
PHILLIPS (REVIEW):     1 

Kevin S. Decker, Who is Who? The Philosophy of Doctor Who. I.B.Tauris, 2013. 

ISBN 978-1-78076-553-2 

 

Matt Hills (ed.), New Dimensions of Doctor Who: Adventures in Space, Time and 

Television. I.B.Tauris, 2013. ISBN 978-1-84511-866-2 

 

Andrew O’Day (ed.), Doctor Who: The Eleventh Hour – A Critical Celebration of the 

Matt Smith and Steven Moffat Era. I.B.Tauris, 2014. ISBN 978-1-78076-018-6 

 

Towards the end of the 2008 episode ‘Journey’s End’, as the Doctor and his 

assembled companions take their leave of each other following their latest epic 

encounter with the Daleks, Sarah Jane Smith makes the following observation of her 

alien friend: ‘You know, you act like such a lonely man. But look at you. You've got 

the biggest family on Earth.’ Three years earlier, as the regenerated series of Doctor 

Who began to appear on television screens, the life of the Whovian academic (as 

opposed to the Whovian fan, who has always been in lively company) must have 

seemed similarly lonely. Since the publication in 1983 of John Tulloch and Manuel 

Alvarado’s Doctor Who: The Unfolding Text, things had gone ominously quiet in the 

critical playground of Gallifreyan scholarship. True, there had been the occasional 

energetic kickaround in which the Time Lord’s name had been shouted – Matt Hills’ 

Fan Cultures (2002), for instance, and Piers Britton and Simon Barker’s Reading 

Between Designs (2003) – and a few quick games of hermeneutical hide-and-seek in 

the pages of edited collections and journals, but on the whole it had begun to look like 

Tulloch and Alvarado had thrown down their jumpers for goal-posts in a game for 

which no-one had turned up. Within six years of their description of Doctor Who as ‘a 
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programme of increasing institutional stability and public popularity’ (pp. 5-6), it had 

become an area of cultural dereliction, a place of silence and shadows. Now, in 2015, 

ten years on from ‘Rose’ (the first episode of ‘new Who’), the playground is crowded, 

and the variety and inventiveness of the games being played across it are a wonder to 

behold. The three books under review here, all published within I.B. Tauris’ ‘Who 

Watching’ series, are exemplary in this respect. 

 In the introduction to New Dimensions of Doctor Who, its editor Matt Hills 

considers the developing possibilities for ‘Doctor Who studies’ (borrowing the phrase 

from Paul Magrs) and argues that, if it is to be a viable zone of activity, ‘it should be 

something cohesive, something cumulative’, a ‘shared, communal project’ that is at 

once ‘joined up’ and open to engagement ‘with a range of other texts, histories and 

concepts’.  The pitfalls to be avoided, he suggests, are those of intellectual solipsism, 

whether this involves carelessly ‘writing across each other’ or simply ‘retreat[ing] 

into intratextual and intradiegetic isolation’ (pp. 3-4). With this in mind, Hills’ 

contributors represent ‘the academic equivalent of a multi-Doctor story’ (p. 5), 

including many of the most prominent and energetic figures in the renovated Who 

playground (Piers Britton, David Butler, Andrew O’Day, Rebecca Williams) and 

some who have been frolicking in the fields nearby (Catherine Johnson, Elizabeth 

Evans, Will Brooker). 

 The eleven chapters of the book are arranged in three discrete sections. The 

first of these, concerned with analyses of new Who in relation to the ‘classic’ series, 

includes Butler’s measured and persuasive critique of the Western European bias in 

Murray Gold’s ‘orchestral soundworld’ (p. 36) and Britton’s fascinating reflections on 

the re-design of signature monsters such as the Cybermen and the Silurians. The 

second section focuses on shifting ecologies of television production, exploring how 
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these have shaped the ‘brand’ of Doctor Who in the twenty-first century. Johnson, for 

instance, outlines the particular contexts and pressures of creativity within the modern 

BBC, while Evans looks at the pedagogic potential of transmedia artifacts such as The 

Adventure Games (notably 2011’s ‘The Gunpowder Plot’) and Williams reviews 

Steven Moffat’s uneasy encounters with fandom in the hurtling vortex of ‘the 

Twitterverse’ (p. 170). O’Day, similarly intrigued by the informational speed of the 

contemporary, examines the headlong narrative aesthetics of the revived show. 

Concluding the collection are three pieces connected by themes of the spatial and 

temporal: Melissa Beattie’s critical topography of Cardiff as the new home of Who 

leads – by way of Ross Garner’s exploration of the ‘ontological security’ embodied in 

nostalgic responses to The Sarah Jane Adventures and the untimely death of its star, 

Elisabeth Sladen – to Hills’ sharply sensitive reading of Doctor Who’s tradition of 

anniversary commemoration. 

 O’Day’s edited collection, Doctor Who: The Eleventh Hour, proposed before 

Matt Smith had even made his first appearance on screen as the Doctor (p. xiv), is 

dedicated to an understanding of the distinctive character of the Smith-Moffat era. As 

the editor himself notes, the book was compiled in midst of the period that it engages 

with, so its chapters are, of necessity, attempts to concentrate attention on a rapidly 

moving target. This is more of a problem for some essays than others – David 

Budgen’s evaluation of Smith’s Christmas episodes, for example, was written before 

‘The Snowmen’ (7: Special) and ‘Time of the Doctor’ (Special), episodes which 

arguably saw Moffat breaking his own festive mould – but, on the whole, it lends the 

collection a vitality and urgency that is compelling. Written to the moment in 

response to a work-in-progress, contributions such as Richard Hewett on Smith’s 
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interpretation of the title role and Frank Collins on Moffat’s use of Gothic tropes, are 

able to convey the singular texture of the epoch. 

 The thirteen chapters of O’Day’s book are organised into four thematic 

groupings that seem slightly broader and less defined than those in New Dimensions 

of Doctor Who. That said, one of the great strengths and pleasures of the collection is 

the way in which an explicit process of dialogue is established between the different 

writers. Jonathan Bignell’s chapter on visual style, technology, character and story, 

for example, picks up on aspects of Simone Knox’s earlier discussion of Moffat’s 

development of ‘the programme’s transatlantic dimensions’ (p. 107), at the same time 

leading into Britton’s consideration of the transformed design aesthetic post-Russell 

T. Davies. Other highlights include Dee Amy Chinn’s appraisal of gender and 

sexuality, Hills’ contemplation of ‘prior paratexts’ (p. 181), and Neil Perryman on 

transmedia, while Brigid Cherry’s account of modern fan culture contains enough 

awkward confrontations and laugh-out-loud moments to justify its own spin-off 

series: 

Certainly, some fans became over-emotional and over-reacted when the 

casting [of Matt Smith] was announced. LF writes ‘Worst. Doctor. 

Ever.’ In 36pt boldface font. BR (male, 40s) feels ill, BH (no stats) 

‘*sobs quietly*’ and CG is lost for words, simply posting 

‘OMFG!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!’ He follows this up one minute 

later, now being able to express himself more coherently but still 

emotionally, by posting, ‘the show is dead to me’. (p. 216) 

This distills the troubled joy and eccentric passion of Doctor Who fandom into a few 

excited sentences. 
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 The troubled joy and eccentric passion of philosophy are, Kevin S. Decker 

contends, the features that align it with the adventures of the Doctor: the realms of 

Plato, Kant, Spinoza and Heidegger are linked to those of Pyroviles, Krotons, Silents 

and Haemovores through a shared ‘experience of wonder’ (p. 1). Decker is not the 

first to survey Doctor Who through a philosophical lens: Courtland Lewis and Paula 

Smithka have edited two collections of essays (2011, 2015), noting that ‘the Doctor 

set his two hearts on the philosopher’s task’ from the start (2011, xiii), and David 

Layton has published The Humanism of Doctor Who (2012). Decker’s Who is Who? 

is, however, distinct in its approach and, despite a shaky opening and some uneven 

writing, it is a rich and stimulating study, tracing the philosophical strands of an 

extensive mythology with genuine subtlety. At times, perhaps, it is unclear whether 

philosophy is being used as a way of engaging with Doctor Who or Doctor Who is 

being used as a way of engaging with philosophy, but the outcome is illuminating 

from both perspectives. Reflections on positivism and the uncanny, competing ideas 

of good, evil and the monstrous, the ethics of heroism, philosophies of politics and 

identity, and the spatial/temporal implications of quantum physics, are all explored 

through adept reference to the telling example, whether this be from the Sylvester 

McCoy story ‘Ghost Light’ (26: 5-7) or the essays of Emmanuel Lévinas. An 

occasional heady drift into densely specialist phrasing might tempt comparison with 

the critical-theoretical baroque for which Tulloch and Alvarado’s text is affectionately 

renowned: ‘Hence secrecy often conceals visions of the good that may be highly 

controversial as lesser-evils in zero-sum situations’ (p. 56). In the playground of 

Doctor Who studies, though, Decker’s book might prove to be similarly pioneering, 

offering the possibilities of a symposium that many are likely to contribute to in the 

years to come. Doctor Who is, after all, one of the biggest families on Earth. 
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