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UNITY AND DIVERSITY, ILLUSTRATED BY “STAR TREK,”
AN AMERICAN MYTH

The “Star Trek” myth, a familiar, powerful, and enduring force in the popu-
lar culture of the United States, can be used to illustrate the idea that popu-
lar media content often is derived from prominent values expressed in many
other domains of culture. Americans first encountered the Starship Enter-
prise on NBC in 1966. The TV series Star Trek was shown in prime time for
just three seasons. However, the series not only survives but thrives today in
reruns, books, cassettes, theatrical films, and spinoff series. Revived as a
regular weekly series with an entirely new cast in 1987, Star Trek: The Next
Generation soon became the third most popular syndicated program in the
United States (after Wheel of Fortune and Jeopardy). More recent spinoff se-
ries include Deep Space Nine, Star Trek: Voyager, and Enterprise.

What does the enduring mass appeal of Star Trek tell us about American
culture? We suggest that the answer is this: “Star Trek” is a transformation
of a fundamental American origin myth about unity and diversity. The same
myth shows up in the image and celebration of Thanksgiving, a distinctively
American holiday. Thanksgiving sets the myth in the past, and “Star Trek”
sets it in the future.

Encountering the word myth, which comes from the Greek for “what
they say,” most people probably think of stories about Greek, Roman, or
Norse gods and heroes. However, all societies have myths. Their central
characters need not be unreal, superhuman, or physically immortal. Such
tales may be rooted in actual historical events. The popular notion that a
myth is untrue—indeed, that its untruth is its defining characteristic—is not
only naive but shows misunderstanding of its very nature. Its scientific truth
or otherwise is irrelevant. A myth is a statement about society, and our place
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2 Chapter One Introduction

in it and in the surrounding universe (Middleton 1967, p. x). Myths are hal-
lowed stories that express fundamental cultural values. They are widely and
recurrently told among, and have special meaning to, people who grow up
in a particular culture. Myths may be set in the past, present, or future, or
in fantasyland. Whether set in real time or fictional time, myths are always
at least partly fictionalized.

The myths of contemporary America are drawn from a variety of sources,
including such popular-culture fantasies as the Star Wars films, The Wizard
of Oz, and Star Trek. Our myths also include real people, particularly national
ancestors, whose lives have been reinterpreted and endowed with special
meaning over the generations. The media, schools, churches, communities,
and parents teach the national origin myths to American children. The story
of Thanksgiving, for example, continues to be important. It recounts the ori-
gin of a national holiday celebrated by Protestants, Catholics, and Jews. All
those denominations share a belief in the Old Testament God, and they find
it appropriate to thank God for their blessings.

Again and again Americans have heard idealized retellings of that
epochal early harvest. We have learned how Indians taught the Pilgrims to

Thanksgiving is a national holiday celebrated by most Americans, including
Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and African Americans. Kwanzaa, on the other hand, a
holiday begun in 1966, which specifically celebrates African-American heritage, is of
increasing importance in a multicultural society. Here Charles Tymony, front, and
others sing a hymn at the 18th annual Kwanzaa candle lighting ceremony in Los
Angeles in 1995. Do you celebrate a holiday like Kwanzaa?
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farm in the New World. Grateful Pilgrims then invited the Native Americans
to share their first Thanksgiving. Native American and European labor, tech-
niques, and customs thus blended in that initial biethnic celebration. Annu-
ally reenacting the origin myth, American public schools commemorate the
first Thanksgiving as children dress up as Pilgrims, Indians, and pumpkins.

More rapidly and pervasively as the mass media grow, each generation
of Americans writes its own revisionist history. Our culture constantly rein-
terprets the origin, nature, and meaning of national holidays. The collective
consciousness of contemporary Americans includes TV-saturated memories
of the first Thanksgiving and the first Christmas. Our mass culture has in-
stilled widely shared images of a Peanuts-peopled Pilgrim–Indian “love-in.”
We also conjure up a fictionalized Nativity with Mary, Joseph, Jesus, manger
animals, shepherds, three kings of Orient, a little drummer boy, and, in some
versions, Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer. Note that the interpretation of
the Nativity that American culture perpetuates is yet another variation on the
same dominant myth. We remember the Nativity as a Thanksgiving involv-
ing interethnic contacts (e.g., the three kings) and gift giving. It is set in Beth-
lehem rather than Massachusetts.

We impose our present on the past as we reinterpret quasi-historic and
actual events, such as the sinking of the Titanic. For the future we do it in
our science-fiction and fantasy creations. Star Trek places in the future what
the Thanksgiving story locates in the past—the myth of the assimilationist,
incorporating, melting-pot society. The myth says that America is distinctive
not just because it is assimilationist but because the nation is founded on
unity in diversity. (America’s origin is unity in diversity. After all, we call our-
selves the United States.) Thanksgiving and Star Trek illustrate the credo that
unity through diversity is essential for survival, whether of a harsh winter or
of the perils of outer space. Americans work, cope, and survive by sharing
the fruits of specialization.

Star Trek proclaims that the sacred principles that validate American so-
ciety, because they lie at its foundation, will endure across the generations,
even the centuries. The original Starship Enterprise crew was a melting pot.
Captain James Tiberius Kirk was symbolic of real history. His clearest his-
torical prototype was Captain James Cook, whose ship, the Endeavor, also
sought out new life and civilizations. Kirk’s infrequently mentioned middle
name, from the Roman general and eventual emperor, linked the captain to
the earth’s imperial history. Kirk was also symbolic of the original Anglo-
American. He ran the Enterprise (America is founded on free enterprise),
just as laws, values, and institutions derived from England continue to run
the United States.

McCoy’s Irish (or at least Gaelic) name represented the next wave, the
established immigrant. Sulu was the successfully assimilated Asian Ameri-
can. The African-American female character Uhura, whose name means
“freedom,” confirmed that blacks would become partners with all other
Americans. Yet Uhura was the only major female character in the original
crew. Female work outside the home was much less characteristic of Amer-
ican society in 1966 than it is today.
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4 Chapter One Introduction

One of the constant messages of Star Trek is that strangers, even ene-
mies, can become friends. Less obviously, this message is about cultural im-
perialism, the assumed irresistibility of American culture and institutions.
Through Chekhov’s inclusion, who could doubt that Russian nationals
would one day succumb to an expansive American culture? Spock, though
from Vulcan, was half human, with human qualities. We learn, therefore,
that our assimilationist values will eventually not just rule the earth but ex-
tend to other planets as well. By The Next Generation, Klingon culture, even
more alien than Vulcan culture, personified by Bridge Officer Worf, had
joined the melting pot. Other aliens have been added to later crews.

Even God was harnessed to serve American culture, in the person of
Scotty. His role was that of the ancient Greek deus ex machina. He was a
stage controller who “beamed” people up and down, back and forth, from
earth to the heavens. Scotty, who kept society going, was also a servant-
employee who did his engineering for management, illustrating loyalty and
technical skill.

The Next Generation offered many analogues of the original characters.
Several “partial people” served as single-character personifications of par-
ticular human qualities represented in more complex form by the original
crew members. Kirk, Spock, and McCoy were all split into multiple charac-
ters. Captain Jean-Luc Picard possessed the intellectual and managerial at-
tributes of James T. Kirk. With his English accent and Kirk-like French
name, Picard, like Kirk, drew his legitimacy from symbolic association with
historic western European empires. First Officer Riker (almost a Kirk ana-
gram) took over from Kirk as the romantic man of action.

Spock, an alien (strange ears) who represented science, reason, and in-
tellect, was split in two. One half was Worf, a Klingon bridge officer whose
cranial protuberances were analogues of Spock’s ears. The other was Data,
an android whose brain contained the sum of human wisdom. Two female
characters, an empath and the ship’s doctor, were analogues of Dr. McCoy as
the repository of healing, emotion, and feeling.

Mirroring a changing American culture, The Next Generation featured
prominent black, female, and physically handicapped characters. An
African-American actor played the Klingon Mr. Worf. Another, LeVar Bur-
ton, became Geordi La Forge. Although blind, Geordi was not really visually
impaired; he managed, through his visor, to see things other people could
not. His mechanical vision expressed the American faith in technology. So
did the android, Data. During its first year, The Next Generation had three
prominent female characters. One was the ship’s doctor, a working profes-
sional with a teenage son. Another was an empath, the ultimate helping pro-
fessional. The third was the ship’s security officer.

The United States by the late 1980s had become, and by now is even
more, specialized, differentiated, and professional than it was in the sixties.
The greater role specificity and diversity of The Next Generation charac-
ters reflect this. Nevertheless, both series convey the central message of the
“Star Trek” myth, a message that dominates the culture that created them:

kot17161_ch01.qxd  7/9/02  13:30  Page 4



Unity and Diversity, Illustrated by “Star Trek,” an American Myth 5

Americans have varied backgrounds. Individual qualities, talents, and spe-
cialties divide us. However, we make our livings and survive as members of
cohesive, efficient groups. We explore and advance as members of a crew, a
team, an enterprise, or, most generally, a society. Our nation is founded on
and endures through effective subordination of individual differences
within a smoothly functioning multiethnic team. The team is American cul-
ture. It worked in the past. It works today. It will go on working across the
generations. Orderly and progressive democracy based on mutual respect is
best. Inevitably, American culture will triumph over all others—by convinc-
ing, attracting, and assimilating rather than conquering them. Unity in di-
versity guarantees human survival, and for this we should be thankful.

Now apply these observations about American values involving unity
and diversity to a contemporary example. Some possibilities: MTV’s The
Real World, NBC’s medical drama ER, and one of several TV programs
about lawyers. Also consider issues of unity and diversity involved in the
mobilization of American society following the events of September 11,
2001. How were unity and diversity expressed as the Bush administration
worked to build “an international coalition against terrorism”? If you live in
the South, think of how the national push toward unity changed the sym-
bolic use of diverse flags (e.g., U.S. and Confederate). f

Humans are social animals. We habitually work together in a crew, team, enterprise,
or, most generally, a society. We often have to subordinate our personal differences,
identities, and preferences to the demands of teamwork. Shown here, a weekly team
meeting at Daimler-Chrysler’s Jefferson-North assembly plant in Detroit. What kinds
of teams do you belong to?
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6 Chapter One Introduction

AMERICAN CULTURE AND CULTURES

In this book we draw on anthropology’s distinctive comparative and cross-
cultural perspectives to shed light on aspects of diversity and multicultural-
ism in contemporary North America. We’ll examine many forms and
aspects of sociocultural diversity, based on such variables as ethnicity, race,
religion, gender, age, class, occupation, region, sexual orientation, and dif-
ferential “abledness.” This book extends work on American culture that one
of us (Conrad Kottak) has been doing since 1976. Kottak’s early work on the
United States focused on American mass culture and popular culture (see
Kottak 1982). His main focus then was on unifying themes, values, and be-
havior in American national culture—institutions and experiences that tran-
scend particular regions and social divisions. Kathryn Kozaitis has studied
cultural diversity in the United States, and has worked directly with a num-
ber of minority groups, for more than two decades. More recently, reflecting
changes in American culture and in American studies, both Kottak and
Kozaitis have focused on the range of American cultures and on the role
that culture is playing in the organization and transformation of North
American society. Our interests in diversity, cultures, and culture as an or-
ganizing principle orient this book.

A 1992 Internal Review document of the University of Michigan Ameri-
can Culture Program gives a clear exposition of such a multicultural model.
It recognizes “the multiplicity of American cultures.” It presents multicul-
turalism as a new approach to the central question in American studies:
What does it mean to be an American? The document suggests a shift from
the study of core myths and values, and people’s relationships to them as
generalized Americans, to “recognizing that ‘America’ includes people of
differing community, ethnic, and cultural histories, different points of
view and degrees of empowerment.” Such a perspective encourages studies
of specific ethnic and other kinds of groups, rather than of the country as
a whole.

We believe that the newer multicultural model and the older national
approach to North American culture should not be mutually exclusive. We
still detect a series of nationally relevant institutions, norms, values, and ex-
pectations to which various culturally defined groups within the United
States eventually subscribe. The pressure for members of an ethnic group to
observe “general American values” may come not only from the mass media
and other agents of national culture but also from other ethnic groups. For
instance, in interviews with various ethnic groups in Los Angeles following
the riots of 1992, blacks complained about Koreans. In doing so, the African
Americans invoked a general American value system that included friendli-
ness, openness, mutual respect, community participation, and fair play.
They saw their Korean neighbors as deficient in these traits. The Koreans
countered by stressing another set of American national values, involving
education, family unity, discipline, hard work, and achievement.
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The Anthropological Perspective 7

THE ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

What does it mean to say that we approach North American cultural diver-
sity from an anthropological perspective? A brief introduction to anthropol-
ogy is needed here. Anthropology differs from other fields that study human
beings because it is holistic, comparative, and global. Anthropology is
holistic because it studies the whole of the human condition—biological and
cultural variation in time and space. Anthropologists study human biology,
language, society, and culture, past and present, in all cultures, ancient and
modern, simple and complex. Anthropologists also study our prehuman an-
cestors and our nearest primate relatives—monkeys (such as baboons) and
apes (such as chimpanzees and gorillas). Anthropology has four main sub-
fields: sociocultural, archaeological, biological, and linguistic anthropology.
There are historical reasons for the inclusion of these four in a single field.
American anthropology developed more than a century ago out of concern
for the history and cultures of the native populations of North America
(American Indians). Interest in the origins and diversity of Native Americans
brought together the study of customs, social life, language, and physical
traits. Now anthropologists have turned their attention to contemporary
North America and the range of diversity it encompasses today.

An anthropological perspective explains human nature, illuminates hu-
man similarities and differences, describes contemporary societies and cul-
tures, and increases our empathy for human groups who struggle to achieve
security and integrity. What are some examples of the value of an anthropo-
logical approach? Studies of sex and friendship among baboons shed light
on how human families and communities are formed and maintained. Hu-
man growth and development, including diversity in people’s height and
weight, reflect differences in genetic inheritance, and their interaction with
the environment. Transnational migration changes both the sending and re-
ceiving societies of migrants and refugees, who create new, hybrid cultures
in their adopted homelands. People construct and maintain ethnic bound-
aries to distinguish themselves from others and to express their cultural
integrity. Anthropology helps us understand human diversity and multicul-
turalism as key components of North American society.

Researchers in the field of sociocultural anthropology, or, simply,
cultural anthropology, describe and attempt to interpret and explain simi-
larities and differences among societies and cultures. To become a cultural
anthropologist, one normally does ethnography, or ethnographic research.
This firsthand, field-based study of a particular culture usually entails
spending a year or more in the field, living with local people and learning
about their customs. Traditional ethnographers studied small, nonliterate
(without writing) populations and developed research methods appropriate
to that context. “Ethnography is a research process in which the anthropol-
ogist closely observes, records, and engages in the daily life of another cul-
ture—an experience labeled as the fieldwork method—and then writes
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8 Chapter One Introduction

accounts of this culture, emphasizing descriptive detail” (Marcus and Fis-
cher 1986, p. 18). Kottak has done such field research in Brazil, the western
hemisphere’s second most populous country, and in Madagascar, a large is-
land off the southeastern coast of Africa. He is now studying issues of work
and family among the American middle class. Kozaitis did her major field-
work with urban Gypsies in Athens, Greece, and has subsequently worked
on educational reform in the Atlanta Public Schools. In the chapters that
follow, our own field experiences, along with ethnographic accounts by
many others, serve as a basis for our comparative statements about aspects
of human diversity across space and time.

This book reflects our belief that, despite the added value of ethnogra-
phy, the survey research so typical of sociology remains indispensable for
understanding large, populous nations, in which we must pay particular at-
tention to variation. Survey researchers gather information about age, gen-
der, religion, occupation, income, and political party preference. These
characteristics—variables, or attributes that vary among members of a
sample or population—are known to influence beliefs and behavior, includ-
ing political decisions. Gender, for example, is a useful predictor of political-
party affiliation and voting behavior. More men than women claim to be
Republicans, and men are more likely to vote for candidates of that party
than women are. Besides gender, all nations have role specializations based
on age, profession, social class, and many other contrasts.

Many more variables affect social identities, experiences, and activities
in a modern nation than in the small communities and local settings where
ethnography grew up. Today, hundreds of factors influence our social be-
havior and attitudes. Such social predictors or social indicators include our
religion; the region of the country we grew up in; whether we come from a
town, suburb, or inner city; and our parents’ professions, ethnic origins, and
income levels. Because we must be able to detect, measure, and compare
the influence of social indicators, many contemporary anthropological stud-
ies have a statistical foundation. Statistical analysis can support and round
out an ethnographic account of local social life.

However, in the best anthropological studies of modern nations, the
hallmark of ethnography remains: Anthropologists enter the community
and get to know the people. They participate in local activities, networks,
and associations. They observe and experience social conditions and prob-
lems. They watch the effects of national policies and programs on local life.
They listen, observe, and learn. In a changing cultural context, they seek rel-
evant questions as well as answers. The ethnographic method and its em-
phasis on case materials and personal relations in social research are
valuable gifts that anthropology brings to the study of a complex society.

Anthropologists can transfer the personal, direct, observation-based
techniques of ethnography to social groups and social networks in any set-
ting. A combination of survey research and ethnography can provide new
perspectives on life in complex societies (large and populous societies with
social stratification and central governments).
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Science, Humanities, and Mirror for Humanity

In the 21st century, the overwhelming majority of the world’s population,
along with a large percentage of the populations of the United States and
Canada, will be descendants of the non-Western groups that anthropologists
have traditionally studied. By 2025, developing countries will account for
85 percent of the world’s population, compared with 77 percent in 1992
(Stevens 1992). The population of Canada is growing more rapidly than
the populations of the United States or western Europe. More than half
that growth is from immigration. Solutions to future North American so-
cial problems will depend increasingly on understanding non-Western cul-
tural backgrounds.

As the field that focuses on that understanding, anthropology is simul-
taneously a science, a humanities field, and a mirror for humanity. It is a
science because it is a “systematic field of study or body of knowledge that
aims, through experiment, observation, and deduction, to produce reliable
explanations of phenomena, with reference to the material and physical
world” (Webster’s New World Encyclopedia 1993, p. 937). Science is based on
cumulative knowledge (Ember and Ember 1997), of which anthropology has
an impressive amount. Clyde Kluckhohn (1944, p. 9) called anthropology
“the science of human similarities and differences.” His statement of the
need for such a science still stands: “Anthropology provides a scientific ba-
sis for dealing with the crucial dilemma of the world today: how can peoples
of different appearance, mutually unintelligible languages, and dissimilar
ways of life get along peaceably together?”

Anthropology is also linked to the humanities, for several reasons. It ap-
plies a comparative and nonelitist perspective to the humanities, which
study art, narratives, music, dance, and other forms of creative expression.
Anthropology influences and is influenced by the humanities. For example,
adopting a view of creativity in its varied social and cultural contexts, current
approaches in the humanities are shifting the focus away from elite art
forms toward mass and popular culture and local creative expressions. An-
other area of convergence between anthropology and the humanities is the
view of cultural expressions as patterned texts (Ricoeur 1971; Geertz 1973).
Thus “unwritten behavior, speech, beliefs, oral tradition, and ritual” (Clifford
1988, p. 39) can be approached as a corpus to be interpreted in relation to
meaning within a particular cultural context. Anthropology, we think, is the
most humanistic of the academic fields, because of its fundamental respect
for human diversity. Anthropologists listen to, record, and represent voices
from a multitude of nations and cultures. We strive to convince our students
of the value of local knowledge, of diverse world views and perspectives.

Anthropology’s longtime focus on cultural diversity should be cherished
as colleges and universities increasingly require courses on diversity or mul-
ticulturalism. Kottak has noticed that many of the strongest advocates of a
diversity requirement (or “race and ethnicity course,” as it is called at the
University of Michigan) know little about anthropology. Some people who
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10 Chapter One Introduction

advocate a diversity requirement only want to have other American voices
represented, not voices from around the world, voices anthropologists have
been heeding for years. Anthropologists need to get our perspectives and cu-
mulative knowledge across to such people. This is a major goal of this book.

A final basic role is anthropology as a mirror for humanity, a term de-
rived from Clyde Kluckhohn’s metaphor.

Ordinarily we are unaware of the special lens through which we look at life.
It would hardly be fish who discovered the existence of water. Students who
had not yet gone beyond the horizon of their own society could not be ex-
pected to perceive custom which was the stuff of their own thinking. An-
thropology holds up a great mirror to man and lets him look at himself in his
infinite variety. (Kluckhohn 1944, p. 16—his emphasis)

In making this point, we wish also to invoke the name of one of Kottak’s
teachers, Margaret Mead. Although Kluckhohn wrote the popular book
called Mirror for Man, we’ll always remember Mead for her unparalleled
success in demonstrating anthropology’s value and relevance in allowing
Americans to reflect on cultural diversity and variation and the plasticity of
human nature. Mead conveyed the anthropological perspective to a broad
public in a way no contemporary anthropologist does. She represented an-
thropology so effectively because she viewed it as a humanistic science of
unique value in understanding and improving the human condition. We share
that vision of the field. Our goal here is to apply it to the cultures of con-
temporary North America.
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