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PREFACE

I’m not exactly sure which was the first Doctor Who serial I watched, but I think it might have been Tom Baker’s ‘Terror of the Zygons’, originally broadcast by the BBC in 1975 but watched by my younger self in syndication in 1982 on public television in St Louis, Missouri, United States of America. This story not only featured the flamboyant time traveller taking on shape-changing sea cucumbers (the eponymous Zygons) that had taken over part of Scotland but it also gave us a glimpse of the Loch Ness Monster. I was hooked! At the first peak of Doctor Who’s popularity in my home country, the mid- to late-1980s, the programme was considered nothing more than a ‘cult’ series. Nonetheless, even as it entertained, it offered substantive suggestions to its viewers about why truth and beauty are important and what constitutes living the good life (surely the attributes of what we call a ‘classic’!). Interestingly, these are the same things that philosophy strives for, at least when it is done well.

Since those early days, Doctor Who has become an eclectic, trans-Atlantic success story and has repaid the patience of its long-term audience by earning several places in the Guinness Book of World Records: in 2007, it was named the ‘longest-running science fiction series in the world’, while in 2010 it was elevated to the ‘most successful science fiction television series in the world’. This is all the more remarkable given two fundamentally mutable things about Doctor Who. First is the fact that 11 very different actors have played the titular role, differently emphasising elements of the Doctor’s character, interests and morality, thus providing a built-in dramatic counterpoint in the series as the main character is changed every few years or so. When the process of ‘regeneration’ was dreamed up by the Who production team because its lead actor took ill, they could not have known how well the changing of the Doctor over time could map humanity’s own divided consciousness between ‘intuitive randomness’ and ‘scientific system’ in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. If this metaphorical mapping is accurate (and my analysis in this book rests on just such a view), then ‘the apparently random alternation of Doctors is both appropriate and supported by the central emotional investment—that is, with being human—of the programme’, as Tulloch and Alvarado write in their pioneering study of the show.1 Second, there are also the different permutations of the programme’s genre focus over the years: edifying children’s show, adventure serial, politically subversive programme, horror, comedy, drama, even soap opera. Not even the control of a single ‘show-runner’ in the re-envisioned version of Doctor Who since 2005 has inhibited the inherent plasticity of the basic premise of a madman and his blue box.

That same pluralism has informed my approach to the philosophy of Doctor Who in these pages. I will be the first to admit that feminists, queer theorists and scholars of critical race theory and postcolonialism will find much to critique in Doctor Who. Students of Derrida who expect a deconstruction of the Doctor will be disappointed, and analytic Wittgensteinians will lament the lack of precision in my prose. Critical theorists will find that my treatment of the programme is far too optimistic and not judgemental enough. There is no doubt that Doctor Who was created as, and has always been, a commodity, Marxists will affirm, and this too I cannot deny. Eschewing all these methodologies, wherever I have found a parallel between the changing Western Zeitgeist or particular theories in philosophy – whether in continental, analytic, or American guises – on the one hand, and the animating spirit of Doctor Who on the other, I have attempted to make the best case for the homology without emphasising any one approach to philosophy or intellectual history. In a sense, I feel this fits best with the Doctor’s own protracted age and his multiple selves united by his self-understanding of being a person whose ‘days [are] like crazy paving’. Observing the Doctor’s admonition that a good quote’s not worth anything if you can’t change it, I have adhered to the Scottish intellectual David Hume’s charge to ‘be a philosopher, but first be a Doctor Who fan’. Thus I haven’t limited myself to merely the evidence of the two televised series and the 1996 telemovie, but I have felt free to dip into novels, comic strips and audio adventures that also feature the Doctor. I have left discussions of canon, while interesting in their own right, to others.2

I would like to thank the following for their inestimable contribution to the fruition of this book: all the members of the former St Louis Celestial Intervention Agency and those involved with the making of the Gateway to Time ’zine (especially Jeff Morris); pop culture and philosophy comrades-in-arms Jason T. Eberl, Robert Arp, Richard Brown and Bill Irwin; my friends and colleagues in philosophy at Eastern Washington University: Kerri Sadowski, Terry MacMullan, Mimi Marinucci, Chris Kirby, Kathryn Julyan and David Weise. I also appreciated the thoughts and comments of the students in my ‘Philosophical Voices and Popular Culture’ classes of the 2011 and 2012 Winter Quarters. I want to offer special thanks to my time-travel research assistant, Sam Phelps, and to Ryan Weldon, who read the entire manuscript and offered comments that made it inestimably better. I should also like to thank Open Court Publishing Company, publishers of Doctor Who and Philosophy: Bigger on the Inside, and the books’ editors, Courtland Lewis and Paula Smithka, for permission to reprint material from the chapter ‘The Ethics of the Last of the Time Lords’, which forms a substantial portion of the current book’s Chapter 4.

My family gave me moral support and extra artron energy to finish this book: thank you Suzanne, Kennedy, Ethan and Jackson, and my mother, Carolyn Decker. Here’s to more Doctor Who that my children can enjoy with their children! One caveat: ‘Seriously, there is a tremendous amount of running through corridors involved.’


INTRODUCTION

‘GERONIMO!’

The first question of many: why the philosophy of Doctor Who?

The parallels between philosophy and Doctor Who are legion. Like philosophical reflection, the Doctor’s adventures are full of surprises; they develop through various twists and turns that could not have been predicted from the outset. The Doctor embraces mysteries of time and space; he fights ignorance and evil, and strives, in a complex universe, towards truth and the good.

More importantly, philosophy (the Greek roots of the word mean ‘love of wisdom’) and Doctor Who share a common origin: the experience of wonder. ‘For this is an experience which is characteristic of a philosopher, this wondering: this is where philosophy begins and nowhere else’, claims Plato’s Socrates.1 Aristotle, Plato’s pupil, concurs: ‘For it is owing to their wonder that men both now begin and at first began to philosophise.’2 Hundreds of years before philosophy was kick-started in ancient Greece, Lao Tzu shared this wisdom: ‘From wonder into wonder existence opens.’3 Doctor Who has, from its very beginning, embraced this sense of wonder at every turn: fast-forward to 1963, when Coal Hill School science teacher Ian Chesterton steps into a battered police call box that is far bigger on the inside than it seems from the outside. ‘Let me get this straight,’ Ian intones, no doubt fighting off a certain intellectual dizziness. ‘A thing that looks like a police box, standing in a junkyard … it can move anywhere in time and space?’ ‘Quite so,’ chuckles the nameless Doctor, owner of the remarkable machine.

Fifty years later, the thing that looks like a police box still moves anywhere, its owner’s guests still wonder how it can be bigger on the inside, and the question posed by the show’s title is still a live one: ‘Doctor Who?’ The ethics and worldview of the Doctor, who is nearly immortal and the last of his kind, continue to evolve. So also has the philosophy that underlies this BBC production that has worn many hats since 1963: science fiction, fantasy, Gothic horror, weird comedy, tragedy. This book’s explanation for the longevity of the longest-running science fantasy show in television history is that the whole interpretive approach of Doctor Who has changed faces more often than the Doctor himself.

A Brief History of Time (Travel)

At the beginning of his tenure as the 11th version of our favourite Time Lord, Matt Smith invited us to join him to see ‘all of time and space, everything that ever happened or ever will. One question: where do you want to start?’4 The Doctor’s own story, on the other hand, begins with very little for us to go on:


In the beginning, the Doctor was a mystery, an enigma. The title of the series – Doctor Who? – was a valid and very real question. We now know that he is a Time Lord from the planet Gallifrey who can change his form when he ‘dies’. But this tells us very little about him.5



The creator of the character of the Doctor, as well as of details about the Doctor’s first companions and his time machine, ‘the ship’, or TARDIS, was C.E. ‘Bunny’ Webber, of the BBC’s Script Department. Three other individuals played a crucial role in the origins of the Doctor Who phenomenon: Sydney Newman (BBC Head of Drama), David Whitaker (the show’s first story editor) and Verity Lambert (first producer). Whitaker was concerned that the episodes of Doctor Who should be action-packed and not too cerebral, and novice producer Lambert was keenly interested in doing something that the BBC had never done before. The philosophies of Whitaker and Lambert underwrote the BBC’s new strategy of iconoclasm in the face of its incipient competitor, ITV, launched in 1955.6 Newman’s focus was to capitalise on an accessible time-travel premise ‘exploring scientific and historical themes […] which could be described as educational, or at least mind-opening, for the children watching’.7

Yet, contrary to the view that the new time-travel adventure programme was aimed specifically at children, Newman claimed, ‘I wanted to bridge the gap on a Saturday between the afternoon’s sports coverage, which attracted a huge adult audience, and Juke Box Jury, which had a very large teenage following. Doctor Who was never intended to be simply a children’s programme, but something that would appeal to people who were in a rather childlike frame of mind.’8 The label of ‘children’s adventure show’ had less to do with the BBC’s direction than with popular prejudices against ‘pulp’ science fiction (SF), particularly the space opera form that made use of mad emperors, spaceships and battles between the stars. Show chronicler Peter Haining writes:


The main body of audiences in the Sixties were adults who tended to regard TV SF as either children’s fare, or as trash: an unfounded prejudice probably stemming from unwarranted comparisons with the comic-strip science fiction movie serials of the 1930s and 40s, or with the UK-banned “horror” comics of the 1950s.9



In many ways, Doctor Who was created to be an ‘anti-space opera’. The puzzling, misanthropic, elderly Doctor is an anti-hero and anti-authoritarian to boot. His fundamental interest is in travelling – not avenging wrongs – and when he does get involved in fighting evil, the weapons he uses are his wits.

That having been said, the technical advances that made early Doctor Who possible can be found in other ground-breaking British ‘thriller’ sci-fi vehicles: H.G. Wells’s The Time Machine (1949), a film based on what is arguably the best-known sci-fi novel and the world’s first television science fiction production; the Quatermass serials (1953, 1955, 1958); and Sydney Newman’s children’s serials Pathfinders in Space (1959), Pathfinders to Mars (1960) and Pathfinders to Venus (1961). Like early Doctor Who, these programmes emphasised Newman’s dictate to ‘tackl[e] problems realistically with a strict observance of scientific laws’.10 This worldview, suggesting that science and rational thinking could provide the solutions to the central dilemmas of the Doctor’s world – and indeed, those of our own as well – is the essence of philosophical ‘positivism’, which largely dictated the ethical perspective of Doctor Who as well as other prominent television scifi shows of the 1960s like Lost in Space, Gerry Anderson’s ‘Supermarionation’ programmes, and Star Trek. Yet, as we shall see in Chapter 1, Doctor Who’s positivism is tempered by other philosophical elements. In modern SF, the positivistic attitude generated plots that revolved around the theme of accepting modernism and the consequences of our increasing dependence upon technology:


Science challenged man to rid himself of his illusions and face the true facts of existence […] as science saw them. The soul of man was stripped away by science and discarded, and with it all of man’s accustomed sense of worth and purpose. In its place, science offered man a new identity. Henceforth he was to be an orphan child in a universe vastly beyond his comprehension.11



This positivist outlook (called in written SF ‘hard sci-fi’) also supported Sydney Newman’s desire to avoid preying on viewers’ primal fears by featuring ‘Bug-Eyed Monsters’ on the new programme; one innovation of 1960s science fiction was the plot twist in which we are introduced to initially frightening alien beings, which are ‘humanised’ later in the story, usually through the rational inquiry of the protagonists.

The original crew of characters on board the TARDIS supports this mission well. Ian Chesterton (William Russell), a science teacher, is our guide to the right questions to ask about the future-oriented episodes. Barbara Wright (Jacqueline Hill), his fellow Coal Hill School teacher, relies on her historical knowledge to orient us when the TARDIS arrives in the past. Susan Foreman (Carole Ann Ford) is the ‘unearthly child’ who is the object of their interest since, as the original Writer’s Guide to the series claims, she ‘has a wide general knowledge and on some subjects she can be brilliantly factual. On others, she is lamentably ignorant.’12 Susan is the ultimate ‘insider’, designed to attract the show’s young core audience; her grandfather, simply ‘The Doctor’ (William Hartnell) or ‘Doctor Who’ as the Writer’s Guide names him, ‘has escaped from the Fiftieth Century’ out of disillusionment with the lifestyle of that time. With strong intimations of his alien nature carried in his crotchety behaviour, he is the ultimate ‘outsider’. The Doctor’s alterity, his ‘alienness’ – quite different to Susan’s – is eventually softened over the course of the first year’s series. But the relationship between the Doctor and the TARDIS is the key MacGuffin that drives the series from episode to episode: ‘insofar as his operation of the “ship” is concerned he is much like the average driver of a motor car in that he is its master when it works properly and its bewildered slave when it is temperamental’.13

Joined by a parade of fellow travellers scooped from past (the Trojan War), present (the club scene in 1960s London) and future (a space pilot marooned on the planet Mechanus, the natives of which are – wait for
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