

[image: Cover]





[image: Image]

[image: Image]







A World of Demons: The Villains of Doctor Who 

©2022 David Bushman & Barnaby Edwards




All Rights Reserved.

Reproduction in whole or in part without the authors’ permission is strictly forbidden. All photos and/or copyrighted material appearing in this book remain the work of its owners.







Book cover design & illustration by Arlen Schumer arlenschumer.com




Copy Edited by David Bushman

Content Edited by David Bushman & Barnaby Edwards

Book design by Scott Ryan







Published in the USA by Fayetteville Mafia Press

Columbus, Ohio




Contact Information

Email: fayettevillemafiapress@gmail.com

Website: fayettevillemafiapress.com

Instagram: @fayettevillemafiapress

Twitter:@fmpbooks




ISBN: 9781949024371

eBook ISBN: 9781949024388




All pictures are for editorial use only. A World of Demons: The Villains of Doctor Who is a scholarly work of review and commentary only and no attempt is made, or should be inferred, to infringe upon the copyrights or trademarks of any corporation. This book is not affiliated with BBC or Doctor Who.










“You and I both know, don't we, Rose? The Doctor is worth the monsters ... One may tolerate a world of demons for the sake of an angel.” 

– Jeanne-Antoinette “Reinette” Poisson, “The Girl in the Fireplace,”  

  Steven Moffat (2006)
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There are many reasons that are put forth for the longevity and success of Doctor Who. There are the limitless story possibilities presented by the idea of the TARDIS. Another contender is the constant renewal that is a result of the concept of regeneration, whereby the lead character gets a new face (or gender!) every three to five years, so if you are not a fan of one Doctor or production team, another will be along shortly! But one other aspect of the show should not be underestimated: the villains. For the purposes of this book, the term “villains” includes the monsters in the show.

Arguably the show was “saved” just six weeks after it launched by the introduction of the first of these villains. Try as we might to want to include them, the angry cavemen from the first four episodes cannot really count as villainous. But then episodes five and six brought us the Daleks. While BBC drama head Sydney Newman, who championed the show’s infancy, was infamously appalled at and opposed to the idea of “bug-eyed monsters,” producer Verity Lambert and her team stood their ground and were proven 100 percent correct. The Daleks were a smash hit. The monsters and the villains were here to stay (and even got to show up in historical settings, so the history component was not completely lost!).

In the fifty-nine years since the birth of Doctor Who, there has been a veritable menagerie of bad guys battling the Doctor. We’ve seen all manner of fanciful aliens, robots, and semirobots, mutants and out-of-control science, and, of course, closest to home of all, the human or humanoid villain. Sometimes we get all of these at the same time. And along the way, the show has created some of the most memorable characters, voices, and creations in pop culture. Sure, Star Trek has the Borg, but the Daleks have starred in their own advertising billboards and TV commercials!

This phenomenon of Dalekmania is explored in Anton Binder’s “Destruction of the Daleks,” one of seventeen essays appearing in this anthology. Binder has a sharp eye for irony, and the fact that the Daleks—hell-bent on eradicating anyone or anything that isn’t one of them—played a crucial role in preventing the extermination of Doctor Who isn’t lost on him.

The Daleks’ creator, Davros, is the subject of “A Good Man Looks at the Mirror” by Don Klees, who argues provocatively that the mad scientist emerged as a “far more compelling” villain than the Master in the latter years of Classic Who, repeatedly forcing the Doctor to confront his own doubts about the morality of his behavior. A somewhat similar theme runs through “The Dream Lord: The Ultimate Enemy Within,” by Mark T. Givens, who sees “Amy’s Choice,” featuring of course the Eleventh Doctor, as “the most layered exploration of the Doctor as his own worst enemy to date,” as embodied by Toby Jones’s Dream Lord. Same theme, different approach: self-avowed heretic Ken Deep prosecutes the Doctor (wink, wink) for his many, many acts of dubious morality over the decades, like say, dreaming up ingenious ways to torture a certain family of green, gaseous predators for eternity.

And what of the Master? In “Survival or Stupidity,” Barnaby Edwards, tongue planted firmly in cheek (we think), deconstructs the deranged Time Lord’s “multiple personality disorder,” concluding that a) the actor is the thing, and b) the Master isn’t much of a Moriarty to the Doctor’s Holmes, though the Doctor isn’t much of a Holmes to the Master’s Moriarty either. 

If there is such a thing as a triumvirate of especially iconic Classic Who villains, the Daleks and the Master would be keeping company with the Cybermen, the focus of “How to Defeat a Cyberman: Break Its Heart” by Dr. Michael G. Robinson, who cleverly analyzes these space-aged tin men through the classic sci-fi/horror prism of body snatchers. Like the alien pea pods in Invasion of the Body Snatchers, Cybermen lack the one ingredient most essential to humanity: emotion. Which, Robinson points out, isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

In “Silurians and Sea Devils and Sontarans, Oh My! (And Your Little Zygons Too),” Jan Fennick takes a look at four other instigators who transition from the Classic Series to the New one, concluding that it is the Zygons—introduced in the seventies, then ignored through the Russell T Davies years before Steven Moffat resurrected them—whose evolution has proved most exciting, metamorphosing from slimy red monsters into springboards for allegorical yarns of immigration, assimilation, and terrorism.

Among New Series additions to the pantheon of villainy, two Steven Moffat-created entities seem to have particularly caught on: the Silents and the Weeping Angels. In “How Do You Fight an Enemy You Can’t Even Remember?” Chris Kocher ponders a provocative question: Was the Silence justified in doing what it did in trying to prevent a resurgence of the Time War? Hell, no, right? But read Kocher’s argument and you might reconsider.

In “Blink and You’re Dead: Terror of the Weeping Angels,” Sarah Corey tells us that yes, the Angels are frightening in an old-fashioned, horror-movie kind of way, but they’re even more terrifying because of what they represent: regression, to less-enlightened times. Don't blink—that is, don’t take your eyes off the threat—or you might be ambushed. And speaking of political interpretations, Jennie Jarvis’s “The Echoes of Midnight” perceives analogies among the unseen monster of the 2008 episode “Midnight,” a mid-nineteenth-century narrative poem by Christina Rossetti, and the insurrectionists who vandalized the US Capitol on January 6, 2001.

In “A Dark Secret After the Candle Is Out: An Exploration of Lovecraftian Cosmic Horror and the Soviet Union in Classic Doctor Who,” Steven Sautter somehow plausibly links together H. P. Lovecraft, the impending collapse of the Soviet Union, and Sylvester McCoy’s three-season run as the Seventh Doctor, which ended in the show’s cancellation in 1989. 

In “Steven Moffat Exits, Stage Left,” Shane Thomas tells us to forget about monsters, aliens, even dubious human behavior; the culprits in these two Twelfth Doctor allegories are racism, imperialism, and capitalism, hypothesizing that since Steven Moffat knew it was his final season as showrunner, he was finally ready to up the ante.

Ah, yes, controversy: we can’t get enough of it. Apparently neither can Joseph Dougherty, who, in “‘Bananas Are Good’: The Nanogenes of ‘The Empty Child’ and ‘The Doctor Dances,’” has the audacity to finger the much-loved Captain Jack Hartness as the true villain of the Ninth Doctor two-parter. And since Doughtery is a silver-penned, Emmy-winning writer-producer whose credits include thirtysomething and Pretty Little Liars, we weren’t about to argue with him.

Then again, as K. Hannah Friedman writes in“No Heroes in the Library,” the lines between heroism and villainy can “blur with the lengthening shadows,” as they do in“Silence in the Library” and “Forest of the Dead,” a two-parter featuring the Tenth Doctor and introducing both River Song and the Vashta Nerada—microscopic “piranhas of the air.” Here the Doctor protests that he is no hero, and it’s River who sacrifices her life to save him—and thus their future together (or, rather, his future, her past).

On the other hand, there’s nothing heroic about Doctor Who’s portrayal of overweight and obese characters, Robin Koman writes in “Beauty or Chips,” particularly its depiction of the Raxacoricofallapatorian Slitheen as bumbling, revolting, flatulent creatures who, despite the seriousness of the threat they pose, are treated as the butt of an endless stream of fatphobic jokes. Science fiction, Koman points out, is a genre that can credibly present a more idealistic future, rather than reinforcing the negative stereotypes that we cling to in the present. 

“What a piece of work is a man!” Hamlet told poor Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, a point well made in “Beauty and the Beasts” by Charles Martin, who reminds us that humans can be monsters too. Martin focuses on the transgressive behavior of four Homo sapiens who cross paths with the Doctor and wind up regretting it—Harrison Chase, Taren Capel, Lady Cassandra O’Brien, and Max Capricorn—driven by avarice, egoism, and that Hawthornian sin of thinking they are superior to the rest of humankind. 

Finally—and we almost left this one out of the introduction, in the spirit of the essay—Nancy Hutchins, author of “Things Seen and Unheard,” takes us on a critical tour through six episodes, comprising all four of the modern Doctors to date, as she explores the psychology behind evil that you know is out there yet can’t be seen. The only antidote to this type of fear, she writes, is human connection. We guess that’s why they call them companions. And as the Doctor knows, in a world with so much evil and so many villains, you need all the companionship you can get.
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The Cybermen are Doctor Who’s second-best monster. Unless, of course, one has put the Weeping Angels at the top now or one thinks of the Master as a monster. For decades, these metallic cyborgs have remained the second-greatest threat in the Whoniverse. To their villainous credit, the Cybermen have triggered the regenerations of two Doctors and caused the deaths of two companions. Yet they are never quite able to unseat the power of Dalekmania, so the Cybermen have an also-ran reputation. Cybermen are, however, one of the most truly terrifying foes of the Doctor, existentially disturbing in ways that the Daleks cannot match. This is as much for what they do as what they represent. The Cybermen are us, only scarier. 

Like many other elements of popular culture, the Cybermen have evolved over time. Their earliest incarnations, on the Classic Series, hint strongly at the threat they will become in the modern one. This development can be explored by looking at two things. First, what is a Cyberman? Second, how do you defeat a Cyberman?

Over the past six decades, Doctor Who has provided a number of classic quotes. The memes fly freely across the Internet like a stolen TARDIS. One popular quote goes: “There are some corners of the universe which have bred the most terrible things! Things which act against everything we believe in. They must be fought!” This great line comes, of course, from the Second Doctor. In many ways, the quote serves as a new mission statement for the Classic show. What had once been a program about an accidental traveler doing good was shifting modes into a series about a heroic figure actively fighting evil. The Cybermen were the threat that the Doctor was talking about in the now-classic story “The Moonbase” (1967). 

Of course, many Doctor Who monsters are terrible things that must be fought. The program does not lack for dramatically exciting antagonists—hence, the existence of this book. In many ways, the Cybermen are the utility infielders of villainy for the show. Cybermen are able to provide many different kinds of menace in any given storyline or formula. In a group, they are relentless foes. Their original appearance, in the story “The Tenth Planet” (1966), is the series’s first experimentation with the popular base-under-siege premise, as the Cybermen assault an Antarctic military base. “The Moonbase,” then, perfected it the following year when shifting to a lunar setting. Cybermen have always been effective as brooding dangers too, as the sleeping brigade in “The Tomb of the Cybermen” first showed, in 1967. And as the title suggests, in “The Invasion” (1968), they outright invaded the whole world, establishing the formula that would be used so often in the next few, earthbound, UNIT years of the Classic show. Given the Cybermen’s unique abilities to scale up forces, even the smallest complement seethes with planet-level menace, as episodes such as “Closing Time” (2011) aptly demonstrate when a small group tucked beneath a department store still somehow feels just as close to taking over the world as a Cyberarmy might.

Although they do not look like their immediate relatives, taxonomically speaking, Cybermen should be considered body snatchers. Science fiction and fantasy genres are filled to the brim with creatures that copy, replace, or reanimate the human body. This designation highlights the theft of a human body in the creation of the monster that is the Cyberman.

Over the past decade or so, popular culture has largely explored this class of monsters through zombies. The walking dead have been walking all over the place, and with them come our own fears of mortality and our considerations of postapocalyptic civilization. Many explanations are offered for how zombies get to be zombies—viruses and magic spells tend to be the most popular. No matter the cause or the speed of contagion, a character typically makes one mistake—such as getting bitten—and they are on the road to undead status.

Depending on the premise, that change is either instant or dragged out for agonizingly long drama, but the end result is a slathering predator wearing the face of a former person. Although there have been some fast zombies of late, most of the zombies we see remain shambling, subhuman shades of humanity, dangerous largely due to their numbers and their relentless natures. Their aesthetic is rot and decay, a grotesque reminder of the end of life. 

Star Trek’s Borg are another well-known and popular body snatcher type. A voracious hive-mind species, the Borg are the ultimate users. They take what they want, forcing entire species into their collective. When motivated, the Borg can also strike with the advantage of relentless numbers. Their name is a shortened form of “cyborg.” Their bodies show the mix of living tissue and machine, with black technological pieces grafted onto or woven into mottled pale skin. While the Borg’s approach to contagion is more reasoned and calculated than that of their zombie kinfolk, the net effect is often the same. A once-independent character becomes a walking victim, a merger of brutally imposed machinery and familiar features. Captain Picard’s transformation into Locutus of Borg is perhaps the most jarring example. 

The Cybermen’s ambitions are also deliberate. What the zombies cannot call anything and the Borg call “assimilation” the Cybermen originally named “conversion.” Later, they got more zealous and evangelized the process as an “upgrade.” The Cybermen need human bodies to reproduce their species. The Cybermen take those bodies without the consent of the minds in those bodies. In this way, every gain of a Cyberman is a loss for the forces of good, and a familiar face is sealed beneath metal. 

Those transformations may not occur as quickly as the change into zombie or Borg does. Rather, the process is a disturbing mix of medical surgery and factory assembly line. While there were a few earlier references to the existence of the conversion process, the first visually depicted shift from human to Cyberman comes in “The Tomb of the Cybermen” when Toberman, the bodyguard/manservant of the villainess Kaftan, is partially converted. Toberman ends up with a Cyberman arm and a (partially) controlled mind after being laid out on a technical-looking slab. By the modern-series episode “The Age of Steel” (2006), the upgrading process has accelerated horrifically. Much of it is kept out of sight, with some glimpses of whirling blades and some sounds of metallic saws. With humans lined up outside, the entire experience seems more like a slaughterhouse. As gruesome as the implications are, the end result is a shiny new Cyberman. 

The Cybermen’s clean-cut, retro-future stylings distinguish them from their body-snatching cousins. Cyberman fashion has changed through the decades, but all incarnations are tall, silver, and metallic. Their expressionless faces are sometimes covered in a cloth mask but are typically hidden beneath a faceplate with only their eyeholes and mouth slits as hints of human visage. Their transformation from human to Cyberman leaves an end product that appears mechanized, streamlined, and mass-produced. Zombies look like unburied corpses in a graveyard. Borg drones look like junkyard assemblies. The Cybermen would be at home in a big-box retail shop, another product on display at the Apple Store or Best Buy. 

Additionally, Cybermen are physically greater than their human resources. While their origin stories have not remained consistent across the series’s history and while there are different kinds of Cybermen from different origin points inside and out of space and time, the general idea is that the Cybermen were created as a response to perceived human weakness. Cybermen boast of being improved humans. Their mechanically augmented physiology is certainly superior to that of an average or even a physically fit person. A well-armed UNIT soldier, for example, has little hope when taking on a Cyberman in one-to-one combat (not that well-armed UNIT soldiers ever have much hope in any combat). 

Identifying Cybermen as body snatchers also focuses attention on another aspect of this conversion process: the theft of emotion from human life. The debate over the importance of emotion versus intellect is another one of those themes woven throughout science fiction. Body snatchers are frequently identified through their lack of emotional quality. Consider, for example, the invading aliens of Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956). Having drifted as spores from space, the aliens have established a beachhead in the conquest of Earth by using seed pods to duplicate/replace sleeping humans in Santa Mira, California. By the climax of the story, the entire town is transformed. But there is something off about these imposters, a lack of emotion that gives them away. After staying up all night, protagonists Dr. Miles Bennell and his girlfriend, Becky Driscoll, are confronted by their replaced friends Dr. Dan Kaufmann and Jack Belicec. When told in the morning that he and Becky will awaken transformed, Bennell makes a desperate appeal about his humanity.




Miles: I love Becky. Tomorrow, will I feel the same?

Dan: [shakes his head] There’s no need for love.

Miles: No emotion. Then you have no feelings. Only the instinct to survive. You can’t love or be loved! Am I right?

Dan: You say it as if it were terrible. Believe me, it isn’t. You’ve been in love before. It didn’t last. It never does. Love, desire, ambition, faith—without them, life’s so simple. Believe me. 

Miles: I don’t want any part of it. 

Dan: You’re forgetting something, Miles.

Miles: What’s that?

Dan: You have no choice. 




For Miles Bennell, emotionality is the essence of being human. The loss of the former is the extinction of the latter. 

As body snatchers, Cybermen present that kind of threat too. Conversion, or upgrading, brings not just the loss of the physical body, but also the erasure of the central feature of human life. Once again, this element has been present from their very first appearance. Consider this exchange from “The Tenth Planet,” in which the First Doctor and his companion Polly argue with a Cyberman named Krail (they had names the first time) about the deadly effect the Cybermen’s plan to drain Earth of its energy will have on the world. 




Krail: You must come and live with us. 

Polly: But we cannot live with you. You're, you're different. You've got no feelings.

Krail: Feelings? I do not understand that word.

Doctor: Emotions. Love, pride, hate, fear. Have you no emotions, sir?

Krail: Come to Mondas and you will have no need of emotions. You will become like us.

Polly: Like you?

Krail: We have freedom from disease, protection against heat and cold, true mastery. Do you prefer to die in misery?

Polly: But look, surely it's possible for us not to lose Earth's energy?

Krail: It is inevitable.

Polly: Then you don't mind if we all die.

Krail: Why should we mind?

Doctor: Why? Why?!

Polly: Because millions and millions of people are going to suffer and die horribly!

Krail: We shall not be affected.

Polly: Don't you think of anything except yourselves?

Krail: We are equipped to survive. We are only interested in survival. Anything else is of no importance. Your deaths will not affect us.

Polly: But I can't make you understand, you're condemning us all to die. Have you no heart?

Krail: No, that is one of the weaknesses that we have removed.




It is unclear if Krail is being literal, metaphorical, or both in that final line. Polly and the Doctor take a position very similar to Dr. Bennell’s stance. They cannot fathom a life without emotion. The Cybermen, to the contrary, simply see it as a deficit.

That conversation echoes through the series again and again when the Cybermen show up. The Doctors regenerate. The companions change. The thematic debate over the value of emotions with the Cybermen continues. Every victory for the Doctor over them is triumph for the human spirit. 

Such is their resolve on the matter that the Cybermen do not fall to rhetorical argument. They are a potent physical threat. As a result, in the early days of the series there was often an attempt to give these foes a vulnerability. That proverbial chink in their armor took many forms. They were killed by radiation, chemicals inspired by nail polish remover, etc. Eventually, the Classic Series settled on gold, in “Revenge of the Cybermen” (1975). That element had disastrous effects on the Cybermen’s ability to operate, often sending them howling to their deaths (which suggests they were not completely emotionless after all). Gold effectively became their green kryptonite. The Fifth Doctor wounded a Cyberleader by crumbling Adric’s gold star for mathematical excellence into his chest plate in “Earthshock” (1982). Ace defeated a number of Cybermen by shooting gold coins into them with her slingshot in “Silver Nemesis” (1988). This gold weakness arrived at a time when the Cybermen lost a bit of their antagonistic luster on the series. They became a kind of generic alien opponent. Only in “Attack of the Cybermen,” airing in 1985, was there any depiction of conversion attempts. 

All of this changed for the better when the Cybermen returned to the New Series. The two-part “Rise of the Cybermen” and “The Age of Steel” story, airing in 2006, put the Tenth Doctor at the beginning of a new group of Cybermen developing on an alternate Earth. Renegade businessman John Lumic wants to upgrade humanity whether it wants upgrading or not. Lumic has primed this world’s human population for control by releasing a series of Bluetooth-like ear pods for data access. When they are finally revealed, Lumic’s Cybermen have the now-requisite physical superiority. More importantly, though, these Cybermen are given an emotional-inhibitor chip. 

This concept amplifies a dramatically devastating element to defeating a Cyberman. In “The Age of Steel,” the Doctor and freedom fighter Mrs. Moore are making their way along a secret entrance into Lumic’s factory. When they are surprised by a Cyberman, Mrs. Moore uses a gadget to knock it out. Taking the opportunity to investigate the innards of his enemy, the Doctor finds the chip. When Mrs. Moore queries the need for the chip, the Doctor explains.




Doctor: It’s still got a human brain. Imagine its reaction if it could see itself. Realize itself inside of this thing. They’d go insane.

Mrs. Moore: They cut out the one thing that makes them human.

Doctor: Because they have to.




At this point, much to the shock of the Doctor and Mrs. Moore, the Cyberman begins to speak. The Doctor realizes that the chip is broken. The Cyberman reveals that it was once a woman named Sally Phelan, and to add an even more tragic element, she is missing her fiancé because she was converted the night before their wedding. Mercifully, the Doctor shuts down Cyber-Sally’s systems. “It’s all right,” he tells her. “You sleep now, Sally. Just go to sleep.”

As kind as the act may have been, the euthanasia leads the Doctor to a disturbing realization. 




Doctor: Sally Phelan didn't die for nothing, because that's the key. The emotional inhibitor. If we could find the code behind it, the cancellation code, then feed it throughout the system into every Cyberman's head, they'd realize what they are.

Mrs. Moore: And what happens then?

Doctor: I think it would kill them. Could we do that?

Mrs. Moore: We've got to. Before they kill everyone else. There's no choice, Doctor. It's got to be done.




If the Doctor needed any additional sense of the urgency of this need, it comes when Mrs. Moore is killed immediately after this moment by another Cyberman. 

This new vulnerability does harken back to the Classic episode “The Invasion” (1968). In that story, Tobias Vaughn, another businessman collaborating with the Cybermen, has co-opted the Cerebraton Mentor/Machine, designed as a device to impart learning. Vaughn has developed its emotional-projection capabilities into a weapon to protect himself from his untrustworthy allies. When the device is tested upon a Cyberman, the cyborg becomes a howling, irrational threat. The weapon is used several times throughout the story, particularly after the Doctor convinces Vaughn to help defeat the invaders. It is never mass-produced, as Vaughn intended, though. 

In “The Age of Steel,” the Doctor takes a similar measure when he, his companions, and his allies are able to secure the command codes for the inhibitor chips. The chips are deactivated by a signal across the very wireless systems Lumic used to pacify the human population in the first place. The Cybermen die screaming, clutching their heads and gyrating with mechanical agony. Horrified by his actions, the Doctor apologizes to one Cyberman as it dies looking at its own reflection. 

After decades of undistinguished if serviceable villain work in the final decades of the Classic Series, the Cybermen got their mojo back with this story. In that season’s finale doubleheader, “Army of Ghosts” and “Doomsday” (2006), the Cybermen are back to their old tricks, slowly picking off Torchwood employees for upgrading as a vanguard force for their full interdimensional invasion. The simultaneous arrival of the Daleks moves the story off into the ultimate villain brawl that fans had waited decades to see, but there are still plenty of frightening conversion threats. While Jackie Tyler narrowly escapes the process, Torchwood executive Yvonne Hartman does not. Later in the story, though, the essence of Yvonne is enough to override her programming. She stands up against other Cybermen, citing her duty to “queen and country.” 

The ability of some characters to break through and defeat Cyberman programming through intense emotion becomes a regular trait of the series afterward. This is particularly evident in Miss Mercy Hartigan, the human accomplice of the Cybermen in “The Next Doctor” (2008). The story makes it quite clear that Hartigan has suffered under the gender norms of the early Victorian era in which she lives. A woman of intelligence and drive, Hartigan seeks revenge upon the men who have limited and scorned her. She aids the Cybermen in creating a massive CyberKing but is then betrayed when the Cybermen force her to become the mind of the device. They soon realize their mistake, when Hartigan overwhelms her new programming.




Hartigan: I can see the stars, the worlds beyond, the vortex of time itself, and the whole of infinity. Oh, but this is glorious!

Cyberleader: That is incorrect. Glorious is an emotional response. 

Hartigan: Exactly. There is so much joy in this machine.

Cyberleader: Joy is not acceptable.

Hartigan: Don’t you see? My mind is stronger than you ever thought. It dominates, sir. It dominates you.

Cyberleader: Alert. You are operating beyond the standard parameters.

Hartigan: I am new. The might of your technology combined with my own imagination. Yes! There will be a new race of Cybermen. My Cybermen. Logic and strength combined with fury and passion.




Emotion allows Hartigan to judo flip the Cybermen’s plans. The Doctor clearly regrets having to end so powerful a mind when he shuts down the CyberKing by using memory-containing devices to break her connection to the Cybermen. “I’m sorry, Miss Hartigan,” the Doctor says, “but look at what you’ve become.” Hartigan dies screaming, her resulting emotional overload destroying her and the Cybermen around her. 

The pattern continues on into the Eleventh Doctor’s era. The Doctor’s former flatmate Craig is able to resist conversion in the climax of “Closing Time” when his parental compassion is stirred by the cries of his infant son. The Doctor himself has a split-personality battle when his own mind is invaded by the Cyberiad superconsciousness in “Nightmare in Silver” (2013). The alternate personality, called Mr. Clever, is differentiated by Borg-like facial grafts and varying degrees of a colder performance by Matt Smith. 

In the Twelfth Doctor’s time on the series, the Cybermen begin to be regularly treated as pawns in the broader schemes of Missy/the Master. Although manipulated, the Cybermen remain menacing. Their upgrading process takes an increasingly macabre turn as the Cybermen claim people closer to the Doctor. In “Dark Water” and “Death in Heaven” (2014), the Cybermen launch an audacious plan to conquer Earth by converting human corpses into Cybermen through particles released in rain droplets. One of these victims is Danny Pink, the recently deceased boyfriend of the Doctor’s companion, Clara. The human consciousness of the deceased has been collected by a stolen Time Lord device called the Nethersphere, and presumably the emotions have been edited out. However, Danny Pink’s love for Clara shines through. Grimly though, it is necessary to shut those emotions down in order for Danny to reveal the plot. The Doctor also receives some unexpected aid from his old friend Brigadier Alistair Gordon Lethbridge-Stewart, whose deceased body was also changed. The brigadier, though, acts on his own, rescuing his daughter Kate, and destroying Missy. Presumably this is due to both parental love and devotion to his country. 

The fate of companion Bill Potts brings the most harrowing conversion example, in “World Enough and Time” and “The Doctor Falls” (2017). Injured and separated from the Twelfth Doctor on board a massively long ship experiencing variable time rates due to a black hole’s gravity, Bill is upgraded into a Mondasian Cyberman (appearing as Cybermen did in “The Tenth Planet”) thanks to the machinations of the Master. The reveal of this fate forms a disturbing cliffhanger for the two-part story. Afterward, Bill is creatively shown sometimes as her original self and sometimes as a full Cyberman. The scene where she realizes her condition uses careful camera tricks to impose both realities, such as a Cyberman’s glove on Bill’s hand or Bill’s head casting a Cyberman-shaped shadow on a wall past her. The Doctor maintains that Bill has resisted the programming of the Cybermen due to the strength of her mind. Throughout the stories, Bill often sheds a tear as a testament to her humanity. Later, after the Doctor is seriously wounded and believed dead, Bill weeps over him. Bill is ultimately saved from her fate by an alien she had established a relationship with earlier in the season. 

As these examples demonstrate, reconceiving the Cybermen from emotionless to emotionally subdued has improved the dramatic potential of the antagonists on the series. The Cybermen retain the body snatcher’s threat of the theft of the physical body while greatly amplifying the threat to emotional life with the disturbing proposition that the true person somehow lives on after the upgrade. In short, body horror plus magnified personal horror equals much more entertaining horror.

This idea also explains the somewhat unbalanced quality of the recent (2020) appearance by the Cybermen in the three-part story “The Haunting of Vila Diodati,” “The Ascension of the Cybermen,” and “The Timeless Children.” The twelfth series of the revived Doctor Who had been playing at times with the mystery of the so-called Lone Cyberman. When this being, also known as Ashad, finally arrived, he was a curious and unstable mix of Cyberman qualities. Ashad appears as a broken or incomplete Cyberman, with his mask notably damaged to reveal his human face. This patchwork nature makes for an interesting allusion as the initial story circles around the night Mary Shelley conceived of Frankenstein. Ashad has no emotional-inhibitor chip, and he seethes with rage and the desire for revenge for his fallen people. Returning to the far future, he will lead a new Cyberarmy to near victory in snatching the last of humanity. 

Until, that is, he is quickly snuffed out by the Master. Later, the Thirteenth Doctor watches as the Master uses Cyberman technology to resurrect the fallen Time Lords on Gallifrey as CyberMasters. The climax is ominous and worrisome, but it lacks the real dramatic punch of other Cyber stories because the audience simply did not know these characters before they were transformed. Essentially, they are just Cybermen with cool Time Lord robes—a threat for sure, but not the same dramatic gut punch to the viewer that happens when a character is snatched by the Cybermen. 

The fundamental horror of the Cybermen is that we can be forced to become them. The more disturbing element is any reminder that we remain inside them. Worse still, the best tactic to defeat a Cyberman is to break its heart and expose its humanity. 







♣

Dr. Michael G. Robinson is a professor of communication studies at the University of Lynchburg. Specializing in popular culture, he enjoys studying and teaching about science fiction, superheroes, genre, audiences, and media criticism. His most recent publication appeared in Fighting for the Future: Essays on Star Trek Discovery. Forthcoming articles center on Doctor Who’s Ace and on parodies of and homages to Star Trek. He believes that he does not have to defeat any Cyberman that he can outrun. He can be reached at robinson.m@lynchburg.edu. 
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“We must not look at goblin men 

We must not buy their fruits

Who knows upon what soil they fed 

Their hungry, thirsty roots?”

– Christina Rossetti




	







On January 6, 2021, rioters broke into the United States Capitol Building, one of the most secure locations in the country. These individuals were the first to invade the symbolic heart of American democracy since British soldiers attacked during the War of 1812. Many of these individuals wore clothing supporting former President Donald Trump or the enigmatic Internet figure known as Q. All hoped to stop the certification of the 2020 election, which many of them claimed had been rigged, despite any substantial proof that fraud took place. 

Watching the attack on the news was a strange, surreal sight, almost like watching some tasteless version of a Saturday Night Live sketch. Invaders wearing ski coats and bike helmets took selfies of the damage they had inflicted. Some rioters commended police officers for doing their job while others bludgeoned an officer to death with a fire extinguisher. And everywhere, insurrectionists wore their red Make America Great Again hats as they tried to overturn the fair election process that defines their country. 

Coming as the encore of a truly terrible year, the attack was surreal but somehow not unexpected. The year 2020 left Americans shell-shocked by pandemic-fueled anxieties, economic devastation, deaths of beloved public figures, and countless acts of police violence against African Americans. The country’s mental health was still battered by almost a year of pandemic-era restrictions, and on a daily basis, the very concept of truth was being attacked. Conspiracy theories were accepted as fact, and scientific findings were labeled fake news. And so the stunning scenes of the attack on the Capitol became just another day in America. 

But how did this happen? How did the country wind up with the self-proclaimed, shirtless QAnon Shaman, wearing red, white, and blue war paint and a bison-horned cap, standing on the vice president’s desk, chanting in the middle of the Senate chamber as he thrust his spearheaded American flag into the air? What led these American citizens to behave so erratically? To act like monsters? 

As in most cases, there is one individual who might be able to help explain the method behind the madness: the Doctor. Many episodes of Doctor Who have critiqued basic human behavior, sometimes with subtle storytelling and other times with well-tailored speeches. One episode that used a little bit of both came during the reign of the Tenth Doctor (David Tennant).

In “Midnight,” the tenth episode of the fourth series of the New Series, Ten and his companion Donna Noble (Catherine Tate) visit a leisure palace on Midnight, a planet that was believed to be completely uninhabitable until an extravagant tourism company moved in. As gorgeous as the gemstone-covered world appears to be, with its crystal ravines and sapphire waterfalls, the X-tonic star around which it circles exudes galvanic radiation that has cooked the planet and seemingly prevented any forms of life from existing there. However, the leisure company saw opportunity in the wasteland, providing an elegant resort, tours of the local landscapes, and antigravity restaurants (with bibs!). While Donna refuses to leave the spa, the Doctor is anxious to explore. “Taking a big space truck with a bunch of strangers across a diamond planet called Midnight . . . what could possibly go wrong?” 
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