

Life is Elsewhere:
The Wire and Narrative Redemption

Matthew Weiss

I. Taking Stock

Elsewhere I have investigated the relation of Attic tragedy and Shakespearean comedy to the reality of the world, their characters, and the stage. According to this view, inherited from Nietzsche, Attic tragedy begins where the intoxicated poet communes with the underlying Oneness that makes up the world; he falls fast asleep, whereupon he conjures up the dream-images of tragedy, in which inhere the opposing forces that struggle within the Oneness itself. In this way, Attic tragedy portrays the real of the world, but only insofar as the schematic interactions of unreal symbols, whether characters, kingdoms, or gods, give rise, in their conflict, to a view of the world as it is, shaken and stirred by the incomprehensible forces that make up reality. The unreality of the characters allows the audience to see through them, to the underlying, mystical reality that the tragedy portrays. The focus, then, of such tragedy is not on identity or individuality, but rather the schematic relations of people, gods, and the institutions of state, that both transcend and constrain the characters, as such, on stage—and in the world.


In contrast, the Shakespearean comedy of Twelfth Night, is above all concerned with words. Firmly embedded in the literate world of print culture, Twelfth Night replaces the Attic communion with the underlying ground of being through schemata with an evocation of the power of the stage itself—not reality—to convince. Whereas in Attic tragedy, the characters subsist in unreality, grounded only by the real relations that prop them up them, on the Shakespearean stage, real characters create their own worlds using the power of the word on stage. These worlds come into conflict with one another precisely because no one character has access to the real substance that constitutes him or her or anyone else; each character has as evidence only deceptive appearances, given in language, presented by other characters, out of fear, love, or in jest. Thus these comedies are comedies of mistaken identity; because there is no sustaining ground of being which keeps identities coherent on this stage, instead there is only the creation of identities by real people, convincing only so far as they appeal to other characters’ sense of entertainment, distrust, or love—or, in the case of the audience, it is the stage itself which, alone, creates a context in which the power to turn darkness into light, or man into woman, lies entirely in language, without reference to any underlying mystic reality. Thus it is not the conflict of divine institutions and obligations that presents itself to a Shakespearean audience, but the conflict of the wordy identities of characters, cut off from the reality in which they live by the common terms of the language they share, unable then to articulate their relations to the world as they really exist.

II. The Wire as Synthesis 


In these previous discussion, the focus has been on the power of the medium—the Attic or Shakespearean stage—to evoke the reality or unreality of characters in their relation to the world. In each case, a particular kind of world-view has been advanced: one in which unreal characters stand in for the conflicts between grander forces that make up the world, or one in which real characters grapple with the power of their own words to create the contradictory worlds on stage. In each case, these views of the stage are totalizing; one, in a sense, precludes the other. It makes little sense for Antigone to engage in word play, or to portray herself as other than she is, so as to better enact her plan to bury her brother. The drama lies not in her struggle to convince others, but the impossibility that she might ever convince someone else, married with the necessity of her action. In the same way, it is difficulty to imagine Viola, in Twelfth Night, remaining silent and sure in faith that, in the end, her reality as a woman will be vindicated, if not in this life, than in another; she at all times is aware of her own rhetoric, and the way she portrays herself to others. 


But it is possible to imagine another kind of stage, which is a kind of marriage of the two previously discussed. This other stage is one in which real characters are evoked, fully formed, and possessing convincing identities, but whose conflicts are not conflicts of identity; stage portrayal here is not confined to the explication of one specific identity’s perspective and conflicts. Rather, on this stage, the portrayal of characters is only convincing insofar as their real identity is married to the institutional schema that entraps them. A character here has a real identity, whose substance is inaccessible to him or her, as in Shakespeare’s comedies, but the conflicts that result and dominate his or her life are not the result of confused, created identities, but instead, the result of outside forces—in the form of human institutions—that constrain the expression of his or her identity. That is not to say, however, that the expression of identity over the outside forces of the world is the goal of the portrayal; by no means can identity triumph over these institutions. Rather, the power of the stage here lies in drawing the contrast between the real identities of characters and their necessary submission, willingly or otherwise, to the overarching forces that structure their lives. The stage portrays equally characters and structuring institutions, but only one in terms of the other. The characters allow the institutions to become visible, at the same time that without the broad view of the institution, the characters would be incomprehensible. Thus, the stage works on us at both the Shakespearean, so to speak, and the Attic level, although neither level of portrayal is possible without the other. Since no one mode of expression is given precedence, the overall effect is one of broadness, in which one is able to place convincing characters in schemata, so as to draw out the larger dramas the characterize the world they live in. 

This, in fact, is the stage of HBO’s The Wire. The setting—or rather, the central focus of the show—is contemporary Baltimore, at a time when the city is dominated by economic inequality and corrupt government. The show, season by season, tracks characters as they work within the various institutions that, ultimately, have power only to the extent that they interact with one another to broker momentary peace; characters are torn not only by their identities, but more importantly, by the differing institutions that make demands, impossible to ignore or too enticing to forget, on their lives. In this way, by surveying the interactions of dozen of characters around the city, one experiences a broad drama, beginning at the level of individuals, anchored in time and place, running through the workings of the institutions of law enforcement, the drug trade, local business, the shipping industry, real estate, city politics, and more, at last ending at the revelation of the larger, national web of institutions that feed on one another. Characters work both above ground and underground to do what they feel is necessary to subsist both as human beings and as members of institutions, only through which, many characters find, can they survive at all.
The Wire’s goal, then, in a sense, is to portray the world as it really is; its technique, however, once placed under close scrutiny, is surprisingly subtle: its portrayal conveys both the verisimilitude of real life, without overly dwelling on any character, as well as the broadness of the institutions that dominate life in Baltimore, without falling into the didacticism of a sociology text. Precisely because The Wire is so convincing, one might fall into the illusion that one has gained a direct, privileged connection to life in Baltimore at the dawn of the 21st century; rather, when one takes a closer look, it becomes clear that The Wire, as a medium, works to construct this convincing reality only through the artificiality of a stage technique that has wide applications beyond television, to all types of narrative. It is this construction of realness that is the focus of this essay. 

Before we can understand how this reality construction is performed by The Wire, it is necessary to survey the real conditions that The Wire takes as its starting point. Only then can we understand why The Wire’s technique is both convincing, as well as necessary for the content with which it works. With that in mind, we now turn to a discussion of the world of neoliberalism.

III. The World of Neoliberalism

Neoliberal thought came to dominate the common sense of the United States, and great deal of the rest of the world, beginning in the 1970’s. Previously, in the years right after WWII, most of the West was allied in “an acceptance that the state should focus on full employment, economic growth, and the welfare of its citizens, and that state power should be freely deployed, alongside of or, if necessary, intervening in or even substituting for market processes to achieve these ends” (Harvey 10). Crucially, this involved a “class compromise” (10) between capital and labor, wherein each group was guaranteed a fair share of the economic pie—which, in the post-war years, was uninterruptedly growing. Moreover, in this system of “embedded liberalism,” states intervened to create a safety net, covering issues of health, education, even housing, in order to guarantee, in FDR’s words, “freedom from want.” Free markets were only free to the extent that they worked alongside the various social institutions which constrained them.


Following the economic crises of the 1970’s, however, a new doctrine, pushed onto the world stage by the economic elites, became popular; this doctrine, neoliberalism, turned the received wisdom of “embedded liberalism” on its head. David Harvey, describes it:

Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade (2).

Neoliberalism, in this way, holds that the state should not embed free markets within social constraints; rather, it goes so far as to assert that the goals of social programs themselves are better enacted by the automatic working of the free market; moreover, state-instituted programs, in fact, perform far more damage than good. This view, with its origins in economics, if and when allowed to flourish, reaches out to all realms of human society: 

In so far as neoliberalism values market exchange as ‘an ethic in itself, capable of acting as a guide to all human action, and substituting for all previously held ethical beliefs,’ it emphasizes the significance of contractual relations in the marketplace. It holds that the social good will be maximized by maximizing the reach of frequency of market transactions, and it seeks to bring all human action into the domain of the market (3).

This totalizing way of thinking, in the last few decades, Harvey writes, “has…become hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has pervasive effects on ways of thought to the point where it has become incorporated into the common-sense way many of interpret, live in, and understand the world” (3). In this way, it is impossible to understand the past few decades without an understanding of the unrestrained economics forces that shaped them, nor, more to the point, is it possible to understand the Baltimore of The Wire. 


To take one example, neoliberal critics tout flexibility in labor as a necessary freedom previously lacking in labor-capital relations. The effect of the “freedom” of flexibility, however, is mass unemployment and loss of job security, for in the face of large corporations and a surplus of willing workers, the individual labor has little to no power. The resulting mass unemployment and uncertainty is then used to further assault the power of labor. 

With unemployment surging to 10 per cent in the mid-1980’s, the moment was propitious to attack all forms of organized labor and to cut back on its privileges as well as its power. Transfer of industrial activity from the unionized north-east and Midwest to the non-unionized and ‘right-to-work’ states of the south, if not beyond to Mexico and South-East Asia, became standard practices…Deindustrialization of formerly unionized core industrial regions (the so-called ‘rust belt’) disempowered labor (53).

How is this possible? For one, capital is geographically mobile (169), in the form of multinational corporations. Labor, in contrast, is geographically immobile, often too poor to even stray from the same neighborhood, perhaps of Baltimore, where they were born. The corporations move their operations to non-unionized areas, sometimes even out of the country, leaving traditionally productive centers of the country, “deindustrialized.” Further intensifying this trend is the move towards a so-called “information economy,” which de-emphasizes productive manufacturing, and instead emphasizes the skilled “knowledge work” of the upper class. In both cases, the common laborer is left without a job or economic security.


In cities where factories, then, have been deserted, where men and women live without the security of the middle-class and suburbia, jobs are scarce and impoverishment is general, both for union workers and free labor. As Harvey put it, “under neoliberalization, the figure of ‘the disposable worker’ emerges as prototypical upon the world stage” (169). What happens next, is no surprise:

Stripped of the protective cover of lively democratic institutions and threatened with all manner of social dislocations, a disposable workforce inevitably turns to other institutional forms through which to construct social solidarities and express a collective will. Everything from gangs and criminal cartels, narco-trafficking networks, mini-mafias and favela bosses, through community, grassroots and non-governmental organizations, to secular cults and religious sects proliferate (171).

Indeed, this is the dynamic of The Wire, where the only hope of “the vast reservoir of apparently disposable people bereft of social protections and supportive social structures” is to,

somehow to scramble aboard the market system either as petty commodity producers, as informal vendors (of things or labor power), as petty predators to beg, steal, or violently secure some crumbs from the rich man’s table, or as participants in the vast illegal trade of trafficking in drugs, guns, women, or anything else illegal for which there is a demand (185).

This is precisely the explanation for the immobility of the lower class blacks who live in West Baltimore, slinging heroin as the only possible source of income, as well as for the lower class whites who work at the docks, working legally only a few days a month, more often skimming off the top of the shipping industry, with only a memory of the time when the plants across the river, now deindustrialized, made steel. Indeed, this is the broad picture with which The Wire begins, in which men and women live in constricting situations, bereft of the ability to make meaningful criticism of the world, for one because the very word freedom has been stolen from them. 


Finally, to conclude this brief digression on the history of neoliberalism, one final aspect to the conditioning of common-sense deserves mention, as it concerns the emphasis of an art form, namely postmodernism. In his book, Harvey describes the neoliberal restructuring of New York City in the 1970’s. There, the creation of a “good business climate” was the ultimate priority; this took the form of public funding of telecommunications infrastructure, subsidies and tax incentives for businesses. But crucially, one form of restructuring involved cultural production: New York City became the “epicenter of postmodern cultural and intellectual experimentation”:

The city’s elite institutions were mobilized to sell the image of the city as a cultural centre and tourist destination (inventing the famous logo ‘I Love New York.’) The ruling elites moved, often fractiously, to support the opening up of the cultural field to all manner of diverse cosmopolitan currents. The narcissistic exploration of self, sexuality, and identity became the leitmotif of bourgeois urban culture. Artistic freedom and artistic license, promoted by the city’s powerful cultural institutions, led, in effect, to the neoliberalization of culture. ‘Delirious New York’ (to use Rem Koolhaas’s memorable phrase) erased the collective memory of a democratic New York” (Harvey 47).

Postmodernism, in this view, is taken not as a liberating program for the revolutionary destabilization of the grand narratives of Western culture, but instead, as the reflex action of the economic system. Postmodernism’s purpose, in this view, is engineered to fit within the economic system whose priorities are the selling of commodities; the best way to insure the consumer’s corporation with business, and prevent the forming of social solidarity, is to rip apart the social fabric and promote the exploration of atomized, relativized identity through art commodities. In this way, consumers are blind to the actual problems of the world—neoliberalization, commodification, the destruction of union power, rising economic inequality—and instead they become obsessed with fake problems, like the problems of cultural identity and the self, whose fake solutions further enmesh them in the neoliberal free market. 


Moving on now, we will see, in fact, how The Wire deals with the conditions of neoliberalism in a number of ways: it dramatizes the conflicts of individuals within the constraints of the institutions left hollow in the wake of neoliberalization; it reveals the effect of neoliberal common-sense on the way individuals conceive themselves as members of their institutions; and lastly, and perhaps most importantly, demonstrates a necessary escape for narrative from the dead-end of postmodernism, in the form of a narrative that breaks through the confines of a single identity or identity-group, and instead uses precisely the depth of “real characters” to convey a broad view of societal reality, a narrative that remains convincing, cohesive, and—in this way—revolutionary, in terms of its power to elucidate the real conditions of the world. Crucially, The Wire accomplishes this without the fragmentation, insistence on the recognition of one’s unique identity, and obsession with language that characterizes the postmodern response to dealing with the world. In fact, in contrast to its own narrative method, The Wire suggests again that the attributes of postmodernism are precisely those that play into the neoliberal system, which emphasizes fleeting contracts, fragmentary social life, individual freedom over group freedom, and the use of deceptive rhetoric to sell freedom for business to the masses as freedom for the individual.


The Wire, however, does not accomplish this by turning, in reaction to the language-based artificiality of postmodernism, to the real, so to speak; instead, it follows a program of careful construction of the real, so that, through the artificiality of its medium, one is able to grasp both the reality of character’s hopes and dreams along with the reality of the stifling institutions of which they are apart.


IV. The Wire’s Power of Convince: The Construction of the Real

So to begin, on one level—the Attic level, so to speak—the show is immediately compelling as a representation of reality. This reality, in the first instance, is the hollowed-out institutional relationships that neoliberalism brings about. All relationships of this type are money relations; under neoliberalization, all existing relations are formalized into money relations, or careerist relations in the context of a business—and this becomes common sense. 


Indeed, this common-sense conditions the institutional rhetoric portrayed in The Wire, whether the institution in question is Avon Barksdale’s drug machine, or its supposed antagonist, the police force. Major William Rawls’s constant line in the homicide department is that what matters is the statistics: the number of cases left open, versus the number of cases left closed. Perhaps the central drama in The Wire’s first season centers around the fact that Lieutenant Daniels and his team (investigating Barksdale’s operation) mass all their efforts to bring down Barksdale’s whole network of dealers, while the more mundane goal of police bosses remains to throw some drugs on the table, toss a few people in jail, and claim a public relations victory. Clearly, the police force, here, is not being run as a decisive element in sustaining social welfare; instead, the police force is being run like a business, where the bottom line is key. Further, because the power structure of the police force employs this rhetoric, as well as the politicians to which it is beholden, anyone, even a maverick is forced to curb their own ambition, insofar as they are a police person, since the only possible ambition (under neoliberalism) is that of careerism, which here means rising in the hierarchical world of a quantified business operation. Indeed, The Wire, in this connection, has two types of characters: those who are no more than cogs in the system, and those who stick out of the machine. Of course, we instinctively feel for the latter—and yet, what could be more appropriate than the ending of season one? After even the cautious Lieutenant Daniels comes around to the side of the maverick under the influence of Detective McNulty, their investigation is curtailed by the higher-ups, a premature drug bust performed, and Avon Barksdale imprisoned for a mere seven years, amid much press fanfare, leaving the vast terrain of the Barksdale operation untouched. In the end, the structural inertia of the police institution proves too powerful for any maverick, however entertaining and sympathetic they might be. When, in the second season, Avon Barksdale orchestrates the commuting of his prison sentence, from inside prison, by getting his men outside to taint dope brought into the prison by a security guard (and then offering to reveal information implicating the security guard), one of the jailers remarks that, of course, Avon is playing them. And a lawyer responds, “We make the case that’s there to make.” Common sense, here, ignores any outside justification for the institution of law, except insofar as the institution is business, where certain actions are profitable, and others are not.

Crucially, the rhetoric displayed by the police and law institutions is also employed by the drug dealers themselves. In an amazing moment, Stringer Bell, Avon Barksdale’s right-hand man, is revealed to attend the local community college where he takes economics classes. In the second season, when the drug supply is running low, Stringer calls his professor aside to ask him how to market an inferior product; his professor brings up the example of WorldCom, who, after declaring bankruptcy and losing credibility, simply changed its name. Stringer calls a meeting of his drug boys, and gives them a lecture in economics; the “class,” mainly uneducated, impoverished black teenagers, quickly come to the same conclusion as Stringer’s economics professor. Here is a key example of how the ethics and actions of large corporations “trickle down” to affect the dealings of relatively small scale actors. The very fact that the perhaps unethical corporate actions of WorldCom appear to these uneducated teenagers as common sense, underlines yet again the victory of the neoliberal way of thinking. 


To take another example, at the end of the first season, D’Angelo Barksdale is condemned to twenty years in prison for his involvement with drug trafficking; he takes a huge hit, then, for his family: Avon Barksdale, D’Angelo’s mother—the real mastermind of the Barksdale organization—even Stringer Bell, express concern for him, since he’s “family.” But really, all they have concern for is the integrity of the drug operation; D’Angelo has to be placated, since he could turn informant. Avon himself needed to be pushed by D’s mother to help D’Angelo at all. Further, Stringer Bell is assigned the task of urging D’Angelo’s girlfriend to visit him in prison, and to bring along D’s son. Stringer goes, and, despite the connection of friendship and, arguably, family, after compelling D’s girlfriend’s support, the two make love on D’Angelo’s couch. In this world, the money relation, in fact, further cements the family relation, but in a vicious form, without basis in heartfelt feeling. It is precisely the obligations of family that D’s mother uses to compel D’s cooperation, when she visits him in prison, at the beginning of season two. Family is precisely that thing that traps D in the drug trade, despite his wish to escape, and despite the emptiness of feeling that family has come to represent. D’s mother makes the argument that without family support, one would be unable to get anywhere in the world. In this way, one realizes the extent to which the neoliberal world empties the family relation of its power; one is forced to fall back on family, as the one social structure seemingly untouched amid the domination of power by big business; at the same time, the commonsensical individualism of neoliberalism ensures that family is only seen precisely as a means to an end, not a legitimate motivation in its own right, thus emptying the family relation of its content, even as it becomes further entrenched.


Despite the plausibility of these examples in regard to the portrayal of the inertia and structural influence of institutions and neoliberal common sense (reinforced by the impetuses of those institutions), if these moments alone constituted The Wire, the show would remain unconvincing as a whole. Indeed, insofar as characters are portrayed as “unreal” stand-ins for larger forces that work through them, they can only be “clichés,” in a sense, “dream-images,” to return to the discussion of Attic tragedy. We might, in season one, appreciate the portrayal of drug dealers in “the pit” in West Baltimore, the portrayal of police men and women as alternatively “good cops” or “bad cops,” the politicians as sometimes genuine, sometimes snake-like. Because these clichés are embedded in our understanding of what drug-dealers, cops, and politicians do, we can understand the dramas in which they engage without problem, but also, without deep engagement, since these characters fit too easily into our already present conceptions of what cops or drug-dealers are. One might, in this case, get a sense of the ways in which these characters are implicated in their institutions, just as we understand, in Antigone, that while Antigone may not seem a fully formed, “real” character, that she is nevertheless implicated, meaningfully, in the different obligations of the gods; but because such characters are only clichés, we enter into the drama with the drama already completed in ourselves, so to speak. We know what Antigone must do; we know what drug-dealers must do; we barely need to wait until the end of the episode to surmise how Fate will arrange things. Because such clichés fit into our understanding already, we have no need to try to understand the characters further as willing or unwilling members of their institutions; we can simply write them off as understood without further thought—nothing new, then, would have been exposed.
 In this case, we would experience the necessity of the drama not in terms of the necessity of the obligations of higher forces—institutions—but in terms of the necessity of the stereotype or cliché. This too is the problem of giving the sociological diagnosis of the world of neoliberalism; in that discourse, one can only speak of drug dealers, the police, black or white teenagers—never individuals, and even less of a collective of individuals.


In order to solve this problem of representation, The Wire employs what we might call a Shakespearean technique. Nearly every drug-dealer or policeperson, for example, is also highly individuated in a way incommensurable with their cliché, or role. For example, at one point in the first season, D’Angelo is told, without explanation, to take a ride with Wee-Bey, one of Avon’s dealers and hit men. D’Angelo, himself, is individuated in the way he feels alienated by the violence of drug dealing, by the nagging sense that he can never escape his background. In one scene, he takes his girlfriend to an expensive restaurant and asks her, if she thinks everyone at the restaurant knows they do not belong. She answers that, if you’ve got money, it doesn’t matter where you’re from. But by the end of the dinner, however, D’Angelo reveals himself as unacculturated to the upper-class lifestyle: he tries to take a desert from a cart, and the waiter has to tell him to wait a moment, because that desert was only on display. This sense of D’Angelo’s individuated character builds slowly over the course of the first season through small details like this; indeed, in the first episode, D is presented as little more than an insolent bit-player who, trigger happy, killed a man unnecessarily. It is only through the accumulation of small details over time—like the fact that D takes hours to get dressed every morning—that we start to recognize D’Angelo as “real” person and, as such, defying our expectations about who he might really be, in a way similar to the unpredictability and verisimilitude of the self-creating characters of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. Indeed, to return to the first example, D’Angelo, given no explanation, takes a drive with Wee-Bey, ending up at a darkened house. Wee-Bey refuses to tell him why they’ve come; D’Angelo enters the house, and, for a moment, we see his face crumple as he comes close to crying, at either the thought that he himself is going to be hit, or else they have come to kill someone else—when all D wants is a way out of the drug game. Wee-Bey switches on the lights; the room is filled with fish tanks. Wee-Bey explains that this is his own house, that he has to go up to Philadelphia, and needs D to look after his fish while he’s gone. And later, in prison, a certain prison guard, one of whose relatives Wee-Bey admitted to killing, harasses him—in the worst way possible for Wee-Bey—by spilling on the floor his portable aquarium with plastic fish. It is small details like these that cause the seeming clichés of a drama like The Wire to become real, fleshed, and individuated. Characters suddenly become well-lit by their own specific identities, even as they remain implicated in the larger dramas that suggested their clichés in the first place.


To take another example, Wallace, one of the young drug dealers in “the pit,” not only works for the Barksdale operation, but also squats with perhaps a dozen siblings, much younger than he, in a nearby house; every morning, as they troop off to school, he hands them each a bag of chips and a juice-box. Sometimes there isn’t enough for all of them. Later in the season, Wallace tips off Stringer that one of Barksdale’s enemies—a boy working with the drug thief, Omar—is playing in an nearby arcade. The next morning, Omar’s boy’s flayed body is left on a car outside Wallace’s house; Wallace has a nervous break-down. Soon enough, he confesses what he knows to the police, and they send him down to his grandmother’s house outside Baltimore. As Lieutenant Daniels and he walk up to the house, Wallace asks, “What’s that sound?” Daniels responds, “Crickets.” He has never heard them before. At another moment, one of Wallace’s cohorts is driving up to Philadelphia to make a drug deal. It is the first time he has been given a task of this magnitude, and also the first time he has left Baltimore. As they exit the city, their usual radio station starts to fade, and he asks, what’s wrong? He has no idea that the radio is different from region to region. They turn the dial, looking for something to listen to, and for the rest of the episode, in the car, the radio can be heard playing “Prairie Home Companion”


Any number of further examples could be offered, from the McNulty brothers’ tradition of driving up separately to the same parking lot, to smoke a cigarette and chat, to the garish orange couch in the middle of “the pit,” which, as a concrete symbol, sticks in one’s mind so that, at any moment, one can call to memory all the relations and events, jokes and horrors, that happened on the couch. At the end of the first season, after the big drug bust, the dealers have to switch up their operation; the first thing to go is the couch. And in a way incommensurate with the idea of drug trafficking and police dealings, one feels a mournful sinking at the end of an era. 


Perhaps at this point we can understand, then, why The Wire is so compelling, that is to say, how it works on the level of narrative. The Wire, to begin with, is a portrayal of the schematic relations that connect the various institutions of Baltimore together: specifically, neoliberal money relations. At another level, The Wire is a portrayal of real characters, who seem to have an identity above and beyond whatever schematic relation in which they play a part. And yet, The Wire does much more than simply put a face on a sociological statistic; The Wire is not a subjective account, filtered through the identity of one character, or even a number, of what life might really be like in Baltimore. In fact, one dwells neither on the realism of the details, nor the realism of the relations, but instead, one is only aware of the marriage of the two. Characters, by nature, are trapped in a web of institutions and obligations; nevertheless, they seem to have a reality beyond the institution. Crucially, however, it is only the very contrast between the cliché of a character’s role and the realism of their identity—in the context of their role—that makes either compelling at all. One only appreciates Wee-Bey’s love of fish in contrast to his status as a drug-dealer, and one only appreciates his status as a drug-dealer only because his love of fish makes him neither a statistic nor a cliché, but, seemingly, the real thing. Characters are individuated in contrast to, and in the context of, their institutional relations—which they make poignant and real—not as a result of their institutional relations.


What is curious about The Wire, however, is that, while watching the show, the viwer simply accepts the seeming realism of the drama, without necessarily understanding the subtly of its presentation. One is left with a feeling that somehow this is what Baltimore, as a whole, is really like. It is clear now that The Wire accomplishes this feat not through simple realism, but instead through the construction of realism, by rapidly moving between highly individuated characters in relatively distant situations—the drug dealers in West Baltimore, the police downtown, the stevedores on the docks by the river—which, in any case, is only possible because the characters involved are so heavily individuated, that one need not belabor any single character or focus on any particular hero for the narrative of the show to be compelling. It is precisely the individuated nature of the characters that allows the far-flung workings of neoliberal relations between institutions—instantiated in the form of the characters who act like clichés in the context of these institutions—to become visible, since many characters (and thus relations), perfectly believable, can be surveyed nearly simultaneously, as they make real both their identities as well as the neoliberal relations that characterize their world. There is nothing naturalistic in this film technique; rather it is only through artificiality that The Wire can access the real. 

V. Reality Within The Wire


This, however, is not a complete explanation. One cannot simply separate identity from institutions, as if one’s identity were someplace else, untouched by the institutional relationships one is implicated in; a character does not strike one as real simply because they both work within institutions and have a real, separate identity elsewhere. Rather, it is precisely the tension within every character in The Wire, which lies in the way that their identity and their institutional relations are portrayed, as well as the way in which their identities themselves are conditioned within the institutional relationship, that makes each character real. Every character’s real identity, in this way, is inseparable from the institutions within which they are involved; the marriage of real identities and the abstract, unreal forces of institutions is only compelling insofar as a tension develops between the struggle to have an identity free from neoliberal institutions, and the impossibility of doing so. In this way, the stage of The Wire is not simply a mixture of the Attic and Shakespearean stages, but a true synthesis.


Intriguingly, within The Wire, characters often talk about being “real.” The standard farewell among the drug-dealers is, “keep it real.” Characters are asked, “You real?” Keema, one of the police, is shot on the job at the end of the first season; she refuses to identify one of her assailants, although she knows he was there, because she could not see his face. McNulty, afterwards, refers to her, admiringly, as “real police.” What is the sentiment common to these usages?


When Stringer Bell leaves “the pit,” and tells his men there, whom he has just given orders, “to keep it real,” the idea is something like, be strong and sure insofar as one is a drug dealer; be loyal to your group; do the right thing by the people who provide for you. In this sense, it is conflated with another idea, which is referred to time and again in the show, which is to “play the game.” Keema is real police in the sense that she is loyal to the ethos of the police institution; her being shot is simply part of the game, and as such, excusable in context: that’s just how it goes.
 The aftermath of her injury, in which cops all over the city rampage violently and indiscriminately against drug traffickers, is also part of the game: you get our own, we get yours. Realness for characters, subjectively speaking, then, is not having one’s identity separate from one’s institutional obligations; instead, realness is precisely making real the institutional relations of neoliberalism; it is doing what one has to do, moving up in the world, playing or being played. Avon Barksdale, in the second season, is confronted by D’Angelo in prison; D’Angelo accuses him of orchestrating the planting of tainted dope which caused the death of a number of inmates. Avon tells him not to worry: it is not about himself, or about D’Angelo; it’s just part of the game. “There’s the play on the inside, the play on the outside; we got it all covered,” he says. Indeed, the last episode of the first season begins with an epigraph: “‘all in the game...’ – Traditional West Baltimore.” 


The common-sense of neoliberalism appears here again. One is a real actor in the world only insofar as one plays the game; but, what is the game? The game is real life, but rather than seen as a life full of real and living people, the game of life is a game where people are only tools of one player or another, doing what they have to do, as if a death in the game were not a death in real life. In the same way, under neoliberalism, the freeing up of markets and the loss of social welfare turns every action into merely one action in the game of the free market; impoverishment, drug addiction, lack of social mobility are all part of the game. The sense is precisely, you have to play or get played; there is no backup plan; no one has your back. It is this radical individualism that neoliberalism takes pride in. David Harvey writes,

While personal and individual freedom in the marketplace is guaranteed, each individual is held responsible and accountable for his or her own actions and well-being…Individual success or failure are interpreted in terms of entrepreneurial virtues of personal failings…rather than being attributed to any systemic property (66). 

Even characters like D’Angelo, who seek constantly a way out of the game, cannot imagine, but only hope for a way of being divorced from his place of origin and economic level. We sympathize with his frustration because it is clear that no matter how far he runs, he will always be implicated in the game of neoliberalism, whether it is the game of slinging heroin, of playing the part of the police, or of playing in the sycophantic political circus. Further, to play any of these games, one must somehow learn the rules, which impinges on one’s identity. The Wire, then, makes visible the way in which neoliberal common sense constrains the very identities of characters, through whose reality alone can one portray successfully the neoliberal conditions under which they live.


One scene which drives this point home lies early in the first season; D’Angelo finds Wallace and Brodie in “the pit,” playing checkers on a chess board, as apt a metaphor as any for the reality of these impoverished black teenagers, trying to make ends meet and move up in the drug world—the only game they have access too—when real power, in fact, is wielded in the neoliberal game of corporate strategizing. D’Angelo explains to them the rules of chess; each piece seems to symbolize someone in the drug organization. The teenagers identify, of course, with the pawns; D’Angelo explains that pawns are expendable, and one of them asks, “But what if you’re a smart-ass pawn?” And of course, that is beside the point. Under neoliberalism, everything becomes a game of vying for power; everything is part of the rules of the game, and so justified; moreover, the game is supposed to be fair, when in fact it never is. In theory, no one starts with an advantage, nor should anyone get any advantage to begin with. The down-side is that if you start out as a pawn, in the world of corporate dominion over the supposedly free market, you stay a pawn; more, even if you could escape the game, everything else in the world has been subsumed into the larger game of the capitalist market. It seems one only has reality—or even a means of living—insofar as one plays the game; in order to live, one has to play; but once one plays, one’s life is no longer one’s own. D’s hope is for a life elsewhere, where no one knows him, where he can start over. The tragedy of his character lies in the tension between his real identity—formed in reaction to the game forced upon him—and his continued existence as a pawn in the large schema of institutional relations; no matter how far he runs, there will always be another game. Real life is indeed elsewhere, but only insofar as that, under neoliberalism, one’s life is only admissible as part of the game; life is elsewhere because one has no access to the real substance of one’s life, not due to the appearance created by words (as in Shakespeare), but because one’s own identity is tainted by the conditions from which one originates, from the common-sense of a neoliberal world. One cannot sever one’s identity from this world of institutions; one is always on one chess board or another, and one cannot always decide to play on the board of one’s choosing.

As a final example, consider the case of Omar, who makes his living threatening drug dealers with his firepower and stealing their drugs to resell. He throws the entire workings of the rhetoric of “the game” into visibility, since he doesn’t care about their game, or how he is perceived. When the drug dealers hit someone—like Omar’s boys—they justify it, saying more-or-less, that he was a liability, and that the murder was just part of the game. When Omar steals drugs by threat of force, he smiles and says, now ironically, it’s all part of the game, as if to say, once we start playing a game, I can do everything to you—murder—that you did to me—murder. Omar, then, chooses to play the drug dealer’s game. Thus, for him, the game is visible in its absurd artificiality; he makes us realize the extent to which real people are being conditioned by the artificiality of a “game” that existed before them, will exist after them, and has nothing to do with them, but for which lives are lost. And yet, Omar, in choosing to play their game, simply draws further attention to that fact that there are games that he cannot choose to play; in Baltimore, one cannot simply find a job, even if one wanted to work; there is no work; one cannot just choose to play the game of legal employment. And even if one did, too, one would be playing yet one more game.
VI. Conclusions For The Art


Watching The Wire is a strange experience: one is left feeling thoroughly entertained, as well as edified. It is in particular the latter feeling that is curious; how can a show which seems on the surface merely entertaining, impart, without any visible effort on its part, a thorough education about the reality of the world? 


The answer lies in the complex way in which The Wire constructs on stage a representation of the world. On one hand, one can see The Wire, as David Simon, in fact, encourages one, as a Greek tragedy, but having in place of gods, institutions. Characters act like the unreal dream-symbols of Attic tragedy, implicated in forces and obligations out of their control in time and space; characters feel the forces of different institutions pulling them in different directions; their institutions obligate them to perform actions with which they may not feel comfortable; moreover, these different gods are all related to a unifying ground of being: the conditions of neoliberalism, which have become cemented over the last few decades.


At the same time, however, characters are heavily individuated in a way more similar to Shakespearean comedy than Attic tragedy; through the accumulation of detail and concrete information, characters seem to pop out of the narrative and become visible as well as understandable in a way very unlike the incomprehensible steadfastness of Antigone. But, in The Wire, characters do not create their own worlds, that is, identities, through words; instead, their identities are visible only in reaction to the institutional conditions which created them. One is not left to dwell on why or how Wee-Bey loves fish; instead, Wee-Bey’s fish, or the verisimilitude of the orange couch in “the pit,” solidify the substance of the characters involved—at least in our minds—only because they stand in such stark contrast to the game-like abstractions that really characterize the workings of the world. Characters have little access, like in Shakespeare, to their own substance; this, however, is because the institutions of neoliberalism prevent that access, forcing each character to fit one’s identity within the larger schema of “the game.”


The concrete evocation of identity, then, allows The Wire to rapidly switch from character to character in a way seamless to the viewer, so as to reveal broadly the workings of many interconnected systems, each conditioning the characters under the sway. The very reality of the characters allows the more abstract unreality of the far-flung relations of neoliberalism to become visible, since the latter are only comprehensible when one considers actors en masse and implicated in a complex network of differing games. In this way, The Wire acts as a peculiar synthesis of Attic tragedy and Shakespearean comedy, wherein character make us laugh and cry, even as we are stunned silent by the grand, contrasting panorama of entrapment and despair from which there is little escape—that is, for the characters at least. In making the problematic of neoliberalism visible, The Wire, in fact, implicates us, the viewers, in neoliberalism’s grander scheme, and as such, having been educated, the show makes us conscious—without, perhaps, our realizing it—of the common-sense that neoliberal thought has foisted on us. The miracle of The Wire’s artificiality as a medium is that it entertains and edifies, without didacticism of any sort. 


In this way, The Wire provides one kind of redemption for the contemporary narrative. The show cannot be classified as simply a social realist work, since although it has social concerns, nevertheless, the mechanics of the show remain thoroughly artificial, and indeed, literary in their workings. More than that, The Wire distances itself from two dominant strains in current narrative work. On one hand, The Wire, in making visible the economic conditions that shape our lives, gives lie to the postmodern claim that in order to destabilize the dominant system, or narrative, one must fragment one’s work, and narrow one’s focus on the ways in which language itself creates structures. Rather, The Wire calls the very view that the dominant system is merely a narrative into question; it does not experiment with cinematic technique or fragmented storytelling; and, indeed, by its insistence on not doing so, it draws attention to the fact that perhaps postmodernism might simply be the reflex action of the neoliberal economy, which emphasizes disconnected individuals, relativism, and fleeting interaction. The Wire escapes from the morass of the struggle to make universal statements from a relative perspective, and from the difficulty of using the discourse of the dominant power structure for one’s own purposes, by showing that power is not created through discourse, but rather through the very workings of institutions and money relations that create a situation in which postmodernism flourishes, being nothing relativistic about the latter claim. Finally, The Wire forges a path away from an instance of identity politics, and narratives of identity, which attempt to give voice to the formerly voiceless, to let a silenced subjectivity offer its take on the world. The Wire, instead, by its own example, shows that one single subjectivity will always be blind; it will interpret all problems in the world as problems relating to that one specific identity. In these narratives, problems in the world are ascribed to racism or discrimination, which, while not always entirely absent from the problem, hide what may be the real problems in the world, which are divorced from any particular subjectivity, and in fact, only accessible to an objective view of the world: such matters as economic inequality and the harmful freedoms of corporations under neoliberal capitalism. The Wire, in transcending the subjectivity of any one of its characters—as they all contribute a part of their identity and position in the world to the revelation of the larger structure which connects them all—suggests the possibility of a more objective, incendiary, and evocative narrative, that can make us feel for its characters as real people, implicated in the world structure, even as we become acutely aware of the invisible forces that run through our lives. In fact, The Wire shows that, if one is honest, each of these two goals is impossible, as such, without the other.

�	 The case is perhaps slightly different for Antigone, since she is less of a cliché, in the sense a cop or a drug-dealer might be a cliché, but more properly a stand-in for an unfamiliar larger force or idea. Because this larger force is unfamiliar, the drama, which, in any case, has held our attention for a few millennia, lies in the revelation of the unknown extent of that force. If that larger force were a familiar one, Antigone would precisely be a cliché.


�	 McNulty and Keema’s discussion, in the hospital after her injury, on whether going undercover and getting shot is worth it (the answer is no), only serves to highlight this point; even after their talk, they both continue, gladly, to play the game.






