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 Abstract  
 
In this article I consider how the contemporary intermedia network provides the 
framework for the creation, the development and the sensible experience of the social 
bond. I call such a process “sociability”, by gathering a term used by the philosopher 
and sociologist Georg Simmel at the beginning of the XX Century. I provide my 
arguments through the analysis of Star Trek (J.J. Abrams, 2009), the "rebooting" of the 
intermedia well – known saga. I assume that this movie should be considered a 
theoretical audiovisual discourse about the relationship between media and sociability 
in the contemporary condition. 
I focus on three points. Firstly, I identify the dynamics of sociability in three stages: 
feeling of being together, feeling of acting together and feeling of feeling together. 
Secondly, I argue that in this ongoing process, the distinction between direct 
interactions and mediated ones is not relevant: the ground for sociability process is 
neither a physical nor a digital one, but an "assemblage" of both. Thirdly, I regard the 
cinema as the medium which, better than others, can build great epic narratives of the 
processes of sociability. In the case analyzed, even the construction of the fandom 
community (which is a very important feature of the Star Trek phenomenon) is 
transformed into an epic narrative.  
In my conclusions I argue that digital media have lost any connotation of artificiality – 
a feature characterizing electronic media during the Modernity period - : within the 
embodied experience of digital media, it is impossible to distinguish natural experience 
from the medial one. Therefore, the process of sociability is based on a naturalization of 
the artificial; and media are both the objects and the main subject of such a critical 
phenomenon. 

 

 

1. The intermedia network and the construction of the social bonding 

The relationship between media and society has been analyzed from many points of view. In some 

cases the influence exercised by social structures over media has been highlighted; in other cases, in 

contrast, the influence that the media have exercised and exercise on social knowledge, opinions, 

ideologies has been emphasized. 

In my speech, I would like to begin with the idea that in the post-media age it is necessary to recast the 

problem of the relationship between media and society. Indeed, the post media age is characterized by 

the presence of a wide and complex intermedia network: media are deeply linked together and they 
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cross, mix and share technologies, languages, practices of their consumption. 1 What is more important, 

this network constitutes a new kind of media space: within which the society is not only mirrored but, 

more radically, it is produced. More exactly, the intermedia network is the space where we can experience in a living 

and lived way the outset of the social bonding. Therefore, an appropriate semiotic approach to media, should 

study media texts and discourses as spaces of representation and development of “sociability” - a term 

borrowed from the sociological theory elaborated by Georg Simmel at the beginning of the XX 

Century to express the experiential, sensible and emotional process of establishing and maintaining 

relations of mutual action between social subjects. -2 

Regarding this idea, I intend to ask three questions. The first question concerns the concept of "social 

bonding" and the dynamics of the process of sociability that produces it. The second question concerns 

the media and their role in the formation of social bonds. Finally, the third question concerns the 

specific role of cinema in this process. 

I will answer my three questions through the analysis of a contemporary movie: Star Trek (J.J. Abrams, 

2009), the "rebooting" of the intermedia well – known saga created by Gene Roddemberry in 1966 for 

television and already translated into many popular live and cartoon TV series, cinema live series, 

videogames and merchandising gadgets. From this point of view, I assume that Star Trek not only tells 

in an epic form a story of sociability (see above), but more radically that it depicts a theory of sociability. 

This theory is not constructed through words and abstract concepts, but mainly through the expressive 

resources of the audiovisual narrative; nonetheless, this “audiovisual thinking” does not make it less 

coherent or complete (Aumont 1996). 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Petho 2010 
2 The original terms used by Simmel are Geselligkeit and Vergesellschaftung (also traslated as “sociation”): cfr. Simmel 1949 and 

1950 and the recognition by Steinmann 2007. The concept has been applied to the literary field (see for instance Mullan 

1990, O’Callaghan 2007, Russel and Tuite 2002), and more recently to the new social media field (De Souza and Frith 2010, 

Papacharrisi 2011). The approach I am proposing fits into a wider revision of the semiotic framework that I define as a shift 

from text (media) semiotics to a semiotics of media experience: see Eugeni 2010. 
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2. Star Trek: the birth of an action 

Year 2233: A mysterious and menacing star vessel, the Narada, emerges from a black hole and attacks  

the Kelvin, a spaceship of  the Starfleet – the intergalactic pace keeping organization. George Kirk, 

Kelvin’s Captain, sacrifices his own life while the crew gets rescued. Among them is also Kirk’s wife; 

during the escape, the woman gives birth to a son: James Tiberius Kirk. 

25 years after J. T. Kirk, a rebellious and borderline boy, enlists in the Starfleet Academy. During the 

training he collides with Dr. Spock, a young Vulcan officer whose mother comes from Earth: Spock is 

torn between his two natures, the Vulcan’s cold and logical one and the Earth's passionate other. A 

sudden lightning storm forces the Starfleet to send cadets to Vulcan (Spock's home planet): many of 

them form the crew of the Enterprise, a newly built spaceship on its first trip. However, the lightening 

storm is a trap laid by the mysterious spaceship Narada: despite Kirk’s heroic mission, the crew is 

forced to witness the destruction of Vulcan. Spock is able to save his father and other Vulcans, but 

dramatically loses his mother. 

After Vulcan’s destruction, the contrast between Spock and Kirk explodes: eventually, Kirk is expelled 

from the Enterprise. After landing on the icy planet Delta Vega, the young officer meets an older 

Spock (a character played by the historical interpreter of the television series, Leonard Nimoy), who 

comes from the future. This “Prime Spock” tells Kirk what is happening. In 2387, 129 years into the 

future, Spock tries to save the Romulan Star Empire by a supernova; however the operation fails and 

the Romulus planet is destroyed. Nero, Narada’s  Captain, whose ship survived the destruction of the 

planet, believes that the destruction of his planet was caused by Spock. A black hole caused by Spock as 

an attempt to save the Romulus planet, swallows both Narada and Spock’s Ship, and transports them 

150 years back in time: it’s the opening sequence of Narada’s attack on Kelvin. Nero captures Spock’s 

ship and keeps the Vulcanian alive, marooning him on Delta Vega, so that he can witness the 

destruction of his own home planet, Vulcan, just as Nero had to witness the destruction of Romulus. 

Thanks to a transporter in a Starfleet outpost on Delta Vega, Spock sends Kirk back to the Enterprise. 

Here, Kirk keeps pushing and provoking Spock until he finally snaps and loses his control; hence, this 

is how Kirk takes the Enterprise over and becomes the new Captain. In the meantime Nero is heading 

to Earth because he intends to continue its work of destruction on other planets of the Confederation. 

Kirk decides to meet the enemy. Even Spock agrees to join the crew in the rescue of the Earth: the 

combined impact of Kirk and Spock gains the victory over Nero and the destruction of his vessel. 

The final sequence shows the reunion of all the Enterprise crew on the spaceship bridge. As Spock is 

admitted by Captain Kirk as his First Officer, the Enterprise warps away.  
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3. The process of sociability 

As previously stated, my first aim is to analyze Star Trek from the point of view of the processes of 

sociability - that is the processes of social bonding experiential construction -. With regard to this, it’s 

worth noting that Star Trek as a whole is the grand narrative of the birth of a micro – society: the Enterprise 

crew as a “team”. Indeed, the movie "reboots" the saga by narrating the story of the Enterprise crew’s 

first meeting and of their becoming a unified group. Therefore, we can ask how the movie narrates this 

ongoing process of sociability. 

I intend to argue that the movie highlights three main stages of the process of sociability. 

The first stage is the feeling of being together. At this 

early stage the subjects feel a sense of physical 

proximity within a space perceived as a shared 

commonplace. The point to be stressed here is that 

the elementary sharing of a space is not yet 

perceived as a real social bonding: the subjects feel 

like they are just there together, one beside the other. In this regard, we can find two main filmic 

figures. The first figure is the “narrowness” of some spaces. The shuttles spaces are tight  and force the 

subjects to a physical proximity, sometimes perceived as annoying (twice Kirk and Dr. McCoy say, “I 

may throw up on you”). Even when the spaces within the spaceship are wider, they are represented as 

overcrowded [Fig. 1.]. The second figure is represented by the devices that discipline bodies and their 

movements: the bridge of the Enterprise, the Elevator, etc. In this case, the difficult relationships 

between subjects and spaces emerge from the sequences of fighting between Kirk and Spock in the 

control room, which are tests of the spaceship spatial limits, and from the physical expulsion of Kirk 

from the ship – a clear metaphor of his exclusion from the social context. - 

A second stage in the construction of social bonds is the feeling of acting together. In this respect, the story 

of the relationship between Kirk and Spock expresses metonymically the story of the entire crew. More 

specifically, the sequence of the attack on the Romulan star vessel is crucial. Kirk and Spock had 

previously conducted rescue missions on the planet Vulcan, but they never really acted together 

because each of them had conducted their own mission. In contrast, in the case of Narada penetration 

and destruction their action is a joint one. At the same time we see more and better coordination 

between the various crew members, each of whom is shown to become more and more suitable and 

qualified to perform a specific task. 

It is important to highlight the fact that that feeling of acting together doesn’t mean just feeling like you 

are acting in a coordinated manner with other subjects: indeed, this kind of feeling implies, at a deeper 

level, the presence of mutual trust and mutual confidence. Therefore, the link with the other subjects is not 

Fig. 1 The spaceship as an overcrowded space
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perceived as a simple sensori-motor link, but rather as a fiduciary relationship - that is a bond based on 

mutual trust and confidence -: each member of the crew learns to put their own experience and their 

own life in the hands of the others. 

A third stage in the construction of the social bonding is the feeling of feeling things together. In this respect, 

Spock’s "formation novel" (Bildungsroman) is exemplary. As mentioned above, Spock is a child torn 

between his two natures: the cold and logical Vulcan one and the Earth's hot and passionate one. In the 

development of the story we see him cold, detached and aloof at first, 3 then (after the destruction of 

his planet and his mother's death) filled with anger. The turning point in its maturation is the move 

from a system of emotional detachment to a system of empathy and emotional sharing: Spock 

understands that his problem is not the coldness or 

the anger, but the refusal to share his own emotions 

with other people. In other terms, Spock's attitude 

changes when he learns not just to accept and 

express his anger, but above all to tune it to the other 

members of the crew’s emotions [Fig. 2]. 

 

In conclusion, feeling of being together, feeling of acting together (within a system of mutual trust and 

confidence) and feeling of feeling together, constitute the three stages of sociability, that is the 

experiential process of construction of the social bonding. Of course, they do not occur in a simple 

sequence: each is co-present and interacts with others in an upward spiral. Moreover, a similar process 

also knows moments of stagnation and regression (see for instance the already cited episode of Kirk’s 

expulsion from the Enterprise). In any case, in his ongoing progress this process constitutes a new, and 

special way of feeling: a feeling together which is the experiential form of the social bonding – and which is 

celebrated at the end of the movie.  

 

 

 

                                                 
3 The young Spock is totally detached. Consider, for example, the Kobayashi Maru simulation test, designed by Spock in 

order to observe and analyze from the exterior and without any emotional involvement the spectacle of fear and desperation 

of the young spaceship officers under attack and without any hope of deliverance.   

Fig. 2. The empathic relationship between Kirk and 
Spock 
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4. Media and sociability 

Up to this point I have tried to answer my first question: how we can conceive and represent the 

process of sociability. Now I would like to turn to my second question: what is the role played by media 

in this process? Once again, analysing Star Trek can help us to find an answer. Indeed, if we consider 

the movie, we realize that processes of sociability directly experienced by the characters and processes lived through the 

use of media devices are perfectly equivalent. We can verify this principle in many of the strongest moments of 

representation of sociability throughout the movie. 

A first example is the opening sequence, with the attack of the Narada vessel on the Kelvin spaceship. 

In this case the killing of Captain Robau and afterward the heroic sacrifice of Captain Kirk, are 

experienced by the crew in a situation of physical distance (the first is killed in the Narada vessel, the second 

dies in Kelvin while the crew gets to safety on shuttles). However, a number of sensors (the monitors 

which control the heartbeat of Robau, the loudspeaker phone by which Kirk speaks with his wife till 

the last moments of his life, etc.) allow the members of the crew to go through the two experiences of 

death as if they were there - and indeed with even greater intensity -. Therefore, media devices 

transform the deaths of the two captains into live performances which create a strong empathic 

connection between the members of the crew who watch them: in this sense, they “die together”; 

moreover, this experience is perceived as founding a new kind of community which will remember it as 

a key episode of the social memory. 

A second example is the use of transporter, the device well known to viewers of the television series. In 

J.J. Abrams’ version, the teleportation device becomes a kind of extension of the crew’s bodily agency within a 

non – present world. Indeed, the transporter device allows the subjects to experience a form of action at a 

distance similar to that of many videogames and other digital media. In fact, the success of the 

teleportation is the success of a real action – as in the case of the Kirk and Sulu rescue - and the failure 

of teleportation is the failure of a real action - as is the case of Spock’s mother’s death -. 

If we consider these examples, we can make a more general observation. The construction of a social 

bonding has always needed a ground, or a territory. As argued by Sassen 2006, in modern times this 

ground had been identified with the National State, characterized by a strong physical demarcation of 

the territory. However, since the Eighties of the Twentieth century, there has been a “disassembling” of 

the National State (a de-nationalization) and the emergence of a new kind of territory. On the one hand 

this new kind of territory is perceived as having a global basis; on the other hand, the new system is 

characterized by a shift from a physical dimension to a digital one: globalization has been made possible 

by digital networks of communication, and then by the advent of non-physical interactions between 

social actors. The critical issue here is the fact that the constitution of new territories as grounds for a 

sociability process, does not follow a linear path from local to global and from physical to virtual: 
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contemporary phenomena should be read as assemblages (or imbrications) of local and global, physical 

and virtual. 4 

In conclusion, Star Trek’s representation reflects a new kind of presence of media within the processes 

of sociability: the ground for sociability process is neither a physical nor a digital one, but an “assemblage” of both direct 

and mediated territories. The Enteprise star ship, with its omnipresent screens and surrounding media 

devices, is a perfect metaphor of such a new kind of “assembled” territory [Figs. 3-4]. As a 

consequence, the experience of the foundation, negotiation and improvement of social bonding springs 

from an “assemblage” of direct and mediated experiences. 

 

Figg. 3 – 4.  The Enterprise as an “assemblage” of physical and medial spaces 

 

5. The film as the epic narrative of sociability 

I can shift at this point to my third question: what is the specific role played by cinema within the 

intermedia network for the construction of sociality? Once again, the reference to Star Trek is very 

useful: it shows that cinema is a great machine for producing epic narratives of the constitution of the social bonding. 

Cinema manages to create great stories which tell of the birth or the rebirth of community groups 

through the feeling of being together, acting together and feeling together through assemblages of 

physical and digital experiences of interaction.  

From this point of view it is interesting to compare cinema with other contemporary media.  Today, 

many television series focus their narrations on the processes of sociability: the problem of how to 

establish or rebuild a community through the construction or reconstruction of social bonding has 

become a central topic of television narratives. I quote only Lost (Jeffrey Lieber, J. J. Abrams and 

Damon Lindelof, 2004 – 2010), many medical dramas or teen dramas like, for instance, Glee (Ryan 

                                                 
4 In particular, Sassen 2006 identifies three main types of emergent territorialities: (a) the global network of financial centres, 

(b) the global networks of localized activists and, more generally, a global civil society, and (c) the non-national organizing 

logic of the legal frameworks for rights and guarantees (the phenomenon of the “new jurisdictional geographies”). 
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Murphy, Brad Falchuk and Ian Brennan, 2009 - present), the majority of reality shows (from The Big 

Brother to Survivor), and so on. Besides, a great number of videogames (both on and off line) are 

simulations of processes of sociability: Take, for instance, the Civilization series (Sid Meyer, 1991 – 

present), the massively multiplayer online role-playing game World of Warcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 

2001 – present), but also The Sims (Will Wright, 2000) and other everyday life simulators. Not to cite the 

online media and the Social Networks, which we can read as great, ongoing narratives of multiple-

networks of sociability processes. 

Whereas all these media narratives represent ongoing processes of sociability, cinema tells stories of 

accomplished processes. As a consequence, movies can build narrative and figural forms (in the sense of 

Gestalten) of sociability: in this sense I speak of an epic narrative of sociability enacted by cinema. 

Consider, for instance, many contemporary films like Avatar (James Cameron, 2009). 

From this point of view, also Star Trek is the epic tale of the birth of a social group. 5 We can find this 

epic narrative at two levels. 

At the level of the énoncé (the enunciated contents and forms), 6 the film tells the story of the epic fight 

between a social bonding – establishing trend (the Starfleet – Enterprise world) and an anti-social trend 

(The Narada world). On the one hand, the Enterprise crew manage to give birth to a team – as we have 

seen above - ; on the other hand, Narada’s efforts are aimed at denying the possibility of social ties 

through the destruction of both physical territories (the planet being swallowed into the black hole) and 

medial ones (the antenna - drill which makes impracticable devices for communicating and teleporting). 

We can note that there is a strong link between the round form and the sociability process 

enhancement: compare for instance the shape of Enterprise with that of Romulian Vessel Narada [Figs. 

5-6.]; or see the shape of many important Enteprise environments (the bridge, the teleportation cabin, 

etc.).  

 

                                                 
5 This aspect, although not entirely new in Star Trek narrative, becomes dominant in Abrams’s rebooting. The academic 

literature on the Star Trek saga generally focused on his mythographic character (Tyrrell 1977, Reid – Jeffrey 1982, Wagner 

and Lundeen 1998), in particular on its revival of traditional myths of American culture as that of progress and the frontier 

(Bernardi 1998, Barrett and Barrett 2001, Kapell 2010) and on the crisis of this mythology after 9 / 11 (Relke 2006). 

Actually, we can say that Abrams’ movie reset the traditional mythology of the series to build the foundation myth of the 

series itself – a myth focused specifically on an epic narrative of sociability. 
6 On the distinction between énoncé et énonciation, see Stam, Burgoyne and Flitterman–Lewis 1992 
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Figg. 5 – 6.  Rounded (Enterprise) vs. keen (Narada) shape  

 

At the level of énonciation (enunciation) Star Trek celebrates a different epic constitution of the social 

bonding: that is unifying the different generations of the saga fandom. 7 Indeed, the movie thrives on constant 

allusions to the original television series and its myths Moreover, a special role is played by the 

sequence in which the old Spock of the original TV series (the actor Leonard Nimoy) mentally 

transmits many pieces of information about his past to the “new” Kirk [Fig. 7.]: it is a clear staging of 

the passage of a treasure of memories, emotions and passions from the previous generation of 

“trekkers” to the next one. This sequence shows what the film is doing and represents in narrative terms what the 

film is: the construction of a single, shared, unifying memory among Trekkers - and therefore the re-

constitution of the Star Trek fandom as a microsociety. – 

 

 
Fig. 7. The mental transfert of media memories 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 The literature on the Star Trek fandom is very rich, reflecting the importance of the phenomenon: Jenkins 1992, Bacon-

Smith 1992, Jindra 1994, Tulloch and Jenkins 1995, Geraghty 2007, Geraghty, 2008, 173-233.  
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6. Conclusion: the intermedia network and the naturalization of sociability 

In this article I have considered how the contemporary intermedia network provides the framework for 

creation, development and sensible experience of the social bond – a process that I call “sociability” -. 

Through the analysis of J.J. Abrams’ Star Trek - which I assumed to be a theoretical audiovisual 

discourse about the relationship between media and sociability in the contemporary condition - I have 

focused on three points. I first identified the social dynamics in three stages: feeling of being together, 

feeling of acting together and feeling of feeling something together. Secondly, I explained that in this 

ongoing process, the distinction between direct interactions and mediated ones is not relevant: the 

ground for sociability process is neither a physical nor a digital one, but an "assemblage" of both. 

Thirdly, I regarded the cinema as the medium which, better than others, can build great epic narratives 

of the processes of sociability: in the case analyzed, even the construction of the fandom community 

(which is a very important feature of the Star Trek phenomenon) is transformed into an epic narrative. 

Starting from these considerations, I intend to pose, in conclusion, a final question. Should we really 

affirm that the role of media in the sociability management has changed from modernity to the present 

condition? Actually, media have always been sociability devices, either in public spaces like cinemas, or 

in private spaces occupied by radio and television sets:8 therefore, where can the novelty factor in the 

relationship between the media and the processes of sociability be found? 

We can give a partial answer by quoting what we said above in paragraph 4: nowadays, the connection 

between physical and medial territories has become much closer. However, I believe that this response 

is insufficient, and that it implies a further and more radical element of novelty. 

Within the modern condition, media as devices of sociability were perceived as highly artificial ones. The 

mechanic nature of electronic media made them non-natural and manipulative instruments of 

construction of the social bond. Media were considered hidden persuaders (Packard 1957) and 

mechanical brides (McLuhan 1951) interacting with social subject’s everyday experience from an “alien” 

position. In contrast, the contemporary intermedia network has lost any connotation of artificiality: 

within the embodied experience of digital media, it is impossible to distinguish natural experience from 

the medial one. The process of sociability within the contemporary condition is based on a naturalization 

of the artificial; and media are both the objects and the main subject of such a critical phenomenon. 

 

 

                                                 
8 See, among others, Casetti 2002. 
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