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An assessment of the Occasional Paper: ‘’Searching for the Truth Around the Next Twist – Why Do We Like the X-Files?’’ By Dr Mark Fox. 


                                                        We Want to Believe. 


Introduction: 

Paranormal phenomena has long captured our imaginations, dating back as far as Victorian Britain’s fascination with spirits - Queen Victora herself having reputedly attended seances (Cep, 2021). It would seem that historically, for as long as humans have had thoughts, they have had beliefs: perhaps stemming from a fixation with the unknown and a yearning to know it better. Interest in the unexplainable certainly predates the television series ‘The X-Files’, but to what did the critically acclaimed show owe its mass success? In his paper ‘Searching for the Truth Around the Next Twist - Why Do We Like The X-Files?’, Dr Mark Fox explores this question. Fox also discusses show-runner Chris Carter’s assertion that he created a religious programme (Fox, 1996), exploring the themes of belief and scepticism. 

It is notable that Fox’s piece was written relatively early into the popular shows’ lifespan, the author noting that he is discussing it’s ‘’current popularity’’, around the beginning of the shows third series on British television (Fox, 1996, p1), however time has not served to weaken any of Fox’s assertions about the show or it’s captivated audience as the series went on to produce 11 successful seasons total, making way for two feature-length films of the same name, as well as two spin-off shows and a comic book series (IMDB, 2023). Indeed, the original television shows’ thirteen-year-long run only stands to support Fox’s assertions that the show provides eager viewers with exactly what they want from a paranormal adventure. 

Also of note is the fact that Dr Mark Fox could himself perhaps identify with the show, having stated within the piece that he is fan of the shows as well as holding a long-standing belief in the paranormal. This combined with his past work as a lecturer in The Study of Religions at Westminster College, Oxford perhaps makes him the perfect person to construct a piece exploring why exactly, a show such as The X-Files is so highly regarded by academics and the general public alike. 




Why We Love The X-Files:

The Believer & the Sceptic.

Early into the piece, Fox provides readers with some brief contextualising information about the show’s charismatic stars: FBI Agents Fox Mulder and Dana Scully, who act as the maverick conspiracy-chaser and the rationally minded sceptic, respectively. This duo’s dynamic, as highlighted by the author, may well play a huge part in the show’s widespread popularity with viewers. 

Looking beyond the typical ‘’will-they, wont-they?’’ romance trope that Mulder and Scully’s relationship leans into, we can see that as asserted by Fox, the characters provide viewers with a broad spectrum to identify with. Viewers who already hold belief in the unknown, and often scientifically contended phenomena the show deals with (from UFO’s to Mutant Men) can easily identify with Agent Mulder, who at the time of the shows first episode is already an avid believer in all things unexplainable. In contrast to this, those who lack belief in such things, preferring to trust in what they themselves have seen, or which science has claimed to already know, will find an onscreen counterpart in the sceptical Agent Scully. Fox also notes that the duo’s aforementioned roles break with typical gender expectations as it is in this case, the male character who ‘’believes’’, and the female character who doubts, a subversion of what is often expected of the sexes (Fox, 1996). In any case, between them, the shows stars cover all bases for viewers, regardless of where exactly they may stand on the shows paranormal, and scientifically anomalous themes. 

Comfort in Belief. 

Fox highlights that at the time of writing, the show’s core theme of confirming that a hidden truth is indeed ‘’out there’’ may have brought comfort to many living in a post-modern society in which truth itself proved to be a decreasingly tangible thing (Fox, 1996, p5). Many of us, like Agent Mulder, ‘’want to believe’’: we find comfort in the idea that we are not alone in the universe, that there are things that science is still incapable of explaining. For those who are dedicated to a faith or hold religious beliefs, this open-minded attitude could also prove comforting in a world where science is often wielded as a tool against that which we cannot physically see. 

Comfort in Evidence. 

That being said, science is by no means the antithesis of faith, nor should it be treated as such, and this is another attitude the show adopts. For example, whilst Agent Scully is in many circumstances the shows sceptic voice, she is also notably seen wearing a Christian cross
around her neck, having come from a religious background, leaving viewers to infer that she still holds some religious beliefs despite her passion for science and reliance of physical 


evidence. 

The show also merges science and the unexplained, using familiar modern technologies as a support for the phenomena being shown to the viewer. This is not unique to the X-Files, as it is commonly used in the aptly named Science-Fiction genre as a means of creating a world in which viewers can easily sustain disbelief and get lost in fantastical narratives. Whilst Scully may often be sceptical of Mulder’s assertions early into an episodes’ plot, she is often able to use scientific analysis to support what Mulder already believes to be the case. 

Paranoia & Confirmation Bias. 

Early into the shows’ runtime, we see a progression from ‘’monster-of-the-week’’ style episodes to the introduction of an overarching plot with an antagonist that is far from otherworldly. Viewers learn that the Government, or perhaps even an unseen higher body of ‘’them’’ are perfectly aware of all the things that Mulder fears ‘’go bump in the night’’. Fox highlights that whilst it is comforting for many that the truth is indeed out there, it is even easier for many to believe that the truth is deliberately concealed from us by this higher third party power. Fox here claims that the show is a ‘’brilliant and convincing distillation of paranoia’’ (Fox, 1996, p4) that grants confirmation bias to those who are already dubious about what knowledge is being withheld from the wider world, by some dark and unseen ‘’other’’ group. Afterall, of course we lack significant evidence of that which we want to believe, when the gate is being kept by those with the power to maintain the truth. 

Conclusions:

In his occasional paper, Fox eloquently demonstrates why The X-Files has reached such a wide audience, thoughtfully discussing the state of society at large, and relevant pop culture of the time. Though little time is spent discussing wider bodies of faith, we can certainly see from the arguments presented why The X-files could appeal to those who consider themselves spiritual, or religious. It is a show for believers, questioners, thinkers. A show that keeps us guessing as to how much further down the rabbit hole goes. Part of the legacy of the popular series is that it has left many of us with more questions than answers as to what the ‘’truth’’ might be, and where exactly it is hidden. 
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