
The X‐Files 
 

The  X‐F i les   i s  a   long‐runn ing   te lev is ion  ser ies ,  

c reated  by  Chr is  Carter ,  a   former  wr i ter  and  ed i tor   (o f  

the  magaz ine  Surf ing ) ,  wh ich  premiered  on   the  Fox  

Network   in   the  US   in  September  o f  1993,   s tarr ing  

Dav id  Duchovny  as  Federa l  Bureau  of   Invest igat ion  

(FB I )  Spec ia l  Agent  Fox  Mulder  and  G i l l ian  Anderson  

as  Dr .  Dana  Scu l ly ,  h i s  partner .  Though   i t  ga ined   l i t t le  

acc la im ear ly   in   i t s   run ,   th is  moody  v isua l ly   s tunn ing  

“qua l i ty  TV”  ser ies  went  on   to  become f i r s t  a  cu l t  h i t  

and   then  a  popular   success ,  eventua l ly  mak ing   the   top  

twenty   in   the  N ie lsen   rat ings .   In  a   se l f ‐congratu latory  

but  essent ia l ly  accurate  observat ion ,  Carter  has  

acknowledged   that  “ the  show’s  or ig ina l   sp i r i t  has  

become k ind  of   the  sp i r i t  o f   the  country—if  not   the  

wor ld .”  

The  X‐F i les  generated  a  w ide  var iety  o f  paratexts—inc lud ing  nove ls ,  o f f i c ia l  

and  unof f ic ia l  gu ides  books .  an  of f ic ia l  magaz ine ,  and,  o f  course ,  academic  

examinat ions  o f   the  ser ies—not   to  ment ion  a  w ide  var iety  o f  X‐F i les  merchandise .  

Hundreds  o f   fan  webs i tes  on   the   Internet  were  devoted   to   the  show,  and   i t s   fans—

who came to  ca l l   themselves  X ‐Ph i les—were  among  the  most  obsessed   in  a l l  o f  

popular  cu l ture .  Now  in   i t s  n inth  season,   i t s  complex  s tory   l ines ,  compr ised  of  both  

s tand‐a lone  “monster  o f   the  week”  ep isodes  and  segments   that  are  part  o f  a  mult i ‐

season  narrat ive  arc  known as   the  X‐F i les  “mytho logy ,”  have  unfo lded   in  over   two 

hundred  ep isodes  and  one   feature   f i lm,  X‐F i les :  F ight   the  Future   (1998) .  Over   i t s   run ,  

the  ser ies  has  become  increas ing ly   se l f ‐ re ferent ia l  and   intertextua l ,  o f fer ing  

h i la r ious  spoofs  o f   i t s  own convent ions  and  send ing‐up  other  media  genres .  With  

Duchovny’s   l im ited  part ic ipat ion   in   the  2000‐2001  season   (h is   las t  on   the  show) ,   the  

ser ies  exper ienced   for   the   f i r s t   t ime s ign i f i cant  cast  changes   (Robert  Patr ick  as  Agent  

John  Doggett  became Scu l ly ’s  new partner) .  By  genera l  c r i t i ca l   consensus   the  ser ies  

began   to  dec l ine .  Many  commentators  even  began   to  quest ion   the   rat iona le   (other  

than  economic)   for   i t s  cont inuance.  

The  degree   to  which  The  X‐F i les  became  in   the   last  decade  part  o f  our  cu l tura l  

vocabu lary  can  be  demonstrated  by  an  exchange   f rom a   f i r s t   season  ep isode  of   the  

WB ser ies  Angel   in  which  Kendr ick ,  an  obv ious ly   sex is t  male  detect ive ,  hass les   female  



detect ive  Kate  Lock ley   (E l i zabeth  Rohm),  who has  come to  be l ieve   in   the   rea l i ty  o f  

vampires .  The   fo l lowing  d ia logue  ensues :  

 

Kendr ick :   "Come on,  Kate .  Everybody  knows you 've  gone  a l l  Scu l ly .  Anyt ime 

one  of   these  weird  cases  crosses  anyone 's  desk  you 're  a lways   there .  

What 's  go ing  on  with  you?"  

Kate :   "Scu l ly   i s   the  skept ic ."  

Kendr ick :   "Huh?"  

Kate :   "Mulder   i s   the  be l iever .  Scu l ly   i s   the  skept ic ."  

Kendr ick  scratches  h is  head:  "Scu l ly   i s   the  ch ick ,   r ight?"  

Kate :   "Yes .  But  she 's  not   the  one   that  wants   to  be l ieve ."  

 

A l though  Kendr ick  does  not  seem to  get   the  bas ic  premise ,   the  cu l ture  at   la rge  

certa in ly  d id ,  and   to  “Scu l ly”   someone came to  mean to  doubt  h is  or  her  

quest ionab le   ideas—espec ia l ly  consp i racy   theor ies .  Mulder  was  open‐minded about  

a l l   sorts  o f  paranormal  poss ib i l i t ies ,  espec ia l ly  UFOs  and  a l ien  abduct ion—had he  not  

watched  h is  own s i s ter  abducted  when he  was   twelve  years  o ld?  Scu l ly ,  however ,  was  

the  ever‐quest ion ing ,   sc ient i f i ca l ly  ob ject ive  medica l  doctor  ass igned   to  partner  w ith  

(and  re ign   in )  Mulder   in  h is   invest igat ion  of   the  X‐F i les ,   those  aberrant  FB I  cases   that  

do  not   lend   themselves   to  normal   forens ic   invest igat ion .  

“The  Kennedy  assass inat ion ,  MIA 's ,   rad iat ion  exper iments  on   termina l  

pat ients ,  Watergate ,   I ran‐Contra ,  Roswel l ,   the  Tuskegee  exper iments—where  wi l l   i t  

end?"  Mulder  asks  h is   in formant  Deep  Throat   in   the   f i r s t   season  of  The  X‐F i les .  For  

Graham,  The  X‐F i les ,  “te lev is ion ’s   f in  de  s ièc le   compendium of  consp i racy   theor ies ,”  

i s   the  apotheos is  o f  Amer ican  consp i rator ia l   th ink ing  s t retch ing  back   to   the  1960s .  

L iken ing  Scu l ly  and  Mulder   to  Woodward  and  Bernste in ,   she  notes   that  Mulder ’s  

s i s ter  had  been  snatched  by  a l iens  whi le   they  were  watch ing   the  Watergate  Hear ings  

on   te lev is ion .   (Not  surpr is ing ly ,  Chr is  Carter  has  ca l led  Watergate  " the  most  

format ive  event  o f  my youth”  and  spoken   too  of   the  s t rong   in f luence  of  Harvard  

psycho log is t   John  Mack ’s  controvers ia l  Abduct ion :  Human Encounters  w i th  A l iens . )  

Dr iven  by   i t s  “perpetua l  mot ion  of   susp ic ion”   (Kn ight ) ,  The  X‐F i les  has  

contemplated  much  worse   than  mere  po l i t i ca l   consp i racy .  We  learn   in   the  mytho logy  

ep isodes   that  an   internat iona l  consort ium (“The  Synd icate”)   invo lv ing  myster ious ,  

powerfu l  men meet ing   in  drawing   rooms  in  London and  New York ,  work ing   in  

cooperat ion  with  sc ient i s ts   f rom the  Ax is  Powers  supp l ied   through  “Operat ion  Paper  



Cl ip ,”  have  known s ince   the  crash  of  a  UFO at  Roswel l ,  New Mexico   in  1947  of  a  

coming  a l ien   invas ion .  Over   the  years  consc ient ious  v iewers  have  very  gradua l ly  

come to   rea l i ze   that  The  Synd icate  has  been  prepar ing   for   the  end,  barga in ing   for  a  

de lay  so   that   they  might ,  as  a  k ind  of  peace  overture   to   the   invaders ,  o f fer   them 

genet ica l ly  eng ineered  human‐a l ien  hybr ids ,  purported ly  as   s laves   for   the  powerfu l  

and  anc ient  conquerors  and   ( in  secret )   to  prepare  a  cure ,  a   serum,   that  would  

prevent   the i r  own co lon izat ion  by   the  pathogen ic  B lack  O i l .  They  had   long  ago  

surrendered   the i r  own  loved  ones—wives ,  ch i ldren   ( inc lud ing  Mulder ’s   s i s ter )—as  

hostages ,   in   return   for   the i r  own surv iva l  o f   the   impending  “v i ra l  ho locaust .”  

“Surv iva l ,”   the  Wel l  Manicured  Man te l l s  Mulder   in   the  X‐F i les  movie ,  “ is   the  

u l t imate   ideo logy .”  

The  ev i l  but  compel l ing  C igarette  Smoking  Man  (CSM)—Mulder  ca l l s  h im 

“Cancer  Man”—one of   the  ser ies ’  most   in terest ing  creat ions ,   serves ,   i t   seems,  as  The  

Synd icate ’s  ch ie f  enforcer ,  one  of   them but  work ing  at   the i r  behest ,   though  a lways  

putt ing  h is   se l f ‐ in terest   f i r s t .   In   the   fourth  season  ep isode  “Mus ings  o f  a  C igarette‐

Smoking  Man,”  we  learn   (or  do  we?)   that  h is   invo lvement   in  consp i racy   i s  not   l im ited  

to  cover ing  up   the  coming  a l ien   invas ion .  CSM assass inated  both   JFK  and  Mart in  

Luther  K ing ,   f i xed   the  1980  United  States  O lympic   i ce  hockey  upset  o f   the  Sov iet  

Un ion ,  prevented   the  Buf fa lo  B i l l s   f rom ever  w inn ing   the  Super  Bowl ,  and   ta lks  

regu lar ly  on   the  phone with  Saddam Husse in   .   .   .  But   then  aga in  we are  not  certa in  o f  

the  va l id i ty  o f  any  of   these  “ facts ,”  which  are  bur ied   two or   three   leve ls  deep   in   the  

narrat ive ,  and  CSM h imse l f ,   i t   turns  out ,   i s  a   fa i led  wr i ter  o f  bad  Robert  Lud lumish  

f i c t ion .   In  “ Jose  Chung’s  From Outer  Space”   ( th i rd  season) ,  one  of   the  ser ies ’  most  

master fu l  ep isodes ,  Scu l ly  completes  her  narrat ion  of   the  events   to  an  author  who  i s  

complet ing   the  “non‐f ic t ion  sc ience   f i c t ion”  book  of   the   t i t le  and   then  admits   that   i t  

“probab ly  doesn ’ t  have   the  sense  of  c losure  you  want ,  but   i t  has  more   than  our  other  

cases”—a very  se l f   consc ious  a l lus ion   to/defense  of   the  of ten‐compla ined‐about‐

tendency  of  Mulder ’s  and  Scu l ly ’s  cases   (and  every  X‐F i les  ep isode)   to  end  

en igmat ica l ly  and  without   fu l l   reso lut ion .  

I t  was  probab ly   inev i tab le   in   the  c l imate  of  postmodern ism that  a   te lev is ion  

ser ies  so   focused  on  consp i racy  would   i t se l f  generate  parano id  cr i t i c i sm.  Burns ,  

drawing  on  Horkhe imer  and  Adorno,   [755  beg ins  here]  suggests   that   th is  “very  

postmodern  show”  might  be  cons idered  part  o f  “a  grand  governmenta l  consp i racy   to  

‘keep   the  whole   th ing   together , ’  meaning  cap i ta l i sm and   i t s  mass  suppress ion .”  The  

sea l ing  o f f  o f   the  eyes  o f   the  A l ien  Rebe ls   in   the  ser ies ,   she  suggests ,   “pokes   fun  at  



the   fantasy   that   te lev is ion  might ,   l i ke   the  b lack  o i l ,   sneak   in   through  our  eyes  and  

‘ in fect ’  us  w ith  a l ien  cu l tura l   in f luences .  Whi le  mak ing  “v is ib le   the  bur ied  soc ia l  

impl icat ions  o f  centr i s t  po l i t i cs ,”   the  wr i ters  and  producers  o f  The  X‐F i les ,  Burns  

proposes ,  have  a  more  cyn ica l   secret  agenda   in  mind:  “s tep[p ing]  beyond the  

temptat ion  s imply   to  be  no i resque  and  n ih i l i s t i c ;   they   rea l i ze   the i r  own ro les  as  

h is tory  br ingers ,  v ia   te lev is ion ,   through  which   they  may—witt ing ly  or  not—

part ic ipate   in  yet  another  consp i racy :   that  o f  dra in ing   the  agency  out  o f   the  

Amer ican  masses .”  McLean,   too ,   f inds   the  ser ies  both  cause  and  ef fect  o f  

contemporary  consp i racy  cu l ture .  “Scu l ly  and  Mulder  cannot  be   jo ined  sexua l ly  or  

lega l ly ,”  we  are   to ld ,   “because   they  are  both   l i tera l ly  and   f igurat ive ly  a l ienated,  

penetrated ,  and  probed  to   the  molecu lar   leve l  by  omnisc ient  and  omnipotent   forces  

who have   in f i l t rated ,   l i ke   te lev is ion  and,  now,  computers ,  v i r tua l ly  everyth ing   in  our  

l i ves .”  We remain   fans  o f   the  ser ies ,   she   th inks ,  desp i te   the  anx iety   i t   induces ,  

because  “We have   to  be l ieve   in   the   rea l i ty  o f  someth ing ,  even   i f   that   someth ing   i s  

the  parano ia   induced  by   te lev is ion   i t se l f . ”  

F rom  i ts   incept ion  The  X‐F i les  has  g iven  with  one  hand  and   taken  away  with  

the  other ,  perpetua l ly  abandoning   the  v iewer   in  a  “hermeneut ic   l imbo”   (Kn ight ) .  The  

ser ies  has  not  been  content   to  mere ly  “deny  a l l  knowledge” ;   i t  has ,  as  Kn ight  

observes ,   taken  as   i t s   sub ject  “ the  process  o f   repeated ly  d iscover ing  everyth ing  you  

thought  you  knew  is  wrong.”  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