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Gene Roddenberry: Father of the Stars 

 Eugene Wesley Roddenberry, better known as Gene, is best known for his creation of the 

popular science fiction television show, Star Trek. He was born on August 19, 1921 in El Paso, 

Texas, and died on October 24, 1991 of heart failure in Santa Monica, California (age 70). He 

was married twice and fathered three children (two from the first and one from the second). Gene 

graduated from the Los Angeles City College in 1941 with an associate’s degree in pre-law. 

Roddenberry had little time to celebrate since 1941 was also the year the United States entered 

World War II. He served in the Air Force admirably from 1941-1945, attained the rank of 

Second Lieutenant, and was awarded both the Distinguished Flying Cross and the Air Medal for 

flying 89 missions during the war. Afterwards, utilizing his skills as a pilot, he began to fly 

commercially for Pan American Airways from 1945-1949. From 1949-1953, Roddenberry again 

served the public, but this time as a police officer for the LAPD where he attained the rank of 

Sergeant. It was not until 1953 that he decided to begin writing for the growing television 

industry. He worked in this capacity until his death in 1991 (Contemporary Authors). 

 Roddenberry not only wrote scripts, but later on, became a creator and a producer as well. 

During his writing career he won a number of awards from many groups including: the NAACP, 

Writer’s Guild of America, the Hugo Award, the Emmy awards (multiple times), the Peabody 

Award, and he even has a star on Hollywood’s “Walk of Fame.” His notable writing credits 

include The Lieutenant a TV series which ran from 1960-1961 on NBC, Star Trek (1966-1969), 
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a film called Pretty Maids All in a Row (1970) for MGM, and the first Star Trek film: Star Trek: 

The Motion Picture (1979) for Paramount. In addition to these credits, he also was a 

producer/consultant for the next five Star Trek films (not including The Motion Picture) and Star 

Trek’s first successor series, Star Trek: The Next Generation (Contemporary Authors). 

 Roddenberry’s influences vary, as do most people. However, he had three major 

influences according to sources. The first, from his childhood, was a science fiction magazine 

called Astounding Stories of Super-Science published from 1930-present. (Sawin). The second is 

a science fiction novel called Space Cadet by Robert Heinlan written in 1948. The third, and 

perhaps most important was Gene’s father. On this he said in an interview for The Humanist, “I 

guess many of my beliefs about ordinary people and what they can do come out of respect for 

my father.” (Alexander). 

 In this same interview for The Humanist, Roddenberry goes into a number of different 

topics. One of which includes his view of religion. He recounts being raised as a Baptist by his 

mother. This had an enormous impact on his worldview since, at a young age, he decided he did 

not believe in religion. On the subject he said, “I really saw the world as dishonest. I saw it as a 

world in which most people did not believe but mouthed the words anyway, went through the 

motions, and were occasionally honest with each other.” (Alexander). This worldview would 

prove important later on when creating Star Trek.  

 Of course, there are a number of more minor influences behind Roddenberry as well. 

Between being in the Air Force and flying commercially, Roddenberry spent over ten years of 

his life flying. It is surely not a great jump in the age of the Cold War and space race that 

followed for pilots to be caught up in reaching for the stars. His life in the military would also aid 

him in creating the military atmosphere found in Star Trek. In addition, he was a member of a 
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number of different clubs/organizations of like-minded individuals such as himself. Some of 

these organizations included: Science Fiction Writers of America, World Future Society, 

American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), National Space Society (Board of Directors), Academy 

of Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror Films, and the Explorer’s Club. It would be naïve to 

think none of these organizations had any lasting effects on Roddenberry’s writing 

(Contemporary Authors). 

 When trying to pinpoint Roddenberry’s core genre or social/ political movements, it is 

pretty obvious where he stood. Gene Roddenberry was, first and foremost, a science fiction 

writer. At the same time however, and this can be seen littered throughout any iteration of Star 

Trek, Gene was a huge proponent of Humanism. When asked why he wanted to create Star Trek, 

he remarked, “Science Fiction hadn’t been done well on Television.” (Contemporary Authors). 

Naturally, as a fan of the genre, Roddenberry wanted to see science fiction done well, especially 

on a medium of entertainment dominated by the Western genre. In addition, from Gregory 

Sawin’s “IN MEMORIAM,”  “By 1963, Roddenberry was a veteran writer, but had grown tired 

of writing so many scripts that called for a fatal shoot-out in the final act, so he formulated Star 

Trek in order to change that.” (Sawin). He did indeed change the norm and for the better. 

Roddenberry did more than just change the norm though. According to Gary Wolfe in, 

Science Fiction Studies, “He found a way of packaging familiar [science fiction] concepts for a 

brutally simple-minded TV environment, and he empowered fans in a manner beyond their 

wildest dreams.” (Wolfe). By changing the way network television was done, he opened up a 

genre to a populace that was largely unfamiliar with the science fiction genre. However, there 

was more to it than just that. Wolfe goes on to say, “It achieved something even more seductive: 

the mass marketing of that most classically dull of ideologies, utopian humanism.” (Wolfe). 
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During the time of violence and uncertainty which made up the Cold War, this advertisement of 

the humanist ideology must have been a refreshing, moreover, inspiring for many. In the 

interview with The Humanist, Roddenberry gives his opinion as to why he held his humanistic 

views so closely, he said, “There’s really no clearcut, definitive reason I am a humanist except 

that I am an enormous reader and student and Humanism seems to be the logical outcome of all 

that reading and study.” (Alexander). He was a deeply caring man and it seems as though all he 

wanted was for the world to follow in his beliefs. 

The enormous impact on television and society cannot be understated. With Star Trek, 

Gene Roddenberry launched an anthology of media surrounding the initial three season run of 

his television program. His creation, in turn, led to the creation of the following television 

programs: Star Trek: The Animated Series, Star Trek: The Next Generation, Star Trek: Deep 

Space 9, Star Trek: Voyager, Star Trek: Enterprise, and most recently Star Trek: Discovery. The 

franchise has led to a multitude of films as well, these are: Star Trek I-VI, Star Trek: 

Generations, Star Trek: First Contact, Star Trek: Insurrection, Star Trek: Nemesis, Star Trek 

(2009), Star Trek: Into Darkness, and most recently Star Trek: Beyond. In addition, a countless 

number of novels, comics, and videogames have sprouted out of Roddenberry’s vision and each 

installment adds more to the anthology as a whole. Pop culture references and homages to the 

anthology have been made and continue today, most notably Seth McFarlane’s The Orville, a 

television program on FOX.  

The true influences in which Roddenberry has had on people is hard to narrow down as 

Star Trek has had an impact on so many. However, Sawin states the sentiment well: 

I regard Star Trek as a marvelous teaching tool. By watching the original series, young 

people, in particular, can expand their horizons by learning about exploration for the sake 
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of discovery, not conquest. They can find “lessons” about logic, intelligence, cooperation, 

loyalty, courage, open-mindedness, diplomacy, medicine, chess, computers, scientific 

technology and science as method, concern for the welfare of others, and the value of 

non-violent solutions. (Sawin)  

A lot of people grew up with Star Trek, and whether or not they were all “nerds” as some would 

suggest, the impact of such a television show would had to of affected those young people 

watching it. William Shatner, the actor that played Star Trek’s protagonist Captain James Kirk, 

summed up well how it appeals to a wide audience as well, and not exclusively to “nerds.” He 

remarked, “[Star Trek] presented action, adventure, and villains for children, philosophical 

concepts for adults, Science for technology buffs, and even psychedelia for hippies.” 

(Contemporary Authors). It essential to convey just how much value Star Trek has to the world. 

A vision of what things could be, instead of what we are stuck with. That is captivating to so 

many, and it is all because of Roddenberry’s work. In his own words, “Star Trek is my statement 

to the world. Understand that Star Trek is more than just my political philosophy. It is my social 

philosophy, my racial philosophy, my overview on life and the human condition.” (Alexander). 

He was very ahead of his time and we owe, at least partially, some of today’s social comforts to 

his ideas.  

 Gene Roddenberry and Star Trek as a whole have had an enormous, undeniable effect on 

myself as both a writer and as a human being. I’ve been watching Star Trek consistently since I 

began watching The Original Series as a 13 year old boy. It was easy to get lost in a world so full 

of hope and prosperity. That is far from what kept me so close to the franchise however. What 

kept me coming back were the lessons. Star Trek helped fill in the gaps where my parents and 

society as a whole left me to decide for myself. In the interview from The Humanist, David 
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Alexander asked Roddenberry, “You could almost call Star Trek, ‘Roddenberry on Life?’” to 

which Roddenberry responded, “Yes, possibly. It is difficult for a writer not to do that because, 

well, what else is there to write about? Basically, the things you write about are your own 

beliefs.” (Alexander). I am proud to hold Roddenberry as an essential mentor figure, and even 

more so of my Humanist beliefs received as a result of his influence. Some people like to joke 

that Star Trek fans are a religion or a cult, when instead it is more of a philosophical lecture from 

Roddenberry himself. I happen to agree with his assessment of writing as well and, like him, 

make it my mission to read and learn as much as I possibly can while I can still do it. To say he 

is a role model would be an understatement. Although I’ve written nothing even remotely close 

to Star Trek in theme or form, I submit values I’ve learned through Gene will always be with me 

until I feel talented enough to even attempt a homage.  

Leonard Nimoy, famous for his portrayal of Mr. Spock in The Original Series, said in 

reference to Roddenberry, “[He] had an extraordinary vision about mankind and the potential for 

mankind’s future.” (Sawin). He most certainly did have a great vision for mankind and while it 

pains me that he never lived to see humanity achieve its full potential, I believe he died knowing 

that we will get there someday though, and I find that comforting. In conclusion, I will leave the 

reader with two quotes from Roddenberry to solidify his (and my own) views: 

Intolerance in the 23rd century? Improbable! If man survives that long, he will probably 

have learned to take delight in the essential differences between men and between 

cultures. He will learn that differences in ideas and attitudes are a delight, part of life’s 

exciting variety, not something to fear…. This infinite variation and delight…this is part 

of the optimism we built into Star Trek. (Sawin) 

 –Gene Roddenberry (1968)  
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We are a young species. I think if we allow ourselves a little development, understanding 

what we’ve done already, we’ll be surprised what a cherishable…group that humans can 

evolve into…. How can you doubt that we will survive and mature? There may be a lot of 

wisdom in the old statement about looking on the world lovingly. If we can, perhaps the 

world will have time to resolve itself. (Sawin) 

-Gene Roddenberry (1990) 
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