is a reincarnation of sorts, but re​quires telepathic midwives.

Spock continues his psi work in Star Trek IV: The Voyage Home (the best of the films so far) by communicating with two humpback whales who are brought from the 20th century to the 23rd to save the future Earth.

The Vulcans, while not figuring greatly in the new series, have made their mark. Spock, still alive in the 24th century, struggles to help the Romulans (an offshoot of the Vul​cans) change their repressive gov​ernment. Spock's father, Sarek, shows up in the.episode Sarek as a Bendii Syndrome sufferer, a Vulcan disorder that erodes emotional con​trol and telepathically broadcasts emotions to others (causing lots of problems). Sarek, who by the 24th century is old for a Vulcan, eventu​ally dies in the episode that shows us Spock's status.

Star Trek: The Next Generation

While Spock is the primary psi-focused crew person in the original series, it is ship's counselor Deanna Troi who is the focus of Star Trek:The Next Generation.

ST:TNG has inherited the vision of the first show, yet with broader scope and more creativity. Thanks to fan support over the years (con​vincing Paramount to do the films first and the new series later), Roddenberry created a new crew and ship, set 75 years in the future later than the first series. By syndicating the show rather than going through a network, Roddenberry and Para​mount retained the creative control that NBC's censors often sidelined in the original series. The result is a superior show (with a different crew and different personalities). Yet the Star Trek vision is clearly there. And so are psi abilities.

Deanna Troi, ship's counselor

Troi's character, played just right by Marina Sirtis, is half-human and half-Betazoid. People on the planet Betazed are telepathic, aptly demon​strated by appearances of Troi's telepathic mother Lwaxana Troi (played perfectly by Majel Barrett, the late Roddenberry's wife). Lwaxana shows up in several episodes including one in which sleazy Ferengi kidnap the Trois to try to learn how their telepathy works (Menage A Troi)

Deanna Troi's ability to perceive the emotions of others, but not what is in their minds (except with other telepaths) is at the telepathic spectrum's low end. Her ability is well suited for counseling others (human or not) and helping Captain Jean-Luc Picard (Patrick Stewart) read his opponents and opposites in diplomatic and dangerous situations.

Other telepaths

At the other extreme for telepaths is a Betazoid character in the episode Tin Man who is so super-sensitive he leaves his home world and tries to stay away from people.

The series has had many other telepathic characters, exploring this ability in ways far more extensive than the first series. There have been beings who can sense the de​sires of others and act on them. In the pilot episode. Encounter at Farpoint, an enormous sentient life-form is kept captive to use its abili​ties, telepathic and psychokinetic, to keep the inhabitants of Farpoint Station happy with whatever they need to survive. At the other end of the spectrum is the character of Kamala, an empathic mesomorph capable of reading the desires of her intended mate, "becoming" whoev​er he wants her to be.

Many other episodes of TNG have explored psychic and. related themes. Night Terrors deals with the psychic trauma that happens when the crew are deprived of their dreams. Transfigurations deals with a humanoid taking the evolutionary leap to a being of pure mental ener​gy. Power Play allows three disembodied aliens to possess Troi, the android Data (Brent Spiner) and Lt. O'Brien (Colm Meaney). Imag​inary Friend deals with an entity who is not only a child's invisible friend, but much more.

Other worthy episodes

A few other episodes are worthy of special note. The first season show Lonely Among Us, has an en​ergy being hitch a ride with the En​terprise and progressively possess a number of the crew until it reaches the Captain, the one person capable of ordering the ship back to its neb​ula-home. The possession affects Picard, who beams into the nebula as a being of pure energy. Thankful​ly, the crew is able to bring him back, body and all.

Violations, a fifth season show, deals with a form of telepathic rape, as one of a member of a race of tele​pathic historians uses his mind-probing abilities to steal mental energy from others.

The Measure of a Man is an espe​cially important episode, which I've cited before in FATE (and dis​cussed in my new book Reincarna​tion, Channeling and Possession).  The issues of "What is con​sciousness?" and "What is a con​scious, sentient being?" are both weighed as a Federation officer -- who wants to take Data apart so they can build others like him -- ar​gues his case while Picard argues that Data is conscious. The most profound part of Picard's argument is that we cannot (even in the 24th century) define and detect con​sciousness, whether in a biological body or an android one (or as a dis​embodied entity).

But what about the reality-alter​ing psi abilities we so often saw in the first series? None have shown up as much as Q (John de Lancie), representative from the Q Continu​um of beings, who can turn thought into reality. We've seen Q in a num​ber of episodes, including a recent episode in which a human girl turns out to have been born to Q parents posing as humans.

Why so much PSI?

The newest Star Trek,  Deep Space Nine, while grittier than the other two series, also follows Rodenberry's optimistic view of the future We have already seen psi, real​ty altering, mysticism, and entity possession in DS9's first season, and there'll be more to come.

The diversity of psi abilities, ap​plications and implications is excis​ing and thought provoking

Star Trek presents new ideas or old ideas in new situations. The show makes me wonder more about

the nature of psi abilities, questioning their form, function and reason with each new use.

If Roddenberry was an agnostic, why so much psi? Because psi to with his views of a diverse mix of humanity and non-humans. To show what's possible, probable or not, and to show that people, human or not, can overcome the problems that may arise is part of Star Trek's vision.

Psi abilities tell us that we have a greater connection to the world around us and to others than many are willing to admit. Telepathy puts us in contact with the minds of oth​ers; clairvoyance and precognition with the status of the world around us, present and future. Psychokinesis demonstrates that what we think im​pacts ourselves, others and our world. It is important to accept that we have this interconnectedness to survive the future. With that comes responsibility and the need to try to get along, no matter how different we seem to be. The psi connection puts us in contact with one another.

What of the actors?

One can look beyond the fiction​al world of Star Trek to the actors who portray these now-immortal characters for psi connections. While most have said little about psi experiences in interviews (mainly because psi was not the subject), there are connections.

Leonard Nimoy played a few TV roles after Star Trek, one as a race car driver in the TV film Baffled (1972). His character has visions that come true. His best connection to the world of the unexplained may be his role as the narrator for the se​ries In Search Of … (still on cable TV).

William Shatner had an interest​ing encounter with the unknown as the host of an awful 1986 TV special The Search for Houdini. It's un​known why he decided to do it. With tongue in cheek, Shatner made it through a special, occasionally pep​pered with excellent magicians, but dragged out by skeptical viewpoints (and some extremely odd mishaps during the magic performances). Was it any wonder he had to kid around during the final bit, a seance to contact Houdini's spirit?

Apparently The Search for Houdini captured part of Shatner's inter​est, as he co-wrote an excellent novel called Believe with Michael Tobias (Berkeley Books, 1992). In this fic​tionalized history, we follow the en​counters of Houdini and Spiritualist Sir Arthur Conan Doyle as Doyle at​tempts to prove the existence of the afterlife to Houdini. There have been rumblings of Shatner trying to bring such a "psychic battle of wits" to the stage in New York. If the book is any indication of how good the play could be, I wish Shatner luck.

James Doohan, who played Scotty on the original show, still has spir​itual questions relating to Star Trek. He was recently quoted in Interna​tional UFO Library regarding trans​porter travel. Doohan uestioned, "What happened to the soul during the journey? Where did it go?"

Even Roddenberry's interest in psi and the occult transcended Star Trek, since he tried to arouse inter​est in another TV series with a very intriguing pilot (Spectre, 1977). Robert Culp and Gig Young played a supernatural Holmes and Watson up against demon magic in Eng​land. I recommend seeing it when it gets rerun on a local station. 
NOTE from Loyd Auerbach in 2002:

A while after this article was originally published, I was fortunate enough to meet William Shatner during festivities for the 1994 Tournament of Roses Parade when he was Grand Marshall (which my father produced for international TV broadcast).  During that initial conversation, I learned that Shatner was quite interested in psychic phenomena, to the point where he invited me down to his place speak with him and several of his friends.  His interest in the paranormal is genuine -- and filled with the sense of wonder you'd expect from someone who played the captain of the most famous starship in television history.
