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			The X-Files

			The X-Files is such a familiar and ubiquitous part of television culture that it’s easy to overlook its influence. More than twenty years after its debut, we tend to forget what television, science fiction, fan conventions, and fandom were like before 1993. The X-Files is thought of as a science fiction series that sometimes branches out into horror or comedy, but the truth is that The X-Files effect is felt across genres. Detective and procedural dramas, prestige series like Breaking Bad and Homeland, cult and fan favourites like Lost and Fringe—all of these have been directly influenced by The X-Files. The show was a focal point for how people engaged with the Internet and with each other and for how artists and networks interacted with their audiences. The world of 1993, when the show first aired, was vastly different from the world that existed when the series ended in 2002. When The X-Files premiered, the Internet, cellphones, and personal computers weren’t yet commonplace. We didn’t have instant access to information. The fringe element of those interested in conspiracy theories, UFOs, or the paranormal was exactly that: on the fringes. By 1993, though, things were starting to change, and The X-Files proved to be the perfect television show for this growing community. It captured the public’s imagination because there was nothing else like it on television and people were hungry for a topic that interested them. The X-Files remains one of the most influential shows on television to this day because it and the new online world grew up together.

			The X-Files wasn’t the first television show to consider the possibilities and consequences of an alien invasion. Other shows had done so before, from the serious (V [1983–85]) to the clever (Alien Nation [1989–90]) to the camp (ALF [1986–90]). Likewise, science fiction stories had been airing on television for almost as long as people owned television sets, although most sci-fi stories traditionally took place in outer space, like Buck Rogers in the 25th Century (1950–50, 1979–81), Lost in Space (1965–68), Star Trek (1966–69) and Star Trek: The Next Generation (1987–94), Doctor Who (1963–89), and Battlestar Galactica (1978–79) and Galactica 1980 (1980). Stories about the paranormal, the weird, and the unexplained, like The Twilight Zone (1959–64, 1985–89), The Outer Limits (1963–65), and Night Gallery (1969–73), fascinated audiences with thinly veiled parables about morality and justice, or with good old-fashioned ghost stories. There was even a long-running soap opera, Dark Shadows (1966–71), that was about vampires and gained a devoted cult following that still meets at fan conventions today.

			What The X-Files did was to bring all these elements together by mixing sci-fi with the paranormal in a conventional dramatic format and adding a layer of government conspiracies and cover-ups. Perhaps most importantly, it told stories that were well written, with interesting and developed characters. The relationship of the two leads was at the centre of the series, but The X-Files wasn’t dependent on romance, at least not in the stereotypical sense. Nor was the authority, intelligence, or gender role of the female protagonist questioned in the show. The characters weren’t objectified or dressed in too tight and revealing outfits. The X-Files wasn’t afraid to be weird, smart, sexy, or funny. It didn’t limit itself to one narrative structure or story arc. All this resulted in a series that was a breeding ground for new writers and that redefined storytelling in television dramas. And yes, its main plot line involved alien colonization and a species of shape-shifting alien super soldiers.

			The television landscape was relatively simple in 1993. A number of specialty channels like MTV, Comedy Central, Cartoon Network, and AMC (known at that time as American Movie Classics) launched during the 1980s. Subscription services like HBO and Showtime were gaining more traction and expanding their original programming options. But it was still a three–broadcast network kingdom, with ABC, CBS, and NBC controlling the vast majority of the market. There was much less competition for programming, and ratings numbers were expected to be high. Sure, VCRs might have cut those numbers slightly (as soon as we had the option to watch one show and record another—at the same time!—there was less of a need to watch everything as it aired), but the big three still held sway over the airwaves.

			In 1985, a new network entered the field. Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation acquired television stations in major US cities and launched the Fox Broadcasting Company, a subsidiary of 20th Century Fox. Competing with the big three networks was a bold move. Fox first went to air in October 1986 with a mix of original and syndicated programming. They had a number of hits in their first decade, largely because they took chances on unusual or slightly offbeat shows. Married… with Children (1987–97) pushed boundaries with crude and rude humour during prime time. 21 Jump Street (1987–91) presented the odd premise of handsome police officers posing as high school students. Beverly Hills, 90210 (1990–2000) and Melrose Place (1992–99) brought nighttime soap operas with outlandish and mesmerizing plots to the young adult demographic. And The Simpsons (1989–present) reintroduced animation to prime time. Fox produced documentary-style shows like America’s Most Wanted (1988–2012) and the late-night fixture Cops (1989–present) that featured hand-held cameras trailing police officers in various cities as they talked to, chased, and arrested low-level criminals. (This series was brilliantly parodied on Mr. Show with the Ronnie Dobbs story and also in the season seven X-Files episode “X-Cops.”) And yet, eight years after debuting, Fox was still trailing in overall ratings behind the big three. Like every other network, they were looking for the next big hit. Unlike the other networks, they were willing to take less obvious routes.

			The Origin Story 

			Born in 1956, Christopher Carl Carter had a pretty typical upbringing. The son of a construction worker and a stay-at-home mom, Carter was an early fan of detective shows like Mannix (1967–75) and anthology series like The Twilight Zone. A particular favourite was the television movie The Night Stalker (1972) and its sequel, The Night Strangler (1973), starring Darren McGavin as Carl Kolchak, a Las Vegas reporter investigating suspicious supernatural phenomena.

			Carter studied journalism at California State University, Long Beach, then went to work at SURFING Magazine. At the time, he considered this his dream job, and he travelled the world, talking to surfers and developing his writing skills. Soon, however, Carter was drawn to the idea of writing fiction. His then partner and future wife, Dori Pierson, herself a successful screenwriter, encouraged him to try his hand at writing scripts.

			In the late 1980s, Carter got a job at Disney just as Jeffrey Katzenberg and Michael Eisner took over the company. Carter wrote for The Disney Sunday Movie (1986–88), including the television movie The B.R.A.T. Patrol. Keen to learn more about the business, he moved on to NBC, where they offered him the choice of working on one of two crime shows, Miami Vice (1984–90) or Crime Story (1986–88), or on the situation comedy Rags to Riches (1987–88). Carter chose Rags to Riches because it was written, produced, and filmed in California, whereas the other two shows were produced in Los Angeles but filmed in different states. Rags to Riches offered him hands-on experience with every part of the production process, which he couldn’t get just working in the writers’ room on one of the other shows. It had little in common with the series Carter would eventually create, but by working on Rags to Riches, he learned the day-to-day aspects of running a television series. Carter stayed at NBC, writing and producing the short-lived series Brand New Life (1989–90) and contributing scripts to Midnight Caller (1988–91). He also worked on a number of pilots that weren’t picked up for series, including Copter Cop, a show that blended science fiction and police work.

			In 1992, Peter Roth, an executive at Fox Television, hired Carter to develop a new series for the network. In surveying the television landscape, Carter noticed a significant programming gap: there was nothing resembling that childhood favourite of his, The Night Stalker. Carter wasn’t interested in recreating the Kolchak mysteries; he considered them more of an inspiration than a template. Instead, he wanted to create something more complex, something with longevity, something that spoke to the cultural landscape of the time.

			There were currently a lot of detective and police shows—the early 90s also saw the start of the era of Law & Order (1990–2010)—but few shows went beyond the murder of the week formula. While networks continued to explore the potential of anthology sci-fi, horror, and fantasy shows like Amazing Stories (1985–87), Tales from the Darkside (1983–88), and The Twilight Zone revival (1985–89), none of these series provided continuity of characters or plot. The syndicated Friday the 13th: The Series (1987–1990) featured antiques dealers who recovered a different cursed object each week, but largely kept using the same type of story and villain (demons, possession, graphic violence) and was hampered by a low production budget. The Kolchak movies from the 70s unravelled paranormal and supernatural mysteries and added a layer of tension, fear, and curiosity not to be found in standard crime and thriller series. Twin Peaks (1990–91) was able to do this (with even more layers of the weird and ethereal), but it lasted for only thirty episodes, and the story fell apart not long into the second season.

			The 90s also brought a tremendous shift in global politics with the end of the Cold War. So much of the American political machine and the military economy was devoted to fighting the communist threat that the dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 left an ideological gap. It also meant a cultural shift in entertainment as traditional bad guys became less easy to define and focus moved from invading enemies to the dangers of the enemy within.

			Carter grew up during the era of the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal. He was not alone in suspecting that his own government was capable of duplicitous and illegal acts. In 1969, reporter Seymour Hersh broke the story of the 1968 My Lai Massacre, in which US Army soldiers killed South Vietnamese villagers—an estimated 400 men, women, and children. There were also reports of torture and gang rapes. The Pentagon Papers leaked in 1971 revealed that President Johnson’s administration had lied to Congress and the American people about military actions in Vietnam and the expansion of fighting to nearby countries Cambodia and Laos. As well, there were many revelations about corruption, surveillance, and other illegal activities during the Nixon administration. Numerous references to Watergate and the resulting investigations appear throughout The X-Files.

			One of Carter’s favourite movies was All the President’s Men (1976). It followed reporters Woodward and Bernstein as they uncovered the political scandal that led to President Nixon’s eventual resignation. But having a reporter protagonist investigate conspiracies or strange occurrences would make Carter’s new show too similar to the Night Stalker series. Carter became drawn to stories about the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) looking into possible satanic and ritualistic murders during the 1980s. Although the FBI found no hard evidence of these practices, Carter was intrigued that a federal institution would consider these unorthodox stories to be worthy cases.

			Conspiracy theories about the government investigating phenomena and covering up their own actions and suspicious discoveries had long been documented, even before the public had the forum of the Internet for sharing their beliefs and experiences. Why won’t the Catholic Church let us see the Dead Sea Scrolls in their entirety? Who shot John F. Kennedy? Who built the pyramids? Why does the Mayan calendar end on December 21, 2012? Is there some secret cabal that has all the answers and pulls all the strings? Does intelligent life exist elsewhere in the universe? And if so, could such beings have visited earth? A select group of people believe that the answer to the last two questions is yes and that the government is hiding evidence of these alien interactions.

			Aliens invaded popular fiction in the late nineteenth century with H. G. Wells’ The War of the Worlds (1895), a story that has fascinated generations of fans through print, film, and radio. Ever since, science fiction tales of extraterrestrials visiting earth (as friends or foes) have been popular. But in the mid-twentieth century, reports of real-life encounters with aliens started to crop up, and they increased in number over the years. One of the most famous UFO conspiracy theories suggests that a UFO crashed near Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947, and that the US military covered up the truth and confiscated the alien technology and creatures. (At the time, the government insisted that the crashed object was a weather balloon. In the 90s, they admitted that it had actually been a device for monitoring nuclear testing in the area.) Tales of alien abductions—ordinary citizens being kidnapped from their beds or dark country roads and being subjected to experiments aboard spacecraft—first hit the public consciousness in the mid-60s, with the 1966 publication of The Interrupted Journey, which told the story of a couple, Barney and Betty Hill, who claimed they had encountered a flying object while driving in New Hampshire at night in 1961. (Their story was also turned into the 1975 television movie The UFO Incident, starring James Earl Jones and Estelle Parsons.) Their accounts are the benchmark of abductee literature: bright lights, watches that stop and never run again, lost periods of time, memories gradually recovered through dreams and hypnosis of being subjected to alien examinations and experiments. Soon after the publication of this book, more stories of abductions
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