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The America Left Behind: 
An Exploration of Audience Empathy and  

The Wire’s Baltimore 
By  

Alexandra Harper 
 
 

he Wire is a “smear on this city [Baltimore] that 
will take decades to overcome” is what former 
Police Commissioner Frederick H. Bealefeld III 

said of the series at a 2011 event (Fenton).  Bealefeld, 
who was Police Commissioner during the original cable 
run of the series, expressed his disgust at the contrast 
between crime shows based in New York, Miami, and 
Los Angeles and The Wire.  The former series cast 
actors who look like models and include cars that 
should be in museums to create unrealistic settings 
while Baltimore gets hopelessness, drug dealers, and 
violence.  Unlike those other shows, The Wire uniquely 
aspires to a form of documentary-like truth (Fenton).  It 
transcends entertainment to become a realistic 
ethnography of the marginalized population, and not 
just people at the margins in Baltimore but throughout 
America.  The Wire owes no apologies for its portrayal 
of Baltimore, however, because it is through its 
intersectional representation of the drug war, the 
decline of the middle class, corruption at all levels of 
institutions, and other hard truths that The Wire is able 
to create a space for empathy to connect viewers with 
characters, situations, and obstacles far removed from 
their daily lives.  As a native Baltimorean, I understand 

T 
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why some criticize The Wire’s negative portrayal of our 
city.  Yet, along with other native Baltimoreans of my 
acquaintance, I have divided opinions about the series.  
On the one hand, we are diehard fans of the show as 
it exposes the “real life” of inner city Baltimore in a way 
that allows us to break out of what we call the 
“Baltimore Bubble” and empathize with a part of our city 
that we don’t encounter on a daily basis, but on the 
other hand, we, too, are troubled by the show’s 
consistently negative plotlines, which is probably 
exactly what the creators of the series intended.   
 Those who want to watch a show that wraps up 
its characters and plotlines in a nice little bow will not 
be fans of The Wire.  The series exposes complex 
narratives, which many do not believe provide a 
positive image of Baltimore.  For example, at a 2002 
city council meeting where advocates were attempting 
to find ways to promote Baltimore’s positive attributes 
in spite of The Wire, Council President Sheila Dixon 
asked show creator and Baltimore native David Simon 
if he had ever thought of “writing something pretty or 
positive about Baltimore.”  He responded, “I write what 
I know” (Fenton).  As a fan of the show, I argue that 
The Wire is not supposed to be pretty or positive.  
Instead, it tells tales in which the poor and marginalized 
are rendered as human, which makes the realism of 
The Wire challenging, like life itself.  Simon says the 
stories shown in the fictionalized city of Baltimore are 
exposed “in the hopes that they would be honest and 
relevant to the whole of our city, to our divided 
American society, and to the fundamental necessity 
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that is our shared future [in hopes that] such storytelling 
might help lead to redress and reconsideration of 
certain policies and priorities” (Simon in The Wire and 
Baltimore 1).  The mere fact that the actual City Council 
took time to discuss The Wire, a cable television series, 
proves the impact the show has had on Baltimore.  
Simon wanted The Wire to connect people of different 
classes, races, and genders through his criticism of the 
social conflicts in Baltimore in hopes of creating 
empathy for his Baltimore.   He certainly succeeded in 
launching a conversation. 
 Many Baltimoreans, and even those outside the 
“Baltimore bubble,” have criticized the negative light in 
which The Wire portrays inner city Baltimore, saying 
that the show misleads viewers into thinking they are 
seeing the whole picture of Baltimore.  Most concur that 
The Wire functions as a radical critique of class, race, 
and gender stereotypes, and I also argue that The Wire 
creates a world where viewers who live very different 
lives from those depicted on the screen are able to 
connect with the marginalized characters presented 
because of the show’s ability to make its characters 
realistic and, therefore, relatable.  David Simon’s 
motives were not to portray Baltimore in a negative light 
but to present the city in an authentic way.  He still 
contends, however, that the show is not about any of 
the singular issues addressed.  He writes:  

 
[It was] not about crime.  Or punishment.  
Or the drug war.  Or politics.  Or race.  
Or education, labor relations or 
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journalism.  It was about The City.  It is 
how we in the West live at the 
millennium, an urbanized species 
compacted together, sharing a common 
love, awe, and fear of what we have 
rendered not only in Baltimore or St. 
Louis or Chicago, but in Manchester or 
Amsterdam or Mexico City as well 
(Simon in Alvarez 3).   

 
Here, Simon links the experience of the Baltimorean 
with that of the Chicagoan through his challenges to 
public policies and practices that reinforce the culture 
of poverty and criminality seen in The Wire.  When 
Simon says that The Wire was not about punishment, 
the drug war, or politics, he is arguing that the show is 
about the characters and how they deal with life.  It 
wouldn’t really matter if the show were set somewhere 
other than Baltimore because the obstacles these 
characters face could happen in cities throughout the 
developed world.  In this way, Simon makes it possible 
for the non-inner city-Baltimorean to connect with The 
Wire’s Baltimore.   
 Unlike other shows centered on crime, such as 
NCIS, CSI, Criminal Minds, and Law and Order, The 
Wire represents the evolution of the crime genre as it 
breaks away from the standard narrative structure of 
wrapping up a case in one episode and, instead, 
encompasses a serial narrative throughout a whole 
season if not the entire series.  Furthermore, “The Wire 
debunks those competing versions as somehow 
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counterfeit [through its] appreciation for the quotidian” 
(Hsa 512).   It is through this evolution of a longer story 
arc that The Wire is able to reveal a complex social 
analysis.  Many viewers may become impatient with 
The Wire’s slow plot; it is just such gradual 
development, however, that allows viewers to trust in 
the show’s realism and become deeply entrenched in 
world unfolding onscreen.  As Hua Hsu explains, “The 
series rewards its viewers with access to what we 
presume as a trustworthy, unfiltered experience of 
Baltimore” (510).  For example, viewers don’t even fully 
understand the title of the show until the fifth episode 
when the Baltimore police finally get permission to 
clone D’Angelo Barksdale’s pager and use the wiretap 
to keep Barskdale drug organization under surveillance 
(1.05).  After receiving permission for the wiretap, Kima 
Greggs and Jimmy McNulty, who are both detectives 
on special assignment, along with the Assistant State’s 
Attorney, Rhonda Pearlman, discuss the connection 
between the wire and the game:  
 

Kima: We up now.   
Pearlman: It official.  You’re up.   
McNulty: And, let the game begin.    
 

Such a little conversation signals that the police detail 
is finally getting into “The Game.” The Game is a term 
used in the show that references the plotlines of The 
Wire related mostly, but not exclusively, to the drug 
trade.  The term “the wire,” similarly references the 
connection between the viewers and the marginalized 
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characters and it suggests the way the show allows 
viewers to eavesdrop on the politics of the show 
through its creation of the realistic world of The Wire.  
Viewers can be transported from their sofas to inside 
The Game and feel like a part of the action.  The result 
is an insider effect, which is established by the gradual 
development of the storylines and characters as well 
as the connection between the viewer and the “real” 
Baltimore.  This results in viewers having an 
empathetic attachment to characters representing 
people they would be unlikely to encounter in real life.   
 What critics, like Commissioner Bealefeld, fail to 
understand is that The Wire was not created to be a 
critique of Baltimore; it is, instead, designed to tell 
stories relevant to any number of forgotten American 
cities where problems are complex and national, not 
simple and intimate.  By choosing an actual city, where 
economic forces, political complications, class 
structures, and racial boundaries exist, the story of The 
Wire becomes even more real, and the viewers have 
the opportunity to become more empathetic because 
of encountering the “negative” depiction of Baltimore.  
According to studies conducted by Raymond Mar, a 
psychologist at York University in Canada, and Keith 
Oatley, a professor emeritus of cognitive psychology at 
the University of Toronto, literary fiction improves a 
reader’s capacity to understand and empathize with 
what others are thinking and feeling.  Studies like this 
show that people who engage with literature are more 
empathetic than those who do not, and the same is true 
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for those who engage with complex humanist 
narratives such as The Wire.    
 Not every viewer can actually work in downtown 
Baltimore as a drug dealer or as a police officer, but 
The Wire imbues its characters with traits that even the 
90-year-old, passive grandma can understand and 
appreciate.  Furthermore, even the 90-year-old can 
relate to family dynamics, life cycles, and friendship 
present in The Wire because the show addresses what 
many term universal topics.  One common struggle that 
almost every character in The Wire struggles with is 
work-life balance (Hsa 512).  For example, in a 
conversation with McNulty, Detective Lester Freamon 
criticizes McNulty for sacrificing his family for the job 
(3.09): 
 

Freamon: Tell me something, Jimmy.  
How do you think it all ends? 

 McNulty: What do you mean? 
Freamon: A parade, a golden watch, a 
shining Jimmy McNulty Day moment 
when you bring in a case so sweet 
everyone gets together and says, “Oh, 
shit.  He was right all along.  We should 
have listened to the man.”  The job will 
not save you, Jimmy.  It won’t make you 
whole.  It won’t fill your ass up.   
McNulty: I don’t know, a good case . . .   
Freamon: . . . ends, they all end.   
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Freamon goes on to say that McNulty needs to 
find a life.  “A life.  A life, Jimmy.  You know what that 
is? It’s the shit that happens when you are waiting for 
moments that never come” (3.09).  Through this 
conversation, Freamon is demanding viewers to ask 
themselves whether their work is enough, a question 
that binds the audience to The Wire’s characters (Hsa 
517).   

If Simon did not portray Baltimore in such a 
realistic and emotionally challenging light, The Wire’s 
authentic connection with its viewers would not invite 
the same level of empathy.  It is through Simon’s 
understanding of inner city Baltimore that privileged 
viewers at home learn about and pay attention to social 
issues affecting the marginalized and the 
impoverished.   While this is not the same as direct 
experience, connections established through the show 
are better than not interrogating these ideas at all and 
may open channels for concern if not interaction.  The 
engaged viewer will appreciate Simon’s Baltimore 
because his narrative invites viewers not only to 
observe The Game but also to participate in it.  Each 
season adds a context into the mix to expose viewers 
to new social issues and institutions: the nation’s war 
on drugs (Season One); The presence of unions 
(Season Two); the corrupt political structure (Season 
Three); the beleaguered, inadequate school system 
(Season Four); and, the challenges and faults of 
modern journalism (Season Five).  Simon demands 
that his viewers engage with these institutional failures 
by telling stories about issues set in Baltimore in ways 
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that connect with the individual watching from his or her 
couch.  At the same time, he forces viewers to move 
outside their comfort zones and think differently about 
and empathize with issues and characters that before 
seemed remote at best.   

Such binding of viewer and character can only 
occur through tactics that create viewer empathy.  In 
“‘The Dickinson Aspect”: Melodrama Viewer 
Engagement, and the Socially Conscious Text,” 
Amanda Ann Klein argues that the presence of moral 
ambiguity and the denial of nostalgia procure viewer 
empathy.  She argues that The Wire purposely denies 
the audience the instruction of what is right and wrong, 
which results in the viewers having to decide for 
themselves (Klein 182).  While some might contend 
that such a choice is frustrating because the show 
should instruct viewers on the terms of morality in The 
Wire, I argue that this choice is another example of 
Simon constructing a realistic timeline of events and a 
realistic world to allow viewers to watch a more 
authentic narrative.    

Klein uses the invention of the “Free Zone,” or 
Hamsterdam, in Season Three as her example.  She 
argues that The Wire “subverts the conventional black-
and-white melodramatic morality by refusing to tell the 
audience whether the loss of Hamsterdam is 
something to be mourned or celebrated” in the 
surprising ending scene of the Season Three finale 
(Klein 183).   Where one would expect the action scene 
that shuts down Hamsterdam and tackles druggies to 
the ground to end the season in order to give justice to 



26 
 

the characters and viewers, the season ends instead 
with a conversation between Major Howard “Bunny” 
Colvin, who set up the experimental drug free zones, 
and Reginald “Bubbles” Cousins, an addict and 
valuable confidential informant.  In reference to 
Hamsterdam, Colvin says, “It was a good thing, huh?” 
and Bubbles replies, “I’m just saying” as he walks away 
leaving the viewers, like Colvin, unsure of what is right 
and what is wrong (3.12).  We, as viewers, must 
remember that The Wire is not neat; it’s messy and 
complicated, and if we really look back, we should not 
be surprised or frustrated by the finale.  While such 
empathy with Colvin’s radical “free zone” experiment 
has been cultivated all season, the ending further 
represents that justice in Baltimore has not been 
achieved.  Like the struggle between the job and the 
life, moral ambiguity enables The Wire to incorporate 
viewers into their Baltimore because such topics 
humanize the relationship between viewer and the 
characters.   

While the series has received criticism for its 
portrayal of Baltimore, it is clear that David Simon 
artistically generates empathy for the ostracized in a 
way that creates a space for universal discussion 
among viewers.  Even though some Baltimoreans have 
issues with The Wire, as someone who was raised 
inside the Baltimore Bubble, I disagree with Sheila 
Dixon and Commissioner Bealefeld’s perspective 
because I think that they fail to acknowledge the bigger 
picture of The Wire.  Even though the series is about 
Baltimore, it incorporates themes that outsiders can 
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relate to and generates empathy that supersedes 
negative images of the city.  Through The Wire, Simon 
is able to have an impact on his viewers because his 
ambiguous endings allow fans to remember and 
internalize The Wire’s social conflicts.  The Wire’s 
lasting impact defies critics who judge the series for its 
depiction of Baltimore.  It is the authenticity of The 
Wire’s Baltimore that creates such an unbreakable 
bond between its viewers and its marginalized 
characters, and it is the broader themes and 
exploration of humanity that transcend Baltimore and 
make the city a stand-in for urban landscapes 
everywhere.   
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Black Masculinity as Portrayed in The Wire 
By  

Maddie Langr 
 

Black men and their issues are always 
already framed as problems. Such general 
framing of Black men leads to causal links 
in the public imagination that create 
antagonisms toward Black males, largely 
instigated by the belief that Black men are 
criminally and violently inclined… This 
dynamic, of course, plays out in every 
institutional area from public education, the 
labor force, and health care (particularly 
mental health) to, most tragically, the 
criminal justice system, something that 
many were reminded of with the shooting 
of Trayvon Martin in February 2012. As 
such, Black men are seemingly bound to 
and bound by their legibility (Neal 6).  
 
ommunities of color exist within a frame of 
constant, gratuitous violence and surveillance.  
Violence against Black individuals in America is 

nothing new; this violence has existed since our 
country was founded and continues today. Recently, 
more attention has been given to the murders of Black 
individuals by the police who rarely, if ever, are 
punished for committing unnecessary acts of violence 
that lead to death in far too many instances.  Rumain 
Brisbon was shot and killed after police thought his 

C 
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bottle of pills was a gun; 12-year-old Tamir Rice was 
killed for holding a BB gun; Kajieme Powell was 
unarmed and shot after cops received a call accusing 
him of stealing pastries and energy drinks; Yvette 
Smith was shot after she opened her front door when 
the cops were responding to a domestic disturbance 
call; and, Jonathen Ferrel was shot by the police after 
approaching a nearby house to ask for help after a car 
crash (Juzwiak and Chan). This list is nowhere near 
comprehensive but demonstrates the white 
supremacist values that constantly devalue Black 
bodies.  There is no one, complete explanation for why 
this violence continues to be accepted and normalized, 
but there are many spheres of life in which racist 
stereotypes of Black people infiltrate America’s 
thoughts and actions.  
 One avenue that communicates negative 
stereotypes (and is by no stretch the root cause of 
these stereotypes) about Black individuals is the 
media.  This essay will focus specifically on the ways 
in which images of Black men in The Wire could be co-
opted by white culture in a dangerous way that seeks 
to make Black masculinity legible as a means to profile 
all Black men as violent criminals.  Although uncritical 
viewers risk using information portrayed in The Wire to 
essentialize Black individuals as drug dealers and 
criminals, the nuances of the characters and the 
structural criticism of capitalism in the show serve as 
critiques of how Black individuals have been defined as 
criminal in the first place.  Film and television studies 
must question stereotypes that are produced within the 
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media because “insofar as Black males are concerned, 
the stereotypes perpetuated by the media are 
important, not determinative, for the continued 
production of their inequality” (Lemelle 36).  
Considering the way that oppression exists through 
stereotypes necessitates and interrogation of the way 
in which privilege can foster and uphold systems of 
oppression. 
 Privilege and oppression exist on an 
intersectional spectrum. Individuals are composed of 
various identity categories including, but not limited to, 
race, ethnicity, religion, able-bodiedness, age, class, 
sexuality and gender.  Society is structured in terms of 
a hierarchy with the most privileged individuals at the 
top of the hierarchy.  This essay is concerned with the 
intersection of race with gender specifically in context 
of Black men.  Men and White people exist as 
individuals who receive political and social privilege.  
This privilege does not exist monolithically.  White men 
receive male privilege in a different way than Black 
men because race often obscures Black men’s ability 
to access the same form of male privilege in many 
instances.  Black masculinity is perceived differently 
than White masculinity.  White masculinity is praised 
for being powerful, protective, paternalistic, 
nationalistic and brave.  Black masculinity has led to 
Black men being hyper-sexualized, exoticized, and 
portrayed as criminals.  “That the most ‘legible’ black 
male body is often thought to be a criminal body and/or 
body in need of policing and containment – 
incarceration – is just a reminder that the Black male 
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body that so seduces America is just as often the 
bogeyman that keeps America awake at night” (Neal 
5).  Despite the intrigue America has with Black men, 
they are rarely at the front and center of important 
conversations in a positive way.  
 Centering the discussion on Black masculinity is 
a unique act within itself because “this perspective 
disrupts the comfort found in typical discourse about 
masculinity.  It questions the usual arrangement of 
thought” (Lemelle 40).  Viewing The Wire requires 
taking a critical position on what the information 
provided in the series is telling us.  We must be 
“interested in providing alternative ways of looking at 
how Black males arrived at their social positions and 
thereby in suggesting possibilities for realizing greater 
human freedom, in terms of both life quality and life 
span” (Lemelle 40).  Viewers must not jump to 
assumptions they are taught about Black men being 
lazy, criminal, and sub-human.  Not only are these 
assumptions racist and false, they also lack a backing 
of historical structural criticism.  The logic of domination 
and production allowed for elites to ship hundreds of 
thousands of Black individuals to North America and 
enslave them.  The Thirteenth Amendment technically 
abolished slavery but did not abolish the slave-master 
dichotomy or dismantle the logic of domination.  Macro 
politics don’t automatically challenge the micro 
practices and beliefs that individuals hold.  It’s no 
wonder that there is still a large population of Black 
people living below the poverty line given the structural 
history of enslavement and dehumanization Black 
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people in America have experienced.  Viewers must 
view the position of Black male drug dealers living in 
low income, urban areas through a lens of the 
structural history, which has created and justified 
modern day, racialized violence.  
 Representations in the media strongly shape 
how viewers interact with individuals who are different 
from themselves.  “Studies show that media images 
have the greatest impact on perceptions when viewers 
have less real-world experience with the topic; in other 
words, the ‘media world’ can be mistaken for the real 
world, unless audiences have sufficient personal 
experience to counteract its effects” (The Opportunity 
Agenda 14).  Individuals are taught to believe racial 
and gendered stereotypes from a young age.  Although 
parents, teachers and friends influence many of our 
beliefs, the media is an outlet that constantly surrounds 
us and can subconsciously alter our perceptions of 
others in negative and harmful ways.  Black male 
representation in the media has multiple problem 
areas, including underrepresentation, exaggerated 
negative associations, limited positive associations, 
the framing of Black males as problems, and the 
strategic omission of important aspects of Black male’s 
lives.  Negative collective perceptions of Black men 
can have tangible effects on how the public 
(specifically White individuals) identify and interact with 
Black men.  Research shows that negative stereotypes 
of Black masculinity have been used to justify the over-
incarceration of Black men (The Opportunity Agenda 
13-14).  The expendability of Black bodies through 



34 
 

labeling them criminal is the process that justifies 
police brutality against black individuals and valorizes 
the “heroic” police officers who commit hate crimes and 
unjustified violence.  This violence doesn’t remain 
solely within the realm of policing.  Rather, individuals 
unassociated with the police force commit daily micro-
aggressions that result in psychological and physical 
violence against Black people.  Such instances of 
violence can range from spewing racial slurs to hate-
crimes, sexual violence, and murder.  

For individuals with White and class privilege, 
many do not have personal experience and 
connections to the drug trade that exists in Baltimore. 
While watching The Wire, viewers must be actively 
aware of the way they may be subconsciously (or 
consciously) consuming and internalizing information 
about Black males.  The consumption of the stereotype 
of Black men only as violent drug dealers simplifies 
many characters to one, negative prototype of Black 
men.  For example, Wallace may be over-determined 
as only a drug dealer despite the vast amount of 
potential he displays.  Such false constructions and 
generalizations are tools of White supremacy that seek 
to socially delegitimize and politically exclude Black 
men.  “Distortions in the media are ultimately significant 
because of the real-world effects they have on 
outcomes for Black males, which can be negatively 
affected any time a Black male is in a position where 
his fate depends on how he is perceived by others, 
particularly Whites” (The Opportunity Agenda 15).  This 
is not to say that The Wire distorts images of Black 



35 
 

men, but rather that uncritical viewers can distort the 
structural criticism of The Wire and focus only on the 
criminal activity of Black characters in the show.  “One 
could argue that what was being sold to consumers via 
The Wire was a view of Black complexity that even in 
the relatively progressive world of HBO programming 
was destined to be misconstrued, misread, and 
dismissed as little more than standard ‘ghetto shit’”  
(Neal 89).  Becoming aware of the way in which 
television can be misconstrued is a necessary step in 
challenging that process.  

We must interrupt the ways that individuals 
interpret and come to believe negative stereotypes “not 
because such representations are an accurate 
reflection of reality, but rather, because they have the 
power and scope to foreground culturally accepted 
social relations, define sexual norms and provide 
‘common-sense’ understandings about male identity 
for the contemporary audience” (Feasey 4).  Many 
shows portray Black male characters as non-complex 
and irrelevant characters.  Such exclusion in the media 
has been informed by exclusion of Black individuals 
from many other spheres of public life.  The assumption 
that Black characters have nothing to add has the 
potential to lead uncritical and ignorant viewers to not 
pick up on the complexities of and intelligence 
characters display within the nuances of their lives and 
personalities.  Uncritical viewers may see the brilliance 
of drug leaders in The Wire as unbelievable because 
the intelligence of the drug dealers defies much of what 
the media has taught them about Black men, “such 
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brilliance – criminal or not – is rarely associated with 
Black characters on network or cable television” (Neal 
89). Viewers must alter the way they conceptualize 
brilliance from outside the corporate office to the 
strategic processes of the drug industry in order to 
understand The Wire in new ways.  

A couple challenges exist to overcoming racism 
in the media; many Americans have difficulty thinking 
structurally about the social positionality of the Black 
man, have anxiety related to engaging with ‘the other,’ 
share the belief that being Black is the causation for 
individuals to engage in violence, while also 
contradictorily believing that we live in a color-blind 
society (The Opportunity Agenda, 41-46).  These 
issues are large and not easily overcome but require 
individuals to challenge media stereotypes of the 
hyper-aggressive Black male.  Micro change is 
necessary because structural change doesn’t have the 
ability to re-orient the mindsets of individuals on a 
broad level.  White individuals must not assume that 
structural violence does not exist and equal opportunity 
exists for all. Society is not color blind.  Assuming the 
United States is a post-racial society is false and 
serves as a tactic to skew the conversation away from 
the overt but also insidious way that racism operates. 
  When viewed critically and with an open mind, 
one will see that “The Wire represents arguably the 
best that the network had to offer in the realm of original 
drama that captured the fluid complexities of Black life 
in working-class urban America” (Neal 87).  The Wire 
showcases moments of illegibility that challenge 
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viewers to think critically about past assumptions they 
have made or heard about Black men.  A good 
example is Omar, whose “identity is as slippery as his 
character is; slipping in and out of legibility much the 
way the character literally slips through the urban 
shadows and crevices” (Neal 93).  The inclusion of his 
sexuality and personal relationships into the series 
challenges traditional notions of both Black male 
sexuality and masculinity.  Omar is not solely a drug 
dealer, but he has many other aspects of his life that 
make his character not legible as a prototype for what 
it means to be a Black drug dealer.  

Progressive masculinities have the ability to 
“eschew and actively stand against social structures of 
domination and, on the other, value, validate, and 
empower Black humanity in all its variety as part of the 
diverse and multicultural humanity of others in the 
global family.  (Mutua 7).  Viewers should strive to 
identify the progressive masculinities that exist in The 
Wire rather than replicating negative associations of 
Black masculinity because, in doing so, they fail to look 
beyond the surface of The Wire.  As a society, 
individuals must begin to theorize Black men outside of 
the strict stereotypes by which they have been over-
determined.  Scripting of identities is something that 
exists universally for different identity categories but 
not monolithically.  Identity scripting should be rejected 
as it is often a tool used to keep people in power who 
already access privilege and to disenfranchise those 
who lack political and social capital.  White men have 
been scripted as hard-working, successful, and 
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powerful.  The assumption that White men will achieve 
such levels of success helps them in the process of 
receiving power and recognition.  Conversely, the 
assumption that Black men are uncivil and violent acts 
as a roadblock to prevent them accessing the areas of 
power that are generally afforded only to upper-class, 
White men.  

Although The Wire can be seen as a structural 
criticism, some would argue that the mere 
representation of Black men as criminals in the media 
contributes to the problems of negative perceptions of 
Black masculinity.  “Negative media stereotypes 
(thugs, criminals, fools, and the disadvantaged) are 
demoralizing and reduce self-esteem and 
expectations.  Dealing with negative expectations may 
also create stress and drain cognitive resources in 
some contexts — leading to the lowered performance 
associated with “stereotype threat” (The Opportunity 
Agenda, 15).  Given that the public won’t automatically 
change negative perceptions on men of color, a show 
highlighting Black men as drug dealers has a high 
potential to be co-opted and incorporated into the 
dominant narrative.  There are merits to this 
perspective because realistically not all viewers will be 
critical of their own privilege, but this does not change 
the existence of The Wire as one of the most popular 
of critically-acclaimed television shows.  

Regardless of the specific subject position the 
viewer exists within, recognizing one’s preconceived 
notions of Black male characters on The Wire  is a 
critical step toward understanding the structural forces 
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driving racism.  Viewers can and should expand their 
view of Black men to include progressive masculinities 
that allow Black men to exist on a spectrum where they 
are not over-determined and scripted by racist 
stereotypes and assumptions.  Rejecting racist coding 
must be the foundation for challenging the micro and 
macro aggressions that men of color experience on a 
daily basis. Despite problems with the media, it can still 
be a tool of criticism to question why and how 
stereotypes exist.  Viewers must actively be sure they 
do not read the media as providing objective-truth 
about the social and political positionality of minority 
groups. Despite criticisms of The Wire, viewing the 
show with a critical lens allows viewers to both critique 
the show and to challenge the stereotypes they have 
been taught to believe.  
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The Complex Role of Gender Within 
The Wire 

By  
Allison Kleinman 

 
hroughout each season of The Wire, femininity 
and masculinity are both crucial aspects of 
David Simon’s character depiction within the 

Baltimore Police Department and “The Game.”  As the 
storyline unfolds, the audience is exposed to a deadly 
struggle for power and the desire for many to appear 
exceedingly tough; the characters perform gender in 
this way regardless of the violent and corrupt means 
needed to achieve the sought after reputation.  The 
show also addresses many difficulties that arise due to 
sexual orientation, and many episodes are constructed 
around the intimate relationships of the characters.  
Often, The Wire describes, both openly and subtly, the 
lack of femininity that exists within the police 
department and the streets.  By displaying the 
struggles of men and women, gays and straights, 
Blacks and Whites, and government officials and 
criminals, The Wire is able to develop an overarching 
storyline that gives both focus and context toward its 
representation of feminine and masculine roles in 
Baltimore.   
 Femininity throughout the series is highly 
underrepresented, and when it is displayed, it is usually 
connected to women’s obedience to men.  While there 
are some White characters, the Black women are the 
majority of the cast, and their roles fall into a range of 
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depictions including drug dealers, thieves, mothers, 
girlfriends, sisters, and even murderers (Marshall 149).  
Throughout The Wire, it is clear that even the women 
lack feminine personalities: “Each of the women who 
are in The Game is violent to some extent and neither 
embraces stereotypical social norms for women, such 
as a desire for womanhood, a desire for a man, or a 
desire to wear fancy Cinderella dresses” (Rocha and 
Rocha 154). Especially in the Barksdale empire, 
women take a backseat to whatever it is that men 
desire.  It is almost entirely the male characters that 
make the important decisions within “The Game.”  In 
“Barksdale Women:  Crime, Empire, and the 
Production of Gender,” Courtney D. Marshall writes, 
“When the organization needs the women to look pretty 
and be helpless, they do it.  When it needs them to be 
fierce leaders, they do that too” (Marshall 156).  The 
women, in many cases, are at the beck and call of the 
men.  One instance in particular is when D’Angelo 
shows up late to a party and notices one of the girls, 
Keisha, lying on a bed not moving.  Not too long before 
D’Angelo arrives, Wee-Bey had carried her into one of 
the bedrooms and threw her onto the bed even though 
she said she was not feeling well.  Although the scene 
didn’t depict an attack, it is clear that he rapes her 
because she is unable to give consent.  The saddest, 
most disturbing part of this scene is that her drug 
overdose and death that night do not disturb Wee-Bey 
at all.  Mona Rocha and James Rocha write that the 
women characters “cannot survive, much less thrive, in 
The Game without embracing violence and rejecting 
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femininity,” a statement that could not be more true 
(Rocha and Rocha 154).  Interestingly enough, the lack 
of attention toward women is not only shown within the 
show but also behind the scenes.  During Season One 
and Season Two, “only one woman wrote for The Wire, 
and only three episodes were directed by women” 
(Lippman 60).  
 In particular, Kima Greggs, a lesbian narcotics 
detective, embodies a masculine persona within the 
Baltimore police department.  She constantly struggles 
with the need to appear tough in her professional life 
with her co-workers and more sensitive in her private 
life with her partner and, later, their child.  Kima takes 
her work very seriously and, in many cases, puts the 
job before her personal relationships.  For example, in 
episode 1.02, she and two other police officers are 
watching a few of the players in The Game from a 
building rooftop, and Kima clearly out-smarts her co-
workers.  She immediately notices the connection of 
the red hat and drug organization and informs the other 
officers, who are entirely clueless; they ask her multiple 
questions, some of which she with silence as a fitting 
response to the inexperience and stupidity of the other 
officers.  Kima is known to be “smart, tough, and 
hardworking” (Lippman 55).  According to Rocha and 
Rocha, “Kima…struggles with attributes associated 
with womanhood.  She isn’t a good spouse because 
she has ‘too much dog’ in her” (160).  In one scene 
specifically, when Bodie punches one of the detectives, 
two police officers gave him an “ass-whupping,” but 
Kima takes it to the next level by giving “Bodie the 
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biggest ass-whupping of any of the cops, really kicking 
the crap out of him” (Rocha and Rocha 153).  
Throughout the series, she has a strong tendency to 
act aggressively, and “uses violence in pursuit of [her] 
ends…with a strong sense of justice guiding her” 
(Rocha and Rocha 156).   
 Not only does Kima catch the viewer’s attention, 
but Donette, D’Angelo Barksdale’s girlfriend, does as 
well.  One of the leading African American women 
characters in early seasons of The Wire, Donette plays 
a complex role.  For example, once D’Angelo, the 
father of her son, dies, Russell “Stringer” Bell gets 
sexually involved with Donette because he is worried 
that she could find someone in another organization 
and reveal sensitive information about the Barksdale 
empire.  She is basically passed from D’Angelo to 
Stringer, and in the end both of the men die.  “In her 
situation, black female sexual desire was used to 
crystallize the hierarchy of black masculinity and to 
maintain ties between them.  Like a chess piece, she 
is moved from one man to another, and in the end she 
is abandoned” (Marshall 154).  Stringer epitomizes 
Donette’s subservient role long before they become 
involved with one another when attending a 
neighborhood party with the other members of the 
Barksdale crew.  He confidently says to her, “C’mon, 
give us a twirl, let’s take a look,” which diminishes her 
independence and displays his lack of respect of 
women (Marshall 152).  His focus on her form 
contributes to the idea that within The Game, the men 
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acknowledge the women only for their bodies and the 
promise of pleasure those forms hold.  
 Brianna Barksdale, D’Angelo’s mother and 
kingpin Avon Barksdale’s sister, is a much more 
influential woman than most within The Game.  Due to 
her family relations, she is deeply embedded within the 
inner circle of the empire.  Her dedication to the drug 
trade and collecting profits for the family lead her to 
convince her only son to take life-threatening risks for 
the benefit of the organization.  While she definitely has 
the ability to influence the men around her, that power 
is reciprocal, and the men also have the ability to 
influence her.  For example, “Avon tells her that she 
needs to use her position as D’Angelo’s mother to 
remind him of his commitment…and [he] is able to 
manipulate D’Angelo’s close ties to his mother in order 
to keep his empire strong,” (Marshall 155).  She does 
exactly as he says because her priority is the Barksdale 
empire rather than her son.  
 The role of masculinity within The Wire is 
incredibly complex due to the variety of characters and 
the ways in which manhood is portrayed.  Appearing 
strong both physically and mentally is crucial to the 
success of The Game and the different drug 
organizations involved.  According to Marshall, “The 
corner is merely the nexus through which this 
cornucopia of black manhood is expressed” (108).  If 
anyone displays a sign of weakness for one moment, 
they are eliminated; the success of The Game comes 
before all, no matter if this person is a family member 
or best friend.  The audience sees signs of this in the 
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characters of D’Angelo and Wallace, both of whom are 
murdered because higher ups fear they will talk with 
police and jeopardize the operation.  Both of these 
characters desire new and better lives outside of The 
Game and learn that leaving is not an option.  Proving 
oneself to be masculine, feared, arrogant, and 
physically and mentally tough is “directly linked to 
economic prowess” (Marshall 110).  Another aspect of 
establishing masculinity is presenting oneself as 
superior to women; this is highly supported by the 
parties that are thrown, the drug game itself, and the 
relationships within The Game.   
 Omar Little, one of the most notorious robbers 
in Baltimore, displays a unique combination of 
sensitivity and masculinity throughout the series.  His 
warmth toward his various boyfriends and identity as 
an openly gay man intersects with his violent persona 
on the streets.  In many scenes, the audience views 
Omar as affectionate and sympathetic toward his 
partners and extremely brutal toward his enemies, a 
category limited to drug dealers enmeshed in The 
Game.  For example, upon seeing his boyfriend 
Brandon’s violently tortured body in the morgue, “his 
scream fills the halls.  The depth of feeling in that 
scream [was] unmistakable – he loved Brandon.  His 
attachment was deeper than mere sexual attraction” 
(Clifton 114).  The characteristic that distinguishes 
Omar from a normal, weeping partner after the loss of 
a loved one, however, is his drive for revenge.  “He 
spends a lot of time avenging Brandon’s death – not 
just Brandon’s being killed, but how he was killed” 
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(Clifton 114).  Omar is recognized all over the Western 
District for the large scar on his face and for carrying a 
sawed off shotgun or a sizeable, silver-plated pistol in 
his hand.  James Braxton Peterson describes Omar as 
“the first black gay character [on television] to so readily 
and regularly empower himself through the phallic 
symbolism of the gun,” which greatly contributes to his 
masculine image (120).  Although, at times, he may 
wear a silk bathrobe, he is patient about taking is 
revenge and willing to become as brutal as he believes 
the situation demands to meet his goals.  
 Another important character that exemplifies 
masculinity is Stringer Bell, who also happens to be the 
brains behind the Barksdale organization.  His constant 
concern with legitimacy, money, and power allow him 
to act as Barksdale’s right-hand man and maintain a 
high-ranking position.  He values business over The 
Game but uses knowledge and skills from his 
economics class to intertwine the two.  Stringer is 
absolutely ruthless and puts business and work far 
above any relationship, including that with Avon, his 
childhood friend and business partner.  His masculinity 
is created by his emotionless personality, classy 
appearance, and intelligence.  In the series premiere 
for example, “Bell is pictured in the rear of the 
courtroom, properly postured, impeccably and 
comfortably attired in professional wear and adorned 
spectacles” (Gibson 2011).  At the time of this scene, 
the viewers are not yet aware of Bell’s involvement with 
the drug organization; his characterization is 
misleading when, in reality, he plays a crucial role in 
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some of the most violent transactions on the series.  
His ideals of professionalism end up causing problems 
with Avon, who happens to value The Game over the 
business.  When speaking with Avon, Stringer displays 
his desire to continue to grow the professional aspect 
of the organization to bring in more profit when he 
states:  
 

I mean, who gives a fuck who’s 
standing on what corner if we’re 
taking that shit off the top, putting 
that shit to good use, makin’ that 
shit work for us?  We could run 
more than corners, B. Period.  We 
could do like Little Willie, man 
back in the day, with all that 
number money.  And run this got-
damn city like businessmen 
(3.06).  
 

It is at this point within their relationship that Stringer 
and Avon both realize that their goals do not match.  
Stringer’s masculinity is reinforced by his ability to 
handle situations in particular ways.  He considers the 
murders that he orders to be professional decisions, 
going so far as to order a hit on Avon’s nephew 
D’Angelo, and he always considers the relationships 
he cultivates in terms of larger goals in order to protect 
his business, such as the intimacy he pursues with 
Donette.  
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 But, there is more than one way to perform 
masculinity on The Wire; sometimes it is fledgling.  
Ziggy Sobatka, plays quite an attention-grabbing, and 
at times humorous, role throughout Season Two due to 
his constant inability to appear masculine.  His slim, 
quirky physical appearance and obnoxious, over-the-
top personality supports the mouse-like impression he 
makes, a startling contrast to his union boss father, 
Frank, and his more physically imposing and 
competent cousin, Nick.   Ziggy’s fixation on appearing 
flashy, if not actually wealthy, is displayed by driving 
his Chevrolet Camaro, which he proudly calls his 
“princess,” and by wearing his swanky, $2,000 Italian 
leather coat.  According to Kennedy and Shapiro, 
“”Ziggy’s Chevy both confirms his desire to shore up 
his own waning masculinity with the icons of a prior age 
and highlights his repeated inability to do so” (276).  In 
many instances throughout The Wire, money means 
power.  Ziggy supports this value framework in many 
ways but especially when he lights a one-hundred 
dollar bill on fire to ignite his cigarette at the local bar 
(2.06).  He is constantly struggling to appear as a 
masculine and powerful man, but his actions always 
make him look more like a young, immature boy.  
Considering the other men working at the shipping port 
performing manual labor, Ziggy is in no way 
comparable physically.  For example, in one scene, the 
audience sees Maui, one of the strongest dockworkers, 
use a forklift to place Ziggy on top of a stack of 
containers.  Ziggy screams and cusses his lungs out, 
but this has no impact upon Maui or the other workers 
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(2.08).  Ziggy is repeatedly “teased and baited by his 
fellow longshoremen,” and being physically incapable 
of fighting back, “he frequently resorts to one of the only 
means of masculine expression available to him: 
flashing his large penis at his co-workers in the local 
bar” (Carroll 273).  Even that stunt does nothing to 
improve his status among the other men, however. 
 When taking a look at the members of the 
Baltimore Police Department, Detective Jimmy 
McNulty embodies many masculine features.  
Particularly, his persistent desire for sex with 
whomever will accommodate him is immediately 
noticeable.  He is a drunk, “a womanizer, has issues 
with his ex, and would probably rather spend his money 
at the local watering hole than to pay child support”  
(“Constructing and Deconstructing Masculinity in 
HBO's The Wire” 2010).  His consistent and frequent 
use of curse words and lack of emotional attachment 
to the women he sleeps with adds to his hyper-
masculine portrayal.  McNulty puts himself before 
everyone else in his life, and while he would like to get 
back together with his wife, he is too “sleazy” to ever 
do such a thing (“Constructing and Deconstructing 
Masculinity in HBO's The Wire” 2010).  McNulty’s 
ability to display the “bad boy cop” persona is quite 
alluring and contributes to his ability to appear manly 
and seductive.  While he is successful in his portrayal, 
and is able to grab the attention of the audience, it is 
highly unlikely that his viewers like him as a person by 
the end of the series.  Despite the fact that he is 
considered “good police” in some quarters because of 
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his determination to solve cases others want to wash 
away, he breaks the rules to try to justify his own ends 
and lets his ego get in the way of his work just as it has 
virtually all of his personal relationships. 
 While masculine traits are privileged in the 
public spaces where most of the action on the series 
takes place and feminine traits are typically subverted 
by female characters trying to make their way in The 
Game or in the police department, The Wire offers 
some fusion of femininity and masculinity throughout 
each of the seasons, and the role of Omar Little, in 
particular, offer a sophisticated look at a remarkable 
character who refuses to be pigeon-holed into a neatly 
stereotyped gender role.  Similarly, there is a nuance 
to the depiction of Kima Greggs that shows the 
complexity involved in how characters may perform 
gender and sexuality in different settings, especially in 
the contrast between the public and private spheres.  
The multiple intertwined relationships in each episode 
allow for an assortment of gender relations to be 
considered and interrogated.  David Simon has 
commented on the lack of female representation and 
inclusion of a strong male representation.  In one of his 
interviews, he says that the reasoning behind the show 
being such a way was due to the fact that the Baltimore 
Police Department and the drug corners have many 
more males than females (Guardian Membership).  It 
was important to the creators of the show that every 
scene depicted exemplifies the “real” Baltimore, and by 
displaying real, diversified relationships, they were able 
to accomplish this.  The Wire does an impeccable job 
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of displaying the multi-faceted relationships that occur 
within various institutions in the city and, by what is left 
out of the show as well as what is included, 
incorporating the idea of gender into representation.  
Sometimes, what is not featured in a media text is just 
as telling as what is included. 
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Postmodernity and the Complexity of 
The Wire 

By  
Georgia Parent 

 
 

he renowned series The Wire, created by David 
Simon, offers a compelling application of 
Jacques Lyotard’s articulation of postmodernity, 

meaning that it invites us to reject the traditional grand 
narrative of America’s TV history.  A postmodern 
mindset enables The Wire to transcend its medium as 
a television show and become a relatable platform for 
discussion on the complexity of human nature.  
Characters are no longer labeled as hero or villain but 
are judged for their individual choices.  As Rafael 
Alvarez writes in The Wire: Truth Be Told, “Just 
beneath the drama, The Wire is making a case for the 
motivations of people trying to get by in a society in 
which indifferent institutions have more rights than 
human beings” (46).  The police force, the drug trade, 
and the law are not working in ways consistent with 
their preconditioned stereotypes.  In the microcosm of 
Baltimore that The Wire portrays, the police force is 
more concerned with moving up in the ranks than 
spending time and money working crimes that are 
more difficult to solve.  The drug trade is not about the 
drugs but, rather, the respect between participants and 
the pursuit of prosperity.  When the institution is not 
founded upon moral principles, the subjects within the 
institution are no longer confined to the stereotypical 
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values of said institution because they must think 
selfishly in order to survive.  The domination of 
indifferent institutions enables individuals to create 
their own social code.  In this essay, I will argue that 
the police detective Jimmy McNulty, the drug dealer 
D’Angelo Barksdale, and the vigilante Omar Little are 
three characters that exemplify the postmodern 
narrative because they are defined not by their roles in 
society but instead by their individual choices during 
the first season of The Wire. 
  
The Postmodern Narrative 
 In 1979, the French philosopher, sociologist, 
and literary theorist Jacques Lyotard wrote La 
Condition postmoderne: Rapport sur le savoir that 
translates in English to The Post Modern Condition: A 
Report on Knowledge.  In this report, Lyotard navigates 
the new theme in science, arts, literature, and film after 
the end of World War II.  He argues that due to the 
advancement of technologies in the mid-twentieth 
century, society is too complicated to put morals into 
black and white categories. He writes:  

 
The postmodern would be that which, in 
the modern, puts forward the 
unpresentable in presentation itself; that 
which denies itself the solace of good 
forms, the consensus of a taste which 
would make it possible to share 
collectively the nostalgia for the 
unattainable; that which searches for 
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new presentations, not in order to enjoy 
them but in order to impart a stronger 
sense of the unpresentable. (Lyotard 81) 
 

Lyotard explains how America no longer believes in an 
idealized society because of the complexity that World 
War II stirred.  Therefore, he argues, it is crucial to 
accept the difference, diversity, and unpredictability of 
life.  Postmodernity rejects the meta-narrative, 
otherwise known as grand narrative, which is the large-
scale theories and philosophies such as the progress 
of history, the complete knowledge of everything in 
science, and the possibility of absolute freedom.  He 
believes that meta-narratives are dangerous for three 
reasons.  First, they fail to recognize the existing chaos 
that is inherent in the world.  Second, meta-narratives 
ignore the diversity of human existence.  Finally, this 
approach is untrustworthy because it is created and 
reinforced by power structures that have no regard for 
the wellbeing of individuals.  David Simon follows the 
postmodern tradition in his depiction of Baltimore in 
The Wire as he says, “Instead of the usual good guys 
chasing bad guys framework, questions would be 
raised about the very labels of good and bad, and, 
indeed, whether such distinctly moral notions were 
really the point” (McMillan 50).  
 
The Bad Cop 

To this end, Simon creates a character like Jim 
McNulty, a selfish yet driven cop who will do anything 
to solve a crime even if at the expense of someone 
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else.  Jimmy McNulty acts as the “bad cop,” a police 
officer acting superficially on the basis of good will but 
whose selfishness ultimately makes him reckless and 
unreliable.  Jimmy McNulty is a “good police” in the 
sense that he will not give up on a case no matter what 
obstacles are in his way, but from the beginning of the 
show, the audience questions McNulty’s integrity. In 
Season One, McNulty is persistent about the 
incarceration of Avon Barksdale. Even when the 
department heads feel as though it is a hopeless 
pursuit only leading to the loss of money and time, 
McNulty does whatever it takes to keep the case active. 
The pilot episode begins with the unjust trial of 
D’Angelo Barksdale in which he gets away with murder 
by rewarding perjury and blackmailing the witnesses.  
The judge in the case confronts McNulty and is furious 
about unpunished drug murders in the city.  McNulty’s 
conversation with the judge infuriates his boss, Colonel 
Rawls, because McNulty has disrespected his 
Colonel’s authority by talking out of turn.  McNulty 
angers his superiors again later in the season when 
one of the witnesses at D’Angelo’s trial is murdered.  
Lieutenant Daniels, head of McNulty’s squad, refuses 
to bring the Gant murder to the Colonel’s attention, 
much to McNulty’s dissatisfaction.  McNulty knows the 
unit needs more resources in order to bring down Avon 
Barksdale, and if his bosses are unaware of the 
murder, he will never get what he wants.  
Coincidentally, the murder appears on the news, 
grabbing the attention of the bosses to Daniels’ 
dismay.  While McNulty’s pursuit is admirable because 
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his hard work does pay off at the end of the season 
when Avon is incarcerated, his intentions are unclear. 
“McNulty’s investigations may initially seem like good 
causes, but over time it becomes apparent that these 
are merely outlets for his fundamental drive” (McMillan 
57).  His fundamental drive is apparent through 
McNulty’s indulgences in women and alcohol.  The 
contradiction lies in the fact that while McNulty is a 
hardworking, dedicated police officer, he is not a 
secure and reliable man.  
 From the first episode, McNulty is a man who 
seeks indulgent pleasure in life, regardless of how 
reckless and destructive his actions are. McNulty is not 
entirely “good police” because of his unpredictability 
and instability.  He is dangerous because he is driven 
by temptation.  McNulty is the epitome of a functional 
alcoholic because while he has this debilitation, he also 
acts like the smartest guy in the room with little to no 
respect for anyone else.  In previous cop shows, the 
police were all good men inside the work force and, 
generally, in their lives at home as well.  As Lyotard 
illustrates, society no longer accepts the idea that a 
human can be all good and entirely happy.  McNulty’s 
dysfunction makes him a real man, the type of man a 
father does not want his daughter to see.  His realism 
and complications make him familiar to the audiences 
in a way that traditional cop shows have been unable 
to illustrate.  While McNulty serves as a hero in the 
police force during Season One, his instability 
foreshadows his demise in Season Five. 
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The Good Villain 
 D’Angelo Barksdale provides the example of the 
good villain.  Even though the drug world is 
overwhelmed with malicious crimes, this does not 
mean that every player in the game has cruel 
intentions.  D’Angelo’s introduction in the series 
conforms to his stereotype; he is a drug dealer and 
member of Barksdale’s organization.  As Stringer Bell 
drives D’Angelo home after he is acquitted in trial 
(1.01), D’Angelo proudly boasts about how he got off 
but Stringer reprimands him for acting so irrational: 
 

Stringer: So, the first thing you do, you 
get all emotional you pull your gun out. 
You do some dumb shit that now we got 
to work around. 
D’Angelo: I know 
Bell: Yo, you ain’t said one motherfucking 
thing I want to hear. 
Barksdale: You right. I mean, I gotta start 
thinking more.  
 

This episode is a demonstration of how little empathy 
D’Angelo has for the innocent man he has murdered.  
He feels no remorse or need to serve time; instead, he 
is proud to be a part of such a powerful organization.  
D’Angelo is elated when he sees the work done by his 
crew to free him from punishment, and he revels at the 
blackmailing of the witnesses.  Stringer, the 
businessman, reminds him that it is time and money on 
the Barksdale crew and not something of which to be 
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proud.  In the beginning, D’Angelo mirrors many young 
members of Barksdale crew, the pawns.  Even though 
they are not autonomous and are interchangeable, but 
they are hopeful about gaining the power and respect 
of the older members someday.  D’Angelo Barksdale 
is a dynamic character; as time goes on, he becomes 
jaded by the cruel actions he witnesses.  
 Mirroring the fluctuations of human nature, 
D’Angelo begins to question good and bad.  His 
mindset changes drastically from the beginning to the 
end of Season One even though he does not act on his 
new perspective.  When D’Angelo feels empathy for 
the deaths he witnesses, he questions the purpose of 
the Barksdale drug world.  The first hint of D’Angelo’s 
empathy is when Bunk and McNulty interrogate him 
about the murder of Gant, the witness who has testified 
at his trial. McNulty and Bunk make D’Angelo feel guilty 
by telling him stories (actually made up) of Gant’s 
family and the loss they have suffered.  Even though 
D’Angelo does not confess, he is so upset by the story 
that he writes a sympathetic letter to Gant’s family 
much to his lawyer’s dismay when he interrupts the 
interrogation (1.02).  Later on, when D’Angelo hears of 
innocent pawn Wallace’s death, he realizes that the 
game is corrupt (1.12).  When the cops arrest D’Angelo 
on his way back from a drug deal in New York, he 
demonstrates a will to change as he agrees to testify 
against the Barksdale organization.  He will only meet 
with Assistant State’s Attorney Rhonda Pearlman and 
the detectives if he is granted a new life and protection. 
What D’Angelo truly wants is “What Wallace wanted… 
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to start over” (1.13).  His cooperation is what the 
detectives need in order to bring down Avon. D’Angelo 
is ready to talk to the cops until his mother convinces 
him otherwise.  She instructs him not to become 
disloyal  a family who has provided for him his entire 
life. D’Angelo is an empathetic drug dealer locked into 
a world where he no longer belongs. What makes 
D’Angelo so distinctive in this study is that he idealizes 
the game until he sees how unjust it is. D’Angelo is 
different from other characters because he wants to 
leave the game, but after the conversation with his 
mom, he realizes he cannot. D’Angelo is the 
oxymoronic good villain because even though he stays 
in the game, his choice to cooperate with the police 
shows his growing empathy and goodwill.  
 
A Man with a Code 
 Omar Little serves as neither hero nor villain; he 
is a man who avoids affiliation with institution and, 
therefore, defines his own social code.  Omar is the 
outsider but also a social necessity, “a check on the 
powers that be in an area where governmental and 
legal rules and enforcers don’t have the power that 
they need to keep those forces in check” (Trerise 149). 
Even though Omar operates in the drug world, he 
belongs to no defined group.  Whereas D’Angelo 
belongs to the Barksdale crew, Omar is known as his 
own entity.  A modern day vigilante, “the wild-card 
homo-thug at the broken edge of both worlds, robbing 
drug dealers for a living without uttering a foul word or 
otherwise violating his personal code of ethics, in which 
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law-abiding citizens and other taxpayers are spared” 
(Alvarez 63).  Omar agrees to testify against Bird to get 
revenge for the brutal murder of his boyfriend by the 
Barksdale organization. Omar does kill and steal, but 
he only kills active participants in “The Game.”  Omar 
kills Stinkum but only because he knows Stinkum is an 
enforcer of Barksdale’s organization and, therefore, is 
responsible for many citizen deaths (1.08).  Omar robs 
money or drugs to sell them for his own profit, but he 
does not kill anyone who is innocent.  Omar has the 
agency to make his own social code because of his 
capacity for love, unlike many of the characters in the 
show.  
 Even though Omar Little kills and steals for his 
own profit, he embodies a number of virtuous traits as 
well.  Omar helps the police but also participates in the 
drug trade; the complexity of his multi-dimensional 
character enables him to create a new social code.  
This social code could only exist in a postmodern 
narrative where complexity is seen as the more 
realistic portrayal of human life.  He is compassionate, 
courageous, honest, generous, consistent, and 
intelligent. In his essay “Omar the Virtuous Thug,” 
Jonathan Trerise describes Omar’s good karma.  “Most 
of these are ‘good’ traits; in Aristotle’s view, these are 
traits which, generally, will increase the chances of 
Omar and those around him to live a good life” (Trerise, 
140).  Omar’s introduction in the series depicts him on 
a higher moral plane than Stringer or his drug dealer 
counterparts.  The first shot of Omar shows Omar 
sitting with his boyfriend, Brandon, on a stoop.  Omar, 
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sitting on a higher step, wraps his right arm around 
Brandon and kisses his forehead, as Brandon rests on 
Omar’s chest (1.03).  This subtle body language shows 
how Omar is capable of true romantic love, unlike the 
other men in the show, who so often play with infidelity.  
In Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle writes that the highest 
friendship is a relationship in which the two partners 
are constantly challenging each other to make 
themselves better (Fisher 131).  Omar’s relationships 
exemplify Aristotle’s logic; he is a mentor to his lovers, 
teaching them how to be lovers, warriors, and moral 
beings (Fisher 137). As demonstrated through his 
relationships, Omar is completely genuine.  He is a 
loner unless he finds a loyal companion with whom to 
pursue an uplifting relationship.  Through his 
empowering relationships, Omar has a heightened 
sense of self that the other characters in the series 
lack. It is because of Omar’s capacity to love so 
genuinely that he transcends criminal acts. He is more 
a vigilante than a criminal.  His virtuous nature and 
independence allow him to exist within a new social 
norm.  The complexity of Omar’s nature – a man who 
kills, steals, and loves as genuinely as any character in 
the series – allows The Wire to navigate a new mode 
of virtue.  
 
Conclusion  
 David Simon’s intent with The Wire, even 
unwittingly, is to follow The Post Modern Tradition 
outlined by Jacques Lyotard.  David Simon describes 
his intention behind The Wire: 
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Character is essential for all good drama, 
and plotting is just as fundamental. But 
ultimately, the storytelling that speaks to 
our current condition, that grapples with 
the basic realities, and contradictions of 
our immediate world – these are stories 
that, in the end, have some chance of 
presenting a social, and even political, 
argument. (Alvarez 3) 
 

Simon and American audiences were bored with 
elementary depictions of good and evil.  In the twenty-
first century, audiences no longer expect the all-good 
cop who solves every crime and goes home to a happy 
family of four.  Audiences can no longer relate to a too 
perfect protagonist because that reductive 
representation loses credibility for a series.  Through 
the bad cop, Jimmy McNulty, the good villain, D’Angelo 
Barksdale, and the man without a code, Omar Little, 
audiences can see how indifferent institutions corrupt 
an individual’s life.  Through this strategy, individuals 
are no longer defined by their institution but by their 
individual choices.  David Simon uses the postmodern 
narrative presented in The Wire to illustrate the 
complexities of real life and to create a show that 
people see as plausible and relevant to their own lives.  
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Does Education Matter?:  
Surviving and Escaping The Game 

By  
Paul Martin 

 
 

n the first season of HBO’s critically acclaimed, cult 
classic series The Wire, one of the central 
characters on the series unassumingly utters one of 

the most grippingly accurate, yet poignantly crushing 
blurbs in the entirety of not only that first season but the 
series as a whole.  In referencing the drug dealers, 
middlemen, and kingpins that the Baltimore Police 
Department detectives and investigation team 
painstakingly track, record, and interrogate in order to 
reduce crime, detective Jimmy Mcnulty states, “Every 
now and then we pay a visit to the projects. ‘They’ are 
forced to live there” (1.04).  This is the haunting reality 
of the impoverished lower class in the urban 
environment they call home. The people who make the 
rules and those who enforce the rules are from an 
entirely different world than many of those they police.  
Even law enforcement officers, whose jurisdiction 
requires they patrol these violent and poor 
neighborhoods, only spend parts of their day there; 
ultimately, they return home to middle class lifestyles 
often in the relative safety of American suburbia.  
Because the laws of the land are written in a manner 
that don’t necessarily make sense or apply to the 
needs of the people in struggling areas, the residents 
of these street slums make their own rules based on 
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their own priorities and educate one another about the 
complexity of the web of de facto street rules.   

This alternative paradigm, which is centered on 
the sale and distribution of narcotics and other 
contraband, is referred to as “The Game” in The Wire, 
and it directs all actions and analyses in the slums.  The 
Game, as portrayed in the series, affects people not 
based on their inherited racial traits, as many 
incorrectly believe, but rather based on the economic 
class they were born into and the social status it 
confers.  Race serves to exacerbate these issues in the 
series instead of cause them.  The creator of The Wire, 
David Simon, states that the economic engine that 
controls American society, known informally as The 
Game in the series is “not just about race, it's about 
something even more terrifying. It's about class” 
(Tadeo).  This gives a very specific lens through which 
the show can be viewed and analyzed.  Problems of 
race never appear to be a focal point for the critical eye 
of the series despite the enormous presence and 
damage racial tension does on the real streets (Curry). 
Considering this, within the context of the series, there 
must be a way of bringing a person out of The Game.  
This is because a person, in theory, can break out of 
his or her inherited class but not their genetic racial 
origin.  The ability is to maneuver from one class into 
one of a higher order is usually attributed to the agency 
granted through wealth or education. In The Game of 
The Wire, however, no solution is ever that clear.  
 One predominant view shaped by The Game is 
that traditional scholastic education is irrelevant.  
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Those living in The Game believe only true intelligence, 
or “street smarts,” aids them in weaving through the 
constant flurry of problems and danger.  Sadly, this 
forecloses the only path to help a person out of the 
perpetual suffering and fight for survival of The Game.  
The academic learning considered irrelevant on the 
street is what can lead to an escape route from the 
lowest class for the lucky few who survive the world of 
The Game.  In this essay, I argue that throughout the 
course of Season One of The Wire, despite the clear 
and palpable intelligence that some members of the 
Barksdale crime organization display to the viewer, 
they do not see opportunities outside of their 
microcosmic world because of a lack of education, and 
education is the ultimate key to overcoming the travails 
of their lives of violence, struggle, and hardship.  I make 
this claim using three key characters as the 
centerpieces of my analysis.  These characters, 
D’Angelo Barksdale, Russell “Stringer” Bell, and Cyril, 
are of specific interest in the analysis of the struggle 
between formal education and natural intelligence 
because of the focus of the series on their use of logic 
and the way they interact with education directly.  
 
D’Angelo 

D’Angelo Barksdale is presented to the viewer 
first as the brash, middleman in the Barksdale 
organization, who has recently been released from 
prison.  The pilot episode of the show introduces 
D’Angelo as a manager of sorts for one of the main 
territories controlled by the Barksdale crime 
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organization.  That episode also introduces the 
dynamic between D’Angelo and his superiors.  These 
include Stringer Bell, the operations manager of the 
organization, and D’Angelo’s uncle Avon Barksdale, 
who calls most of the shots until he ends up in prison.  
Although he is presented to the viewer as inferior to 
these other characters in the crime world, D’Angelo is 
quickly revealed to be a quick-minded individual, 
whose thoughts and analytical ability far surpass the 
majority of those around him.  D’Angelo is also very 
knowledgeable about the streets in terms of social and 
economic dynamics and displays his “street smarts” 
quite often.  
 The central example in Season One that 
illustrates D’Angelo’s critical and analytical prowess 
occurs when D’Angelo sees two of his younger drug 
dealers, Wallace and Bodie, sitting together at a table 
and incorrectly playing chess (1.03).  In fact, they are 
playing a game of checkers using chess pieces, which 
is a very clear example of how their lack of cultural 
knowledge and education stunts their potential.  But, 
D’Angelo has been educated up to a point prior to the 
beginning of the series.  The viewer is never shown 
whether his education occurs out of his own volition or 
whether a parent or mentor of some sort compelled him 
to go to school.  Regardless, D’Angelo takes it upon 
himself to mentor the two younger men by teaching 
them how to play chess in a rather unorthodox fashion. 
 D’Angelo creates an analogy that relates the 
pieces on the chessboard and the rules of the game to 
The Game.  His explanatory tool, while simple, is 
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profound and provokes a great deal of thought.  
D’Angelo tells Wallace and Bodie Broadus that the 
“King” and “Queen” pairing corresponds to the 
governing relationship between his uncle Avon 
Barksdale and Stringer Bell. Ultimately, though, it is the 
discussion among the three characters about the pawn 
pieces that proves the most enlightening as to the 
personal outlook of the characters and the way they 
see their place in the crime-filled underworld of The 
Game.  D’Angelo calls the pawns “soldiers” and 
implicitly presents them as what they (Wallace, Bodie, 
and himself) are and will probably continue to be for the 
rest of their lives.  

While D’Angelo views his position with 
pessimism because he is filled with street smarts, or 
natural intelligence and ability to use logic to solve 
problems, his formal academic education and 
knowledge is limited.  His life experiences prior to what 
is covered in the show also prompt this pessimistic 
attitude, as he undoubtedly has witnessed some 
individuals attempt, and subsequently fail, to leave The 
Game.  The series even shows Wallace’s attempt to 
leave “The Game,” and he is ultimately murdered as a 
result of his rebellious actions (1.10, 1.11, and 1.12).  
Without a doubt, D’Angelo has witnessed this scenario 
cyclically throughout his life, and this sad reality is the 
main reason for his pessimism.  Bodie, on the other 
hand, is filled with impassioned optimism, however 
misguided that may be.  D’Angelo responds to 
Wallace’s question about how to become the king by 
saying, “Everything stay who he is, except the pawns.”  



72 
 

As D’Angelo describes how the pawn can become the 
queen if it reaches the opponent’s end of the chess 
board, Bodie lights up and asks, “So, if I make it to the 
other end, I win?”  Bodie has a youthful exuberance 
and naivety, despite his rough upbringing and current 
lifestyle. Hence, what he fails to realize in the 
explanation is that even the queen is weak and is still 
locked into a lifelong position in the overarching game.  

This last segment of their discussion is critical to 
understanding their respective places in the world and 
how a life without scholarly education in addition to or 
in place of street learning may aid one in survival but 
nothing more.  D’Angelo wants out of his situation as a 
glorified pawn in The Game but has lost hope that it is 
even possible.  Bodie, on the other hand, sees the 
ability to climb up the drug world ladder.  He is not 
educated enough and has not had exposure to 
anything other than the drug game, however. Bodie’s 
limitations prevent him from realizing his wish of 
becoming the “Queen” or, in the words of Stringer Bell, 
the “top dog” in The Game.  Bodie is still a vital cog in 
the system, however, as his work as a pawn selling and 
managing the work on the street is the backbone for 
the entire organization. The lives of the queen and the 
pawns are identical at a fundamental level because 
they share one vital quality:  they will always live in a 
threatened state of constant running and hiding from 
both law enforcement and rival gangs that hope to 
usurp their power.  D’Angelo seems to know there is a 
better, safer, and more fulfilling life out there but 
doesn’t feel destined to ever gain access to it. 
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Stringer 

In contrast to both D’Angelo’s mildly educated, 
yet logical pessimism and Bodie’s naïve optimism on 
the ability to make a better life through “The Game,” 
Stringer Bell, the so-called “Queen” of the drug 
organization, is the character who is both fortunate and 
wise enough to have the natural talent of street smart, 
logical intelligence, as well as the foresight to educate 
himself academically in order to break free from the 
game and enter into a life of legitimate business 
success, fulfillment, and – most importantly – safety.   
For Stringer, this is the ability to transition into a life of 
legitimate business, totally separate from those who 
wish to harm him and the illegal activities of the 
Barksdale crime organization.  Stringer Bell 
coordinates all of the business dealings for the 
Barksdale organization, both legal and illegal. He 
manages the personnel and is repeatedly shown at the 
back of Orlando’s Gentleman’s Club counting the 
money as the organization’s de facto accountant as 
well.  Stringer is the character that best exemplifies 
having both ingredients necessary to leave The Game 
for a life of safety.  

The most illustrative example of Stringer’s street 
wise logic is found, when he approaches his “soldier” 
D’Angelo in The Pit and directs him on how to go about 
rooting out the snitch Stringer suspects is hurting the 
organization (1.05).  Stringer devises a plan to withhold 
money from the drug dealers on payday, and 
ultimately, the snitch will reveal himself by not asking 
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for a pay advance when the other employees of the 
Barksdale crew are struggling to get by without being 
paid.  Stringer describes his creative plan after 
D’Angelo that says his people “won’t work if they don’t 
get paid.”  Stringer explains colloquially, yet also 
substantively, “These niggas gonna quit this game and 
go to college? Nah man.  They gonna buck a little but 
they ain’t gonna walk. In the end you’re gonna get 
respect” (1.05).  Once again, the show’s most 
outwardly intelligent characters, those who show 
agency in The Game, discuss the vast disparity 
between a formally-educated person and the scarcity 
of options for a person lacking schooling, in this case 
college, and whose only marketable skill is the street 
wisdom necessary to be a pawn in The Game. 

Stringer is acutely aware of the lack of 
opportunities and likelihood of failure for someone who 
attempts to leave The Game without education and 
preparation.   Therefore, he tasks himself with gaining 
an education by attending classes at a local community 
college. At one point, Stringer is caught taking a class 
by Detective Jimmy McNulty (1.08).  He is enrolled in 
an economics course, and the subject matter being 
discussed is elastic versus inelastic product demand.  
Clearly, Stringer has been pursuing an education for 
quite a while as he actively participates and correctly 
answers a complex question the professor poses to the 
class while McNulty stealthily watches from afar.  
Stringer has a base of knowledge that far outshines 
that of any other character involved in the drug trade in 
the series, and he continues to expand on that 
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knowledge by taking advanced classes at community 
college.  Stringer applies his new knowledge in his life 
outside of academia as well.  He is building his 
repertoire of skills to better his business acumen and 
applies what he learns to his business dealings in The 
Game.  Immediately following McNulty’s discovery, the 
show presents Stringer at a printing business owned 
by an arm of the Barksdale organization.  It is one of 
the front businesses used to wash the dirty drug 
money, and Stringer is clearly in charge of it and its 
employees. He teaches his employees about 
consumer demand based on the information he 
learned in class and is ultimately more successful at 
his crime dealings for it.  Stringer lectures his 
employees about the reason behind the need for 
professionalism in the workplace (as opposed to 
dealing drugs in The Pit) when he says, “What we have 
here is an elastic product…that means people can go 
elsewhere to get their printing done. You acting like we 
have an inelastic product and we don’t! Now, I want this 
to run like a true fucking business!” (1.08).  Stringer’s 
unique position and skill-set make him the person most 
poised for success outside of The Game, and even 
then, the chances are not in his favor. 
 
Cyril 

In contrast to Stringer’s wide array of knowledge 
and ability to apply his skills from the streets to the 
classroom and vice versa, most of the characters in 
The Game have a much more limited frame of 
reference.  Wallace has a brief exchange with a child 
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named Cyril about mathematics.  Their discussion, 
while short, is one of the most telling and 
heartbreakingly poignant moments of Season One.  
Cyril is struggling to solve a basic mathematics word 
problem, so he turns to the person who takes care of 
him for assistance.  Wallace, in a parental role, tries to 
help him solve the problem by reading it back to him 
slowly and telling him to use his previously learned 
math skills “in his head” to find the solution.  This 
method proves entirely unsuccessful. Wallace tries a 
rather unorthodox approach, which yields an 
unexpected, positive result. Wallace changes the 
components of the word problem from train 
passengers to a more relevant subject, drug counting.  
He describes the exact numbers of the problem using 
drug sales and even including people like Bodie in the 
example.  Cyril is able to solve the problem without a 
moment of silent thought or hesitation.  When asked 
why he couldn’t solve the problem as it was written in 
the book, Cyril responds tragically, “If you keep the 
count wrong ‘they’ fuck you up” (1.08).  This serves as 
an emotional and provocative example of how the 
children born into The Game may have high IQs and 
be naturally talented, but because of their inherited 
circumstances and subsequent lack of education, they 
have little hope of living a life outside of The Game. 

After carefully analyzing three distinct, evidently 
intelligent characters in the series, it is clear that natural 
or inherited talents do not provide a pathway out of The 
Game.  Instead, street smarts alone is a means to mere 
survival and a feeble existence of nothing more than a 
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life of fear and basic sustenance.  Formal education is 
truly the gateway to a better life for the agents carrying 
out The Game.  In this essay, I have argued that 
throughout the course of Season One of The Wire, 
despite the clear and palpable intelligence that some 
members of the Barksdale crime organization display 
to the viewer, they do not see opportunities outside of 
their microcosmic world because of a lack of education, 
which is the ultimate key to overcoming the travails of 
their life of violence, struggle, and hardship.  This harsh 
reality is best illustrated by the characters D’Angelo 
Barksdale, Stringer Bell, and the child Cyril.  Only 
through basic, formal education is a breakdown of 
class barriers possible, and HBO’s The Wire is an 
ideal, yet equally bleak, example of that harsh truth.  
Ultimately, the viewer is presented with a world 
dominated by issues of class and race. The characters 
don't fail to break free from The Game because of a 
lack of innate capability.  Rather, they are stuck in the 
vicious cycle because of a systemic lack of education 
from a young age when they are all culturally left 
behind and don't understand subtle mechanics of 
legitimate enterprise despite their best attempts to 
learn the fundamentals.  The Game doesn't just 
dominate the culture – it is the culture.  It will take more 
luck than logic to make it out when the scales are 
tipped so dramatically against the players in The 
Game. 
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Women of The Wire 
By  

Tessa Carro 
 
 
he HBO hit series The Wire has received an 
abundance of praise as a series because of its 
progressive approach to exposing a harsh world 

of inner city life in Baltimore.  David Simon has created 
a dramatic series with seemingly real characters with 
real problems, not the stereotypical depiction of good 
cops versus bad drug dealers.  In this series, no one is 
completely good or completely bad, which is one of the 
reasons the show is so successful.  Simon has created 
a cast of flawed characters that are relatable to 
viewers.  C.W. Marshall and Tiffany Potter highlight this 
point by saying, “There is an authenticity that bleeds 
through the screen.  Part of the reason for this is the 
deliberate blurring of truth and fiction that the creators 
have inscribed into the casting and the characters of 
the series” (11).  It is this authenticity that draws in 
viewers far beyond the cohort of HBO subscribers.  In 
the “Introduction” to The Wire: Truth Be Told, Simon 
describes the show:  “It is about the City. It is about how 
we live as Americans at the millennium, an urban 
people compacted together, sharing a common love, 
awe and fear of what we have rendered in Baltimore, 
St. Louis, Chicago, New York, Los Angeles” (3).  The 
creators of the show wanted to make a provocative 
series that discusses the burdens that American 
capitalism has placed on inner city families.  This is 

T 
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evident when creator David Simon says during a talk, 
“We were making an argument about class not race, 
the city just happens to be 65% African American” 
(Guardian Membership).  Many scholars argue for an 
intersectional approach where class can’t be separated 
from race and gender in the series. David Simon’s 
approach, as stated above, is one way of thinking but 
the context, like the series itself, is more complex than 
any singular perspective would allow.  

The series received praise across the board 
from viewers and critics alike.  Critics have called the 
show “ progressive” in the sense that the characters 
face racial and socioeconomic issues not often 
discussed on television.  Yet, while one could argue the 
show is progressive in a class-based analysis due to 
the diversity of the cast and occupations of the 
characters, the series takes a major leap backward 
when it comes to gender roles.  In Season One, the 
female characters all play secondary roles to the men 
in the show.  With The Wire focusing on issues of class 
and race, series creators are ignoring these gender 
issues and creating a world where the women featured 
can never be anything more than secondary 
characters.  From an activist standpoint, the series has 
an opportunity to call out these issues of class, race, 
and gender, but the opportunity is squandered.  As a 
progressive narrative with a growing audience now that 
the series is available on multiple platforms, The Wire 
could have brought to life gender roles that challenge 
stereotypes and created a space for change in the way 
female roles are characterized on television.  By 
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privileging social class in storylines across five 
seasons, The Wire misses opportunities to critique 
sexism in the larger culture and effectively limits our 
ability to focus on the way the series negatively 
portrays these gender roles.  In this essay, I will offer a 
gender-based analysis of Season One of The Wire and 
discuss how the series perpetuates and makes 
normative negative gender roles for women from all 
walks of life.  

During Season One, the majority of the female 
characters we are introduced to fall into stereotypical 
female gender roles.  With a predominantly male cast, 
it is very easy to see these female characters as 
intended to be weak and secondary to the men.  On 
the topic of female characters in the first season, 
Lippman states, “The Wire, by contrast offers a world 
so starkly masculine that the very title of this essay 
[The Women of the Wire (No seriously)] requires 
defensive clarification.  What women?” (Lippman 55).  
This quote emphasizes how small the roles for female 
characters are in the season.  The women of this 
season are marginalized both by the amount of screen 
time they have and the fact that they have been 
reduced to the stereotypical roles with little 
development beyond these “types.”  We see the female 
characters connected with the Barksdales as strippers, 
wives, girlfriends, absent mothers, and corpses 
(Lippman 55).  One of the first scenes presented with 
multiple women characters is of topless strippers 
dancing in a bar.  Viewers are then introduced to 
Shardene, a stripper who is meant to appear 
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independent because she wants to make her own 
money, but even so, the only way she can do this is by 
selling her body to the male audience at Orlando’s bar.  
She eventually teams up with Detective Lester 
Freamon as an informant (1.12), but her role proves 
minimal.    This relationship eventually falls into the 
trope of a “stripper with a heart of gold” and 
foreshadows a sexual relationship that will ensue in 
Season Two.  Shardene never has a chance to 
become a vital informant because The Wire doesn’t 
allow her to break out of the secondary role where her 
character is confined.   

Another female character we are introduced to 
is Wallace’s mother.  The detectives are searching for 
Wallace and naturally believe his mother might have 
some vital information.  But, it is not surprising when 
they open the door to find an absentee mother who is 
addicted to drugs and has no idea where her son is.  
Instead of seeing a concerned maternal figure trying to 
overcome the circumstances of her social status, 
viewers see a weak character that has fallen into the 
drug culture and abandoned her children.  This is the 
extent to which we even come into contact with 
Wallace’s mother in the entire season, once again 
affirming that these women have minimal secondary 
roles on the show.  
 The characterization of Rhonda Pearlman as an 
Assistant State’s Attorney is a good attempt at creating 
a strong female character during the first season, but 
even she falls into a position secondary to the male 
characters throughout the show.  Rhonda is meant to 
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be a strong-willed, powerhouse prosecutor with all of 
the characteristics of the modern professional woman, 
but we see her become subservient to the men in the 
series, specifically to Jimmy McNulty.  In terms of 
occupation, Rhonda is much higher up as a lawyer 
than Jimmy is as a detective, but because she has 
embraced her lust for Jimmy, she allows him to 
overpower her in both personal and professional 
settings.  This is evident in episode 1.11 when Jimmy 
completely takes over Pearlman’s conversation about 
Barksdale soldier Savino Bratten with his attorney 
Maurice Levy.  Jimmy dominates the conversation and 
in a professional setting where Pearlman has the 
opportunity to tell him to leave the room or silence him 
but falls completely silent.  When Levy says, “I am 
hearing this from him, and I understand that he is 
distraught. I understand that.  Am I hearing this from 
the State’s Attorneys Office as well?” Jimmy shoots her 
a look, and Pearlman agrees although this is not how 
she feels. This incident once again proves that in a 
situation where she has all of the power to tell him to 
back down or express her own opinion to send a 
message about herself as a strong female character, 
The Wire makes her secondary to a male detective 
who, by definition, should be beneath her.  While The 
Wire is progressive in casting her as a powerful 
Assistant State’s Attorney, this all becomes 
meaningless as her character becomes merely a 
placeholder in the show.  She doesn’t have the 
opportunity to be developed as a woman in her career 
during this season because, as the episodes are 
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written, she will always be secondary to the male 
characters.  This only reinforces the patriarchal 
structures established throughout the season.  

 The only way for these women to be primary 
characters is by exhibiting typically masculine qualities 
as male characters do, like aggression and 
assertiveness.  In contrast, characters like Shardene 
only exist as extensions of the male systems they live 
in because of their passivity.  For example, the 
characterization of Detective Kima Greggs as a tough, 
strong, independent woman appears to break the 
status quo.  When looking closer at her character inside 
this framework, we see she is allowed to be an active 
character because her sexuality lets her exist without 
threatening the hyper-masculine environments of the 
police force and The Game.  Being characterized as a 
lesbian makes Kima’s character sexually unavailable 
to the men, which allows her to be seen as one of the 
guys.  Due to her masculine demeanor and her lack of 
sexual availability, Kima is seen as one of the men.  
Kima’s character is arguably more masculine than 
some of the male characters in the police department.  
With her character, The Wire suggests that the only 
way for a woman to get ahead in this series is to 
possess the qualities of a man.  The audience can see 
this in episode 1.03 when the detectives are beating up 
Bodie Broadus, and Kima runs over not to stop the 
violence but to beat him up even more.  This would 
have been a perfect time to acknowledge Kima as a 
strong, fierce woman who doesn’t conform to the 
dominant culture, but instead, the writers completely 
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ignore this and associate her actions with those of a 
man.  This is evident in “No Women Up in the Game,” 
as Mona Rocha and James Rocha state, “Kima gives 
Bodie the biggest ass-whupping of any of the cops, 
really kicking the crap out of him. Later, Herc points out 
to Bodie that Kima, ‘Fucked you up like a cop should,’ 
to which Carv adds, ‘one thing about Kima, she put a 
hurtin’ on you like a man’”(153).  Not only is she “one 
of the guys” here, but she is also the most brutal 
attacker in the fight, which positions her as the 
toughest in the group.  Kima is unable to embrace her 
femininity (which is visible in her domestic life) without 
being seen as weak in her respective field, and this is 
a constant battle we see with her character.  

In the same episode, as Kima is beating Bodie, 
we see her embrace the ideas of militant feminism.  
According to Rocha and Rocha, militant feminists 
“believe that women can, and should embrace violence 
when it can be justified” (155).  For Kima, these ideals 
come to life daily in her work in order for her to be 
respected as much as the male characters.  Kima has 
no choice but to embrace violence if she wants to 
remain in the (police) game; otherwise, she will be 
perceived as weak.  This idea makes it clear that due 
to the very premise of the show, it is impossible to be a 
feminine woman in any incarnation of “The Game.”    
Rocha and Rocha argue that Kima is “Constantly at 
odds with her femininity as if it were a threat to who she 
truly is” (159).  One of the few times we see Kima in a 
feminine role is when she goes undercover and 
completely transforms her look.  She embraces this 
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femininity and ultimately gets shot and gravely injured, 
demonstrating that her femininity is quite literally a 
“threat to who she truly is.”    Kima can’t survive in her 
world, the world where she is “good police,” if she is a 
feminine, maternal figure.  In order for her to remain a 
primary character in a male-dominated professional 
environment, she has to be more detached from her 
girlfriend and, later on, her family.  In this first season, 
her character is written to be stereotypically masculine 
in order to stay relevant.  She can’t be the loving 
girlfriend and maternal figure to her future child and still 
remain feared in the streets.  In the beginning of the 
series, we see her character as a bit more feminine, 
but she quickly falls back into the masculine 
stereotypes of working long hours, not being excited 
about the thought of having a child with her partner 
then, all too soon, fighting and cheating.  Where The 
Wire has a chance to make Kima a strong, independent 
female cop who is both feminine and caring toward her 
girlfriend in an enduring relationship while also stern 
and smart in the office, the series completely misses 
the mark.  The show can be read as progressive in 
having a main female character in the Baltimore Police 
Department, a predominantly male force, but an 
opportunity is lost by making her character “one of the 
guys,” rather than a strong, female character that has 
transcended the stereotypical gender role.  During the 
first season, she is only allowed two choices, to fall into 
a normative gender role, which is secondary to men, or 
to embrace her masculinity to be perceived as on par 
with men.  
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Critics on the activist side have taken issue with 
the show in that the creators have brought to life all of 
these social and racial problems but haven’t done 
anything to combat them and bring about change.  
These critics condemn The Wire for not using its power 
as a successful television show that has reached the 
masses to make a more comprehensive critique of the 
issues brought to life and to ignite social change.  Frank 
Kelleter characterizes these criticisms of the show as 
the way that “The Wire, raises awareness, with its 
failure to offer any understanding that the problems 
facing cities and the urban poor are solvable“ (46).  
From this perspective the creators have done the same 
thing with gender roles.  They had the power to change 
the dialogue about female characters in television and 
chose to depict women as the status quo with limited 
potential as characters for development and growth.  
The writers have done this in two ways:  first, by limiting 
the number of female characters in significant roles; 
and, second, with the narrow way in which the female 
characters are depicted on the show. The writers have 
highlighted a patriarchal society without presenting any 
opportunities for the female characters to address 
sexism more directly.  

Through a gender-based analysis of the show, 
it becomes very apparent that these normative gender 
roles are presented but not used effectively in a way 
that would bring attention to patriarchal sexism within 
the series.  By only looking at the series based on 
class, we are putting gender roles on the back burner 
leaving no room for social change.  In this paper, I have 
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argued for an intersectional approach in analyzing The 
Wire on more than just social class.  With this one-
sided focus, The Wire is negatively perpetuating these 
roles, limiting women’s opportunities within the show, 
and not privileging the obstacles they face due to their 
sex and, for women of color, also their race.   While 
there is no question the show is wildly successful, 
important and effective on many levels, privileging a 
class analysis over attention to other oppressive 
systems is a missed opportunity for the series.  
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The Wire: The Invisibility of Black Women 
By  

Candis Tate 
 
 

eason One of The Wire critiques capitalism by 
focusing on the War on Drugs in urban 
Baltimore.  Because the show critiques 

capitalism, the show mostly focuses on the Black men 
who are selling drugs and running the drug trade.  The 
Black women are not selling drugs within the Barksdale 
organization, however, and their storylines are minimal 
throughout Season One.  When Black women in “The 
Game” are present, they are shown in the context of 
capitalism.  Due to this emphasis, we never learn about 
D’Angelo Barksdale’s upbringing, for example, but that 
story could be very important to his character 
development if there were a broader examination 
including race and gender.  This becomes problematic 
because we only see Brianna Barksdale, D’Angelo’s 
mother, through a capitalistic lens, which is why she 
seems as though she only cares about money rather 
than exhibiting concern about her son’s well-being.  
Solely looking at Black women in terms of their roles in 
the capitalistic structure allows the White gaze to fill in 
what is missing, thus replicating negative stereotypes 
of Black women.  Yancy defines the White gaze as 
“The performance of distortional ‘seeing’ that evolves 
out of and is inextricably linked to various raced, and 
racist myths, white discursive practices, and centripetal 
processes of white systemic power and white 

S 
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solipsism- undergoes processes of dehumanizing 
interpellation” (Yancy xiv).   

This performance of the White gaze filling in was 
exhibited in a class discussion while discussing Black 
women in the Barksdale organization.  As I sat in class 
comprised of mostly Caucasian women, who are 
presumably well-off, discussing the Black women 
within the Barksdale organization, I kept hearing 
statements such as “There are no strong Black 
women,” and I kept asking myself, “What do they mean 
by ‘There are no strong Black women’?”  What do they 
believe is a strong Black woman? From the 
conversation, it seemed as though a strong Black 
women is:  a Black woman who, despite being 
surrounded by oppression or adversity, is able to be 
victorious and make a way out of no way.  Thus, if she 
does not overcome the oppression but “gives in” to the 
oppression, she is not a “strong Black woman.”  That is 
why my peers were not able to see Brianna as a “strong 
Black woman” because as soon as they saw her son 
as a drug dealer and her validation of that profession 
for her son, she automatically was disqualified from the 
label “strong” for not overcoming that adversity.  To 
overcome would have meant that she would have 
raised her son to be a “civilized citizen” and not a drug 
dealer working in the projects.   

This is extremely problematic because the 
series never even shows the adversities that Brianna 
likely goes through, which leaves narrative space for 
my peers to employ the White gaze and see her as 
weak if they see her at all. This is not solely the fault of 
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my peers because the The Wire only tells her story 
from the reference point of capitalism, inevitably 
allowing the White gaze to fill in to tell the story that 
was not explicitly told.  Rather, if the creative team had 
used an intersectional approach to create the show 
and write the Black women characters more fully, then, 
potentially, they would have received storylines and 
character arcs as complex and nuanced as those 
provided for male characters.  That would have allowed 
the audience to humanize the Black women in the 
show and better understand their backgrounds and 
perspectives.  This explains why some of the most 
dangerous characters on the show are also some of 
the most appreciated because they have a storylines 
that convey to viewers why they have done the things 
they did. That is not to say that if writers had given 
Brianna a richer storyline that these students would not 
have gazed upon her, but rather that the White gaze 
would not have been able to tell her story for her 
because once the White gaze tells it for her, she 
becomes invisible because she no longer needs to tell 
her own story.   

Kimberly Crenshaw offers a term called 
intersectionality, which helps explains the ways in 
which Black women’s oppression functions.  “The 
premise of intersectionality theory, first articulated by 
feminists of color, is that social differentiation is 
achieved through complex interactions between 
markers of difference such as gender, race, and class” 
(155).  In order to comprehend how an individual’s 
access to social, political, and economic institutions is 



92 
 

differently experienced, it is necessary to analyze how 
markers of difference intersect and interact.  This paper 
takes an intersectional approach to race, class, and 
gender to better conceptualize or articulate a more 
wholistic understanding of the importance of Black 
women within the The Wire and, more broadly, in the 
War on Drugs.   

Privileging capitalism means that the only 
stories worth telling when discussing the War on Drugs 
are those of the drug dealers on the street or the drug 
dealers controlling The Game.  On the other hand, an 
analysis of race would give credence to the structure 
of anti-Blackness, which has situated poor Black 
people in a position where the only means of survival, 
sometimes, is selling drugs because they don’t have 
the opportunities afforded to other people.  For 
example, in Season Two of The Wire, viewers see the 
dockworkers struggling to keep their jobs with the labor 
unions trying to protect their interests.  The anti-
Blackness does not mean that there are not African-
American dockworkers but, rather, that there is a 
systematic structure in place that limits opportunities 
for certain bodies.  This is demonstrated when Russell 
“Stringer” Bell is discussing business with D’Angelo 
(1.05).   

 
Stringer:  Ima tell you what you do.  What day is 
it today? 
D’Angelo:  Friday. 
Stringer:  What happen on Friday? 
D’Angelo:  Payday  
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Stringer:  Not this Friday.  Naw.  No, you going 
to call them like you going to pay them and then 
you crack em’.  You tell them you not happy by 
what they fuckin ’pass as work down here, and 
when you not happy they ain’t getting paid. 
D’Angelo: Yeah, but Stringer, you don’t pay a 
nigga, they not going to work for you.   
Stringer: What you think a nigga going to go and 
get a job.  (Laughs) Fuck it.  Let me quit this 
game here and go to college.  Naw, man.  They 
going to buckle, but they not going to walk. 
   

Only looking at this conversation between Stringer Bell 
and D’Angelo through a capitalistic lens would suggest 
that the boss is only worried about them being 
economically dependent on D’Angelo, but Stringer is 
making a meta-level claim about anti-Black racism and 
how the structure limits their ability to “just” go out and 
“just” get a job or “just” go to college.  These 
possibilities are not as readily available to this 
population of African-Americans because there is an 
anti-Black system in place that limits their ability to 
“just” go out and be successful or have opportunities.   

An analysis of the War on Drugs in urban 
Baltimore through a capitalistic lens without an analysis 
of the way that gender also intersects with race and 
capitalism allows Black women to be invisible because 
their stories are, literally, not considered worth telling.  
The show starts by looking at Black men on the street 
hustling without interrogating how this Black man got to 
the streets.  The only way for this Black man to get to 
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the streets is by a Black woman birthing him, which 
means that Black women maintain the War on Drugs 
through their fertility.  This is similar to the way that 
Black women maintained slavery through the 
production of Black flesh.  That does not mean that 
Black women promote or even started the War on 
Drugs but, rather, that without them, there would be no 
game to play.  For example, in the pilot episode, a 
conversation between Detective Ellis Carver and his 
partner Thomas “Herc” Hauk transpires, as follows: 

 
Carver:  What he means to say is that we 
are effective deterrent in the war on drugs 
when we are on the street.   
Hauk: Fucking motherfuckers up.  
Carver:  Indeed.  
Hauk:  Fuck the paperwork.  Collect 
bodies.  Split heads.   
Carver:  Split 'em wide.   
Hauk:  The Western District way.   
Carver:  A'ight.   
Greggs:  You rogue motherfuckers kill me.  
Fighting the war on drugs, one brutality 
case at a time.   
Carver:  You can't even call this shit a war.   
Hauk:  Why not?  
Carver:  Wars end.   

 
The interaction between Carver and Hank 

demonstrates the intentional and insatiable hunger of 
the system to seek out the products of black women 
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and encroach upon their survival.  The War on Drugs 
signifies one particular brand of the game in which 
Black men are enticed to play from a young age and, 
more often than not, end up dead or in jail.  Because 
Black women produce the criminals that allow a 
specific (criminal) aspect of the game to thrive, they 
obtain a unique positionality within the trade.   

As mentioned above, the War on Drugs 
represents one of many “wars” actively waged on 
communities similar to the ones represented in The 
Wire.  Dynamics like poverty, police targeting, 
inadequate housing, poor health, and addiction are just 
a few of the many examples of structural violence that 
exist across urban hubs throughout America.  Many 
believe that the disproportionate way these dynamics 
influence the survival and quality of life for Black people 
is intentional and based on a targeted plan to engage 
in war with them.  Bearing history in mind, it has been 
proven that the war never ends because there is an 
anti-Black, capitalistic system that has targeted this 
particular group of individuals.  Michelle Alexander 
writes, 

 
In every state across our nation, African 
Americans – particularly in the poorest 
neighborhoods-are subjugated to tactics 
and practices that would result in public 
outrage and scandal if committed in middle 
class white neighborhoods...It is impossible 
to identify and arrest every drug criminal.  
Strategic choices must be made about 
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whom to target and what tactics to employ.  
Police and prosecutors did not declare the 
War on Drugs – and some initially opposed 
it-but once the financial incentives for 
waging the war became too attractive to 
ignore, law enforcement agencies had to 
ask themselves, if we’re going to wage this 
war, where should it be fought and who 
should be taken prisoner? (Alexander 96). 
 
Equally important to the way that anti-Black 

racism and capitalism function in the War on Drugs is 
how the “war” is maintained through Black women.  An 
analysis without a significant look into the role of anti-
black violence and racism omits a necessary 
interrogation of the intricacies of The Game being 
played.   

 Another example of how Black women maintain 
The Game and sometimes even raise The Game is 
when “Brianna tells Avon, “You ain’t gotta worry about 
my child.  I raised that child, and I raised him right 
(1.12)” (Marshall 155).  That is why even though Avon 
goes to jail and Stringer Bell dies, The Game continues 
through Marlo, who takes over the drug trade in 
Western side of Baltimore.  Capitalism alone cannot tell 
a complete story about the War on Drugs, which takes 
us back to the original statement that capitalism can 
only account for the Black man on the street selling 
drugs but cannot account for why he is Black and how 
he got there in the first place.  An analysis of capitalism 
that includes both race and gender uncovers the 
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significance of Black women within the show, which is 
integral to challenging the traditional tendency to 
render them and their stories invisible within the meta-
narrative of the story.   

Taking an intersectional approach not only 
exposes the multiple forms of oppression facing Black 
women, offering a more wholistic story, but it also beats 
back against the White gaze that is often presented to 
fill in and tell the story for her.  This White gaze is what 
perpetuates and sustains stereotypes of Black women 
because people take or “see” snapshots of Black 
women’s lives and then categorize them into certain 
stereotypes without the object of the gaze ever being 
able to tell her own story for herself.  This is detrimental 
because viewers never see how important Brianna 
really is to the show, but more importantly, viewers 
never understand the ways that Brianna has 
revolutionized The Game.  For example, the War on 
Drugs, according to Alexander, became very profitable 
for the government, but instead of letting capitalism 
capitalize on her, Brianna capitalized on it by being part 
of the drug trade while, simultaneously, not getting 
addicted to cocaine as so many other Black women 
did.  At the same time, she is raising a son whom she 
knows will have an uphill battle because of his race and 
class, so she teaches him street smarts to give him a 
chance to try and beat the system.  My peers in class 
viewed Brianna as not being strong because she 
allowed her son to be a drug dealer knowing that he 
could go to jail or die, but once you understand the way 
that anti-Blackness functions and really festers in lower 
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class Black communities, it becomes clear that the 
epicenter of Briana’s actions are centered on survival.  
Many African-American men, whether they are selling 
drugs or not, are conditioned and pathologized as 
criminals.   

Regardless of the environment where they are 
raised, their propensity to be criminals or be 
criminalized because of anti-Blackness or the influence 
of their social locations multiplies infinitely in 
comparison to their White counterparts.  Considering 
this social anomaly, it is almost as though mothers like 
Brianna account for this likelihood and attempt to beat 
the game.  Since their sons are essentially predisposed 
to a life of crime, they prefer to equip their children to 
somehow sidestep the odds and come out triumphant.  
Alexis Gumbs maintains that the act of having a Black 
child in and of itself is revolutionary because a mother 
is birthing a child whom she knows is going to suffer 
from racial, class, and (sometimes) gender oppression 
but still chooses to have the baby (Gumbs).  Delores 
Williams states, “African-American women have 
rebelled against their plight.  They have used a variety 
of resistance strategies, some subtle and silent, others 
more dramatic” (Williams, 136).  Brianna’s situation 
reveals that she is victorious because she is able to 
fight back against the multiple forms of oppression that 
are meant to break her.  The perception of a “strong 
Black woman” becomes more nuanced because, as 
seen with Brianna, Black women are given the agency 
and credibility to define what it means to be strong for 
themselves.    
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The intersecting elements of race, class, and 
gender provide an interesting fulcrum by which to 
interrogate the War on Drugs.  David Simon, creator of 
The Wire, states, “We are making an argument about 
class not race.  The city just happens to be 65% 
African-American” (Simon YouTube), which illustrates 
the ignorance that persists about these types of issues, 
even from the person entrusted with the task of 
portraying them to broader audiences.  The fact that he 
believes he can make any rhetorical or artistic 
statement about the Black community without looking 
at race and gender shows how he has 
compartmentalized the Black experience.  He is 
ignoring the racial and gendered history of African-
Americans within America.  He is the typical White man 
who says, “No, no, no, Black people.  It is not race and 
gender that are affecting you but capitalism.”  He has 
compartmentalized the Black struggle, which is why he 
is only able to scratch the surface of the War on Drugs 
in urban Baltimore in this series.     

The Wire attempts to be a progressive critique 
of capitalism while concurrently ignoring the way that 
race and gender supercharge capitalism and its social 
manifestations.  Only an intersectional approach is 
able to make coherent sense of the way in which these 
forms of oppression operate together to work in 
systematic and institutional ways.  Forwarding an 
intersectional approach to analyze the roles of Black 
women in the War on Drugs is beneficial for a couple 
of reasons.   First, the Black woman is always present 
whether or not she is acknowledged.  Failure to 
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acknowledge Black women in any discussion of the 
Black community perpetuates anti-Black violence and 
will always yield a flawed understanding of the 
dynamics of that community because without the Black 
woman, there is no Black community.  Furthermore, 
any discussion of Black women cannot look solely at a 
singular form of oppression facing Black women 
because oppression does not operate within a vacuum.  
Finally, changing the representations of Black women 
in media and society is not possible until there is a 
more accurate understanding of the ways in which 
strands of oppression intertwine.   
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Jimmy McNulty and Conflicting Moralities 
By  

Heather Sullivan 
 

 
From "All Prologue," 2.06 The Wire. 

 
“McNulty, I hold you in contempt!” – Judge 
Phelan 
“Who doesn't?” – Jimmy McNulty (1.10) 

 
 

hen first introduced in The Wire, Jimmy 
McNulty seems definitive in his moral 
compass.  He is sitting in on a hearing for a 

case in which he is not even involved, he knows all 
about the Barksdale crew, and when he sees yet 
another one of its members get away with murder, he 
is not quiet about it.  He openly and honestly expresses 
his concerns to Judge Phelan, and a detail is started 
on the Barksdale case, assigned to Lieutenant Daniels 
and his crew, including McNulty (1.01).  McNulty wants 

W 
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justice served and, despite his cocky attitude and 
incessant drinking, appears to have an admirable 
conviction of right and wrong (at least in the eyes of the 
law).  McNulty’s pursuit of justice, which is evident most 
clearly in his police work, is not the only set of values 
he abides by, however; McNulty sometimes veers from 
this pursuit in order to pursue a family-oriented set of 
values.  Although these values may not seem to conflict 
initially, there are two specific points in the show where 
McNulty must betray his personal convictions for the 
sake of re-building his family or beginning a new one.  
While his pursuit of justice appears to be personally 
motivated, it is easy to see how the importance 
McNulty places on family stems from his Irish heritage.  
Ireland, a traditionally Catholic nation, puts great 
emphasis on the nuclear family.  When Jimmy fails to 
keep his family together through his own regrettable 
decisions (i.e. cheating on his wife), the audience sees 
him at his most self-destructive.  
  

“What the fuck did I do?” – McNulty (2.08) 
 
 McNulty’s Irish-American identity is central to 
his character, much more so than the cultural identities 
of any of the other central characters on the show.  In 
fact, Ruth Barton discusses at length the prominence 
of McNulty’s ethnic background in the series and 
various reasons for this choice.  She points out that 
although there are other characters on the show whose 
ethnic background is mentioned (Carcetti, for example, 
is Italian-American), these backgrounds often do not 
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define the characters in the same way that McNulty’s 
background does for him.  Even the dockworkers, 
whose Polish background is mentioned frequently, are 
more defined by their immigrant history than any 
specific Polish attributes.  Barton continues to point out 
all the various ways in which the show emphasizes 
McNulty’s extreme “Irishness” from comments made 
by his superior officers to the music that plays in his 
car.  These symbols are not hard to miss and are 
culminated most clearly in the series finale at McNulty’s 
“wake”; not only does the scene take place in 
Kavanagh’s, the Irish bar frequented by the police 
officers of the show, but the camera pans over various 
Irish and Catholic symbols:  a crucifix, prayer hands, a 
rosary, a four-leaf clover statue, a statue of the Virgin 
Mary, and a bottle of Jameson’s (5.10).  These symbols 
further caricature the typical Irishman expected by the 
audience but also provide clues to McNulty’s switching 
motivations throughout the series. 
 

“You start to tell the story and you think 
you’re the hero.  Then when you get done 
talking…” – McNulty (5.08) 

  
In the first season of The Wire, Jimmy McNulty 

may clearly display his love of justice, but he also 
displays behavior that indicates an ambivalent attitude 
toward the dissolution of his marriage.  He continues to 
sleep with Rhonda Pearlman, the affair that was one of 
the primary reasons for his and Elena’s separation, and 
continues to drink to excess.  Despite half-hearted 
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attempts to convey to Elena his desire for them to 
remain together, McNulty’s destructive behavior, often 
triggered by stressful events relating to his work, does 
not indicate a true desire to reconcile with his wife.  He 
even puts work above his children, enlisting them to tail 
Stringer Bell while on an outing to market to the later 
infuriation of Elena (1.08).  In the second season, 
however, there is a shift in McNulty’s behavior.  After 
being sent to the boat for getting on the wrong side of 
all of the right people, McNulty presumably has some 
time to think.  First, though, he finds the dead body of 
a woman floating on the water during his patrol (2.01).  
That, along with the thirteen bodies found in the 
shipping container on the waterfront, propels McNulty 
toward his usual trajectory:  the pursuit of justice for 
these victims of an unfair trade.  After successfully 
ensuring the thirteen bodies go to the homicide unit, 
McNulty focuses his attention on finding the identity of 
the Jane Doe.  When this proves to be difficult and his 
wife presents him with an opportunity to make amends 
through the means of an alimony agreement, McNulty 
switches trajectory and turns his focus toward repairing 
his relationship with his wife (2.06).  By giving up 
pursuit of Jane Doe’s identity to work on his 
relationship with Elena, McNulty is prioritizing his 
cultural identity over his own moral convictions.  
McNulty is elated to sit at Elena’s table when he thinks 
he has successfully reinstated the importance of family 
in his life, but when she makes it clear that there will be 
no real reconciliation, McNulty is crushed.  In the 
opening of the next episode, McNulty is the drunkest 
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the audience has ever seen him.  He calls Elena, 
leaves a message for her in a barely understandable 
voice, and the bartender calls for last round (2.08).  
McNulty fails to fix his family, thus failing his cultural 
moral identity, and must return to the satisfaction he 
receives from upholding his personal moral identity. 

 
“The things that make me right for this job, 
maybe they're the same things that make 
me wrong for everything else.” – McNulty 
(3.12) 
 

 In Season Three, McNulty returns full force to 
the pursuit of justice.  In his obsession with finishing out 
the Barksdale case, McNulty again does whatever it 
takes to go after Stringer Bell, including going behind 
Daniels’s back above the chain of command to get the 
case assigned to their unit (3.06).  Throughout the 
season, McNulty continues to fight with Elena and 
starts a brief and shallow relationship with political 
consultant, Theresa D’Agostino, but remains unfulfilled 
in the pursuit of any meaningful familial relationships.  
His focus on Stringer Bell and the Barksdale case 
overall continues to keep those needs at bay, but he 
begins to lose that focus and fulfillment he received as 
the case continues.  Even when McNulty finally has the 
evidence to arrest Stringer Bell, he is murdered before 
McNulty can get the closure of arresting him (3.11).  
Although Avon is arrested and Daniels is willing to look 
past McNulty’s transgressions and keep him on the 
squad, McNulty’s other moral compass kicks in, this 
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time with a new target.  He sees a fresh start for a 
proper family in Beadie Russell.  By choosing to return 
to the Western district, he can once again focus his 
energy on building a healthy, normal family.  He 
refuses investigative work for the sake of a life outside 
of police work, stays fairly sober, and makes quality 
arrests without getting caught up in the detective work.  
At this point, McNulty is most fully following the moral 
identity imposed on him by his Irish background by 
assuming his rightful patriarch position in Beadie’s 
family, and even Elena recognizes the positive change 
in McNulty (4.10).  This still is not enough for McNulty, 
however, because the moral obligation to family is 
imposed upon him by his heritage, rather than by his 
own personal motivations.  This introspection causes 
him to get closer to Bodie, whose eventual death give 
McNulty the perfect excuse to once again align with his 
own moral identity and rejoin the Major Crimes Unit. 
 

“So what? It was worth it. Wasn’t it?” – 
McNulty (5.10) 

 
 McNulty may not have ever reached the apex of 
his justice-motivated morality as he did in his family-
oriented one, but the pursuit of it always appears more 
genuine.  Many of his decisions throughout the series 
do not reflect a morality that prioritizes family – for 
example, cheating on his wife, drinking to excess, 
obsessing over cases, etc. – but that is because 
McNulty does not develop this morality through self-
awareness and choice but rather as a result of his Irish 
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heritage.  In the final season of The Wire, McNulty 
settles on abiding by the personal moral compass that 
pushes him to pursue his definition of justice.  He 
breaks many rules in the pursuit of this justice, most of 
which go against the ethics of the other characters of 
the show, and along the way completely disregards the 
moral identity that pushes him toward family values, 
almost alienating himself from Beadie.  In the end, 
McNulty’s dangerous pursuit of justice ends the career 
that provided the best possible way for him to fulfill that 
need.  He is at least able to wrap up the mess he made, 
and without a vehicle to pursue his personal moral 
compass, he is finally left to fulfill his secondary moral 
pursuit and settle into domestic life with Beadie. 
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Stringer and Avon:   
B&B Enterprises Gets Icarus Burned 

By  
Jacob Shubert 

 

 
From "Moral Midgetry," 3.08 The Wire. 

 
ussell “Stringer” Bell is The Wire’s Icarus.  
Icarus, a tragic character in Greek mythology, 
rode his hubris too close to the sun, melted the 

wax off his wings, and fell into the sea, ultimately 
resulting in his death.  He did not listen to what he was 
told, and he flew too high toward a place too hot for his 
natural limitations.  Stringer, a tragic character in The 
Wire, rode his hubris and machismo too close to 
Baltimore’s bright zenith of economic development, 
watched the stability in his life evaporate around him, 
and fell into a sea of betrayal, which ultimately results 
in his death.  He ignores what society and his best 
friend and business partner, Avon Barksdale, tells him.  
Thus, like Icarus before him, he flies too high toward a 
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place that is far too hot.  Avon, in this scenario, acts as 
Stringer’s sun.  But, instead of merely melting the wax 
of Stringer’s wings, he decides to fill them up with bullet 
holes.  Stringer is smart, charming, forward-thinking, 
rich, powerful, and, maybe most importantly, fully 
committed to becoming a legitimate businessman, yet 
he is held down by his upbringing, social surroundings, 
and disagreements with his best friend.  This is 
something that no amount of community college can 
fix.  Due to his unwavering desire for something greater 
than “The Game” but his irrefutable failure in achieving 
it, Stringer is emblematic of the limitations to social and 
economic mobility in Baltimore.  Stringer attempts to 
bridge the divide between The Game and the outside 
world, yet when he tries to cross that bridge, it is too 
feeble for his heavy stride and crumbles beneath him, 
thus revealing the limitations of Baltimorean life and 
confirming that The Game never ends.  
 When discussing how Stringer represents the 
harnesses holding back Black progress in the roller-
coaster ride of David Simon’s fictionalized Baltimore, it 
is important to understand the broader social 
landscape that surrounds Stringer’s character.  The 
Baltimore that Simon paints is one where the education 
received in schools is secondary to the education 
earned on the streets.  Many Black kids in The Wire 
are pre-ordained to be corner boys or drug runners 
because of economic necessity.  Moreover, some kids 
also follow this path of their own volition; these kids 
want to be “the man of the streets.”  Kenard, a young 
corner boy, exemplifies this when he yells at his friend, 
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“Yo, it’s my turn to be Omar” while they are playing with 
sticks representing guns in the street next to an active 
crime scene (3.03).  People like Omar Little, one of the 
most feared men in Baltimore, are revered; they are 
role models.  As a result of this mindset, many of the 
characters in Simon’s creation have no desire to dream 
big.  Even Avon, who seemingly has it all, doesn’t think 
about expanding the breadth of his reach to things 
beyond The Game.  Avon doesn’t understand 
Stringer’s desire for a taste of legitimacy, his plans to 
use B&B Enterprises for more than just laundering 
money.  For Avon, Kenard, and almost everyone else 
in the criminal underbelly that Simon paints, today’s 
battle is what is important.  Who gives a shit about 
tomorrow?  So, there is a deep pool of African-
Americans in Baltimore, yet when that pool is 
considered in the context of those who are educated 
enough to have bright futures and who actually want to 
pursue those avenues out of the neighborhood, we 
begin to tread in shallow waters.  This heightens the 
tragedy behind Stringer Bell’s character because he is 
one of the few who is willing to try to achieve legitimacy.  
 In order to make the jump from the underworld 
of drugs to the world of business, a hefty amount of 
money is required to begin the process.  Regrettably, it 
is very unlikely for a corner boy to start from the bottom 
of a real business and work his way to the top.  We just 
do not see that in The Wire; pawns stay pawns. It is 
one thing for Poot to start working at a Foot Locker, but 
it is a totally different animal to start your own real 
estate business like Stringer Bell does with B&B 
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Enterprises.  That is why the best way to display 
Stringer’s willingness to pursue a life beyond the 
expected is to juxtapose him with others who are in a 
similar position of power.  In this case, there is really 
just one other comparison point, the other “B” in “B&B 
Enterprises,” Avon Barksdale.  Stringer and Avon are 
two peas in the same pod.  Toward the end of Season 
Three, they are the two most powerful men in The 
Game and dominate the criminal activity of Baltimore.  
At the same time, however, the pod in which these two 
men reside is violently ripping apart at the seams due 
to the force with which these kingpins are moving in 
opposite directions.  Avon Barksdale is a traditionalist; 
The Game is about corners, blood, and family.  As 
Jason Read writes, “For Avon, conflict and violence are 
not subject to calculations that measure cost against 
benefits, but to a tradition that establishes the rules and 
conditions of respect” (128).  Avon doesn’t want things 
done his way, he wants things done the way they have 
always been done.  There are clear and blatant rules 
to The Game, and Avon is a stickler for them.  
  Stringer is on the opposite end of the spectrum.  
He is a radical.  If The Game is about traditions, then 
Stringer will break those traditions when he sees fit.  If 
Avon is about the rules, Stringer is about the loopholes.  
This is evidenced by Stringer breaking the Sunday 
Truce, something that’s “been there long as the game 
itself,” according to Avon, by attacking Omar on his way 
to Church (3.09).  Stringer sees things differently; 
everything is fair play if it helps him out in the long run.  
Avon summarizes his differences with Stringer nicely 
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when he says, “I bleed red and you bleed green” (3.08).  
Stringer is the rare character in The Wire who is in a 
position to succeed outside of the drug trade and has 
the desire to make it big in the world of legitimate 
business.  He is an outside-the-box thinker looking to 
disassociate from the box altogether.  Stringer’s 
willingness to leave the one thing he knows makes him 
a rarity, but the real question is whether or not Stringer 
is actually able to achieve his dreams.  
 The first three and a half seasons of The Wire 
are an exercise in how Stringer Bell would be a great 
businessman if he were given the chance.  It starts with 
Stringer’s mindset. Stringer follows this Lester 
Freamon quote to a tee:  “You follow drugs, you get 
drug addicts and drug dealers. But, you start to follow 
the money, and you don’t know where the fuck it’s 
going to take you” (1.09).  This embodies Stringer’s 
mindset that if you stick to drugs, you are just a drug 
dealer, but if you make life about the money, you can 
be or do anything.  Moreover, we see that Stringer is 
able to weigh the costs and benefits of complex 
decisions.  This is displayed when Stringer urges Avon 
that he should not go to war with Omar, because the 
message it sends is not worth the inherent risk involved 
(1.10).  Even Stringer’s sex life is carefully 
orchestrated.  Courtney D. Marshall writes: 
 

Certainly if Donette wanted to leave 
D’Angelo and make a new life with 
another man, she would become a target 
for the organization. The danger of 
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girlfriends on the show is that there is no 
telling how much their men have told them 
about the inner workings of the 
organizations. To remedy that problem, 
Stringer has sex with her… Stringer 
recognizes that if Donette is not satisfied 
sexually, there will be a greater likelihood 
that she will go outside the organization to 
find another man, potentially passing on 
sensitive information (154). 
 

His personal life, which is not really separate from his 
business life, is not the only place where Stringer 
demonstrates just how strategic he is. 
 Stringer is desperate for knowledge like Bubbles 
is desperate for a dinner with his sister.  Stringer asks 
his Economics teacher how to deal with “an inferior 
product in an aggressive marketplace” and decides to 
rebrand his product before ultimately deciding to turn 
some of his property over to Prop Joe in return for 
better product (2.05).  Stringer is a very intuitive 
gangster, and, unlike most gangsters, Stringer is not 
very violent.  He forms the New Day Co-Op with 
Proposition Joe to reduce conflict and increase cash 
flow.  In the words of Stringer himself, the Co-Op is “no 
beefing, no drama, just business” (3.05).  Just the way 
Stringer likes it.  
 Stringer is willing and seemingly able to become 
a great businessman.  Unfortunately, “seemingly” is the 
operative word in that last sentence.  We, as viewers, 
believe that Stringer is rich enough, dedicated enough, 
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and savvy enough to achieve anything.  When he hires 
state senator Clay Davis to help him navigate the 
complex waters of city and state permits, it seems like 
a given that he will end up succeeding.  Surely, Stringer 
would not get worked over and scammed out of 
hundreds of thousands of dollars by a state senator, 
right?  To that, Ty Fagan says: 
 

When Stringer tries to enter the world of 
legal business, he falls for exactly the 
kinds of deceptive practices he ought to 
see coming. For all his shrewdness, he 
cannot see how similar this new game is 
to the one he’d hope to move beyond. 
Even in the “legitimate” business world, 
scamming and lying are all in The Game, 
and to seasoned veterans like Clay Davis 
and Andy Krawczyk, the naïve Stringer is 
ripe for exploitation (24).  

 
Being played is as big a surprise for viewers as it is for 
Stringer himself. 

Stringer’s lack of business savvy is not his fatal 
flaw, however.  What kills Stringer is thinking that he 
can leave The Game.  It is not that Stringer does not 
know how to swim with the sharks.  He can clearly 
navigate even the most delicate criminal issues.  The 
problem is that he believes he has left the shark tank.  
What Stringer’s fate shows is that once you get deep 
enough into The Game, it becomes impossible to get 
out, not to mention that that’s not the only game in 
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town.  Stringer has the money, education, and ambition 
necessary to leave the drug trade, but The Game will 
not leave him.  Fagan describes Stringer as “the most 
extended example of a character trying, and finally 
failing, to get out of the Game” (24). Stringer has one 
foot in the drug world and one foot in the world of 
legitimacy, but as those worlds drift further and further 
apart, Stringer fall into the abyss between them.  
Stringer’s death at the hands of Omar and Brother 
Mouzone, via Avon, exemplifies the gravitational pull 
The Game has on its participants.  Due to his past, 
Stringer cannot change his future.   

Overall, Stringer Bell tries to switch games and 
follow his true love of business, and it ruins him.  
Ultimately, there are outside forces beyond Stringer’s 
control that lead to Stringer meeting Icarus in the 
afterlife.  One of the reasons Stringer’s demise is so 
devastating is because there is no one else in The Wire 
better suited to make the leap from the underworld of 
drugs to the legitimate business world; no one else has 
his combination of intelligence and desire for 
something both different and greater than The Game.  
In Stringer’s apartment, in his private life, outside of the 
toxic reach of society’s poison, and outside of Avon’s 
domain, Stringer is able to achieve his dreams.  We 
see the elegant and simple apartment of a wealthy 
businessman.  We see Adam Smith’s A Wealth of 
Nations.  We get to see Stringer’s idealized version of 
the person he wants to be, but society, the Game, and 
Avon won’t allow him to become.  But, maybe this is all 
the point.  In this context, Stringer’s death serves as 
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the final piece of evidence that the viewer needs to 
realize that the legitimate business world is just another 
crooked game.  Thus, Stringer’s failure shows us that 
the sky is not the limit for those associated with drugs 
in The Wire.  You can be whomever you want to be in 
the privacy of your home, but once you cross the 
threshold of your front door, you cannot be whatever 
you want.  Stringer certainly could not become 
whatever he wanted to be.  You are what The Game 
says you are. 
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Kima Greggs: Masculinity vs. Femininity 
By  

Candis Tate 
 

 
“Kima Greggs,” from an episode of The Wire  

 
hakima “Kima” Greggs is portrayed as a 
groundbreaking character The Wire primarily 
because she is a woman of color, she loves 

women sexually, and she is one of few women 
detectives in the Baltimore Police Department.  Kima 
expresses both masculine behaviors (qualities 
traditionally associated more with men such as:  being 
strong, breadwinners, protectors) and feminine 
behaviors (qualities traditionally associated more with 
women such as:  sustaining a healthy home life, acting 
as family caretakers, and working to satisfy the 
demands of their partners in relationships). The Wire 
shows Kima’s gender “performance” fluctuating 
depending on the space she occupies at a given time, 
which adds authenticity and complexity to this role and 

S 
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enhances her status as a groundbreaking television 
character. 

Early in the series, Kima demonstrates more of 
her feminine characteristics when she is at home.  She 
seems to make it home at a reasonable hour while the 
other male detectives she works with are out at bars.  
When she is at home, she is very affectionate and 
attentive to her significant other, Cheryl.  Conversely, 
at work, Kima portrays more masculine attributes.  In 
addition to her working in an environment that is 
predominantly male, her most notable masculine 
attributes are related to her physical appearance.  
While working on the streets, she typically wears very 
loose-fitted, ”tom-boyish” clothing with her hair pulled 
back in a low ponytail and very little to no make-up.  
Kima seems to be performing her gender 
characteristics effectively, keeping both “worlds” 
satisfied until she has a near death experience on the 
job, which forces those “worlds” to collide.  This essay 
interrogates the evolving gender representations and 
choices that work to suppress more of Kima’s feminine 
characteristics while simultaneously supercharging her 
masculinity as a survival strategy on the job.  Kima 
performs her heightened masculinity by picking up 
tricks from Detective Jimmy McNulty such as:  cheating 
and covering it up, not coming home and making 
excuses, and getting by with minimal participation in 
family duties.  Kima being shot while performing her 
femininity affects her ability to move back-and-forth 
between masculinity and femininity.  As a result, Kima 
decides to perform her masculinity on and off the job 
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because that allows her to distance herself from her 
home life and the feminine responsibilities there and 
reinforces her status as “good police” because that 
becomes more and more the defining trait of her 
character on and off the job.  

In Season One, Detective Greggs comes face-
to-face with death when she volunteers for a sting 
operation (1.10).  The Major Crimes Unit has caught 
Orlando, a local bar owner, trying to acquire drugs and 
has convinced him to participate in a drug sting to 
reduce his sentence.  In the sting, Detective Greggs is 
undercover as Orlando’s girlfriend and portrays herself 
more femininely in her appearance.  She has her hair 
down, dons tight-fit clothing, wears makeup, and she 
performs her identity through very feminine 
mannerisms.  After Orlando meets his contact, he 
leads them into an alley where Wee-Bey and Little Man 
unload multiple rounds into their car.  These shots 
ultimately kill Orlando and critically injure Detective 
Greggs.  

Kima’s shooting and recovery alters her ability 
to move fluidly between gender identities because now 
those identities are in contention with one another.  
She can no longer perform her masculine 
characteristics at work or her feminine traits at home 
because work intrudes on her home life and vice versa.  
This constant negotiation of power, control, and how 
representation is manifest becomes a constant battle.  
The struggle is first seen in episode 1.11 when Cheryl 
is next to Kima in the bed, and McNulty comes in and 
starts discussing police work, which motivates Cheryl 
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to get up and say, “Fuck both of yall” before exiting the 
room.  Throughout the series, Cheryl is portrayed as a 
committed life partner to Kima, but she is also troubled 
by danger, risk, and the demands of her partner’s job.  
Cheryl is no longer content with Kima working in an 
environment that puts her life in danger because that 
also puts her relationship and family in jeopardy.  
Similarly, the demands of her home life intrude on her 
work life because Cheryl begins to demand that Kima 
take a behind-the-desk job instead of being in the 
streets.  Kima initially privileges her more feminine 
responsibilities, tending to the matters of her home, 
taking the desk job, and, agreeing to have a child with 
Cheryl, though reluctantly.  Kima will eventually decide, 
however, that she does not want to work under such 
constraints and returns to doing work in the streets.  
This decision to go back into the field, despite her 
partner’s disapproval, initiates a rift in her love life, 
ultimately leaving Kima to more fully embrace work and 
all the masculine traits associated with it. 

The fact that Kima is shot while performing her 
femininity and that her home life impedes her work life 
signifies to Kima that her femininity is a weakness.  
Subsequently, she concludes that to survive on the job, 
she must embody more of her masculine traits in both 
of the worlds she occupies. In episode 3.08, McNulty 
explains to Kima the various ways he has learned over 
the years to manipulate the truth in order to cheat on 
his wife without her finding out.  He states, “Nah, it’s 
easy.  Just keep your cell off, make sure she could 
reach your partner.  Partner tells her she’s in court or 
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whatever.  The partner calls you at the motel, gives you 
the heads up, and then you call her like, ‘Hey, what’s 
up?”  The first scene that portrays Kima having sex with 
another woman is juxtaposed with a scene showing 
Cheryl calling Kima but not getting an answer.  After 
not being able to reach Kima on her cellphone, Cheryl 
calls McNulty to find out where Kima is.  McNulty lies 
for Kima and tells Cheryl that she is probably picking 
up a prisoner and is unable to get to her phone 
because they make you check your belongings (3.12).  
Kima continues to cheat and not come home when 
expected until, eventually, she is no longer welcome in 
the household.  Even after she and her partner 
separate, Kima is heard making plans with multiple 
women.  These are examples of the ways in which 
Kima tries to perform her masculinity in order to be 
seen as one of the “guys” even when off the clock.  She 
is so deeply embedded in the cop culture that to 
embrace the feminine demands of creating a strong 
home life means she will have to underperform as a 
detective.  The constant negotiation between which 
gender identity is preferable and acceptable to 
embrace in a given context acts as wedge between the 
police-partner she is and the life-partner she aspires to 
be.    

Kima is introduced as an atypical, innovative 
character because she masterfully occupies multiple 
identities:  being a woman of color who loves women 
sexually, one of few women detectives, and – most 
importantly – being able to perform her gender fluidly. 
After the shooting, however, she sees her femininity as 
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a barrier to becoming the person she wants to be and 
to achieving what she wants to achieve and decides to 
suppress it in favor of more masculine traits.  As a 
result, Kima’s character becomes stagnant, even 
though she is actively involved in the rest of the 
television series.  After she decides to suppress her 
feminine identity, Kima’s main focus becomes 
surviving on the job and trying to be indistinguishable 
from her male counterparts.  It is not until Season Five 
that Kima starts to dabble with her gender fluidity again 
to round out her character’s gender representation.  
Working in the Baltimore Police Department, she starts 
to dress in a more feminine way, wearing her hair down 
and adorned in makeup, jewelry, and heels. Ironically, 
there is another tragic incident on the job that causes 
her to reconnect with her family.  Kima witnesses the 
trauma a little boy faces after seeing his parents shot, 
which brings out her feminine traits.  After the incident, 
she starts tending more to her familial obligations by 
babysitting, paying child support, and bonding with her 
child.  Kima never seems to find an easy balance 
between performing femininity and masculinity in both 
her work life and her home life.  Her character depicts 
the constant struggle women face in trying to survive in 
a male-dominated work environment and how difficult 
this is even for someone like Kima who is authentically 
both feminine and masculine in her gender 
performance. The role of Detective Kima Greggs also 
demonstrations how the performance of femininity and 
masculinity is typically depicted by opposing one trait 
to another instead of having them co-exist.  This makes 
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it extremely hard for women who love other women 
sexually to navigate and embody both sets of traits, 
which would be authentic for many people.  
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Cedric Daniels and His Journey  
To “Good Police” 

By  
Tessa Carro 

 

 
From "-30-" 5.10 The Wire ” 

ieutenant Cedric Daniels is a very complex 
character who grows a lot throughout the course 
of The Wire.  In “Heroism, Institutions, and the 

Police Procedural,” Alasdair McMillan describes 
Daniels in contrast to his cohort as, “one of the few 
officers in the department able to sustain a 
commitment both to real police work and to his career” 
(60).  Lieutenant Daniel’s perspectives and actions 
change drastically from Season One to Season Two of 
The Wire.  At first, we are introduced to Daniels as a 
submissive lieutenant going along with the status quo 
of the Baltimore Police Department to advance his 
career.  As the first season progresses and moves into 
the second, Daniels overcomes his obedience to 
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commanding officers when he believes they are wrong 
and begins his journey to becoming “good police.”  In 
this essay, I will explore the transformation of Cedric 
Daniels, both as a person and an officer of the law, as 
he attempts to make a difference in the Baltimore 
Police Department.   

In Season One, Daniels is depicted as an up-
and-coming officer within the BPD and as a loving 
husband to his wife, Marla.  As we are introduced to 
characters higher up in the chain of command, we see 
Daniels is really just trying to appease his superiors in 
order to advance his career.  At the same time, his wife 
urges him to take the bar examination and put his law 
degree to better use.  In the beginning, he blindly 
listens to Deputy Rawls and Commissioner Burrell as 
they give him commands that often hinder the 
investigation.  When he is first assigned a team for the 
Barksdale investigation, Daniels is hesitant to go 
through with requesting the wiretap and other 
necessary resources because doing so would defy the 
orders of his superior officers.  He has been told to 
keep the case clean and to close it as soon as possible.  
Here the audience sees Daniels as complacent and as 
more of Burrell’s pawn than as an authority figure.  
Rawls and Burrell are more concerned with saving face 
for the department than actually digging deeply into the 
crime organizations, especially when a local politician 
may be implicated.  Detective Jimmy McNulty 
discovers some rumors about Daniels from a friend in 
the FBI, related to a large amount of cash in his 
possession earlier in his career and an investigation 
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that did not result in charges.  Nonetheless, McNulty 
files away the information, and viewers come away 
with a different understanding of the Lieutenant’s 
motivation for remaining submissive to Burrell – 
Daniels does not want possible misdeeds from the past 
to come back to haunt him, and he does want higher 
ranking officers to view him as cooperative and so they 
will advance his career.   

Yet, as the investigation heats up and the team 
realizes it has quite the case on its hands, Daniels’s 
motivations begin to change.  Where he was 
apprehensive about taking actions earlier in the 
season, viewers now see him taking full charge and 
failing to disclose information from his superiors in 
order to accomplish more in the case.  This is evident 
in 1.06 when Rawls is about to jeopardize the case in 
order to get convictions.  Previously Daniels would 
have submitted to Rawls and especially to Burrell, but 
here the viewers see him stand up and fight 
aggressively to save the case.  Daniels goes behind 
Rawls’s back and straight to a higher ranking officer, 
which shows his passion and desire to save this 
investigation although it may have a negative impact 
on his career (which, of course, it does).  Burrell has 
chosen Daniels to lead the investigation because he 
thinks he can overpower him on all occasions.  But, as 
Daniels sees the potential in the work he is doing, he 
realizes the way to accomplish good police work is by 
avoiding political interference from his superiors 
because they have other agendas.   
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As Season One progresses, viewers see the 
transformation Daniels makes not only as a lieutenant 
but also as a husband.  At first, Daniels actively seeks 
out his wife Marla’s advice about his career, but by 
Season Two, he is listening only to himself and his 
team.  Toward the end of Season One, viewers see the 
couple’s marriage is on the rocks due to disagreements 
about Cedric’s work.  Cedric has a law degree but is 
not using it, a missed opportunity in the eyes of his 
ambitious wife.  Marla’s individual aspirations lead her 
to politics, showing the audience her strong will and 
determination.  This carries over into her marriage, too, 
where she constantly questions Cedric’s career 
decisions.  Marla seems to resent Cedric for his career 
choices, and she doesn’t hold back from expressing 
her discontent.  Yet, he sticks with it because he wants 
to do good police work and accomplish something he 
finds important.  We can see the slow transformation in 
their relationship when Alvarez says, “She has definite 
ideas about her husband’s career, counsel that he 
once sought regularly.  Alas, he also rejected her 
shrewd advice…not so good for the Daniels’ marriage” 
(58).  Marla and Cedric are on thin ice, and at the end 
of Season One, the strain on their marriage only gets 
worse.  Daniels is willing to risk his entire career and 
his wife’s approval to nail the Barksdale case.  His 
frustration and anger at the corruption of the 
department leads him, Detective Lester Freamon and 
McNulty to turn to the FBI for help although they know 
there will be harsh consequences for going outside the 
department.  Daniels knows this case is much bigger 
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than himself and his career.  He goes from a timid, 
complacent officer to one who questions authority and 
fights for justice no matter the consequences.   

His attempt at making a difference at the end of 
Season One has landed him in the basement of the 
department handling evidence.  This demotion hits him 
hard, and his character struggles in this new position.  
His discontent is not about the change in salary or the 
position itself but the fact that there is no larger purpose 
in sorting evidence.  There is no longer a chance for 
him do real police work and crack hard-hitting cases.  
This drastic change in circumstance leads him to 
submit resignation papers.  When McNulty visits 
Daniels in evidence, he tells him he’s leaving the force 
to use his law degree, a career much more fitting 
according to his wife.  But, when Burrell offers him the 
chance at being “good police” again with the hopes of 
making a difference, Daniels gets back in the game.  
This serves to strain Cedric and Marla’s marriage 
further, and Daniels attempts to appease his wife by 
omitting some key details about his new case 
assignment.  In the premiere of Season Two, Officer 
Beatrice Russell discovers 13 dead women in a cargo 
container.  Overwhelmed at the amount of unidentified 
victims and for a chance at revenge to Daniels, Rawls 
quickly places the responsibility on Daniels.  He is 
reluctant to take the murder cases, but with Rawls still 
vengeful from the Barksdale case, he doesn’t have 
much of a choice.  In 2.07 He tells Marla, “He won’t 
taint his work with a bunch of unsolved murder cases, 
and adds that he’s back on a career track in the 
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department and will soon be rewarded for it.  Marla 
doesn’t believe him, and they start sleeping in separate 
bedrooms.   

The conflict in their marriage really comes to a 
boil in 2.07 when Marla and Cedric are arguing about 
his career choices.  Marla says, “You know what I fell 
in love with first?  Do you?  Your ambition.  Where did 
that man go?”  Marla sees Cedric as having lost this 
ambition to climb the rungs of the police department.  
When, in reality, he has gained a new ambition:  
wanting to be “good police” and to make a difference in 
a department that has so much corruption.  He fully 
dedicates himself to the case in Season Two and starts 
not to take no for an answer from Rawls and Burrell.  
Daniels ultimately gets his entire team back, including 
McNulty, which proves difficult due to the anger Rawls 
still has over the Barksdale case.   

Ultimately, throughout these two seasons, we 
see Daniels go from a complacent pawn of higher 
authority to a man who fights for his team, works for 
justice, and strikes out against corruption, all in pursuit 
of doing real police work.  In Season Three, Daniels is 
in a very different place than he was in the previous 
seasons.  His marriage is virtually over, and viewers 
are introduced to his new fling (which blossoms into a 
relationship) with Rhonda Pearlman.  At first, Daniels 
is cautious about bringing his new relationship to light 
because of his respect for Marla, and he doesn’t want 
to hinder her political future with scandal.  Marla has 
been holding him back with the pressure she was 
putting on him to be someone he’s not, but Pearlman 
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and Daniels are on the same team.  The new couple 
shares a common goal – to actually achieve something 
good and make a difference.  For Marla, it’s about the 
status, but for Cedric, he doesn’t mind being behind the 
scenes if it means accomplishing something.  
Throughout this season, Daniels is often praised by his 
superiors for doing good police work, a nice change of 
pace from earlier seasons.   

At the opening of Season Four, viewers see 
Daniels in his new office as Major of the Western 
District.  In this season, Daniels moves up the 
department ladder yet again when Councilman Carcetti 
(now running for Mayor) sees potential in Daniels.  
Carcetti is taken aback in a meeting when Daniels 
states, “The problem is a policy of reducing statistics 
instead of doing fundamental police work” (4.07).  In 
4.08, Carcetti rewards Daniels for his candor with the 
position of Criminal Investigations Division 
Commander working under Rawls.  It’s in the following 
episode we see Daniels reflecting on his journey 
through the department.  Rhonda and Daniels are 
talking when he says, “ All those years I’m trying to 
climb the ladder, kissing ass, covering ass, and doing 
what I’m told.  I finally let some of it out, tell him what I 
really think, and I’m going from Lieutenant to Colonel 
in a little more than a year” (4.09).  Here Daniels 
actually verbalizes his transition.  He has gone from 
this complacent man both personally and 
professionally to someone who actually speaks his 
mind to accomplish something good and has been 
rewarded for it professionally.   
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 In Season Five, things begin to really change for 
Daniels.  While he is still trying to do good police work, 
politics get in the way yet again.  Carcetti closes the 
major crimes unit because of a lack of funding, which 
really angers Daniels.  Daniels sees the corruption 
creeping back into the department and is outraged.  
This can be seen when he says, “So one thieving 
politician trumps 22 dead bodies.  Good to know” 
(5.01).  Daniels is starting to realize that Carcetti, the 
man he believed would be different from all the others, 
is turning out to be exactly the same.  Carcetti 
announces his decision to make Daniels police 
commissioner in 5.10, but Daniels resigns before the 
appointment can become official.  Daniels doesn’t want 
to be apart of the department knowing that his 
superiors will try and use anything and everything 
against him to push political agendas.  He knows that 
at this stage he can’t personally accomplish good 
police work and, therefore, passes the torch.  At the 
end of the series finale, viewers see Daniels in the 
courtroom practicing law.  Here we see Daniels 
attempting to carry out justice in a different way.  
Ultimately, throughout these five seasons, Daniels 
proves that he is willing to risk it all in order to be “good 
police” and make a difference with the work he does.     
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“How Far We Done Fell”: 
Bunk Moreland on The Wire 

By 
Pri Surapaneni 

 

 
From "Old Cases" 1.04 The Wire 

 
e are first introduced to William “The Bunk” 
Moreland, played skillfully by Wendell 
Pierce, in the pilot of The Wire as a jolly 

companion to Detective James “Jimmy” McNulty.   
Nevertheless, the first season is quick to prove that 
Bunk deserves recognition in his own right as a 
character of incredible strength and depth.  Beyond his 
crude comments and signature cigars, Bunk’s passion 
for investigating homicide is clear throughout the series 
through his tireless police work.  More specifically, I 
believe it is his background growing up on the Westside 
of Baltimore that informs his genuine commitment to 
being “good police.”  Furthermore, his past provides 

W 
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Bunk with clarity about how crime and death affects the 
community, connects him with Omar and others 
through shared experience, and forces him to hold 
members of the Western District of Baltimore 
community to a higher standard than do his peers at 
the police department. 
 We begin to catch onto Bunk’s independence 
and ingenuity when he first encounters Omar during 
the investigation of Gant’s murder (1.07).  Although it 
may appear that Moreland agrees with Omar’s moral 
code, his sarcastic tone indicates the opposite to writer 
David Bzdak.  He believes that Bunk finds Omar’s 
tendency to separate citizens from guilty victims of the 
players futile, affirmed by Bunk’s angry monologue with 
Omar after visiting Tosha’s family (3.6).  Bzdak claims 
that Bunk understands how death affects the greater 
community, regardless of the victim’s involvement in 
the drug trade, and uses this knowledge to shame 
Omar for believing otherwise (Fagan 20).  Bunk rejects 
violence as an effective counter-attack, and instead 
finds that Omar’s crimes perpetuate the vicious cycle 
of the drug trade’s dangers.  I believe this “expanded 
moral imagination” (Fagan 20) is what sets Bunk apart 
from other characters and allows him to shine in his 
profession.  His understanding is informed by his 
background in the Westside of Baltimore because of 
his experience personally witnessing the effects of 
urban violence.  His impassioned speech during the 
third season indicates much of this emotion, and is the 
main tool for us to understand Bunk’s past and how he 



139 
 

viewed the drug trade of Baltimore during his younger 
years.   
  Bunk has his share of one-liners and great 
moments of police work during Season One and 
Season Two but finds his independent footing during 
Season Three when he stands apart from McNulty.  
During this period, his police work relies solely on his 
own persistence and ingenuity as he lacks Jimmy’s 
stubbornness that may have held Bunk back during 
their partnership.  In fact, one can draw more parallels 
between Bunk and drug kingpins such as Avon 
Barksdale and Stringer Bell than between Bunk and his 
own partner.  Most obviously, he shares the setting of 
his childhood with these men.  This background is 
essential for understanding the way each one functions 
in his respective institution.  I believe the rules of “The 
Game” that Bunk witnessed and was forced to respect 
in his childhood, as described in his monologue (3.06), 
inform his respect for the rules, explicit and implicit, of 
the police department.  Bunk is often the voice of 
reason to his partner McNulty, attempting to convince 
Jimmy not to bypass the chain of command and not to 
ignore agreements within the department.   He is still 
willing to walk unethical lines, however, such as 
coercing a potential eyewitness to name a shooter 
whom she did not actually see.  Here, we can see his 
manipulation of the system and his desire to ensure 
criminals are locked away, bypassing moral routes to 
do so, just as kingpins use dishonest means to make 
money.  Similarly, Omar seems to think he has his own 
form of structure in what he does, agreeing when Bunk 
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sarcastically mentions that “Every man must have a 
code” (1.07), and just like the police force, Barksdale’s 
crew strictly enforces the hierarchy of its soldiers, again 
abiding by implicit rules of The Game.  Each institution 
has its own standards by which its characters find they 
must abide, but the common ground among these 
characters is the environment in which they have 
learned the importance of respecting the rules.  
Furthermore, one’s internal moral compass also plays 
a large part in decision-making.  Bunk is willing to put 
his career on the line in order to put away a dangerous 
criminal.  Although he respects the process more than 
Jimmy McNulty may, his background forces him to take 
crime in West Baltimore seriously and to work tirelessly 
to put criminals behind bars.    

Furthermore, Bunk finds the department’s code 
of conduct a legitimate vehicle with which to 
accomplish honest police work.  For example, when 
investigating Tosha’s murder in Season Three, 
Sergeant Jay Landsman is most concerned about the 
zip code where bodies fell and the speed at which Bunk 
can turn the bodies from red to black, or from unsolved 
to solved (3.03).  So much of what makes Bunk 
Moreland “good police” is his genuine interest in 
bringing murderers to justice rather than just clearing 
statistics for those who precede him on the chain of 
command.  His interaction and aiding of his community 
again trumps the institutional demands he faces.  This 
respect for the bodies, shown as he tactfully 
approaches Tosha’s family to get to Omar, shows an 
acute understanding of the way the neighborhoods 
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function and how information is shared from person to 
person.  This strategy ultimately allows Bunk to reach 
Omar and to learn more about the circumstances of 
Tosha’s murder and be a more effective investigator 
that his peers.    

Ultimately, it is Bunk Moreland’s background 
that allows him to be a better police officer.  He holds 
his institution as well as the community from which he 
escaped to a higher standards than his peers do, which 
allows him to think more critically about the people with 
whom he interacts.  He sees the environment of West 
Baltimore from a completely different perspective than 
the other officers and detectives because he was once 
a youngster growing up amidst the crime, drugs, and 
violence.  In fact, he takes it a step further by employing 
potentially illegal tactics to catch killers (although he 
draws the line at participating in McNulty’s fake serial 
killer ploy in Season Five) and do his part for the 
residents of the city.  An understanding of this 
community and a commitment to the city on a more 
humane level is clearly advantageous to the 
investigators involved.  Breaking the confines of an 
institution depends on how individuals can use their 
past experiences constructively, transcending the 
limitations of their occupations to help those in need.   
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D’Angelo Barksdale:  A Living Dichotomy 
By  

Iain Dormer 

 
From "All Prologue," 2.06 The Wire 

 
’Angelo “D” Barksdale is one of the central 
characters in the Season One and Second Two 
of The Wire, and as his journey unfolds, the 

dichotomy of “The Game” starts to take its toll on his 
conscience.  As the nephew of Avon Barksdale, the 
leader of the Barksdale crew, D’Angelo is blessed by 
nepotism, and it provides him with the chance to 
survive where others would normally perish.  This 
becomes apparent in “The Target,” the pilot episode of 
Season One, after D’Angelo manages to beat a murder 
rap (1.01).  Normally, someone in his position would be 
killed or tossed from the crew for his carelessness.  

D 



144 
 

Instead, D’Angelo is merely demoted from The Towers 
to a worse area, The Pit, and it is here that D’Angelo’s 
journey starts to change. 
 Only alive for one and a half seasons of the 
show, D’Angelo morphs from being one of his uncle’s 
most loyal men into a man seeking repentance for his 
newly perceived sins.  This change in D’Angelo’s 
attitude toward The Game comes after he questions 
decisions made by his uncle’s business partner, 
Russell “Stringer” Bell.  His moral growth is extremely 
important in this context because it gives hope to those 
who fear they may be stuck in his situation as well; 
D’Angelo shows that no matter what your connection 
to The Game, redemption is possible, even if salvation 
is not.  There are two scenes at either end of D’s 
timeline within the show that give viewers a true insight 
into his psyche and ultimately highlight his transition 
from blind faith to complete distrust for his uncle and, 
subsequently, The Game.  
 The first of these scenes occurs when D’Angelo 
notices Bodie and Wallace playing checkers on a 
chessboard and attempts to teach them how to play 
chess (1.03). This is not the most interesting part of this 
scene, however, as what follows is a rather elegant 
metaphor linking the chess pieces and the roles played 
by members of the Barksdale crew.  The most famous 
line from this speech is “The King stay the King,” and 
while this statement invites a lot of other questions, the 
most important thing to note about D’Angelo is the 
conviction with which he says it.  When Bodie Broadus 
hears this, it baffles him because a soldier like Bodie 
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wants to try and climb the ladder and become King 
himself.  D’Angelo, on the other hand, has such 
unquestioning loyalty to Avon that not only is he 
comfortable with the fact that he will never be King, he 
is also far more excited about being Queen, or in the 
case of his analogy, Avon’s right-hand man.  It can be 
argued that the reason for D’s blind faith is the familial 
tie between him and Avon, but while it is a factor, it is 
not the sole determinant.  D’Angelo is a stereotypical 
product of his generation, born into The Game, and he 
doesn’t know anything else. D’Angelo has grown up 
with death, drugs, and domestic issues, and as such, 
he considers these things to be the norms.  How can 
D’Angelo be expected to be repulsed by what he sees 
when it is all he knows?  These perceived social norms 
also help D’Angelo to survive because, as he knows, 
“The pawns, man, in the game, they get capped quick.” 
(1.03).  His acceptance of the lifestyle that comes with 
The Game not only keeps him alive but also allows him 
to excel in his position.  Then, when he starts to 
question some of the actions of his superiors and his 
conscience begins grow, the decision to leave The 
Game is ultimately what gets him killed.  

In fact, it is just before his death that we see 
D’Angelo’s other revelatory scene in which he talks 
about the literary character Jay Gatsby and his 
attempts to escape his past.  Participating in a book 
group examining The Great Gatsby, the leader poses 
the question, “Fitzgerald said that there are no second 
acts in American lives, do you believe that?” (2.06).  
Given the audience’s knowledge of D’Angelo’s torrid 



146 
 

past, this scene can arguably be classified as the 
defining moment of D’s transformation. The 
subsequent speech that he provides in an attempt to 
answer the leader’s questions is not only incredibly 
profound, but also entirely appropriate as it parallels his 
own life and mistakes: 

 
Like at the end of the book, you know, 
boats and tides and all. It's like you can 
change up, right, you can say you 
somebody new.  You can give yourself a 
whole new story. But, what came first is 
who you really are, and what happened 
before is what really happened. And it 
don't matter that some fool say he 
different cuz the only thing that make you 
different is what you really do, what you 
really go through. (2.06) 

 
The similarity between Gatsby and D’Angelo aids the 
audience in realizing the troubles and torment that 
D’Angelo has experienced while battling with the 
decision of whether or not to still associate himself with 
his uncle and his family name.  As stated earlier, 
D’Angelo has only ever known The Game; it is his past.  
Once D’Angelo tells Avon of his wish to break away 
from the gang, he decides to keep his head down, do 
his 20-years, and try to reinvent himself once he gets 
out.  Effectively, he is attempting to do what Gatsby did; 
D’Angelo has the hindsight, however, to recognize that 
the actions of his past cannot be dismissed.  Instead, 
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he realizes his past indiscretions must be embraced 
and compensated if he is ever going to become a new 
man.  Ultimately, though, despite D’s best efforts, The 
Game manages to catch up to him before his personal 
restitution is complete.  

When we are introduced to D’Angelo, he is a 
loyal soldier with a small conscience; he has killed but 
still shows some form of remorse when informed of 
witness William Gant’s death.  In fact, by writing a letter 
to Gant’s “family,” we see the first instance of how 
D’Angelo’s conscience can get him in trouble with both 
the law and his uncle.  Ultimately, though, it is not 
Gant’s death that causes D’Angelo to abandon the 
game but, rather, Wallace’s death.  Wallace is similar 
to D’Angelo in the sense that he, too, abhors the 
violence that comes with their trade, and the two bond 
over this, creating an almost father-son relationship.  
Therefore, when Wallace is murdered, and Stringer 
and Avon both refuse to admit responsibility, D’Angelo 
cracks, and his reservations and doubts coalesce into 
distrust, causing him to decide to snitch.  Scholar Mark 
Anthony Neal agrees: 

 
In jail, D’Angelo Barksdale only increases 
his penchant for reflecting about the 
culture of violence that he was implicated 
in as one of his uncle’s midlevel managers, 
particularly as he comes to terms with his 
uncle’s murdering of Wallace, a teenager 
who he had mentored in the pit, who they 
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feared was also going to turn state’s 
witness. (402)  
 

D’Angelo’s conflicts arise from everyday events and 
relationships and are played out in ways that make his 
transition seem authentic. 

Neal also calls D’Angelo the series’s “moral 
conscious” (401), and it would appear that his 
transformation, from one of the game’s most loyal 
players to someone trying to help tear it down, is 
complete.  This is not the case, however, as we see 
that his internal dichotomy is still in play when his 
mother comes to talk to him with him in jail to remind 
him of his duty as a Barksdale, “This right here is part 
of the game, D, and without the game, this whole family 
would be down in the fucking Terrace, living off scraps. 
Shit, we probably wouldn’t even be a family” (1.13).  
Brianna’s speech seems to ensure D’s silence, but it is 
obvious that he is still having an internal debate as to 
whether or not to stand by his family members who 
have cared and provided for him his whole life or turn 
against them by listening to his conscience and doing 
what he deems the right thing. Despite D’s best efforts 
to ignore his past and move on, he is unable to escape 
The Game, and his decision to step away is the one 
that ultimately gets him killed.  

D’Angelo is not an isolated example of this 
desire to escape from The Game.  In fact, it speaks to 
a lot of people who have tried to put their past behind 
them and move on to better things; similar attempts to 
atone are exhibited later in the series with the character 
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of Namond Brice, one of the few characters who 
succeeds.  Namond, who is a little younger than Bodie 
and D’Angelo, manages to escape The Game before 
he ever truly commits to it.  In Season Four, viewers 
observe that Namond has the capability to excel at 
school, but due to his upbringing and family name, 
chooses to work the corners instead.  This is similar to 
D’Angelo’s situation in that he has the intelligence to 
thrive elsewhere, as seen with his interpretation of The 
Great Gatsby, but decides the family business is what’s 
best for him. It is obvious then, that their social 
surroundings play a huge part in the decisions they 
make, and this is further evidenced by the changes 
they both make once they are shown something other 
than the corners.  Namond has Howard “Bunny” Colvin 
to nurture him and show him that he has the potential 
to be more than just another soldier on the streets of 
Baltimore while D’Angelo uses the prison system as 
rehabilitation to transform himself.  The main difference 
between the two, though, is that where D’Angelo fails, 
Namond succeeds, going on to represent his school in 
a debate tournament under Colvin’s guidance. 

Both of these characters build off of the 
character DeAndre McCullough, from The Corner, a 
mini TV series that acts as a predecessor to the The 
Wire.  DeAndre shares many similarities, starting the 
series a lot like Namond, but ending up more like 
D’Angelo.  Like them both, DeAndre is obviously a 
student with potential, as evidenced by his public 
speaking.  He similarly chooses to work a corner at the 
tender age of sixteen, and despite his best efforts to go 
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back to school and get a job, he ultimately ends up 
back there before finally becoming addicted to the 
drugs he sells.  The Corner, which is written by David 
Simon and Ed Burns, obviously influenced the 
characters of Namond and D’Angelo, but more 
importantly, the message it conveys is one of despair, 
like D’Angelo’s, rather than one of hope, like 
Namond’s.  

D’Angelo’s story, therefore, follows a long arcing 
journey that typifies the life of a soldier in a drug 
organization. He battles with his own emotions while 
trying to stay true to the only thing he has ever known. 
Unfortunately for D’Angelo, it is this very struggle that 
gets him killed, and while he serves as an example of 
how hard it is to escape your past, David Simon also 
provides a glimmer of hope with the promising future 
for his parallel, Namond Brice.  Bodie is another great 
example of someone who has grown up within The 
Game, buying into the lifestyle and the belief that one 
day he can become a Kingpin.  After years of putting in 
work and doing his due diligence, however, he comes 
to the realization that he’s never going to be more than 
a corner boy.  After reconnecting with McNulty, he 
recognizes an opportunity to do the right thing and put 
Marlo behind bars, ending his senseless killings.  This 
shows that despite everything Bodie has done, 
including kill Wallace, he still has a conscience buried 
deep down within him.  Like D’Angelo, though, Bodie is 
killed for having a heart, getting shot by Michael before 
he is able to snitch on Marlo Stanfield and his crew.  In 
this way, you can start to understand why so many 
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people stay true to The Game rather than turn their 
backs on it. Having morals doesn’t get you paid, it gets 
you killed, and so their only means of survival is to live 
by the immoral rules surrounding the drug culture. 
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Rhonda Pearlman:  
Judging Love, Lust, and Professionalism 

By  
Kathryn Dillin 

 

 
From "Mission Accomplished," 3.12 The Wire. 

 
Love Life and Career Progression 
  

hile Rhonda Pearlman strikes viewers as 
one of the few strong, feminine, female 
characters of The Wire (Brown 453), it’s 

difficult to overlook the obvious reality of her unstable 
and pitiful personal life early on.  Viewers easily identify 
Pearlman as the ambitious and talented assistant 
state’s attorney of the series but, perhaps, have 
difficulty taking her character seriously as they watch 
her love life border on self-destruction with her lover, 
Jimmy McNulty.  After the first few seasons, however, 
an active relationship between Pearlman’s personal 

W 
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love life and her public professional life begins to 
develop.  The connection between these two aspects 
of Pearlman’s life evolves as one we don’t notice early 
on because of its stunted growth (partly due to McNulty 
himself) and only later do we recognize the potential of 
this connection to better Pearlman’s life in its entirety.  
As Pearlman improves her personal love life, she also 
(perhaps unconsciously) improves her odds at 
advancing her career.   

We can see this progression throughout the 
series, and as we trace her life in the frame of The 
Wire, we begin with her strong, commanding 
professional nature mixed with a toxic and indulgent 
love life in Season One.  While we can acknowledge 
that Rhonda Pearlman is able to identify what she 
wants and pursue it (1.13), pursuing the drunken and 
confused McNulty who stumbles on her doorstep is not 
quite what we want to see from the strong-willed 
prosecutor (1.03).  It is contradictory for Pearlman to 
lead a successful career in the public’s eye and be 
subjected to an affair with a guy who will “sleep with 
pretty much anyone” (Alvarez and Simon 58).   

This disturbing love affair continues into Season 
Two rather discretely as we see next to nothing about 
Pearlman and McNulty, and the series focuses on the 
emergence of the new characters on the docks.  The 
only glimmer we do get is of the two in the bedroom 
and Pearlman standing her ground with him, dismayed 
at McNulty being too drunk to do anything, including 
have sex (2.02).  Pearlman has little direct connection 
to McNulty or Cedric Daniels professionally in the 
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beginning of Season Two, but as we near the end of 
the season, we find that Pearlman has shut the door 
on McNulty and opening into Season Three, she takes 
notice of Lieutenant Cedric Daniels, who’s sleeping in 
the office due to a recent separation from his wife.  We, 
especially women, can acknowledge this as a personal 
victory for Pearlman because she identifies a man who 
has as much, if not more, professional success as 
herself, but we must consider that Daniels is, in fact, 
still married and this might confuse our perception of 
Pearlman a bit.  In any case, with this small victory, we 
helplessly discover Pearlman is not quite the changed 
woman we had hoped for as the season progresses 
when the relationship with Daniels is kept under wraps.  
Even though this is convenient for the relationship and 
sensible regarding the upcoming campaign Daniels’s 
wife is launching, a small part of the viewer wishes 
Pearlman wouldn’t settle for being behind the scenes.  
Progress is progress, though, however small it may be.   

Though Pearlman has found a better man than 
she had in Season One with McNulty, we are still left 
with a feeling that Daniels and McNulty are similar in a 
lot of ways:  both “relationships” are kept secret, both 
work in the force, both have a similar attitude toward 
Pearlman.  When Pearlman pursues Daniels, however, 
there is one major difference:  Daniels is a man.  Simply 
put, Daniels knows what a successful relationship 
looks like and he has experienced having someone as 
his equal for a long time, which is ultimately what sets 
Daniels and McNulty apart to Rhonda Pearlman.  
Pearlman is able to see this difference and we can 
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most certainly notice it in the dinner scene with 
Pearlman and Daniels when Daniels first makes the 
relationship public (3.12).  The contribution of a strong 
sense of desire and a willingness to be an equal is what 
makes Pearlman’s relationship with Daniels different 
from that with McNulty and the reason why their 
relationship subsequently flourishes.   

Furthermore, we can note the importance of a 
few of Pearlman’s characteristics as we follow the 
development of her love life.  When we juxtapose her 
relationship with McNulty, conniving and oftentimes 
disloyal, with her relationship with Daniels, considerate 
and disciplined, we can see the overall change as one 
from sloppy, unreliable playing around to serious, loyal 
commitment.  The change and its effect on her 
professional life is an obvious one:  as Pearlman stops 
settling for the lesser, she finds better, which improves 
her perspective in its entirety and produces a change 
in her professional life where she’s more persistent, 
confident, and go-getting.   

The relationship between Pearlman and Daniels 
continues as such throughout the rest of the series 
and, after a few promotions for the both of them, the 
series ends with Pearlman wearing judge’s robes and 
Daniels as a defense attorney.  This is a happy ending 
for the couple that struggled to find each other early in 
the series, and the relationship between Pearlman’s 
public and private life is revealed.  The relationship can 
be considered one in which her professional success 
is not undermined by a destructive relationship and, in 
fact, benefits from her personal, love-related 
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achievements.  As Pearlman does better for herself in 
her love (or lust) life, she does so in her professional 
life, and this pattern occurs continuously throughout 
The Wire.  During the first season, Pearlman 
experiences the most stagnant period in her love life 
when she continues to settle to be a booty call for 
McNulty after already having an affair with him while he 
was living with his wife (1.03).  In episode three, 
Pearlman is strong in her initial rejections to McNulty 
even after they share a kiss or two, only to end up 
calling McNulty an asshole after they share the intimate 
moment in bed (1.03).  From this moment until the 
beginning of Season Three, Pearlman doesn’t stand 
out in her professional or personal life.  It isn’t until after 
she discovers Daniels as a romantic partner that her 
career takes flight.   

The direct relationship between Pearlman’s 
professional success and her personal success could 
be a coincidence, but studies show a strong link 
between high-powered careers and support systems 
(Creamer 39).  Pearlman, in fact, finds her support 
system in Daniels and thus lifts her career and pushes 
her potential.  “It’s been said that behind every 
successful man is a good woman, but these days you 
can flip that old saw and point out that behind 
successful women are men,” asserts Beverly Creamer 
(39) who reported on Amy Aapala and Brian Adrian, 
two professionally successful business executives as a 
couple with six children.  In Season Three, the personal 
victory of Pearlman finding Daniels underlines the 
fundamental idea that Pearlman deserves a 
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counterpart who is her intellectual and professional 
equal, which McNulty is not.  

  
Pearlman as a Person 
 Her love affairs aside, Rhonda Pearlman 
presents herself in The Wire as a self-made, ambitious, 
and confident woman who commands respect from her 
professional peers (Viti 79).  The lapse in her strong 
character resides in her lack of command of this 
respect from her personal peers, otherwise named 
Jimmy McNulty.  When we see she finally commans 
this from her new-found love, Daniels, we can then 
again accept her as a strong, feminine, female 
character.  She reflects this strong, commanding 
character when talking to Judge Phelan about the 
continuance of the wiretap (1.07) and in various other 
instances throughout the series.  The opening scenes 
featuring Pearlman are exceptionally important in 
shaping our perceptions of her, and The Wire attributes 
appropriate scenes to her so that she is shaped in such 
a positive way.  In the opening scene in which we see 
Pearlman, she insists to the unit, “’You all don’t need a 
prosecutor, you need a fucking referee … When you 
know how you’re playing this, give me a yell’” (Viti 80), 
demonstrating command over everyone, including the 
lieutenant.  Furthermore, Pearlman is seen as “young 
and ambitious, beginning the series with a curious 
mixture of idealism and street-smarts” (Viti 79).  
Though sometimes considered a “supporting role” or a 
“minor character,” Pearlman is undoubtedly one of the 
only female characters we are exposed to early on who 
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has a lasting impact on the series and who develops 
over time, which allows viewers to relate to her more 
so than to other characters (Brown 453).   
 Additionally, Pearlman is shown as one of the 
series’ most ethically-sound characters.  Though 
Pearlman is no “model of ethical perfection,” with the 
first impressions we have of her, we are encouraged to 
consider her morality as genuine, and this creates a 
lasting opinion for us (Viti 78).  Pearlman “shows the 
talents of a good bureaucrat [and] a savvy 
organizational politician” (Denvir 11), which may have 
encouraged her to stray morally in her career at times 
pursuing a “career case” (Viti 80), but she 
demonstrates more professionalism than does her 
opposite counterpart, Maurice Levy (Viti 78).  In 
Season Five, Pearlman faces an ethical challenge from 
the unit that invents a serial killer in order to continue 
the wiretap.  Pearlman, when clued into the deception 
by McNulty and Freamon, has a minor lapse in 
judgment when asking Daniels to cover the story up 
along with her but redeems herself by recovering the 
case (Viti 84).  Later, Pearlman’s ethical boundaries 
are again challenged when she pursues another career 
case when prosecuting Partlow (Viti 84), but her moral 
entirety is revealed at the end of the series when she 
confronts McNulty about “who lost the money trail” and 
argues they lost it when they “decided to start coloring 
outside the lines” (La Berge 556).  This demonstrates 
to us, as viewers, that Pearlman retains her moral 
compass and ends the series as one of the most 
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prominent and memorable characters, both “a point of 
light” and a “seasoned realist” (Viti 85).   
 
Conclusion 
 The Wire gives us an intense and dynamic 
character with Rhonda Pearlman.  As the assistant 
state’s attorney and eventual judge, Pearlman is 
directive, astute, and ambitious in her professional 
career, but frustrated, used, and confused in her early 
personal love life.  The resolution of her personal love 
life in finding her partner Daniels is also the kindling for 
her professional career as we see her attain 
promotions until the end of the series when she bears 
the robes of a judge, her ultimate goal.  Beyond this 
active relationship between her professional and 
personal lives, Pearlman is recorded as one of the 
most relatable and outstanding characters of The Wire 
commended for her sense of ethics, audacity, and 
shrewdness, but also for her imperfections and human-
like qualities.  After urging the viewers to feel frustrated 
with her early failed romance with McNulty, Pearlman 
redeems herself with refreshing romance with Daniels.  
She also redeems herself with regard to her character 
and ethical boundaries in the final season when 
prosecuting the final case and standing up to McNulty.  
In light of her imperfections, Pearlman is easily 
identified with and empathized with by the viewers of 
The Wire due to her admirable and relatable 
personality.   
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Lester Freamon, The Responsible Rogue 
By  

Meghan Collins 
 

 
From: "Late Editions" 5.09 The Wire 

 
ester Freamon serves as a contrasting example 
of how corrupt institutions, like the Baltimore 
police force in The Wire, are designed to protect 

their own reputations and public perceptions rather 
than those whom they claim to protect.  Lester’s careful 
attention to details in his job and wise approach to 
police work are what make him “natural police” and 
inevitably estrange him from the top tier of police 
official, which doesn’t support “good po-lice,” like him.  
Lester’s ability to see what others do not, find the 
details, and then, make all the pieces fit on the job is 
symbolically represented in his hobby.  As a fine crafter 
of tiny doll furniture, using his special glasses and 
natural skills to produce superior work, Lester’s 
attention to detail pays off in multiple ways.  How Lester 

L 
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operates in both his professional life and his personal 
life, with precision, craft, and intelligence, signifies the 
unique assets he brings to the Baltimore Police 
Department, and he persists even though his intentions 
to ensure public order rather than preserve the 
institution itself lead to his professional demise.  
 The complexity of Lester Freamon’s character is 
immediately conveyed through his mysterious, quiet 
demeanor from the start of the series.  When the 
investigation that takes place in the First Season 
begins and the entire team finds itself at a dead-end, 
unable to find a photo of their primary target, Avon 
Barksdale, Lester is the one who is able to obtain the 
information they need (1.03).  During a meeting Greggs 
mentions that Avon used to be a boxer, and one year 
made the Golden Gloves, Lester quietly stands and 
leaves, returning the next day with a flyer displaying a 
picture of young Avon Barksdale. Impressing the rest 
of the team and revealing his natural intuitions and 
hints of a past experience in such investigative work, 
both Jimmy McNulty and viewers find themselves 
significantly more intrigued by the soft-spoken, 
collected detective.  David Simon describes the events 
that the police have to deal with in the series as “a 
world in which there is almost too much information… 
and the detectives’ challenge is to separate the wheat 
from chaff” (David Simon in Potter 69).  In this case, 
Lester Freamon is the archetype of good police as he 
is able to see what no one else does, finding evidence 
and clues where no one else would look.  
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As Lester is introduced on the show in Season 
One, McNulty initially underestimates him as a result of 
his reserved demeanor and previous job paper-
pushing in the pawnshop unit, but his character is 
finally given due credit when Detective Bunk Moreland 
tells McNulty, “Don’t let him fool you.  He’s natural 
police” (1.04). The idea of natural police, arguably the 
highest compliment paid to any of the characters in The 
Wire, is used to immediately change the audience’s 
perception of Lester from a quiet and “washed up” 
detective to a more valuable and intriguing character, 
and this defining moment stays with him for the 
remainder of the series.  Lester Freamon’s character, 
punished for, in his own words, “doing police work” 
(1.04) was banished to the pawnshop unit for nearly 
thirteen years.  He serves as one of The Wire’s best 
examples of both wisdom and intelligence manifested 
in an individual as well as the misuse of such assets 
when institutions are unable to support them; the waste 
of human potential and intelligence that are the price 
Lester pays for following his naturally superior instincts 
in police work exemplifies the repeated failure of 
political and social institutions in The Wire.  

The tension held between those police who 
work with a “statistical” approach rather than the 
“paramilitary” (“War on Drugs”) attitude (Brooks 68), 
such as that of Lester Freamon, emphasizes this 
failure to place public safety over the status of 
administrative systems. Lester Freamon’s attitude 
toward the American justice system, which is inherently 
“at odds with the political pressures presented in the 
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show (for improved crime statistics or for high-profile 
busts that are seen as newsworthy),” demonstrates 
how such departmental standards are violating a 
“social order, through the elevation of appearance over 
performance” (Žižek 224).  Lester’s lack of concern 
with such statistics is, in fact, the reason for his various 
altercations within the show, which are often discussed 
retrospectively as well as shown explicitly.  
 Lester’s methodical approach to his job, as well 
as other aspects of his life, epitomizes his many layers 
of intelligence, both on emotional and professional 
levels. The way that he constructs his miniature 
furniture with craft, intelligence, and precision mirrors 
the way in which he handles police work.  His special 
glasses and careful attention to details in his hobby are 
symbolic of his desire to go above and beyond the 
standards of the Baltimore police department, as his 
genius is not only to solve problems in “ingenious 
ways” but also to approach these problems in a way 
that is “much closer to handicraft than to abstract 
deduction” (Žižek 224).  
 Freamon’s elevated wisdom in comparison to 
other characters of The Wire extends beyond his 
professional life and personal hobbies into his private 
relationships. Shardene, initially the love-interest of 
D’Angelo Barksdale working in Orlando’s bar, 
becomes an integral part of Daniels’s operation when 
she is able to identify the body of a fellow dancer and 
friend, Keisha (1.09).  Once Shardene begins to 
cooperate with the police, it becomes instantly 
apparent that Lester has taken a strong interest in the 
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shy, and sensitive woman, even allowing her to stay 
with him in order to ensure her safety after cooperating 
with the police.  Lester and Shardene’s relationship, 
which is one of the few in the entire series depicted as 
stable and healthy, again emphasizes Lester’s careful 
attention to all aspects of his life. The multitude of failed 
relationships within The Wire shows the significance of 
the one that develops between Shardene and Lester, 
as his elevated attention to detail and wise character 
are demonstrated in his ability to both choose and hold 
onto a positive and strong relationship.  
 Lester Freamon’s careful attention to detail in 
his police work, which mirrors his deep understanding 
and appreciation of fine craftsmanship, is symbolically 
represented in his construction of intricate furniture.  
His affinity toward the preservation of public order over 
appearance of political institutions leads to his eventual 
alienation from such systems in the series as they 
“separate him from the self he knows he can and 
should be by the logic of the system” (Vannatta 242).  
Lester’s character stands as one of the few and primary 
examples of natural police, which describes officers 
and detectives who are motivated by their morals and 
wisdom rather than appearance or selfish desire for 
career advancement.  Though not as “flashy” or overtly 
rogue as his partner Detective McNulty, Lester’s 
discreet demeanor and understated methods achieve 
exceptional results in his police work and, arguably, 
make him an even more intriguing character in 
comparison.  In the final season, both McNulty and 
Lester are seen as rogues, creating a false serial killer 
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to obtain the wire tap necessary to complete their case, 
yet Lester’s participation in these activities appears 
vindicated through the audience’s understanding of 
him as a morally-directed and wise character. Though 
Lester has his own standards he maintains and 
upholds throughout the series, his willingness to break 
the rules when he feels it is essential and justifiable is 
what fosters the duality of his character as the 
responsible rogue. 
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The Lost Potential of Wallace 
By 

Maddie Langr 
 

 
From "The Buys," 1.03 The Wire. 

 
ne of the most tragic and heart-wrenching 
storylines presented in The Wire is the life and 
death of Wallace.  As a 16-year-old drug dealer 

working in the Pit, Wallace has not necessarily had the 
easiest life.  As Wallace navigates the drug business, 
unique aspects of his personality are revealed, which 
set him apart from the rest of the characters on the 
show.  Viewers can’t help but feel empathy for Wallace 
as he tries to escape the game but ultimately gets 
drawn back into it and shot (1.12).  Wallace’s fatal flaw 
of being too soft and kind ultimately results in his death 
but is also the most inspiring aspect of his personality.  
His story begs questions of the education system and 
political structures writ large as viewers question and 
wonder how Wallace’s death may have been 

O 
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prevented had he been able to escape “The Game” 
and put his intelligence and kindness to use in a 
different sector.  Although Wallace’s story is one that 
promotes an evaluation of the systems that ultimately 
lead to and justify his death, his story within itself is 
unique, thought-provoking, and crucial to the first 
season’s development.  
 Wallace is introduced during Season One as 
one of D’Angelo’s young and naive workers who needs 
to learn more about how to be an effective drug dealer.  
He spends the majority of his time with his friends 
Bodie Broadus and Malik “Poot” Carr, who also work 
for D’Angelo Barksdale. Wallace is good at counting 
and can give proper change, but is unable to identify 
the difference between real money and fake money 
that Reginald “Bubbles” Cousins provides him (1.1). 
Working to gain respect and credibility, Wallace makes 
a mistake that he later deeply regrets.  While getting 
food with Poot, they spot Omar Little’s lover, Brandon 
Wright, playing at an arcade game and call Russell 
“Stringer” Bell to notify him of Brandon’s whereabouts. 
After Omar’s raids on the Pit, Bell is looking for any way 
to retaliate against Omar’s thieving.  Bell immediately 
arrives on the scene to abduct Brandon (1.5).  The 
following day, Wallace wakes up and Brandon’s body 
is displayed outside on top of a car.  He is covered in 
blood with other evidence of the beating and tortured 
that preceded his death.  This scene identifies the 
beginning of a major transition in Wallace’s storyline.  
After falling into a stage of being unmotivated, 
depressed, and using drugs (1.8), Detective Jimmy 
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McNulty hears about Wallace’s distress and picks him 
up to interview him about the recent murders. 
Immediately following his interview, Cedric Daniels 
takes him to his grandmother’s house in hopes of 
keeping him safe and out of The Game (1.10).  Shortly 
after arriving at his grandmother’s house, Wallace 
decides to leave because he feels bored by the country 
and needs Baltimore and The Game to keep him 
excited and interested in life.  His decision to return 
ends up being fatal when Bodie and Poot shoot him for 
suspicions that he’s a weak snitch and also to prove 
their worth with Bell in hopes of climbing up the latter 
(1.12).  
 Throughout his story, Wallace’s fatal flaw 
becomes apparent. He is too kind to make it in the 
game.  Despite how much he wishes to succeed, the 
violence and murders that are closely connected with 
drug dealing do not sit well with Wallace’s morals.  As 
Bodie says, “He just ain’t built for this, you know. His 
heart pump Kool-Aid” (1.12).   Even as Wallace is being 
shot, Poot and Bodie are questioning his masculinity 
and telling him to be a man.  Attributions of kindness 
and empathy are not closely connected to masculinity 
and are frowned upon in the drug industry because a 
dealer must be “hard” in order to survive and thrive as 
a dealer.  Wallace doesn’t understand this and 
criticizes Bodie for always acting tough and masculine 
one day while they’re out eating lunch, “Your ass ain’t 
got to be hard all the goddamn time, neither” (1.12).  
Bodie knows how to play the game and that being hard 
is necessary to survive.  He responds to Wallace 
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saying that “Soft link break the chain” (1.12).  If Wallace 
had stuck to traditional notions of masculinity, he would 
not have been killed because nobody would have 
questioned whether or not he would snitch to the 
police.  
 Evidence of Wallace’s softness is present 
throughout the season.  He is optimistic about life and 
has high hopes beyond being stuck in the drug trade.  
One scene that particularly highlights his optimism is 
his conversation with D’Angelo about chicken nuggets.  
While eating lunch, Wallace starts talking about how 
whoever invented chicken nuggets must have gotten 
rich and famous for creating something so delicious.  
D’Anglo quickly shoots him down saying that the 
person who invented them is probably sitting in the 
basement of McDonalds somewhere not getting paid 
enough because the person at the top of the chain 
wanted to profit off the creation of a less valuable 
worker (1.2).  Although this is a metaphor for the rungs 
of the drug trade, D’Angelo feels for Wallace and wants 
him to be realistic about how the game operates.  

Another scene that exemplifies Wallace’s 
innocence and youthfulness is when he is playing with 
a toy off by himself and Bodie throws a bottle at him to 
display his own manliness while also trying to make 
Wallace tougher (1.5).  This retaliation mirrors that 
which happens when Bodie shoots Wallace; Bodie 
believes that because Wallace isn’t as tough or grown 
up as some of the other drug dealers, violence against 
him is justified for his own personal gains in the game.  
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 The third scene that exemplifies Wallace’s kind 
personality is when he gets all of the young children he 
takes care of ready for school. Wallace fills in as a 
parent figure and, although he can no longer be in 
school, he makes sure that the younger kids at the Pit 
who don’t have families to support them are getting an 
education.  In the morning Wallace wakes them all up, 
gives them chips and a juice box for lunch, makes sure 
they have their backpacks and sends them on their way 
to school (1.6).  

The fourth major display of Wallace’s soft side 
is his reaction to Brandon’s death. Immediately after 
seeing Brandon’s body, Wallace has to turn away and 
leave while he’s swinging at the air and clearly in a 
disturbed state.  Later, while D’Angelo is trying to 
convince him not to think about it, Wallace not only 
says he can’t stop thinking about it but also that he 
feels immense guilt for the situation, “His eye was 
blowin’ out and the other one was open. And, yo, Dee, 
it fucks me up. It’s like he’s looking out, like he sees 
everything” (1.6).  Wallace feels disturbed that he has 
monetarily profited from the death of an innocent man 
and begins to question the war-like nature of the game.  

Masculinity has been constructed as the norm 
and expectation for drug dealers in The Wire; in order 
to succeed, players must be tough and remove 
themselves emotionally from the violence that is part of 
The Game.  D’Angelo explains the meaning of the 
game to Bodie and Wallace using chess as an 
overarching metaphor.  Bodie becomes obsessed with 
the idea of being a pawn who transcends his role and 
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becomes queen and replicates this goal and drive for 
success in his daily life shown by his willingness to do 
whatever he can to impress Stringer, including killing 
one of his close friends. Since Wallace cannot express 
his masculinity in a way that would allow him to be a 
successful pawn or advance in the game, he is taken 
out of the game early on.  

Wallace’s death provokes viewers to question 
the larger system in which he is situated. Despite his 
intelligence and hopes to return to school and be 
successful one day, that is not enough for him to 
survive The Game let alone escape from it.  Children 
growing up in the low-income areas situated within the 
drug sale industry who do not have access to adequate 
education and resources are positioned in a way to 
become caught up in the violence all around them.  
Breaking this cycle is something that nobody has one 
solution for because such an intervention must target 
familial relations, education, class, and stereotypes 
about masculinity and Blackness.  Wallace is a break 
to many of the stereotypes that have been mapped 
onto him through his display of intelligence, will, and 
empathy, but that is not enough to keep him alive and 
make him successful.  
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Seeing for Yourself: Expecting More from 
the “Stripper with a Heart of Gold” 

By  
Alexa Erb 

 

 
From "Lessons," 1.08 The Wire 

 
hardene Innes is a familiar character: the 
stripper or prostitute with a heart of gold.  
Modern audiences have seen this trope 

countless times in popular culture – including the 
subject of Ed Sheeran’s song “A Team,” Satin in Moulin 
Rouge, Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman – the list goes 
on and on. Viewers often find themselves rooting for 
the “good girl” who has found herself in a less-than-
ideal situation.  As Americans, we love to cheer for the 
underdog, a category this stock character fits into quite 
nicely.  But, it goes deeper than that.  The character of 
Shardene, though lovable, reinforces the shallow, one-

S 
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dimensional stereotypes that have represented women 
in television and film for decades.  
 As soon as we are introduced to Shardene, we 
get the sense that she is not like the other girls working 
at Orlando’s strip club.  Wendy Grantham’s sweet, 
innocent face sets Shardene apart from the other 
dancers before we even hear her speak.  In the first 
season (1.08), it is her face that draws Kima and Lester 
to her in the first place.  Sifting through pictures of 
Orlando’s girls in search of an informant, they stop on 
Shardene.  Kima can’t exactly describe why she feels 
this is their girl, but she does say, “I like her face.”  To 
which Lester replies, “Soul, conscience, whatever you 
want to call it.  She’s a citizen right?”  In the pilot 
episode, Shardene meets D’Angelo Barksdale for the 
first time at the bar in Orlando’s club.  She asks D to 
buy her a drink.  He catches the vibe she is sending 
and informs her that he isn’t a regular.  She promptly 
informs him that she isn’t a whore.  Shardene has much 
stricter moral standards than some of her colleagues.   
She doesn’t have sex with the customers  and she 
doesn’t do drugs. For her, being a stripper is just a 
means to an end. Much like D, she wants to get out of 
the game, but she just isn’t entirely sure how to do that 
yet (even though she is on the periphery and not 
engaged in illegal activity).  In 1.08 we even see 
Shardene looking at the want ads in the paper.  While 
she and D’Angelo are discussing their distaste for the 
positions where they find themselves, Shardene tells 
him that she knows she’ll have to get out eventually 
because she “can’t stay pretty forever” (1.08).  
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Shardene’s integrity and goal to make a stable life 
outside of the stripping game are what make us see 
her as the stripper with the heart of gold.  As a stripper, 
she is allegedly an immoral woman, yet she possesses 
virtues that others don’t have.  Despite her job, all of 
her actions that we witness are honest, ethical, and 
decent.  We don’t see that with many characters in the 
series.  Shardene’s morality stands out to Kima and 
Lester, which is why they identify her as a “citizen,” 
someone outside of The Game although she interacts 
with many of the players.  
 In addition to fitting the stripper with a heart of 
gold trope, Shardene possesses one of the most 
idealized character traits that a woman can have – 
innocence.  Women’s innocence has become highly 
fetishized by society. The promiscuous woman is 
demonized as a vile seductress while the innocent, 
virginal girl next door is placed on a pedestal.  Take 
Marilyn Monroe for example.  Monroe’s public portrayal 
of child-like innocence and vulnerability were coupled 
with her female body to create one of the most iconic 
sex symbols in American history.  Shardene embodies 
this same dichotomy – sex appeal and innocence.  It is 
this innocence that works in the favor of the detectives.  
Kima and Lester come up with a plan to “flip” Shardene 
– to get her on their side.  After Keisha, another dancer 
at Orlando’s, goes missing, Shardene asks D’Angelo 
for information. He makes up a story that diverts blame 
from his crew. Kima and Lester bring Shardene down 
to the morgue.  They show her Keisha’s body and 
inform Shardene that she died of an overdose, had 
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traces of three separate men’s semen inside of her, 
and was found naked in a dumpster.  In addition to 
being horrified and disgusted, Shardene is utterly 
shocked.  For the first time, the atrocities that her 
employers were capable of are inescapable.  The fact 
that Shardene is still capable of being shocked proves 
that she is a civilian and not a player in “The Game.”  
Even in less intense moments, we see her innocence 
shine through.  When Shardene comes into the office 
for an interview, she comments on Lester’s doll 
furniture.  She is the only character in the series to ever 
ask him about his hobby.  When he tells her that he 
only makes them and sells them, Shardene responds 
with “That seems kind of sad.  You should have a 
house for them” (01.08).  In this moment, we see that 
Shardene’s innocence prompts her to believe that 
good things could and should still happen, even though 
they don’t most of the time.  
 One of the most notable aspects of Shardene’s 
character is her sight. She is blind as a bat without her 
giant, coke-bottle glasses. In feminist scholar Laura 
Mulvey’s seminal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema,” she touches on the meaning and use of 
glasses in film.  Glasses almost always make a female 
character seem less attractive and appealing.  They 
also work to reflect the male gaze.  This is precisely 
why Shardene can’t wear her glasses while at work – 
her livelihood depends on the male gaze and being 
perceived as appealing.  Glasses as a device in film 
draw attention to the fact that a woman is trying to see 
for herself.  This idea of women being the spectator 
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rather than the spectacle violates societal 
expectations.  The thought of Shardene finally finding 
the courage to see for herself is empowering, but it isn’t 
exactly what happens in the show.  Ultimately, she is 
finding her sight so that she can help Kima and Lester.  
The shot of Lester helping her put the contacts in 
reinforces the idea that she can’t see on her own – she 
needs the help of a man.  Mulvey’s scholarship has 
indicated that when women defy expectations by trying 
to see for themselves, they are either punished or 
reformed.  Shardene is no exception.  After working as 
an informant, she gets out of the drug game, goes to 
nursing school, and moves in with Lester.  She is 
reformed.  She finds a career that aligns with her 
morals and she rides off into the sunset with the kind, 
mentoring figure who has helped her get away from the 
periphery of The Game. Shardene becomes one of the 
few women on the series with a flourishing, romantic 
relationship.  Shardene’s turnaround and perfectly neat 
ending are crowd pleasing, but they do little to 
challenge the one-dimensional portrayal of women in 
film and television.  
 The character of Shardene is somewhat 
deceptive. Because she is portrayed in a positive light, 
most viewers may overlook the aspects that make her 
character problematic.  She is beautiful, follows her 
moral code, gets out of the stripping profession, and is 
“saved” by a man and delivered into a “happily ever 
after.”  Upon closer analysis, however, we see that 
Shardene’s one-dimensional character perpetuates 
the notion that women are just that – one-dimensional. 
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Her character development is in direct contrast with 
that of Jimmy McNulty (the cop that makes unethical 
decisions to see justice served) or Russell “Stringer” 
Bell (the drug dealer/ educated business man).  
Shardene doesn’t step very far, if at all, outside of the 
stripper with a heart of gold stock character.  Her 
innocence is somewhat fetishized and is portrayed as 
endearing rather than noble and courageous. The 
character of Shardene has the potential to be more 
complex – to challenge societal expectations and try to 
see for herself.  Instead, her reform is prompted solely 
by meeting her “knight in shining armor.”  Shardene is 
a likeable character, we can give her that – but she 
doesn’t challenge us as audience members by 
unveiling layers of complex character development like 
many of the other characters in the series.  
Unfortunately, Shardene lacks the complexity that 
makes this show so revolutionary in other ways.  
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The Commodification of Women  
in The Wire 

By  
Emily Nedvidek 

 
 

hen The Wire first aired, one of the greatest 
criticisms the show received was the lack of 
female characters and feminine agency 

presented on screen.  One might think this problem is 
remedied in the second season with the addition of 
over fifteen new female characters in the first episode, 
but fourteen of these women remain unnamed and 
unidentified throughout the entire season.  Season 
Two opens with Jimmy McNulty pulling a woman’s 
body out of the harbor, followed by Officer Beadie 
Russell surveying the Baltimore docks and finding a 
container filled with the bodies of thirteen women.   The 
rest of the season follows Russell, McNulty, and the 
members of unit headed by Lieutenant Cedric Daniels 
as they investigate the deaths of these fourteen women 
and, subsequently, the sex trade that brought them to 
Baltimore Harbor.  

Given the illicit nature of the sex industry and the 
The Wire’s ability to explore the interworking of illegal 
industries, it seems only reasonable that the show 
should turn its attentions toward the sex trade. By 
focusing on the sex trade in Baltimore and on a national 
scale, The Wire had the potential to create female 
characters with agency and importance while exposing 
an industry that has attempted to remain underground 

W 
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for its entire existence.  Season Two dedicates a 
significant amount of screen time to solving these 
fourteen murders and investigating the Baltimore sex 
trade, yet the anonymity and commodification of the 
women within the show does not give females any 
more meaningful presence than in Season One.  By 
examining prostitution and sex trafficking without 
putting a human face on the problem and creating 
empathy for the victims in Season Two, The Wire both 
perpetuates the marginalization of women and 
illuminates the limited power of women within society.  
 While Season One focuses almost solely on the 
Baltimore drug trade, Season Two expands its scope 
to include the more lucrative sex trade occurring both 
in Baltimore and internationally.  Although the drug 
trade is a hugely profitable market, a recent study 
performed by the Justice Department and The Urban 
Institute found that in several major cities, the sex 
industry was over twice as profitable as the illegal drug 
industry.  This 400-page study was the first of its kind, 
and while it is not comprehensive, it does demonstrate 
just how profitable and wide-reaching the sex trade is 
in America.  In fact, in 2007 the Atlanta sex trade 
brought in over $290 million, compared to its $117 
million illicit drug industry (Urban 121).  While this is the 
most extreme example out of the eight cities examined, 
each city had a sex industry that brought in at least tens 
of millions of dollars a year for a combined total of over 
$975 million.  Because the industry is so lucrative and 
secretive, there’s no telling just how much revenue this 
industry generates on a national scale.  If the sex trade 
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is making almost $1 billion in eight US cities alone, 
however, the number can be assumed to be in the 
billions.   

While these numbers might seem surprising, 
they are likely only a very small window into the US sex 
trade, as researchers had limited resources, and 
offenders are rarely prosecuted for their involvement in 
the industry.  As several offenders expressed, “No one 
actually gets locked up for pimping” (Urban 3).  This is 
perhaps due to law enforcement’s more relaxed stance 
on prostitution; the federal government does not list the 
regulation of prostitution among its enumerated 
powers, and the Tenth Amendment states that it is up 
to each state to regulate sex trafficking and to sentence 
offenders.  While prostitution is illegal in all areas of the 
country – except some rural counties in Nevada – it is 
rarely punished, and if one is arrested for soliciting or 
engaging in prostitution, the crime is tried only as a 
misdemeanor.  In contrast, the trafficking of illegal 
drugs is tried as a felony nationwide, thus offenders 
can face far more prison time for the selling of illicit 
drugs than the exploitation of women.  

Russell and Roland “Prez” Pryzbylewski 
experience this double standard firsthand from Rhonda 
Pearlman when they apply for a wiretap for phones that 
they know to be involved in the sex trade (2.07):  

 
Prez:  For starters, how about bringing girls 
over here for purposes of prostitution? 
That one we know about.  
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Pearlman:  You need to do better for a 
wiretap. Read your annotated code. 
Wiretap statute subsection 10.406 
designates crimes where the telephonic 
communication can be intercepted in the 
great state of Maryland. Prostitution? Nuh 
uh.  
Russell:  You mean you can tap a guy’s 
phone if he’s selling drugs, but if he’s 
selling women he’s out of bounds?  
Pearlman:  That’s the law. 

 
It is both shocking and problematic that the prostitution 
of nameless women should be considered less 
important than solving murders or busting a drug ring, 
and this scene does offer some critique of the system.  
The leniency of this punishment perpetuates the sale 
of women, as many criminals see this endeavor to be 
less risky than the trafficking of drugs.  To remedy this, 
the Urban study calls for “All states and DC to allow law 
enforcement to use wiretaps to investigate human 
trafficking offenses” (Urban 4).  By establishing that 
prostitution is not a severe enough offence to warrant 
a wiretap, the government is not only objectifying 
women, but is then also assigning them a value less 
than that of illegal drugs.   

The idea that women should be considered to 
be less valuable than drugs is absurd not only because 
of the value of human life but also because of the sheer 
size and revenue of the industry.  If an illegal industry 
is circulating billions of dollars a year, then clear 
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involvement in it should certainly warrant a wiretap.  
The Wire also acknowledges how much revenue the 
industry brings in when Officer Russell and Detectives 
Bunk Moreland and Lester Freamon discuss the 
monetary loss that the criminal element would incur 
from the girls’ death with Special Agents at the 
Department of Justice (2.03):   

 
Special Agent Lemmel:  It’s just that, for 
whoever was having those girls brought 
over, the net loss is in the millions.  
Freamon:  That much?  
Lemmel:  One of these girls from the circuit, 
going club to club up and down the east 
coast, could bring in half a million over the 
next couple years. And that’s just for club 
work and prostitution.  
Bunk:  So, somebody messed up. 
Lemmel:  In a big way. 
 

While Baltimore is not one of the eight cities featured 
in the Justice Department’s report, clearly the sex 
industry is alive and well in the city.  This is reinforced 
one episode earlier as The Greek, Spiros “Vondas” 
Vondopoulos, and Sergei “Serge” Malatov discuss the 
monetary loss they will incur from the deaths of the girls 
(2.02): 
 

The Greek:  In a year, each whore would 
bring a quarter million. What is that?   
Sergei:  Four million dollars.   
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The Greek:  Gone…There will be other 
girls. 

 
Although The Greek is very upset by the lost revenue, 
he finds solace in the idea that the girls are not 
irreplaceable commodities.  To The Greek and 
Vondas, the death of the women is upsetting because 
of the loss of product rather than the loss of life.  While 
the death of the prostitutes is an inconvenience to 
them, they are also aware of how high the desire to 
immigrate to the US is, and they are confident that 
there will be another shipment of girls in no time.  Their 
confidence is justified; as Special Agent Kemmel tells 
the Daniels team, “You gotta understand, they’re 
coming from places that don’t have much of anything – 
Romania, Moldova, Russia, Albania – 40-50,000 
undocumented women working in the US alone” (2.03).  
For the women, this was their chance to escape their 
home and make a better life for themselves by giving 
up their bodies in hopes of gaining even a small 
semblance of independence or agency.  What they did 
not realize, however, was that once they stepped into 
that container, they were destined to remain nameless 
commodities, whether in life or death.  

The commodification of foreign prostitutes is 
further perpetuated when Prez and Detective Kima 
Greggs are talking to Shardene’s (unnamed) stripper 
friend (2.06).  As the detectives ask her questions 
about the treatment of the illegal prostitutes, it 
becomes clear that the women are considered to be 
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very valuable property to the club owner and, as such, 
are carefully guarded:  

 
Kima: Where’d they stay?  
Stripper: Where they’re told!  Shit, they ain’t 
here legally.  They don’t know shit, they ain’t 
got no family, and the guys handling them are 
always with them to take them from whatever 
motel they’re using to the club and back.  
Right there when they need to go get food or 
go to the fucking Rite Aid. Right outside the 
motel room door when they’re in there with 
the fucking johns. I’ve seen one of them get 
lit up with one of them fucking stun guns just 
for going down the block to try to get some 
dinner. I mean they barely let those girls go to 
the bathroom by themselves.  

 
The prostitutes have no freedom and no free will and 
are worth nothing more to the pimps and club owners 
than their ascribed monetary value.  Their names, 
values, and personal lives are of no importance to 
these men; the only thing of interest to them is their 
heritage, since the Eastern European women are 
selling the best at the moment.  It is not only the 
smuggled prostitutes who are seen as commodities, 
however.  The anonymity of these women is further 
reflected in the stripper’s lack of identification – the 
detectives talk to her for a few minutes and Kima has a 
conversation about her with Shardene, yet she is never 
given so much as a first name.  The stripper is, thus, 
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treated as a commodity by both the club owners and 
the detectives; both of these groups are only interested 
in how she can advance their own personal interests.   
 Although Season Two opens with fourteen Jane 
Does, it seems for a while that these women might be 
given more agency than their Season One 
predecessors as Jimmy McNulty becomes determined 
to identify the floater.  Additionally, once the thirteen 
dead women’s cases are assigned to the unit Daniels 
heads, it seems that the women might be identified and 
given backstories, thus creating an opportunity for 
viewers to connect with them as the series develops 
somewhat complex, albeit deceased, female 
characters.  Viewers get a glimpse of a slightly less 
arrogant, more compassionate version of McNulty 
when he talks to Russell about the unidentified girls, 
saying, “C’mon, you know what happens to all those 
girls if you don’t ID them: anatomy board as medical 
cadavers, then a crematorium, then that mass grave 
out at Crownsville,” and, again, later in the episode 
when he promises Bunk, “I’m gonna give this one a 
name. She’s not going out to Crownsville, this one. Not 
on me, she’s not” (2.03).  Jimmy’s concern about this 
woman seems legitimate, and identifying her body 
becomes his personal mission.  

The first several episodes follow McNulty’s 
quest to identify his Jane Doe, and it seems at first as 
if his investigation might be rewarded in the typical 
crime-drama pattern of “seemingly impossibly case 
that it somehow ultimately solved.”  It soon becomes 
evident, however, that McNulty is only attempting to 
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identify the woman as a way to legitimize his own 
career and prove to his ex-wife that he is a changed 
man.  When he fails at this and is rejected once again 
by Elena, he gives up on identifying the woman and 
says, “I was trying for an ID on this one, but I can’t even 
tell you why.  Just a way to pretend I was still a murder 
police, I guess.  But, who gives a fuck, right?” (2.06).  
As soon as the investigation can no longer further his 
own agenda, McNulty gives it up and returns to his old 
ways, thus continuing his own pattern of commodifying 
women.  McNulty cares about the women but only to 
the extent that they can help him or meet his needs.  
Once he is placed back on the investigative unit and is 
once again a murder police, he no longer needs to 
identify the women, and their lack of identification fades 
into the background as stopping The Greek’s drug 
smuggling operation takes precedence.  

It is not only the people who sell the women who 
view them as commodities but also those who are 
supposedly trying to save them.  McNulty and the rest 
of the unit prepare to bust a brothel that they have 
discovered in a warehouse in the previous episodes.  
McNulty infiltrates the brothel by pretending to be an 
out of town john, but while waiting for the rest of the 
unit to appear, he is left alone with two prostitutes and 
finds himself “brought to the point of a sexual act,” as 
he so delicately puts it (2.09).  While this scene is 
meant to provide a comedic moment for viewers, it 
perpetuates McNulty’s use of women as objects and 
shows him engaging in exactly what the unit has been 
trying to fight all season.  This scene reinforces the 
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commodification of women and excuses the behavior 
that was previously shown as being totally 
reprehensible, thus exposing a blind spot in the gender 
consciousness of the writers.  

While Season Two of The Wire does perpetuate 
and occasionally even validate the use of women as 
commodities, the anonymity of the female characters 
can also be seen as a commentary on the limited role 
of women within society.  While it would have been nice 
to see McNulty identify the floater, perhaps it is more 
poignant and meaningful thematically that she and the 
rest of the women remain nameless.  The permanent 
anonymity of the women reflects the more realistic truth 
that women in the sex industry have no power or 
agency, and that they are considered only to be 
property by all those who hire, solicit, and exploit them.  
Once they enter the sex trade, their identities are 
stripped from them as soon as their clothes are, and 
the women are forced to resign any personal power or 
independence that they may have previously 
possessed.   

The prostitutes are not the only women who 
appear nameless or faceless throughout the course of 
Season Two, however.  In addition to the fourteen Jane 
Does, there is also Kima’s stripper friend, the Madam 
of the brothel, the prostitutes in the brothel, the women 
McNulty visits in prison to ask about his Jane Doe, the 
woman who translates Jane Doe’s letter for McNulty, 
and – perhaps most surprisingly – Frank Sobotka’s 
wife.  Frank and Ziggy refer to Sobotka’s wife on 
occasion, so it can be assumed that she is still alive 
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and present in his life.  Yet, she is rarely mentioned and 
never seen, despite how much of Frank, Nick, and 
Ziggy’s personal lives the audience is privy to along 
with the crises they face.  The Sobotkas are frequently 
shown drinking at the bar and socializing among male 
friends; Nick is shown with his girlfriend, child, and 
parents, and Ziggy is shown with his duck, but Frank’s 
wife is nowhere to be found.  Even when Ziggy is 
imprisoned and Frank’s body is pulled out of the 
harbor, there is not a glimpse of Mrs. Sobotka.  While 
she is not a prostitute or an illegal immigrant, she 
receives only as much character development, 
recognition, and agency as the dead women in the can.  
Within the society of Southeastern Baltimore, it would 
seem that women are not given an identity or any 
importance apart from what they can offer a man.  

While Season Two of The Wire begins with 
some promise that it might expiate the lack of female 
agency shown in Season One, this hope is ultimately 
dashed by the end of the season.  The fourteen women 
found dead in the container are never identified, and 
their deaths fade into the background while the men 
responsible for importing and exploiting them escape 
to a foreign country, presumably to continue their 
trafficking of women without ever facing 
consequences.  The women remain anonymous, as do 
a host of other female characters, and the sex trade in 
Baltimore is left to continue on as it always has.  While 
The Wire exposes the underground sex industry with a 
realism that has not typically been seen on television, 
it ultimately misses an opportunity to create female 
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characters with real agency, power, and promise.  By 
keeping these characters simply as unnamed corpses, 
the audience is not able to develop the same level of 
attachment to the women that it feels for the more 
complex male characters, such as Nick, Frank, Omar, 
D’Angelo, Bubbles, and even Ziggy.  Instead, the 
writers keep the women and their stories at arm’s 
length, thus conditioning the viewers to also see them 
only as Jane Does.  When the dead women are 
discovered, there is an initial horror felt, but their deaths 
do not incite the same pain or grief that the death of a 
complex male characters does.  Had there been a real 
connection established between the audience and any 
of the prostitutes, the show could have raised 
awareness about the prevalence of sexual trafficking in 
America and maybe even created a base of viewers 
who would be outraged by the exploitation of women.  
Although it is not the duty of a television show to enact 
social change or justice, with the power that The Wire 
has over viewers, it could have been a very effective 
forum to expose the harmful and problematic industry 
that has remained underground for so long.  Rather 
than shed light on the problem that prostitution and 
sexual trafficking pose to American society and engage 
viewers enough to serve as a call to action to combat 
the problem, however, the show perpetuates the 
commodification of women as sexual objects and 
offers no glimmer of hope for curtailing the wide-
reaching problem that is the buying and selling of 
women. 
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Familial Struggles in a Developing Society 
By  

Iain Dormer 
 
 
he opening scene from Season Two of The Wire 
shows us the disparity between the working 
class and the upper class, as Jimmy McNulty 

and his new partner in the Marine division tow a party 
boat full of wealthy bureaucrats out of a shipping lane 
(2.1).  This preliminary scene sets the stage for the rest 
of the season. It highlights the focus not only on class 
segregation but also on current struggles faced by 
White males in a postindustrial climate. The struggles 
are a result of the changing economic and social 
structure as previous industries begin to globalize and 
increase their use of technology.  The local, blue collar 
workers are gradually being replaced by machines 
capable of performing their jobs more efficiently, 
causing tensions to rise.  It also causes a displacement 
of the previous core values carried by these working 
class men and their families.  This is noted by a 
reference to Susan Faludi’s work in Hamilton Carroll’s 
essay “Policing the Borders of White Masculinity:  
Labor, Whiteness, and the Neoliberal City in The Wire: 

 
Drawing a series of links between the 
transformation of labor from 
manufacturing to service work and the 
concomitant rise of male insecurity, 
Faludi argues that men have been let 

T 
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down by a society in which the values by 
which they were raised and the skills they 
have been taught to be proud of are no 
longer relevant. (265) 
 

It can be argued then, that as these economic and 
social problems continue to mount as a direct result of 
Baltimore’s postindustrial transformation, they 
culminate in familial struggles, especially within the 
working class.  

Despite being a fictional series, The Wire has 
been praised for its realistic depiction of the city and 
the industries that it represents over the five seasons 
of the show.  The representation of the dockworkers in 
Season Two is no exception as it focuses on the 
transformation of Baltimore from an industrial hub into 
a commercial haven for bureaucrats.  This transition 
causes many of the Stevedores, and other blue collar 
workers, to lose their jobs to technology.  The 
subsequent fallout from this is not only economic 
troubles but also a breakdown of the social values 
maintained in previous generations.  This is 
exemplified largely through the Sobotkas and their 
struggle to preserve their traditional lifestyle.  Despite 
their best attempts, though, we see that the inclination 
to abandon the social values that served them so well 
before, in order to meet economic needs, is the cause 
of their eventual downfall.  Due to the lack of ships 
coming to the port and the machines that can offload 
twice as quickly as their human equivalent, the 
Sobotkas must resort to crime in order to keep their 
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family afloat and to bribe the right officials so that their 
industry can thrive again.  Unfortunately, however, their 
efforts are insufficient, and in the end, the audience is 
provided with a very bleak outlook on the future of not 
just the White working class of Baltimore but the 
working class as whole across America.  

The strain that the transformation places on the 
Sobotka family causes them to gradually unwind and 
culminates in Frank’s death, Ziggy’s lifelong 
imprisonment, and the displacement of Nick and his 
family.  The troubles start with Frank Sobotka and the 
tenuous relationship he has with his son, Ziggy.  
Throughout the entire second season, viewers see 
Frank torn between taking care of his idiot son and 
trying to resuscitate the struggling union that has been 
the defining part of his professional life and personal 
identity.  This dilemma is the nexus of a lot of his 
problems.  Ziggy perceives Frank to care more about 
the lives of his union members than his own son, 
causing Ziggy to react angrily or stupidly in order to 
gather his father’s attention.  For example, there is a 
scene in the bar when Frank buys a round for the 
house after getting his money from The Greek, and 
Ziggy looks at him spitefully before doing the same 
thing and lighting a $100 bill on fire.  This provokes a 
reaction out of Frank, thus giving Ziggy the attention he 
so desperately craves.  It also serves as a way of 
showing Frank that despite his apparent lack of 
affection for his son, Ziggy is still capable of taking care 
of himself (2.06).  This stunt is representative of Ziggy’s 
actions, and conversely, viewers also get to see the toll 
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that it takes on Frank as he tries to ensure that his son 
does not make the same mistakes as he has.  No 
matter how hard Frank tries, he is incapable of stopping 
Ziggy from continuously getting himself caught up in 
the criminal underworld, which strains an already 
fragile relationship between the father and son.  

Ziggy’s criminal mishaps are not the sole reason 
for the tension, however.  In fact, they are a result of 
bigger problem, Frank’s lack of faith in Ziggy.  There 
are plenty of small examples of this, such as the scene 
in which Frank fires Ziggy (2.01), but ultimately it 
always come back to the fact that whenever Frank 
needs anything important done, he asks his nephew 
Nick instead of asking his son.  This is especially true 
with regard to The Greek and his criminal enterprise.  
Nick acts as the intermediary, gathering the ship name 
and crate numbers to process contraband.  Ziggy only 
comes along because he begs Nick to include him.  
Ziggy, the one who considers himself more a criminal 
than his cousin due to his past transgressions, is 
overlooked because Frank does not trust his own son 
with any amount of responsibility.  When Ziggy realizes 
this, he once again turns back to crime, seeking a big 
score in order to prove something to his old man and 
simultaneously ensure that Frank will show him some 
attention.  This starts with boosting a crate of cameras 
but quickly escalates to him trying to “flip a g-pack,” fifty 
half gram vials of cut heroin worth $1000 (2.04).  All 
along the way, as Ziggy continues to repeat the same 
mistakes over and over again, the person Frank gets 
mad at is Nick, constantly stating that he expects more 
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from him, including taking care of his cousin.  This 
shows that even when Ziggy makes mistakes, Frank 
refuses to lay the responsibility at Ziggy’s feet even 
though he is completely to blame.  Although Ziggy 
refuses to take responsibility for his actions, there are 
times when he expresses remorse for his indiscretions, 
such as stealing the cameras, and for the fact that he 
did not become a man who could fill his father’s 
footsteps (2.11): 

 
Ziggy:  Pop, when I see what I did to that 
kid down at the store, it made me sick to 
my stomach. 
Frank:  That ain’t you, Zig. 
Ziggy:  It ain’t? Cause the same blood 
don’t flow for us, pop. I mean, I wish it did, 
but it don’t. 
Frank:  You’re more like me than you 
know… you’re a Sobotka 
Ziggy:  Fucked, is what I am. 
 

This scene is yet another example of how Frank 
refuses to allow Ziggy to accept any kind of 
responsibility. Frank refuses to accept that his own 
flesh and blood could possibly have done something 
so terrible. In one of his more mature moments, 
however, we see Ziggy accept his faults and tell his 
father how excluded and disrespected he has felt.  
Unfortunately, it is too little too late to possibly repair 
their dysfunctional relationship. 
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 Earlier in the conversation printed above, it 
becomes clear that Ziggy resents Frank because of 
how much time he has devoted to fighting for the union 
instead of trying to salvage their family. This is evident 
in his response after Frank asks why he didn’t come to 
him with his problems.  Ziggy says, “You wouldn’t have 
heard.  You were always too busy dredging up the 
canal, making sure the right bum got elected, buying 
another round for the house” (2.11).  His dialogue 
shows that Ziggy questions his father’s priorities and 
the value of what he’s been “working” on this whole 
time.  There is little to no trust between Frank and 
Ziggy, and with Frank refusing to give Ziggy a chance 
to gain it back, the outcome for their relationship looks 
bleak.  No matter how much Frank may have loved 
Ziggy, he didn’t show it in ways to make Ziggy feel 
comfortable and confident.  Instead, the young man is 
insecure and overcompensates as he attempts to 
prove to himself and to his father that he deserves 
some respect and wants to stop being a “punchline to 
every joke” (2.11).  It seems, then, that if it were not for 
Frank’s focus on his union, he may have been able to 
raise Ziggy better.  And, subsequently, if it were not for 
the changing economic landscape, then Frank would 
not need to devote so much time and attention to his 
union. 

Frank is not the only one feeling the pressure of 
Baltimore’s transformation.  His nephew Nick is facing 
similar problems on a smaller level.  Nick begins the 
season as a straight-edged dockworker trying to take 
care of his young family but quickly gets enveloped in 
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the shady dealings of his uncle and cousin.  Nick is very 
similar to Frank in the sense that they hold the same, 
traditional values; he is a hard worker and believes in 
having a strong family, which is represented in his 
actions.  He is always looking for ships to work in order 
to make enough honest money to try and provide for 
his girlfriend, Aimee, and their daughter, Ashley.  
Ultimately, however, it is his desire to become a proper 
family that causes him to turn to crime as a means to 
meet Aimee’s expectations of living in a home together.  
Without Aimee pushing him, it can be argued, Nick may 
have kept his job as a stevedore and lived within his 
means.  This highlights how the pressure created from 
a city changing the focus of its industry from labor to 
service can have a negative effect on the members of 
its working class. 

Aimee is only one factor that causes Nick to 
succumb to one of Ziggy’s ill-conceived plans, 
however.  The other is Frank.  Nick’s relationship with 
his father, Louis, is very similar to that of Ziggy and 
Frank.  Although Nick is not shunned by his father, they 
do not have a close relationship, perhaps because his 
uncle is a leader in the union and well-respected in the 
community.  Frank reciprocates Nick’s affection, 
trusting him to handle affairs with the dock as well as 
orders from The Greek.  With the increased 
responsibility, Nick realizes how much money his uncle 
is making from his illicit activities and attempts to 
pursue a similar line of business.  Once he gets a taste 
for the easy money, he quickly abandons his previous 
social values, justifying what he does by saying he’s 
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doing the wrong thing for the right reasons:  to provide 
for the people he loves.  This is akin to what Frank’s 
doing smuggling drugs, something he would never 
normally do, in order to help save his union, but Nick’s 
intentions are slightly more personal than Frank’s 
altruistic actions.  With Frank as an idol and Aimee 
threatening to leave if he does not get a house, it 
seems Nick is left with no other option than to smuggle 
on the side and sell drugs from the profits.  As he 
begins to prosper, however, he gets greedier and is 
seduced by the benefits of his partnership with The 
Greek.  Louis, Nick’s Father, mentions this when 
talking with Frank after the police come to his house 
and find Nick’s stash (2.11): 

 
Louis:  Heroin, Frank, from this house. 
Frank:  No, that ain’t right. That can’t be 
right. I knew Nicky and Zig were boosting 
stuff, cameras, shit like that, but nothing 
like this. 
Louis:  You knew…? And, once Nicky got 
used to boosting stuff and seeing a load 
of money, what did you think was going 
to do? Turn straight all of a sudden and 
give it up? Naaa, Frank, once you gave 
him a taste on the house… 
 

In the end, the mess the young men are in leads to 
Frank’s murder because he decides to snitch and 
testify against The Greek in return for protection for his 
family.  The Greek discovers Frank’s betrayal through 
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his contact in the FBI and decides to silence him after 
Nick sets up a meeting between them to try to resolve 
matters.  After Nick learns of Frank’s murder, he cuts 
all ties with The Greek and takes his uncle’s deal with 
the police.  He cannot bring back his mentor, but 
cooperating with authorities gives Nick some sort of 
atonement for his mistakes. 

All of this stems from the transformation of 
Baltimore into a service city from an industrial hub.  The 
show highlights that labor-intensive jobs, such as those 
performed by the stevedores, continue to diminish due 
to technology that is capable of doing everything faster 
and more safely.  This is backed up with data as 
Michael Snyder notes in his 2012 article “Why Blue 
Collar Jobs are Disappearing.”  Snyder writes, “Back in 
the year 2000, more than 20 percent of all jobs in 
America were manufacturing jobs. Today about 5 
percent of all jobs in America are manufacturing jobs.”  
In The Wire, this has serious consequences, as it 
retires several men who only know the Stevedore way 
such as Johnny “Fifty” Spamanto, who appears in 
Season Five as a homeless man, illustrating just how 
much damage is caused (5.04).  This demonstrates 
that when the dockworkers are displaced, they have 
nowhere else to turn. The older generation continues 
with the only thing it knows while those of the younger 
generation, like Nick, either resign themselves to the 
same fate or feel they have to resort to the life of crime 
that eventually consumes them.  This vicious cycle is 
not necessarily restricted to the White, male, working 
class population as can be seen with the dockworkers 
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themselves.  The Stevedores have more than one 
constituency, and it is alluded to in The Wire that they 
alternate between a Black and White union leader.  Not 
only, then, does this affect the Black working class 
population, too, but it also highlights the parallels 
between the two races as they struggle to adjust to life 
after the docks.  Season Two is the only season where 
we see elements of the White drug trade, and this 
identifies that the downfall of the economic and social 
structures have affected both races.  Both races are 
not affected equally, however, as the White stevedores 
have been so accustomed to having opportunities that 
the fall from grace is greater when it finally occurs.  

This also begs the question as to what the future 
will hold as more and more jobs are transformed. 
These kinds of trends will start at the bottom as the 
more labor-intensive, and thus less safe, occupations 
are replaced with machines, but eventually, technology 
will begin to replace people further up the hierarchy as 
the rich attempt to get richer.  This is similar to the 
displacement of Black farm workers in the South by 
machines, which led to mass immigration to cities such 
as Baltimore when industrialization became 
widespread on farms.  Therefore, if cities like Baltimore 
do not try to solve the serious problems that plague 
their city, then soon their actions will have 
repercussions as more families fall apart and crime 
spirals further out of control.  This is one of the key 
issues addressed throughout The Wire, and Season 
Two certainly weighs in heavily, as David Simon brings 
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attention to the problems of the present and how they 
will continue to be problems into the future.  
 Looking at the aforementioned examples, we 
can see that there is a pattern as the societal pressures 
of transforming a postindustrial city into a service-
based economy affects the values and familial 
relationships of the blue collar workforce.  Furthermore, 
it can be argued that politicians have only helped to 
afflict the working class with these devastating issues.  
The example in The Wire when we see the grainery 
pier get demolished for a housing complex is only one 
example of how such projects cause irreparable 
damage to the working class’s way of life and the actual 
lives of those in future generations.  If there is ever to 
be a solution to this increasingly pervasive problem, it 
must start with the politicians and their decision to 
begin valuing the voters more than their campaign 
donors.  Once they begin to focus on the needs of the 
many, aspects such as crime rate and other factors 
should start to fall and align with the more prosperous 
time of the past.  This also begs the question of what 
the future will hold as more and more jobs are 
transformed.  These types of trends will start at the 
bottom as the more labor-intensive, and thus less safe, 
occupations are replaced with machines, but 
eventually, technology will begin to replace people 
further up the hierarchy as the rich attempt to get richer.  
If cities like Baltimore do not try to solve the serious 
problems that plague them, then soon their actions will 
have repercussions as families fall apart and crime 
spirals out of control. This is one of the key issues 
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addressed throughout The Wire, and Season Two 
certainly weighs in heavily, as David Simon brings 
attention to the problems of the present and how they 
will continue to be problems into the future.  
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Absent Fathers of The Wire 
By  

Meghan Collins 
 

 
he Wire, throughout its many seasons, 
illustrates a myriad of dysfunctional, 
manipulative, and neglectful relationships, 

showing the consequential effects of these failed 
connections on a broader social scale.  The 
relationships between parent and child, and specifically 
father-son relationships as represented in the series, 
are characteristic of such failures and show countless 
absentee fathers and struggling, single mothers living 
in stressful, impoverished conditions as a societal norm 
in the respective communities portrayed.  The 
relationship between Chester “Ziggy” Sobatka and his 
father Frank Sobatka in the second season of the 
series is a powerful example.  Their relationship 
signifies the internal conflict and the limited ability of a 
son to develop a healthy identity when growing up 
without a positive, male figure present with the 
absence fuelling an unquenchable desire for attention 
compounded by abnormal social interactions.  The 
financial and emotional effects of neglectful fathers, 
especially evident in the underprivileged living 
conditions of the Barksdale crew and others in “The 
Game,” can be directly traced to the absence of fathers 
in most of the families within the community.  This 
additional stress then leads to the vulnerability of the 
children, who must try to survive such conditions where 

T 
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many see the drug trade as their only option for 
income.  As characters like Russell “Stringer” Bell 
continue to prey on such vulnerabilities, this pattern is 
continually repeated, portraying a realistic explanation 
for the way such societies truly function in 
contemporary America.  This essay examines the way 
in which the absence of fathers, especially as 
presented in the second season of The Wire, creates 
gaping holes in the social fabric leading to 
dysfunctional behavior and maladaptive 
developmental outcomes, which in turn provides a 
space for immoral or manipulative individuals to use 
young boys as pawns in The Game thus perpetuating 
a cycle of fatherlessness and making the entire 
community vulnerable.  

Many studies show that father-absent 
households can have insurmountably negative effects 
on the development of children growing up in these 
situations.  The financial and emotional toll that is taken 
not only on the child but also on the mother (who 
becomes the sole head of the household) can lead to 
more stressful living environments that disrupt 
emotional and behavioral growth of individuals, such 
as the adolescents portrayed in The Wire.  Children 
who grow up without a father present are “at a higher 
risk for deviant and antisocial behavior” according to 
one study (Mackey 64), which examined young male 
violence as a product of father absence and found that 
“father absence, rather than poverty, was a strong 
predictor in young men’s behavior,” citing significant 
correlations between adolescent violence and 
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fatherless family structures.  Furthermore, “Children 
who perceive their father’s absence as more stressful,” 
such as in a situation when the mother is significantly 
emotionally or psychologically affected as a result of 
abandonment, “are at a higher risk of dysfunctional 
behavior”(Harris 122).  When children are put in a state 
of such emotional and psychological distress, they are 
then naturally susceptible to maladaptive coping 
practices.  

Logically, the absence of a father figure in a 
given family in most cases also indicates a loss of 
income and financial troubles.  In many cases, this 
would seem an appropriate explanation for the 
negative effect on a mother’s caregiving abilities, as 
unsatisfying jobs and inconvenient, long hours create 
substantial stress.  Additional studies have shown that 
beyond the primary “stressor” of an absent father on a 
child, the emotional distress of a mother in such 
situations can have a direct effect on the child’s 
perception of behavioral and emotional normality 
(Harris 122).  The perception of a mother’s loneliness 
in the eyes of a child is yet another confounding factor 
affecting their maturation. 

In The Wire, there are a number of absent and 
neglectful fathers represented or suggested, making 
this condition a deliberate and integral aspect 
contributing to the greater understanding of the social 
structures at work within the series as a whole and, by 
extension, the reality it aims to imitate.  These holes 
created in the social fabric as a result of the neglectful 
father and the overwhelmed mother allow spaces for 
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manipulative characters, like Stringer Bell, to take 
advantage of such vulnerable situations.  The 
circumstances of the characters in The Game – low 
economic status, minimal education, and unstable or 
non-existent family structures – explain the ways in 
which calculating individuals like Stringer are able to 
take advantage of the youth who grow up in West 
Baltimore.  In Season One, characters like Bodie 
Broadus and Wallace, both heavily under Bell’s 
influence, are examples of fatherless individuals in the 
series and demonstrate how the absence of a positive 
male figure in their lives allows shortcuts to financial 
relief and “protection” to become so appealing.  These 
undesirable situations leave gaps in the social 
structure for manipulative characters to take advantage 
of fatherless individuals by filling in as a male figure for 
them to follow.  The lack of fathering in such situations 
seems to perpetuate this cycle because the youth who 
grow up in these conditions do not have a concept of 
what present, constructive parenting should be. 

Though the characters within The Game serve 
as prime examples of the damaging effects of a 
fatherless community, The Wire also shows how this 
social phenomenon transcends both race and class.  
Jimmy McNulty, a White man with a steady income 
inhabiting the middle class, is yet another example in 
the series of the failed father; as a result of his 
absolute, even obsessive, dedication to his police 
work, he is consistently scrutinized by his ex-wife for 
his absence in their children’s lives, which is otherwise 
presented as idyllic.  In Season One, Reginald 
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“Bubbles” Cousins is talking with McNulty in the 
comparatively idyllic neighborhood where the detective 
lives and metaphorically states, “There is a thin line 
between Heaven and here” (1.04).  By linking McNulty, 
who is as absent mentally as physically in his children’s 
lives, with absent fathers in the projects and, in Season 
Two, with ineffective fathering in a White, working class 
neighborhood, a larger point is made.   Along with the 
corruption of institutions (within The Game and inside 
the police and on the docks and in other institutions 
featured during subsequent seasons), the effects of an 
absent father are not bound to the underprivileged 
circumstances of those living on “the other side of 
town” but can be found across all social classes and 
races. The Wire’s representation of fatherlessness 
expresses a much deeper meaning within a broader 
social context for this aspect of modern life; the 
damaging effects of absent fathers are not only harmful 
to the maturation of the children in these situations, but 
also perpetuate a continuation of this neglectful 
behavior once they become adults and have their own 
families.  

It is apparent that the social paradigm of the 
absent father is presented as a contributing factor to 
the unfavorable circumstances of the human condition 
for the writers of The Wire as the negative outcomes of 
these adolescents with maladapted outlooks on the 
world reflecting their experience are seen as significant 
causes of the continuation of such societal patterns.  
The effects of these continued cycles expand far 
beyond the Baltimore community that is the focus of 
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The Wire; for example, Stringer’s hit on D’Angelo 
Barksdale, another father figure in the series, shows 
the perpetuation of this fatherless community, as his 
own son will now be forced to grow up without him; and 
further, through the relationship Stringer initiates with 
Donette (D’Angelo’s “baby-mama”), it appears an 
inevitable outcome that someday he, too, will be an 
object of Bell’s manipulative ways to feed his own 
needs in The Game.  A second example of Stringer’s 
hand in extending this fatherless cycle can be found in 
his demand that Bodie and Malik “Poot” Carr kill their 
friend Wallace (another character without a present 
father) because they believe that he is betraying his 
loyalties to The Game by cooperating with the police.  
After the death of Wallace, who cares for a large 
number of younger children in the neighborhood by 
feeding them dinner, packing their lunches, and 
sending them off to school every day, the viewer must 
suppose that these children, too, will be left without any 
sort of positive parental or familial guidance as their 
mothers are never shown taking care of them.  This 
unstable family model, which has become a standard 
of the lower class as portrayed in The Wire, feeds on 
itself as the presence of a father-figure grows more and 
more unfamiliar.  In Season Two, the boundless nature 
of the negative consequences of fatherless 
communities and family structures is expressed 
through the combined exposure of the toll it takes, both 
at the docks and in The Game.  

The most thorough examination of the dynamic 
created by an absent father and his son in Season Two 
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is found through the relationship between Frank and 
Ziggy Sobatka.  Frank’s attention to the union and the 
conditions of his workers and peers rather than 
devotion to family life leave his son Ziggy with far 
greater vulnerabilities, which seem to be rooted in his 
childhood but unresolved as he struggles to become 
an adult.  In another study of the father-son connection 
and the adverse effects of paternal neglect on the self-
identification of adolescent boys, it was found that 
“Father-absent boys may have damaged self regard, 
especially in the form of masculine identification, 
problems of adjustment to peers, and low achievement 
aspirations” (Hunt 35).  The implication is that Ziggy’s 
self-consciousness is at least in part a result of the 
neglect of his father, who has made him feel unworthy 
of his attention, which is an example of how children in 
father-absent homes are unable to identify themselves 
in a healthy, positive way as they are not given the 
proper structure to fully mature.  In one scene where 
Ziggy reminisces on what he remembers his father 
doing after work every day he asks, 

 
Do you wanna know what I 
remember?  Do you?  I remember 
you and Uncle Jerry and Uncle Walt, 
Petey… all sitting around the kitchen 
table talking shit about this gang and 
that gang … always a fucking 
argument.  I remember when you’s all 
went down to pick at them scabs at 
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Covington piers. I remember 
everything.  Everything.  (2.06) 

 
In this moment, it becomes apparent how Frank’s 
behavior has had such adverse affects on Ziggy 
growing up, as his only perception of his father (in the 
few times he was actually home rather than at work) 
was when he was drinking, arguing, complaining, and 
displaying violence.  These memories of his father are 
poignant in the way he perceives that a real man 
should act and conduct himself, showing how Ziggy’s 
performance of such negative qualities are his way of 
replicating how he thinks his father behaves.  Ziggy’s 
obvious admiration of his father conflicts with their very 
distant relationship because Frank never actually takes 
the time to show Ziggy how to be a man.  

The negligence of his father has motivated 
Ziggy to desire attention in other ways and is 
exemplified through his many inappropriate displays of 
his penis in Season Two and through various antics like 
burning a hundred-dollar-bill at the bar to light his 
cigarette (2.01) as well as his stunt with the pet duck, 
which he eventually kills by poisoning it with liquor.  
These desperate, attention-seeking acts, in 
combination with Ziggy’s involvement in criminal 
activity, stealing cameras and cars to sell to The 
Greeks, are manifestations of the theory that sons with 
absent fathers often “try to turn delinquency into a form 
of compensatory masculine achievement” (Hunt 36).  
Though these actions are clearly a result of his desire 
for his father’s notice, it may also be argued that what 
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little influence Frank does have on his reckless son 
inspires him to handle hard times and financial troubles 
with criminal activity; Frank’s own illegal involvement 
with The Greeks – turning a blind eye to their criminal 
activities and allowing them to abuse the dock’s 
systems – communicates a justification for destructive 
behavior in the eyes of his son.  

Ziggy’s inevitable downfall occurs after he 
murders an affiliate of the crime boss known as The 
Greek and the shoots another of his colleagues.  After 
Ziggy has admitted to his crimes and is in prison, father 
and son have a conversation that is a defining moment 
in the relationship between the two but which comes 
too late to save either one of them.  When they discuss 
Ziggy’s mental breakdown and violent outburst, Frank 
finally seems to come to an awareness of the 
detrimental effect his neglectful behavior toward Ziggy 
has had on his mental health (2.10).   
 

Frank:  What happened? 
Ziggy:  I got tired… got tired of being the 
punch line to every joke.  
Frank:  You got problems, you could’ve 
come to me.  Could’ve said something. 
Ziggy:  You wouldn’t have heard.  You 
were always too busy drudging up the 
canal, making sure the right bum got 
elected, buying another round for the 
house.  I always used to think you were 
working all them hours you used to spend 
away.  
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Frank:  It was all work, Zig…even when it 
wasn’t… for you and your mother.  
Ziggy:  I bet you didn’t even tell her I was 
in here did you? Or, maybe you did and 
she already took three Nembutal and is 
sleeping the day away. 

 
The feelings of abandonment and disappointment that 
Ziggy holds onto are clearly expressed in this 
conversation.  The unhealthy approach that both Ziggy 
and his mother seem to have taken to coping with 
Frank’s lack of involvement in their family-life is 
expressed as the direct source of Ziggy’s delinquent 
behavior.  

An additional source of Ziggy’s feelings of 
inadequacy can be found in his constant self-
comparisons to his cousin, Nicky.  Nicky and Frank’s 
relationship in the series appears to be a much 
stronger portrayal of a father-son connection than that 
of Ziggy and Frank; Frank’s inclusion of Nicky in illegal 
schemes with The Greeks shows a stronger sense of 
trust in his nephew than in his son.  Ironically, Nicky’s 
substitution of Frank as a father-figure, with all of his 
flaws, over his biological one can be viewed as the 
source of the world of trouble where the Sobatka family 
finds itself.  Nicky’s father, regarding the way that he 
looked up to his uncle, comments on their relationship 
saying that Nicky thought “if it was broke, my uncle, he 
could fix it” (2.11).  If Nicky had emulated his father, 
who is characterized in the Second Season as a much 
more positive role model, all of the devastating 
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products of their choices may have been entirely 
avoided:  Ziggy might not be in prison, and Frank might 
not have ended up being executed by The Greeks.  
Nicky’s rejection of what may have saved him can be 
understood as a contrasting example to the fatherless 
individuals in The Wire because he took his own for 
granted and chose to follow a destructive individual 
rather than admire someone who could have had a 
much more positive influence on his development. 

The absent fathers presented in The Wire are 
given a noteworthy amount of attention in the second 
season of the series, which allows viewers to interpret 
the tremendous effects that failed father-son 
relationships have on these characters by amplifying 
the vulnerabilities of the children growing up in such 
circumstances.  The perpetuation of this cycle of 
absent fathers, therefore, leaves entire communities 
more susceptible to manipulative individuals who take 
advantage of the unfortunate situations that adolescent 
males are faced with when they are not given proper 
guidance to identify their own masculinity and 
ambitions in a beneficial way.  The relationship 
between Ziggy and Frank Sobatka is an especially 
important example of how absent fathers can 
negatively affect children, and Ziggy’s inevitable 
downfall can be attributed to the failure of his father to 
demonstrate appropriate behavior and connection and 
how to earn the respect of others in a dignified manner.  
The absence of father figures in the second season of 
The Wire is not bound to one social class or race but, 
rather, is demonstrated as a social paradigm that can 
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be found in all spaces of contemporary, American 
society. The depiction of such failed father-son 
relationships in the series expresses an aspect of 
individual communities that reaches far beyond class 
and race to influence society adversely on a much 
broader scale; as this cycle is perpetuated, the 
maladapted development of younger generations 
continues to grow more destructive and leads to far 
greater personal and societal costs. 
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All the Pieces Matter:  
Organizational Legitimacy in Season Two 

of The Wire 
By  

Rebecca Steiner 
 
 

n Season One of David Simon’s television series 
The Wire, most storylines involve two main 
organizations:  The Barksdale Drug Empire and the 

Baltimore Police Department.  During the span of 
Season Two, these organizations each make gains 
and face setbacks.  Storylines during the second 
season still involve the Barksdale crew and the 
Baltimore Police Department, but two more 
organizations become important:  an international 
crime cartel led by The Greek and the Dockworker 
Union led by Frank Sobotka.  In John Dowling and 
Jeffrey Pfeffer’s seminal work “Organizational 
Legitimacy: Social Values and Organizational 
Behavior,” they wrote, “Organizations seek to establish 
congruence between the social values associated with 
or implied by their activities and the norms of 
acceptable behavior in the larger social system of 
which they are a part” (122).  When an actual or 
potential disparity exists between the two value 
systems, there is a threat to organizational legitimacy.  
In this essay, I discuss how organizational legitimacy 
informs many of the behaviors and actions of the four 
major organizations in Season Two of the The Wire.  I 
focus on the way organizational legitimacy influences 

I 
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the Barksdale organization. I argue that even the most 
effective strategies to obtain organizational legitimacy 
the Barksdale’s crew used are doomed to fail because 
their leaders, Avon Barksdale and Russell “Stringer” 
Bell, have different goals.  

Before I begin, it is important to clarify that 
“legitimacy” is not determined solely by what is legal or 
illegal. Dowling and Pfeffer’s text explains how 
organized heroin distributers can still engage in the 
model of trying to make their organization legitimate 
based on the norms of the heroin drug dealing world 
(124).  Similarly, the Barksdale organization actively 
sells drugs, which are illegal in the real world.  The 
Barksdale organization leaders act in ways to make 
their organization seem legitimate based on the norms 
of the drug game, “The Game,” in Baltimore.  By 
analyzing what strategies they use, we can see why 
their organization rises and eventually falls.  

The Barksdale organization has a clear 
hierarchy of leaders.  In D’Angelo Barksdale’s often-
referenced parallel of the game of chess to the 
functioning of Barksdale’s crew, the King is Avon 
Barksdale, the Queen is Stringer Bell, and the rook is 
the organization’s drug stash house.  There are many 
pawns, such as Bodie Broadus, Wallace, and D’Angelo 
Barksdale.  Thus, Avon Barksdale and Stringer Bell are 
the two main leaders in the organization.  Avon and 
Stringer take many steps to ensure the legitimacy of 
their organization.  Legitimation is defined as the 
process whereby an organization justifies to a peer or 
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superordinate system its right to exist (Dowling and 
Pfeffer, 123).   

According to Dowling and Pfeffer, an 
organization can do three things to become legitimate.  
First, the organization can adapt its output, goals, and 
methods of operation to conform to prevailing 
definitions of legitimacy (127).  Instances of Stringer 
Bell and Avon Barksdale attempting to adapt in the 
face of legitimacy threats are apparent throughout 
Season Two.  Although Avon Barksdale is in jail for a 
majority of the second season, his leadership within the 
organization remains strong.  When Wee-Bey Brice is 
put in jail, Avon takes actions to protect him.  For 
example, Avon masterminds a plan to stop a guard 
who is harassing Wee-Bey.  Avon pays a drug supplier 
to poison the heroin the guard is about to sell to 
inmates.  After the guard sells this heroin inside the 
prison, several inmates die.  Avon and one of his 
friends in prison act as informants to help the police 
find the guard guilty.  Avon wants to protect his men in 
order to appear loyal to members of his organization 
who “put in time.”  Avon’s loyalty will lead to continued 
loyalty from his soldiers.  In the drug game, a legitimate 
organization has a strong leader with many followers 
who will help with the output, goals, and methods of 
operation to keep the organization strong.  

Stringer Bell also engages in techniques of 
adaption to help fuel the organization’s legitimacy.  
Stringer reminds Donette of her obligation to visit her 
imprisoned baby’s daddy regularly.  Donette does not 
seem interested in visiting D’Angelo in prison.  Stringer 
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very obviously makes his intentions for organizational 
legitimacy clear to Donette, “Only one thing he needs 
to be secure about.  And, if not, then he might start 
thinking he can’t do that time and then we all got 
problems” (2.03).  This quote explains how D’Angelo’s 
relationship with Donette could become a catastrophe 
for the entire organization if Donette does not do as 
Stringer asks (Marshall, 153).   

Stringer Bell seduces Donette in order to gain 
her compliance (2.03).  This action by Stringer is 
essential to organizational legitimacy because he 
needs to keep Donette as a source of information 
about D’Angelo (Alvarez, 145).  D’Angelo had become 
a state’s witness once before, and he could easily tie 
Stringer Bell to murders should he choose to roll again 
(Alvarez, 145).  In addition, if Donette leaves D’Angelo 
for another man, it could be dangerous for the 
Barksdale organization because she knows a lot about 
the inner workings of the organization, information that 
she could leak to a new drug organization (Marshall, 
154).  By seducing her, Stringer makes Donette 
compliant.  This particular action is also part of 
Stringer’s function as the “Queen” because he is 
concerned with protecting Avon and their drug 
organization.  

Similarly, Stringer Bell’s action to hire a hit man 
to kill D’Angelo while in prison can also be read as a 
way to make the organization seem legitimate.  
Stringer believes that D’Angelo is likely to “roll again” 
and may give the police information that could put 
Stringer in jail for multiple murders.  It would be bad for 
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business if both main leaders of the Barksdale 
organization, Avon and Stringer, end up in jail. It seems 
logical and best for business for Stringer to remove 
D’Angelo from the equation.  Sacrificing one pawn is 
sometimes necessary to protect the other important 
pieces on the board.  Stringer does not kill D’Angelo for 
personal reasons. He has the hit man disguise 
D’Angelo’s death as a suicide so that it will not cause 
any personal problems with anyone within the 
organization.  For Stringer, killing D’Angelo is justified 
by the saying “Business is business.”   

According to Dowling and Pfeffer, the second 
thing an organization can do to boost its organizational 
legitimacy is to attempt, through communication, to 
alter the definition of social legitimacy so that it 
conforms to the organization’s present practices, 
output, and values (127).  When Bodie notices the 
Barksdale heroin in the Pit is weak and low quality, he 
decides to bring this concern to Stringer.  Stringer asks 
for advice from his economics teacher at Baltimore 
Community College regarding how to alter the prices 
for an inferior product in a competitive market.  Stringer 
then hosts a meeting with the Barksdale crew to 
discuss what to do.  It is clear many of the Barksdale 
dealers have already thought about ways to alter their 
existing product to create legitimacy in their 
organization again.  For example, Malik “Poot” Carr 
suggests altering the name of the product.  Shaun 
“Shamrock” McGinty recommends different color caps 
for the drug vials.  Bodie proposes dividing up the 
towers to create artificial competition (2.04).  
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Two episodes later, Joseph “Proposition Joe” 
Stewart tells Stringer he can provide good dope, 
straight off the boat (Alvarez, 169).  “You got the real 
estate, I got the product,” Joe says to persuade 
Stringer (2.06).  Although Avon dislikes this idea, 
Stringer is interested in altering the Barksdale product 
to quell the threat to their organizational legitimacy.   
When Herbert De’Rodd “Puddin” Johnson aptly 
observes that business is "slower than a white man in 
slippers" (2.07), the Barksdale crew eventually, albeit 
reluctantly, realizes they need to give up some of their 
good territory for better drugs.  Although dealers like 
Bodie don’t like that Calvin “Cheese” Wagstaff and 
other East Siders are allowed to use his territory, even 
Bodie agrees the new dope sells well, and this move 
will enhance the legitimacy of the Barksdale drug 
empire.  

Stringer and the Barksdale dealers begin to sell 
Proposition Joe’s dope.  Avon Barksdale remains in 
prison and dislikes this method of obtaining 
organizational legitimacy.  In Jason Read’s essay 
“Stringer Bell’s Lament: Violence and Legitimacy in 
Contemporary Capitalism,” he explains that Stringer 
and Avon’s tension results from the CEO/Soldier 
dichotomy (Read, 127-131).  Stringer functions like a 
CEO who believes the best way to boost organizational 
legitimacy is “Business is business.”  Stringer’s priority 
for the organization to be seen as legitimate is 
increased profit.  He believes in rational hits, saving 
money, and doing what is necessary to gain more 
money.  He only resorts to violence to decrease 
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business risks.  Stringer is willing to allow his rival 
competitors in the drug market as long as the 
Barksdale crew also profits.  

Avon, however, believes organizational 
legitimacy comes through territory and respect.  Avon 
believes “The game is the game.”  In Paul Allen 
Anderson’s essay “’The Game is the Game’: Tautology 
and Allegory in The Wire,” he explains that Avon 
repeats this tautological proverb over and over again to 
reinforce his authority (85).  Anderson explains, 
“Speaking his pet phrase to fellow gangsters reinforces 
Avon’s interpretive authority within a local speech 
community” (98).   

Another way Avon demands respect is through 
his use of violence.  Avon uses violence to eliminate 
adversaries and show how tough he is.  Avon knows 
that if his organization sells Prop Joe’s dope, it will 
make more money.  He refuses because he doesn’t 
want to give up the legacy of the organization in 
exchange for running the towers, certain corners, and 
the ability to rule by fear, muscle, and force.  Avon 
would rather find his own way out of his problems than 
share turf with his enemy.  Anderson compares this 
worldview to a chess strategy where a player 
“…knowingly sacrifices pawns, knights, and rooks for 
the sake of a final victory over the rival king,” (91).  
Although Stringer and Avon have different ideas of how 
to make their organization legitimate, they both behave 
in ways that promote what they believe will increase 
the Barksdale organization’s legitimacy.  
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According to Dowling and Pfeffer, the third thing 
an organization can do to boost organizational 
legitimacy is that it can attempt, through 
communication, to become identified with symbols, 
values, or institutions with a strong base of social 
legitimacy (127).  This is similar to another form of 
legitimating behavior that Dowling and Pfeffer discuss 
called co-optation.  In co-optation, various political 
leaders or other persons of legitimate status are 
brought onto the organization’s governing board 
(Dowling and Pfeffer, 133).  

Stringer Bell’s interest in investing in real estate 
projects during Season Two is one way Stringer hopes 
to increase the profits and, thus, the organizational 
legitimacy of the Barksdale crew.  Stringer brings in 
State Senator Clay Davis to help.  Davis acts as a 
consultant for Stringer Bell and accepts money from 
Stringer.  Davis says he will help acquire government 
contracts for Stringer’s real estate business.  Although 
Davis does not really help Stringer in the end, Stringer 
has been motivated to hire Davis because of his status, 
the belief that connecting with a State Senator will be 
good for business.     

Meanwhile, another example of identification 
and co-optation occurs when Avon hires Brother 
Mouzone.  Because Avon does not know Stringer has 
made a deal with Prop Joe that would allow the East 
Siders to operate out of the Towers, Avon thinks the 
East Siders are encroaching on his territory for no 
reason.  Avon hires Brother Mouzone to flex his 
organization’s muscle and tenacity to keep their 
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territory under Barksdale control.  Avon hires Mouzone 
because of his status with the intention that the 
partnership will help bring legitimacy back to his 
organization.  Avon also wants his organization to be 
identified with Brother Mouzone because Avon knows 
the East Siders will be terrified of him because of his 
reputation.  The bishop piece is absent from D’Angelo’s 
explanation of the Barksdale organizational structure 
using chess as a metaphor.  There are some obvious 
similarities between the bishop piece and Brother 
Mouzone, however.  The bishop chess piece is called 
“bishop” for religious reasons. Brother Mouzone is a 
Muslim character.  The bishop piece moves quickly, 
can move as many squares as he wants, in one 
direction only (diagonally) and knocks down anything 
in his path.  Upon arriving at the Barksdale high-rises, 
Brother Mouzone wastes no time protecting the King.  
He shoots Cheese with rat shot and rousts all of the 
East Siders out of the projects.  

Stringer Bell’s decision to trick Omar into killing 
Brother Mouzone is a dangerous choice because it is 
hard to win a chess game if your Queen takes out one 
of her own bishops.  Stringer Bell stops seeing 
protection of the King as the most important goal. He 
thinks the profit margin is the most important goal.  
Stringer’s motivation for wanting to remove Brother 
Mouzone from working with the Barksdales is also 
informed by organizational legitimacy.  Stringer does 
not want to cross Avon Barksdale, but he wants to 
proceed with his arrangement with Proposition Joe and 
the East Siders to share the territory and sell high-
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quality heroin.  He thinks Proposition Joe’s deal will 
help the organization more than Brother Mouzone can.  
Stringer carefully decides the best option is to trick 
Omar into killing Brother Mouzone.  That way, Avon 
cannot be upset at him, and Stringer can continue to 
do what he believes best for the Barksdale drug empire 
business.  

Another way public relations scholar Kirk 
Hallahan suggests that organizations can help boost 
their organizational legitimacy is through in-person 
meetings.  In the article “W.L. Mackenzie King: 
Rockefeller’s ‘other’ public relations counselor in 
Colorado,” he uses the case study of public relations 
moves W.L. Mackenzie King suggested for John D. 
Rockefeller after his organization was in crisis during 
the 1913-1914 Colorado coal strike.  The importance 
of in-person meetings with the figurehead of the 
organization was the most important public relations 
move King suggested (Hallaham 407).  Hallahan 
wrote, “King appreciated the importance of direct 
contact between parties and was an early advocate of 
the notion that public relations is ideally practiced as 
two-way communication” (410).  This was important to 
regain legitimacy for the organization. King said 
Rockefeller should go to Colorado to present their plan 
of action personally.  Rockefeller did, and his plan was 
received very well. Similarly, in the absence of Avon 
(who is in jail), Stringer must meet with the Barksdale 
crew in its funeral home meeting spot.  Stringer also 
has face-to-face meetings with Prop Joe, Omar, and 
Brother Mouzone to deal with threats to their drug 
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organization.  Stringer recognizes the importance of 
meeting face-to-face to explain his business strategies 
and find solutions to the organization’s problems when 
they are in crisis.  Although Stringer often does make 
strategic choices to do what he thinks is best for the 
organization, his views conflict with Avon Barksdale too 
much.  This eventually leads to Brother Mouzone and 
Omar’s revenge murder of Stringer.  With Stringer 
dead and Avon in jail, the Barksdale organization falls. 

In short, an organization can use strategies or 
adapting, altering, identifying, and meeting in-person to 
tackle problems can help boost the organization’s 
social legitimacy according to the norms of the world in 
which it operates.  As Dowling and Pfeffer explain, 
“Organizational survival is enhanced by legitimacy. 
Legitimacy is a resource which a given organization 
attempts to obtain and occasionally other competing 
organizations try to deny,” (125).  In the case of the 
Barksdale crew, the two main leaders, Avon and 
Stringer, engage in all of these strategies.  The 
Barksdale leaders engage in some of these strategies 
preventatively and at other times to stop current threats 
to their organizational legitimacy by competing 
organizations. Through the case illustration of the 
Barksdale organization and by considering various 
legitimating activities, I have argued legitimacy can 
provide a useful focus for examining organizational 
behaviors taken with respect to their environments. 
The lens of organizational legitimacy can easily be 
applied to any of the other three organizations in 
season two of The Wire and organizations beyond the 
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show. The Barksdale organization leaders use a 
variety of strategies to obtain organizational legitimacy, 
but are doomed to fail because of their different 
agendas, much like how a chess game often becomes 
unwinnable when the Queen stops seeing protection of 
the King as the most important goal.  
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Omar Little:  The Cheese Stands Alone 
By  

Christian Miller 
 

 
From “Middle Ground," 3.11 The Wire” 

 
mar Little is a man recognized by many unique 
traits.  First, Omar has one of “The Game’s” 
most dangerous and perplexing professions:  

he’s a stick-up man who robs Baltimore drug dealers.  
He is extremely successful while plying his trade and 
thrives in Baltimore even though everyone from street-
level dealers to gang kingpins wants his head.  
Second, Omar is gay and constantly defies stereotypes 
by being a hardnosed vigilante on the street but caring 
and nurturing at home.  Third, Omar’s legend is 
defined, in part, by his appearance:  long facial scar, 
trench coat, and sawed-off shotgun.  Fourth, he lives 
by a very strict personal code of ethics, which entails 
never harming citizens who aren’t involved in the 
Baltimore drug trade.  On the streets, however, 
perhaps Omar’s most recognizable and fear-inducing 

O 
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feature is his whistling of a children’s tune before 
performing his business as a stick-up man.  The song, 
a German nursery rhyme called “The Farmer in the 
Dell,” sends civilians and drug dealers alike scurrying 
for safety.  Numerous times, upon hearing the haunting 
tune, those inside a drug gang’s stash house will simply 
drop the package out of the window, knowing that 
putting up a fight would only result in further harm.  By 
analyzing the lyrics of “The Farmer in the Dell,” it 
becomes apparent that the song epitomizes Omar 
Little by revealing his view of The Game, his role in it, 
and the strict moral code by which he lives. 
 
“The Farmer in the Dell” 
 “The Farmer in the Dell” is a German nursery 
rhyme that was brought to the United States by 
immigrants in the early-nineteenth century.  The song 
follows a very simple format with even simpler lyrics.  
The first stanza reads, “The Farmer in the Dell.  The 
Farmer in the Dell.  Heigh-ho, the derry-o.  The Farmer 
in the Dell.”  The song then moves from the farmer to 
his wife, to their child, to the nurse, to the cow, to the 
dog, to the cat, to the rat, and then to the cheese.  
Thus, the song establishes a simple hierarchy of life on 
a farm.  It is really only the last two stanzas of the song, 
however, that need to be focused on with regard to 
Omar Little and The Wire: 
 

“The rat takes the cheese.  The rat takes 
the cheese.  Heigh-ho, the derry-o.  The 
rat takes the cheese.” 
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“The cheese stands alone.  The cheese 
stands alone.  Heigh-ho, the derry-o.  
The cheese stands alone.” 
 

So, then, why must such a simple nursery rhyme be 
the song of preference for one of Baltimore’s most 
infamous street figures?  On the street, the word 
“cheese” has multiple connotations.  Cheese can refer 
to money earned in the drug trade.  Thus, one can say 
that Avon Barksdale, Stringer Bell, and Marlo Stanfield, 
amongst others, make a lot of cheese in The Game.  In 
a similar fashion, cheese can also refer to drugs, 
especially cocaine and heroine, the two main products 
sold in The Wire. 
 
Omar’s View of the Game 

As Omar sees it, nothing is bigger than the drugs.  
The Game is solely about the cheese, drugs and 
money, rather than the people.  Through the five 
seasons of The Wire, people come and go, but the 
cheese is omnipresent.  As soon as Avon falls, Stringer 
takes his place, and later Marlo takes Stringer’s place.  
It doesn’t matter who is on top because sooner rather 
than later, someone new will take over.  In this sense, 
as conveyed by The Farmer in the Dell,” the cheese 
stands alone.  If there is one thing the viewer should 
take from The Wire, it is that people are replaceable, 
but the product is not.  In Baltimore, just like 
impoverished streets all over the country, there is 
always a next man up.  
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The Game is organized by a personnel hierarchy.  
As D’Angelo Barksdale points out to Bodie Broadus 
and Wallace in Season One by using a chessboard, 
The Game is made up of people of varying levels of 
significance performing assigned tasks.  One can rise 
up in The Game, but with the life expectancy on the 
streets being as low as it is, one usually gets killed or 
arrested before entering the upper strata of drug 
dealers.  Stringer believes that he can translate 
success in The Game to success in legitimate 
enterprises.  Marlo wants to be the King; his desire to 
control Baltimore’s drug trade is not based on potential 
wealth but to be in control, to be feared, and to be 
worshipped.  What D’Angelo, Stringer, and Marlo all fail 
to recognize is that no person is larger than the money, 
or the product.  After Omar robs Marlo (4.04), Marlo 
tells Omar “That’s my money.”  Omar shows his 
understanding of The Game’s hierarchy when he 
cleverly retorts, “Man, money ain’t got no owners.  Only 
spenders.” 

 
Omar’s Role in the Game 

When asked to describe his profession in court, 
Omar says, “I rip and run… I rob drug dealers.”  The 
lawyer then asks how a man who robs drug dealers for 
eight-years lives to tell the story.  “Day at a time, I 
s’pose,” replies Omar (2.06).  As mentioned earlier, 
Omar understands that while people can rise up 
through the ranks, no one is bigger than the product 
itself, and more importantly, the money made from the 
drug trade cannot be turned into something legitimate.  
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Stringer Bell fails to recognize that the cheese cannot 
be turned into anything legitimate because it is dirty.  
Only those who realize that the cheese is exclusive to 
The Game end up outlasting most others.  Even Marlo, 
who is governed by his desire for power and fear, tries 
to turn his dirty money into something real, but he fails, 
too. 

In many ways, Omar epitomizes the rat in “The 
Famer in the Dell.”  He is not a rat in the sense that he 
routinely informs to the police, but rather, by how 
elusive he is.  Omar constantly blends into his 
surroundings.  He is always hard to catch, always 
disappearing, yet, always getting his cheese.  Unlike 
many, Omar is aware of his exact place within the 
hierarchy of The Game.  In Season Two, Omar is called 
as a witness in the murder of a citizen.  Maury Levy, an 
infamous lawyer to prominent drug dealers, questions 
Omar’s ethics: 

 
Levy:  You are stealing from those who 
themselves are stealing the lifeblood 
from our city.  You are a parasite who 
leeches off…. 
Omar:  Just like you man. 
Levy:  …. the culture of drugs. Excuse 
me?  What? 
Omar:  I got the shotgun, you got the 
briefcase.  It’s all in The Game though, 
right? (2.06). 
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“A Man Got to Have a Code” 
 Unlike many other characters in The Wire, 
whose lives are governed by greed, Omar lives by a 
simple code of ethics.  First, Omar believes that no 
civilians, those not involved in The Game, should ever 
be killed.  Second, Omar never curses.  Third, Omar 
abides by the Sunday Truce, meaning he does not 
conduct his “business” on the Sabbath; instead, he 
talks his grandmother to church.  Omar solely robs drug 
dealers in order to harm their business and carry out 
personal vendettas.  Like a rat taking the cheese, Omar 
takes money and product, but that is the end game.  
The song ends there, and so does The Game.  Like 
Omar, Detective Lester Freamon, emphasizes that it 
isn’t the people but the money that constitutes The 
Game.  Through all five seasons, Freamon voices his 
feelings like a broken record, but only rarely do those 
in positions above him listen.  Freamon is correct, like 
Omar, in realizing that the money and the drugs will 
always be there.  People will get arrested or killed, but 
the problem will persist until something is done about 
the cheese. 

In Season Four, Omar’s code literally saves his 
life.  Marlo frames Omar for the murder of an innocent 
woman at Old Face Andre's convenience store, and 
Omar is jailed.  When imprisoned in Central Booking, 
Omar is recognized by many of the inmates whom he 
has robbed previously, putting him in immediate 
danger.  Officer Jimmy McNulty is puzzled as to why a 
murder warrant is present for Omar murdering a 
citizen, since he knows Omar’s code.  McNulty and 
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Omar are able to convince Detective William “The 
Bunk” Moreland that Omar would never kill a "citizen."  
Bunk manages to prove Old Face Andre's lies, and the 
charge against Omar is dropped. 
 
Conclusion 

Omar is the only character in The Wire who 
understands The Game’s limitations as well as his own 
limitations.  He understands that his success as a stick-
up man can only take him so far.  He dies not out of 
greed but out of love.  Avon is incarcerated, Stringer is 
killed, and Marlo is forced out of The Game because of 
their excessive greed.  Omar happily flees The Game 
for a life of peace in Puerto Rico.  He only returns to 
Baltimore after Marlo murders Omar’s friend and 
confidant, Butchie.  Marlo knows that Omar is 
extremely loyal and that by murdering Butchie, he can 
bait Omar back to Baltimore.  In this case, Omar’s fatal 
flaw is the loyalty and love that make him such a 
beloved character in The Wire.  In part, Omar’s 
whistling of “The Farmer and the Dell” directly 
exemplifies his code.  His whistle is a warning, not just 
to those involved in The Game but also to civilians in 
the neighborhood, warning them that danger is in the 
area.  Who would have thought that a character as 
complex as Omar Little could be best described by a 
German nursery rhyme? 
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Bodie Broadus:  
A Loyal Soldier 

By  
Connor MacKenize 

 

 
From "Final Grades," 4.13 The Wire 

 
t is hard to find characters within the world of The 
Wire who are not working for their own personal 
advancement but, rather, choose to remain loyal to 

their institution and its leadership.  Yet, situated on the 
corners of drug-infested West Baltimore exists a “smart 
ass pawn” who is entirely self-aware and recognizes 
his place in the world, Bodie Broadus.  Throughout 
Bodie’s development in The Wire, he is seen as an 
intelligent hard-worker who identifies solely with those 
who raised him from a young age, members of the 
Barksdale drug organization.  Like many young men 
living in West Baltimore, Bodie’s life is predetermined 
for him before he can make any of his own decisions.  
Bodie’s mother was killed from addiction when he was 
only four-years-old, placing him under the guardianship 

I 



240 
 

of his Grandmother (1.04).  Bodie’s older brother, 
James, was a well-respected boxer and soldier for the 
Barksdale organization but was killed when Bodie was 
just a boy (3.04).  As a result, Bodie is not raised in a 
family homestead with traditional values; instead, he is 
brought up under the guidance of street members from 
the Barksdale crew and the taught the values of “The 
Game.”  Because the Barksdale organization and its 
leaders give Bodie an opportunity in life that he 
otherwise would not have, he dedicates himself to each 
value of The Game in order to demonstrate his 
appreciation to those who raised him.  Ultimately, as 
Bodie becomes an “old” street player, he is 
disillusioned with how quickly The Game has changed 
because of Marlo and the “younger generation,” a 
change that marks his unfortunate decline on the 
corner and, ultimately, his death.       
 When D’Angelo Barksdale is demoted from the 
high-rises into working the Pit, he and Bodie 
immediately begin to clash over how best to run The 
Game. D’Angelo takes a soft leadership approach 
while Bodie, having been raised to always pay 
attention to the rules and regulations of The Game, 
immediately critiques this method.  For example, when 
Reginald “Bubbles” Cousins and Johnny Weeks trick 
Wallace with fake dollar bills, D’Angelo simply 
threatens Wallace with future demotion and nothing 
else (1.01).  In this scene, Bodie is visibly annoyed by 
the lack of punishment when he states, “That it?!” 
(1.01).  Bodie, being a strict follower of the rules, 
believes that a form of violent punishment is due to 
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Wallace for such an irresponsible mistake.  This 
demonstrates how closely Bodie follows the rules of 
The Game and that the use of violence is not an issue 
when the rules need enforcing, even if it is against 
someone who is a friend of yours.  An example of 
Bodie’s willingness to use violence takes place after 
Bodie catches Johnny defrauding the drug dealers 
(1.01). Despite D’Angelo not ordering violence against 
Johnny, Bodie is so upset that Johnny has broken the 
rules and insulted the Barksdales that he nearly beats 
the man into a coma then shows no signs of remorse.  
 Another interaction with D’Angelo that 
demonstrates how Bodie’s life is centered entirely on 
The Game occurs when D’Angelo teaches Bodie and 
Wallace the rules of chess.  During this scene, it is clear 
how deep an understanding Bodie has about The 
Game, since he is able place the names of each 
Barksdale member on their respective chess piece 
based on their functions.  This demonstrates that Bodie 
understands the chain of command that the drug 
institution is built upon.  Furthermore, when Bodie 
connects himself as being a pawn on the chess board, 
he does not view his role as a pawn as just another 
expendable soldier for the crew.  Instead, he 
understands his role as a pawn to be totally committed 
and loyal to the king (Avon Barksdale) and queen 
(Russell “Stringer” Bell) in order to become successful 
in The Game long-term.  As a result, Bodie describes 
himself as “the smart-ass pawn” and is proud of it 
(1.03).  His lack of concern about taking short cuts in 
order to move himself up in the organization shows the 
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commitment Bodie has to the Barksdales and his 
desire to work for them.  He is a man who will surround 
and protect the higher-ups by any means necessary 
because they are the ones who have given him an 
opportunity in life by letting him inside The Game. 
 Bodie’s sense of loyalty to the leadership of the 
drug institution is further captured following the death 
of D’Angelo Barksdale.  Although D’Angelo’s death is 
thought a suicide and seen as having been an act of 
cowardice, Bodie does not let this get in the way of 
showing respect to his former boss.  Bodie, in a rare 
consumerist moment, spends a large amount of cash 
on a touching arrangement of flowers for D’Angelo’s 
funeral (2.07).  Not only is Bodie purchasing this 
expensive bouquet for his “Business Partner,” but he 
has it arranged in the shape of the Franklin Towers, 
D’Angelo’s former territory before his demotion from 
the high-rises.  Although Bodie worked in the Pit with 
D’Angelo and never together in the Towers, he still has 
respect for those who rank above him.  This is why he 
chooses to remember D’Angelo for his best work in the 
Towers and not in the Pit.  As a result, we see that the 
concept of respect for those lost in The Game is 
engrained in Bodie’s mind, the idea that you cannot 
hold grudges against your own but, instead, must 
demonstrate remembrance and honor for each one 
lost.  This idea is further shown between Avon and 
Stringer when they betray one another in the final 
episode of Season Three, yet they still reveal an 
acceptance of the opponent’s mentality and nostalgia 
about their past.  
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 One of the most important Barksdale associates 
who helps shape Bodie’s sense of selflessness and 
loyalty to The Game is Stringer Bell.  When Stringer 
first calls upon Bodie to step up and protect his adopted 
family, it is to insulate Stringer from the possibility that 
Wallace has begun to snitch on the Barksdales (1.12).  
Stringer tests Bodie to determine if he is as strong as 
he puts on by giving him the task of murdering the 
naïve Wallace.  Despite the fact that Wallace and Bodie 
have been friends since childhood, Bodie is 
determined to prove his loyalty to Stringer in order to 
show he is a true soldier who will do anything for the 
crew. Bodie’s undertaking of this task further 
demonstrates that violence is simply a force of nature 
within The Game, and Bodie has no issue with it 
regardless of whom the target is.  In addition, Bodie’s 
murder of Wallace, who most likely was no longer 
going to snitch to the police, shows the commitment 
Bodie has to the “no snitching” rule of The Game, which 
is a major theme in The Wire.  As a result, Bodie’s 
murder of Wallace demonstrates that Bodie will put the 
Barksdale’s interests and the interests of those who 
run the crew over the life of his friend not because he 
is an immoral killer but because it is just the business 
expected of a soldier living and working in The Game.   
 In addition to Bodie following the rules of The 
Game closely, he aspires to impress those who are in 
charge, especially Stringer.  Since Stringer is the 
member of the Barksdale hierarchy whom Bodie 
interacts with on a regular basis, the young soldier 
gains a deep respect for Stringer’s intelligence 
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regarding The Game.  One such example of this takes 
place when Bodie is sent for the first time to 
Philadelphia to retrieve the main stash for the 
Barksdales only to discover when he picks up the stash 
that it is not there (2.01).  Bodie’s reaction is not that 
he is afraid Stringer may punish him, since he knows 
he did nothing wrong, but that he is going to disappoint 
his mentor.  Bodie believes by having killed Wallace in 
Season One that he has proved his worthiness to 
Stringer, but now having failed at this grander 
responsibility, he is concerned it will lead to Stringer’s 
disapproval of Bodie as a loyal soldier.  In addition, 
Bodie is worried that Stringer, who represents the 
father-figure Bodie has never had, will no longer see 
Bodie as dedicated to the Barksdale family.  Yet, after 
it turns out to have been a test to investigate Bodie’s 
trustworthiness and integrity, he is relieved and 
continues to push himself on the streets to impress 
Stringer.  For example, throughout the remainder of 
Season Two, Bodie offers ideas about how the 
Barksdales can improve sales despite a declining 
product, many of which Stringer actually puts into 
action.   
 Following the fall of the Barksdale crew in the 
climax of Season Three, Bodie is left on his own facing 
a new challenge, the rise of Marlo Stanfield.  Despite 
the loyalty that Bodie has shown the Barksdales and 
the respect he has for The Game, the whole institution 
of selling drugs changes once Stringer is killed and 
Avon goes to jail.  All that Bodie is left with now is his 
respect for The Game and the loyalty he has to those 
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who have come before him since this is all he knows in 
life.  Having made many sacrifices to impress the 
Barksdale leaders and show his appreciation for the life 
they have given him, he becomes disillusioned with the 
way things have become.  He continues to 
demonstrate his loyalty to his fallen leaders, however, 
by refusing to abandon the corners that hold the last 
remnants of the Barksdale era.  It is not until Marlo and 
his enforcers push Bodie into an ultimatum (forced by 
Slim Charles refusing to continue supplying Bodie with 
a package) that he submits to Marlo.  As loyal a soldier 
as Bodie has been to the Barksdales, he recognizes 
that The Game is against him now, and if he wishes to 
continue, he has to surrender to the new order that 
Marlo has created.  This change in allegiance is short-
lived, however, once one of Bodie’s loyal associates, 
Little Kevin, is murdered by Marlo’s enforcers for what 
Bodie sees as no other reason than because the 
Stanfield crew can (4.13).  In Bodie’s mind, Marlo has 
broken a key rule of The Game by killing an associate 
for no valid cause, thus Marlo does not deserve the 
respect as a leader that Stringer and Avon did.  
 After Bodie and Officer Jimmy McNulty share a 
conversation following Little Kevin’s death, the arc of 
Bodie’s character becomes complete.  Reminiscent of 
the chess scene that Bodie had with D’Angelo during 
Season One, Bodie has come to understand that The 
Game for him is unwinnable as a pawn.  His loyalty to 
the Barksdales and those who brought him up in a 
world that followed the rules of The Game remains 
intact nonetheless.  This loyalty is demonstrated by his 
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unwillingness to snitch on Barksdales but open to the 
idea of snitching on Marlo and the new generation 
because Marlo does not adhere to the rules of The 
Game.  In addition, Marlo is not raising the “new 
generation” with the same set of values that Bodie was 
taught by the “old generation,” which was led by Avon 
and Stringer.  
 Despite the maturation Bodie has in his 
understanding of The Game, it is not enough to save 
him from Marlo’s enforcers.  As Bodie comes under fire 
on his corner by Snoop and Chris on orders from Marlo, 
he refuses to leave and chooses instead to stand his 
ground.  With Bodie being a true soldier and the last 
connection that exists between the Barksdale’s and 
their “old way” of The Game, Bodie would rather die 
than surrender.  As Snoop and Chris move diagonally 
across the street in the same pattern as a knight on a 
chessboard, Bodie stands in his place as would a 
pawn.  Simultaneously, as O-Dog moves diagonally 
across the sidewalk, he executes Bodie, killing 
Baltimore’s “smart-ass” pawn. 
 Bodie Broadus is one of the few characters in 
The Wire who understands and respects his role within 
the institution of which he is a functioning contributor.  
Despite showing immense talent and an understanding 
of the rules of The Game, he chooses to demonstrate 
selflessness out of respect to those above him.  Bodie 
is not simply a pawn within the drug world of The Wire, 
he is a “smart-ass pawn” who understands how The 
Game works due to the fact he has been brought up 
within it from his childhood and follows its rules until his 
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death.  The respect he has for the leaders of the 
Barksdale crew who raised him carries Bodie during 
his maturation as a young soldier.  Ultimately, this is 
what leads him to stand his ground against Marlo’s new 
order instead of surrendering.  Bodie is a soldier, “Hell 
yah” (4.13).    
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Frank Sobotka’s Feigned Altruism 
By  

Georgia Parent 
 

 
From "Bad Dreams," 2.11 The Wire 

 
hile critics argue that Frank Sobotka is a 
victim of injustice in Baltimore, there is no 
one to blame for his demise but Sobotka 

himself.  Frank Sobotka is a main character during 
Season Two, the season when The Wire 
predominantly focuses on the docks of Baltimore.  He 
is the secretary treasurer of the International 
Brotherhood of Stevedores at the Baltimore docks.  As 
treasurer, Sobotka is the union leader and is 
responsible for the finances of the union and wellbeing 
of the workers.  The challenge for Sobotka is that in the 
early twent-first century time period when the series is 
set, Baltimore’s shipping industry was replacing people 
with machines.  Due to financial difficulties, Sobotka 

W 
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makes an arrangement with European gangsters 
known as The Greeks to smuggle goods through the 
ports.  In the face of technological advances, Sobotka 
remains strict in his protection of the old tradition.  Sean 
McAleer writes in his essay “When a Lie Ain’t Just a 
Lie” that “Sobotka acts from a desire to help others and 
to preserve a way of life under siege by global 
capitalism, a way of life that he regards as valuable” 
(McAleer, 61).  What McAleer fails to recognize, 
however, is that Frank Sobotka is not actually looking 
out for the wellbeing of his employees but, rather, is 
more focused on preserving his own face in this 
transition period.  In this essay, I will argue that Frank 
Sobotka faces three opportunities to prove his genuine 
selfless care for his workers but, instead, chooses 
selfishly for his own personal gain.  The three instances 
include when Frank discovers the 13 dead prostitutes 
he has allowed to be smuggled into the port, when The 
Greeks give him the option to save his son’s life, and 
his ongoing relationship with corrupt politicians.  Even 
though Sobotka preaches about the preservation of the 
union, if he actually cared about his fellow workers, he 
would make better choices in these three situations. 
 The first example of how Sobotka is too 
concerned with saving face to make the right choices 
is when he discovers that the Greeks have smuggled 
13 prostitutes in one of his containers.  Sobotka is 
outraged because he is now under investigation with 
the local police.  In his conversation with the 
spokesperson for The Greeks, Spiros “Vondas” 
Vondopoulos, Sobotka rants about the horrible death 
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of women who are regarded as another commodity.  
Vondas sees through Sobotka’s rant as he responds: 
 

Now you wanna know what’s in the 
cans?  Before you wanted to know 
nothing.  Now you ask.  Guns, okay?  
Drugs, whores, vodka, BMWs.  Beluga 
caviar, or bombs, maybe?  Bad terrorists 
with big nuclear bombs.  I’m kidding, 
Frank, it’s a joke.  But you don’t ask… 
because you don’t wanna know.  (2.02) 
 

Spiro directly calls out Frank’s shallow altruism.  He 
does not ask the Greeks what kind of goods will be 
smuggled in because he is more concerned about his 
financial gain from the deal.  It is not until Sobotka is 
under investigation that he worries about the tragic 
deaths of the prostitutes.  Even more so, Sobotka has 
the opportunity to back out from the deal and assume 
a higher ground but he does not make that choice.  
Instead, Sobotka acts on his running rivalry with Major 
Stan Valchek, the Polish-American commander of the 
Police Department’s Southeastern District, and has his 
people play a prank with a security van stolen from the 
parking lot of the Southeastern District Headquarters.  
Sobotka’s people put the van into a crate for it to be 
shipped around the world and photographed at every 
stop to taunt Valchek.  If Frank Sobotka were truly 
altruistic, he would have ended his relationship with 
The Greek immediately after his discovery instead of 
engaging in ridiculous pranks with the police.    
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 The second example occurs after the 
imprisonment of his son Ziggy for first degree murder.  
Chester “Ziggy” Sobotka is a rebellious nuisance 
throughout Season Two.  He is the butt of every joke 
and instigates much of the trouble among the union 
workers.  When the Sobotka family starts getting 
involved with the gangster dealings of The Greek, head 
of local crime organization, Ziggy constantly tries to 
prove his worth but always ends up failing.  Tired of the 
constant insults, Ziggy’s anger comes to a breaking 
point when one of The Greek’s henchmen, George 
“Double G” Glekas, shortchanges Ziggy on one of their 
drug deals, reducing his cut from the agreed 20 percent 
to half that sum.  In an absolute rage, Ziggy gets a gun 
and brutally murders Glekas, later surrendering to 
arrest and admitting his crime.  When Frank visits his 
son in prison, Frank tries to console Ziggy, but Ziggy 
rejects him: 

 
Frank:  You had problems, you could’ve 
come to me.  You could’ve said 
something. 
Ziggy:  You wouldn’t have heard.  You 
were always too busy dredging up the 
canal.  Making sure the right bum got 
elected.  Buying another round for the 
house.  (2.11) 
 

Ziggy directly confronts Frank about his preoccupation 
with the union instead of his own son.  Frank tries to 
console him saying, “You’re a Sobotka,” and Ziggy 
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refutes, “Fucked is what I am,” (2.11).  Frank’s 
subsequent actions do not align with his attempt to 
show his son that he cares.  The Greeks hear of 
Frank’s frustration and willingness to cooperate with 
the cops to take down the European gangsters.  
Therefore, The Greeks make Frank a deal:  they can 
make sure that Ziggy gets out of jail if Frank keeps his 
mouth shut, or Ziggy will be sent into life imprisonment.  
Even though Frank has already witnessed that Ziggy’s 
fellow inmates have physically abused his son, Frank 
does not take the deal.  Instead of helping his son, 
Frank would rather be the hero who takes down The 
Greeks, proving that he would rather save face than 
save his son’s life. 
 Although Frank Sobotka altruistically wants to 
save the jobs of his union workers in the face of 
mechanization of labor, he uses the corrupt means of 
bribery and wheeling and dealing with politicians.  His 
reckless actions lead to police inquiry and level of 
scrutiny among law officials, therefore putting his 
employees in danger.  Sobotka wants three things: 
more ships, more cargo, and more work for the 
shipyard employees.  In order to obtain these goals, 
Frank hires lobbyist Bruce DiBiago to help pass 
legislation that would rebuild the port’s grain pier and 
dredge and widen the Chesapeake and Delaware 
Canal.  To pay DiBiago, Frank hands him a shoebox 
containing $70,000 that he made from smuggling 
illegal goods for The Greek.  In his conversation with 
DiBiago, Frank rants about his growing frustration of 
how technology is replacing his workers, “But after the 
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horror movie I seen today – piers full of robots! – my 
kid will be lucky if he’s even punching numbers five 
years from now.  It breaks my fuckin’ heart there’s no 
future for the Sobotkas on the waterfront” (2.07).  His 
good intentions for the wellbeing of his workers do not 
justify bribery and bartering with politicians.  If Frank’s 
intentions were entirely altruistic, he would not have 
affiliated himself with the wheeling and dealing element 
of politics.  After Sobotka has already broken the law 
and illegally smuggled goods for The Greek, Sobotka 
does not use the money in a legal and altruistic 
manner.  Frank is so preoccupied with being the hero 
who saves the day that he does not take the time to 
consider the ethical and legal way to fix the problem. 
In the face of adversity, Frank Sobotka’s good 
intentions are shortchanged by his desire to be the 
hero and save his union workers.  Sobotka is so 
desperate to preserve the jobs of the Stevedores that 
he resorts to corrupt means such as enabling The 
Greek, forgetting to take care of his son, and – finally – 
through wheeling and dealing with politicians.  Sobotka 
is more selfish than altruistic because it is through 
adversity when one’s true character is revealed.  
Sobotka does not have the inner conviction to reject 
the temptations of easy cash when his job has put him 
in a place of desperation.  Instead, Sobotka succumbs 
to the corrupt deals in the hopes that if all works out, 
he will be the hero of the day.  Frank’s obsession with 
saving his own face distracts him from the promises he 
makes to his peers and, ultimately, leads to his demise.    
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Nick Sobatka:   
Born in the Wrong Generation 

By  
Lucas Smith 

 

 
From "Backwash," 4.07 The Wire 

 
s season two of The Wire shifts its focus from 
the inner city to the docks where blue collar 
workers labor, the show encourages the 

audience to explore a broader issue.  While many of 
the positive effects of globalization are easily 
recognizable in many major cities around the world, 
The Wire exposes a different reality faced by the 
dockworkers of Baltimore.  A stevedore in Local 47, 
Nick Sobotka is the nephew of Frank Sobotka, the 
union boss.  Like Frank, Nick is seen as a well-meaning 
man who works hard, but struggles to find a place to fit 
in the world that no longer values the type of masculine 
activities he was raised to undertake.  The father of a 
young girl, Nick wishes to provide for his family, but 

A 
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circumstances out of his control prevent him from doing 
so, leaving him believing he has no choice but to turn 
to a life of crime.  Through the character of Nick 
Sobotka, The Wire looks at the struggles of the White 
working class as it relates to the decaying, blue collar 
labor industry and the gentrification of working class 
neighborhoods. 
 In contrast to most of his generation, Nick 
abides by the same set of core values and principles 
as his uncle’s contemporaries.  Manual labor is 
valorized, families follow patriarchal rule, and there is 
increased importance placed on responsibility and 
doing the right thing.  This is part of the reason that 
although Nick and his girlfriend Aimee are a couple and 
have a child together, Nick is forced to sneak Aimee 
out of his parents’ house every morning because they 
are not married.  Unfortunately, there’s just no more 
use for guys like Nick and Frank in a burgeoning 
service economy and increasingly automated shipping 
industry.  This realization pushes Nick to a life of crime 
as a means of attaining a standard of living that he has 
been encouraged to expect.  While his Uncle Frank is 
breaking the law to try to save his union and support 
the botherhood, Nick’s decision to commit crimes is 
brought on by his desire for personal gain and to 
provide for his family.  As he tells his cousin Ziggy early 
in the season, “I can’t keep getting up in the morning 
not knowing if I’m gonna get paid” (2.03).  Nick tries to 
alleviate some of the uncertainty in his life by teaming 
up with Ziggy and making a side agreement with The 
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Greek to provide stolen contraband from the containers 
at the port. 
 The story arc of Nick Sobotka is representative 
of the deterioration of stable, middle class 
neighborhoods and communities and the urban 
gentrification that accompanies it.  In The Wire, this 
gentrification comes during the transformation of 
decrepit industrial labor sites, like the grain pier, into 
high-priced apartments and working class communities 
into elitist suburbs.  With the money that he makes from 
small-time heroin dealing, Nick’s dream is to buy a 
house for his family, thereby making them respectable.  
Upon learning the financial realities of urban 
gentrification, however, it is clear that Nick will not be 
able to fulfill his dream with petty thefts and drug 
dealing on the side.  This realization is best captured in 
the scene in which, while looking for a house to buy, 
Nick and Aimee are surprised to find out that the small 
row house they are looking at, which once belonged to 
Nick’s aunt, is expected to sell for $350,000, a sum far 
out of their price range.  The small row house signifies 
change in the working class community, as not only are 
houses being taken away from families in those 
neighborhoods, but the government is also rezoning 
the city in the name of gentrification.  As noted by 
Hamilton Carroll, “What is ironic about the process of 
gentrification that The Wire depicts is that it relies, in a 
variety of ways, on nostalgia for the ways of life it is 
partially responsible for destroying” (Carroll, 271).  
Indeed, many of the old labor sites were transformed 
to sites of consumption, and as working class 
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communities begin to vanish, their loss is evident in the 
sites that replace them. 
 In an admission of defeat by not being able to 
adapt his values to the changing times of society, Nick 
succumbs to “The Game” in a move that, while 
motivated by self-interest, seems to be unavoidable.  
Nick begins independently contacting The Greek’s 
organization so that he can start distributing heroin to 
the local dealers.  With the drug money coming in, Nick 
tells Aimee that he has picked up some steady work 
and realizes that the only way to keep their modest 
dreams alive is to continue selling drugs. Unfortunately 
for Nick, he is the living embodiment of how the state 
and federal government’s failure to uphold and sustain 
the working class makes criminal activity seem the only 
viable alternative for people in those neighborhoods.  
In the end, Nick’s involvement with organized crime 
culminates in the death of Frank followed by Nick and 
his family being put into witness protection in exchange 
for testimony against The Greek’s criminal 
organization.  Nick’s cousin Ziggy, who is on a parallel 
path of crime but less able to manage his own emotions 
and interactions with others, ends up in jail after losing 
his temper and killing one of The Greek’s associates.   
 Nick Sobotka essentially falls into the “born in 
the wrong generation” category, as his core values and 
beliefs mesh better with those in the previous 
generation than the current one.  Unlike his uncle, Nick 
is never given the opportunity to succeed in the work 
environment that he has expected to join.  Unsteady 
hours and low pay at the docks lead Nick to become a 
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criminal as the only means of providing stable income 
for his girlfriend and young daughter.  Nick’s downfall 
ultimately is a result of his inability to conform to 
societal expectations, whether that is in his own 
community or in the broader culture.  In the last scene 
of the second season, Nick is shown looking at the 
decaying shipping shoreline from behind a chain-link 
fence, symbolizing one last time the death of blue collar 
work in American industry and how much pain that loss 
has caused for those involved. 
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Ziggy Sobatka:   
The Inevitable Downfall of the Tragic 

Jester 
By  

Laura Spurney 
 

 
From "Duck and Cover," 2.08 The Wire 

 
afael Alvarez describes Chester Karol “Ziggy” 
Sobatka as “a doomed son of a son of a 
stevedore raised for a world that is slowly 

dying,” (156).  Trapped between the confines of his 
family identity as a dockworker and his ambition to 
make money in an increasingly industrialized and 
competitive economy, Ziggy turns to other professions 
for the financial opportunities that the maritime trade 
lacks during the second season of The Wire. Deficient 
of any worldly experience outside of the docks, he 
chooses the only other option that seems open to him:  
drug dealing and smuggling. By joining “The Game,” 

R 
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he hopes to combat the ominous outcome of following 
in the footsteps of his ancestors as the collateral 
damage of an increasingly industrialized industry with 
a decreasing need for human labor (Trotta and 
Blyahher 28).  In addition to the monetary benefits 
Ziggy foresees in the illegal businesses, he also 
perceives the criminal activity as an escape from the 
pranks and disrespect he endures on the docks.  With 
drug dealing and smuggling, he feels as though he has 
an opportunity to earn the respect he lacks on the 
docks, as well as a chance to overcome the shortage 
of esteem the modern world has for the working class. 
The lack of outside knowledge and understanding of 
consequences that originally leads him to join The 
Game pervades his drug dealing and smuggling 
occupation, which leads him into faulty drug deals and 
unsatisfying business transactions.  As an unmotivated 
dockworker and a reckless drug dealer, Ziggy is unable 
to find inclusion in either sphere (Alvarez 153-154).  
Therefore, despite his recognition of the decline of the 
dock industry and the pressing need to join a new 
trade, his haste to enter an unfamiliar business domain 
leaves Ziggy a fool stranded between the fate of his 
unpromising past and the success of his aspirations for 
the future. 
 From the very first scene in which Ziggy is 
introduced into the series, it is clear that he is unfit for 
the maritime industry as he is scolded for losing a can 
on the docks (2.01).  The other employees maintain 
that he will never be fired, though, due to the fact that 
his father, Frank Sobotka, is in charge.  Nonetheless, 
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despite his guaranteed employment, Ziggy is still 
unable to obtain the number of hours of work he needs 
in order to make the money he desires.  It is even 
confirmed by Frank that Ziggy is shorted on hours, 
mainly due to the fact that shifts are assigned by 
seniority, and business on the docks is so slow that 
they need only a limited number of workers (2.06).  
Therefore, he turns to the illicit business of drug dealing 
and smuggling, a source of necessary income Frank 
and his nephew Nick Sobotka have had success with 
in the past.  In this way, too, Ziggy tires to follow in his 
father’s footsteps and fails miserably. Despite a lack of 
working hours, Ziggy continues to try and assert 
himself as a person worthy of respect, rather than a 
simple-minded jester, both on the docks and in The 
Game. His attempts to discover his role within the 
modern world and assert his masculinity to prove his 
worth often backfire on him, however, and typically 
reinforce his role as the goof rather than disprove it 
(Alvarez 155-156).  

From being sent false paternity papers to getting 
tricked into fighting Maui, Ziggy is often on the receiving 
end of pranks the dockworkers pull (2.07).  His 
desperate attempts to fit in are particularly well-
highlighted when he buys a duck, adorns it with a 
diamond-studded collar, and brings it to a bar, perhaps 
unconsciously utilizing self-deprecation to find a place 
in the group (2.08).  Although they initially mock Ziggy 
for the ridiculous stunt, the dockworkers eventually join 
Ziggy in laughter as they watch the duck waddle 
around the bar countertop and drink alcohol.  After the 
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duck drinks itself to death, however, Ziggy again finds 
himself ostracized and ridiculed as the men complain 
of Ziggy’s immaturity, even stating, “What kind of boy 
would give a duck whiskey, anyhow” (2.09).  In addition 
to the duck stunt, Ziggy works to exert his value 
through various other modes, too.  From the purchase 
of his flashy Italian leather jacket to the countless times 
he pulls out his penis in public, it is clear that he craves 
the respect he thinks he can gain through actions that 
he perceives as manly (Alvarez 148).  Since a career 
in maritime trade and the men who work in it refuse to 
pay Ziggy the respect he feels that he deserves, he 
chooses to turn to turn to a completely different sector 
of business — smuggling and drug dealing.  In this new 
sector, Ziggy finds himself even more out of his league 
with the criminals known loosely as The Greeks, after 
their mysterious leader, than he did with the members 
of the International Brotherhood of Stevedores union.  

Ziggy tags along with Nick when he conducts 
business on Frank’s behalf with Spiros “Vondas” 
Vondopoulos, a lieutenant of The Greek, but Nick is the 
one Frank has entrusted to make arrangements for 
their schemes.  Since both need money and Ziggy 
needs recognition, it is not long before they make a 
side deal with Vondas to sell a container of stolen 
digital cameras (2.03).  After receiving a significant 
sum of cash for his efforts in addition to a sense of 
accomplishment, Ziggy decides to continue to smuggle 
goods with Nick.  After multiple instances in which 
Ziggy embarrasses Nick in front of the Greeks, Nick 
decides to exclude Ziggy from all future business 
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transactions.  Despite the fact that Ziggy still receives 
a payment from Nick, he becomes frustrated as the 
opportunity to succeed in a different realm of business 
eludes him.  Through the act of burning a one-hundred 
dollar bill from his portion of the payment from Nick, in 
addition to throwing his entire salary out of the car 
window on another occasion, it is clear that Ziggy is 
looking for more than money in a new industry (Alvarez 
172).  He wants the respect that he has never found 
from the dockworkers who all see him only as the dock 
clown.  As a result, Ziggy goes solo and turns to drug 
dealing as an alternate option, viewing it as another 
form of masculinity, a type of influence that is distinct 
from and inaccessible to most of the other 
dockworkers.  While working alone, though, he gets 
burned on a package by Frog, who is a White drug 
dealer Ziggy enlists to sell his package. As a result, the 
supplier Ziggy buys from, Calvin “Cheese” Wagstaff, 
not only beats Ziggy up to teach him a lesson and 
embarrass him, but he also takes his prized Camaro 
“Princess” and eventually burns her (2.05).  As another 
symbol of Ziggy’s masculinity disappears, he is once 
again stripped of the respect he tries so hard to obtain 
and is labeled a jester.  Ziggy is also forced to seek the 
help of his cousin Nick to recover the money he still 
owes Cheese on penalty of death, forcing him to 
relinquish any stature he thought he was beginning to 
develop as an independent man in the drug industry. 
Without any experience in the drug world, Ziggy is 
unaware of how to oversee business and completely 
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lacks the ability to convey a sense of independent 
dominance that is so imperative to The Game.  

Despite his past occupational failures, Ziggy 
makes a deal with George “Double G” Glekas, an 
associate of The Greek.  With the help of dockworker 
Johnny “Fifty” Spamanto, Ziggy smuggles several cars 
to Glekas successfully (2.09).  Likely due to Ziggy’s 
persona as an inexperienced businessman and a 
general fool, Glekas pays him only half of the originally 
agreed upon sum.  After Ziggy protests the injustice, 
he is beaten up by Glekas and called a “malaka,” which 
is Greek slang for “idiot”  — the final straw of 
disrespect.  Ziggy is finally forced to come to the 
realization that he is not respected in either the 
maritime industry or in the illegal domain of smuggling 
and drug dealing (Trotta and Blyahher 28).  Rather, he 
is perceived as an idiot incapable of achieving success 
in either realm. As a result, he is thrown into a rage, 
leading him to kill Glekas and severely wound a store 
employee.  Recognizing that he is unfit for society and 
slipping into a state of hopelessness, Ziggy waits for 
the police.  With prison being one of few remaining 
places where there is little change in society, Ziggy 
chooses stability and ensures his conviction by 
confessing to the crime.  The subdued jester goes as 
far as to alter the phrasing of his written confession so 
that it says that Glekas was not only “saying” please 
don’t shoot me but “begging” please don’t shoot me 
(2.10).  After being arrested and incarcerated, Frank 
asks Ziggy why he killed Glekas, to which his son 
replies, “I got tired of being the punch line of every joke” 
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(2.11).  Not only is Ziggy tired of being the target of 
everyone’s pranks, but he is also finally aware that he 
is not in the position to be successful at anything 
available to him.  As the son of a father in a dying 
industry, he is without the skills and qualities necessary 
to access other forms of work.  In a particularly 
significant scene between Ziggy and his father in jail 
(2.11), Ziggy finally verbally expresses the thoughts he 
has repressed: 

 
Ziggy:  The same blood don’t flow 
through me and you pop. I mean I wish it 
did, but it don’t. 
Frank:  You’re more like me than you 
know. 
Ziggy:  Yeah, fucked. 

 
The scene represents recognition by both father and 
son that they are the collateral damage of an 
increasingly industrialized society (Trotta and Blyahher 
28).  They are members of an occupational trade likely 
to cease within their lifetimes, forcing them to turn 
toward other forms of business that they are not suited 
for and, as a result, where they would fail miserably.  

Lacking the necessary skill-set to be a 
successful dockworker, smuggler, or drug dealer 
leaves Ziggy disrespected and unable to navigate an 
increasingly unfamiliar and modernized world (Trotta 
and Blyahher 28).  As a member of the final generation 
of Sobotkas working the docks, Ziggy’s imprisonment 
represents the larger death of the blue collar worker.  
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Ziggy’s incarceration introduces the idea that the drug 
dealers are the new, enduring blue collar worker.  
While the modern machines of the increasingly 
industrialized world put many manual laborers out of 
work, the drug addicts of Baltimore continue to exist, 
regardless of society’s new technology. Therefore, a 
market for drug will always exist, and as a result, the 
dealers will forever thrive.  With fifteen-years-to-life in 
prison, Ziggy can only wonder (if he makes it out at all) 
where he will fit in after his release into an even more 
modernized and complex society.  Likely to remain a 
jester, he can only hope that his ending is less tragic 
than his father’s. 
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Vondas and The Greek:  
The Business vs. The Game 

By  
Candis Tate 

 

 
“Vondas and The Greek,” from an episode of The Wire 

 
n the television series The Wire, viewers are offered 
a peek inside of the social, racial, and political 
condition of the drug trade in Baltimore, Maryland in 

the early 2000s.  The series introduces a variety of both 
characters and instances that illustrate the 
complexities and obstacles that pervade this type of 
organized crime.  Spiros “Vondas” Vondopolous is 
portrayed as The Greek’s second in command, and 
The Greek heads a multi-national crime organization.  
Vondas is trusted with the responsibility of speaking for 
The Greek during drug exchanges and being his eyes 
and ears to stave off the police and other major 
dealers.  In the series, Vondas has few major scenes 
or rhetorically significant interactions, but his existence 
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on the show contributes greatly to a more expansive 
understanding of The Greek’s success in selling 
drugs.  This essay will investigate the significance of 
Vondas’s character and identify the ways in which he 
helps to sustain The Greek’s operation.  I will discuss 
the importance of names throughout the drug business 
and isolate the effectiveness of Vondas’ approach to 
sharing his identity.  

Throughout the progression of the show, the 
audience is introduced to a multiplicity of powerful 
individuals who each have unique ways of 
demonstrating status and authority.  Although there are 
differences in the way they harness power, one major 
similarity is the power attached to their names.  In an 
industry that is led primarily by men, it is useful to 
acknowledge the tendencies and practices that are 
associated with masculinity within that arena.  Names, 
in particular, have historically denoted power by being 
used by men to signify authority and propriety over 
objects (i.e. the ownership of land and property, wives 
taking the names of their husbands in marriage, 
etc.).  In urban Baltimore, where Black men generally 
have less power, authority, and property, their given 
names are all they have and, thus, become symbols of 
the respect they seek to have.  

Avon Barksdale and Marlo Stanfield both 
understand the importance of how their names are 
used in the streets.  Their names play a significant role 
in the success of their organizations because the only 
way that their trap houses and corners remain safe is 
if their names invoke a level of fear in the 
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community.  Because of this, Avon and Marlo are 
constantly defending and/or adding to the fear 
component of their names.  For example, when Omar 
Little and his crew robs Avon Barksdale’s trap houses, 
Avon immediately defends his name by putting a 
bounty on their heads and making it clear that he wants 
their deaths to be a spectacle to remind the community 
of what will happen to anyone who steals from 
him.  Similarly, Marlo maintains fear by killing people 
for the smallest threats or perceived threats to his 
name.  For example, Marlo steals from a liquor store, 
and the security guard confronts him then that security 
guard later ends up dead for talking back to 
Marlo.  Avon and Marlo’s names only convey power 
within their community, however.  As much status as 
Avon’s and Marlo’s names stand for in their 
communities, they hold no real power outside of their 
community, which speaks to the real nature and 
embodiment of traditional, White patriarchal structures.  

Conversely, in Baltimore, across America, and 
globally, White men have the privilege to be perceived 
as powerful implicitly without needing to command 
power.  Thus, their real names are not needed to give 
them power because their very presence is a type of 
status.  This privilege allows for The Greek and Vondas 
to use pseudonyms to conduct business while 
protecting their actual identities from both police and 
drug affiliates.  Similarly, because The Greek’s and 
Vondas’s pseudonyms are not indicative of their 
masculinity, identity, or business skills, Vondas does 
not need to participate in killings to defend his name or 
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anyone in the organization’s name, which helps keep 
them of the radar of the police.  The hits they authorize 
are designed to be punitive but secret, such as the 
bodies that emerge with missing body parts to make 
identification difficult if not impossible. 

The only time Vondas is seen killing someone 
or giving the order to have someone killed is when that 
individual has done something that threatens their 
organization or brings unnecessary attention to their 
business.  This is seen in episode 3.1 when one of the 
sailors, who has been charged with protecting The 
Greek’s cargo, decides to rape one of the women being 
stowed in his bin.  A series of events occur that 
eventually lead to the sailors killing all of the women in 
the container.  Vondas, who looks at these acts as an 
encroachment on the success of his business, kills the 
man responsible for the deaths on the ship.  The 
decision to engage in risky lawlessness is not one that 
Vondas and The Greek take lightly because the thrill 
and status of criminality is not the motivation behind 
their illegal actions.  Instead of the power attached and 
grandstanding attached to careless killing, Vondas and 
his boss are all about the money and strive to be 
relatively invisible to help to sustain their business and 
quiet stature in the Baltimore sex and drug trade.  

Neither Vondas nor The Greek necessarily alter 
the culture of Baltimore, though their association with 
Frank Sobatka’s dockworkers’s union does lead 
ultimately to Sobatka’s demise and the weakening of 
the union.  Still, their characters do demonstrate the 
ways that members of competing organizations use 



273 
 

their names to propagate power and status.  Vondas’s 
and The Greek’s business strategies also speak to the 
difference between how The Greeks run their business 
and how Avon and Marlo participate in The Game.  The 
Game consists of all the extra components that are 
involved in the activity at hand, such as the insatiable 
quest to acquire power and status.  Their “by any 
means necessary” inclinations lead to Avon and Marlo 
becoming more vulnerable to issues with competitors 
and to disadvantageous interactions with police.  
Ironically, Avon’s and Marlo’s performances of 
masculinity to acquire power will turn to be the exact 
traits that leave them dead or in prison, powerless in 
the case of Avon and with reduced power for 
Marlo.  Vondas and The Greek are successful 
businessmen because they have racial privilege, which 
creates a situation where they do not need the power 
of their names to exude power.  Combined with a 
strategic aptitude to avoid threatening situations or 
practices, Vondas and The Greek are able to conduct 
business at a higher threshold, which ultimately yields 
a better result. It is not coincidental that the man 
without a name, The Greek, is the man with the most 
wealth, power, and longevity in the Baltimore drug 
world. 
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Beadie Russell:   
Subtlety and Good Police 

By  
Paul Martin 

 

 
From "Port in a Storm" 2.12 The Wire 

 
hen considering the plethora of recurring 
characters in HBO’s sprawling series The 
Wire, there are a multitude that come to mind 

immediately and invite closer investigation and 
analysis.  On the other hand, there are also several 
characters that offer space for thought-provoking 
consideration even though they are not so intensely 
connected to the central action of the series, which is 
loosely a binary between police investigations and 
those on the crime-ridden streets of Baltimore, 
Maryland, who are being investigated.  One such 
character is Beatrice “Beadie” Russell, one of the 
mildest-mannered yet complex recurring characters in 
the entirety of the series.  In this essay, I argue that the 
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character of Beadie Russell on The Wire is a 
surprisingly complex, heterosexual female character, a 
character that subtly marks the series through her 
inner-strength as an empowered feminine woman with 
agency.  These are characteristics that the series 
doesn’t stress, yet they merit analysis as she is the 
character best able to juggle the duties of being “good 
police” with her private life, even as she supports a 
single-family household.  Where the other female 
characters fall flat as they either exist behind closed 
doors without much agency or are defined by overtly 
masculine traits, Beadie discreetly at first then more 
powerfully throughout the course of the series defies 
the norm and does good police while maintaining 
family bonds while also striving to help those around 
her do the same as best she can.  She has a devotion 
to helping through the police occupation she stumbled 
upon later in life, yet the lack of development given to 
her as a standalone character is a disservice to the 
series.  

Beadie exists first as an extension of the major 
case involving the Port of Baltimore in Season Two and 
returns later as Jimmy McNulty’s love interest.  Overall, 
Beadie’s subtle strength and distinct character arc 
compared to the other female characters deserves 
more screen time, despite how engaging she is as a 
character in the series as it exists.  She seems to be 
one of the few “normal” characters in the series; a more 
prominent role in the central plot would have made her 
more engaging to the viewership, which would give her 
feminism a stronger platform, especially in contrast to 
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the other female characters in The Wire.  I make this 
argument about the complexity and distinct agency she 
holds as a female on The Wire after considering three 
critical junctures she faces as she develops as a 
character throughout the course of Season Two.  First, 
the manner in which Russell enters the police force will 
be analyzed. Second, the way she employs her agency 
will be studied, specifically the way she aids in the task 
force’s casework without having to sexualize and 
objectify herself as the majority of female characters in 
the series are forced to do.  Finally, the way Beadie is 
committed to her police career despite maintaining a 
single-parent household is important in understanding 
her character’s role in the series. 
 Beadie Russell is a single mother who holds a 
full time position as a police officer working with the 
Baltimore Port Authority. She maintains this position in 
order to support her children after her husband 
chauvinistically left them after feeling neglected due to 
her work duties. As Russell recounts, “He says he 
didn’t get married to cook his own dinner” (2.08).  
Beadie, in quiet yet powerful rebellion, shows 
considerable strength in fighting the cultural misogyny 
that would have had her come home to a life of 
domestication and less-than-potential income to 
appease her husband and “save” her marriage.  She 
holds on to her career, however.  Through this very 
difficult and critical decision, she performs a sort of 
silent feminism.  She does not let cultural norms stop 
her from pursuing the job and subsequent money that 
will provide a better life for her children. 
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 She is also commits to a job that helps her 
utilize her powerful empathetic traits to help others and 
ultimately do her absolute best to fight injustice and 
make the world a better place.  Her elevated capacity 
to empathize, especially when compared to the other 
characters in The Wire, is demonstrated right from the 
outset in Season Two when she is introduced in one of 
the most graphically shocking instances in the entirety 
of the series.  On a routine patrol of the Port of 
Baltimore, Russell notices a broken seal on a shipping 
container and stumbles upon more than a dozen 
corpses of young women in a hidden compartment in 
the container.  Instead of leaving the work to the 
detectives, she works alongside them relentlessly to 
find out what happened to the victims and bring those 
responsible to justice.   

Instead of just meandering along and doing the 
bare minimum to keep up the status quo, she slowly 
builds a bond with the detectives and becomes part of 
their community.  She is highly committed to the case 
work, which is evidenced by her leaving home in the 
middle of the night after receiving a call from Kima 
Greggs (despite having to orchestrate child care for her 
children) in order to help the other police carry out a 
midnight raid (2.10).  All of this is to try to keep an act 
of brutality like that from happening again.  Despite her 
taking on the police job for money, she is committed to 
doing the work to the best of her ability.  She commits 
to the job in the same way characters like Kima and 
McNulty make sacrifices to be good police.  She 
doesn’t back down in the face of brutality. She 
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describes how she saw a posting for her current 
position while she was a tollbooth worker barely 
making enough to subsist, but we never see her try to 
quit or make excuses when the Port Authority patrol 
position becomes something entirely different and 
more intense. 
 Beadie Russell finds an apparent flaw and 
sexist structure in the justice system when she is 
informed that dealing in prostitution is not grounds for 
a wiretap, whereas dealings in the drug trade are.  
Beadie says in startled distaste, “You’re saying a guy 
can get wire tapped if he’s selling drugs, but not if he’s 
selling women?” (2.07).   

She makes it clear that she sees that the rules 
of the system are illogically biased and don’t defend the 
rights of women equally.  Russell utilizes her femininity 
to aid in the investigative work.  She does so 
unconventionally, however, as she does not engage in 
sexualizing herself to get information.  When she 
approaches her former lover, Maui, at his trailer home, 
the viewer and Maui himself expect a sexual 
engagement to ensue in order for her to get the 
information she desires.  Instead, she tells him to get 
dressed and asks that they go to coffee.  He responds 
in a startled manner expecting that they were going to 
resume their relationship in some form but willingly 
helps her over coffee despite his desire for her. 
 Russell helps others in the series, not only in her 
police work, but also in their personal lives.  She plays 
a major role in the story arcs of Jimmy McNulty and 
Kima Greggs by giving them a person to lean on in their 



280 
 

respective times of need.  Beadie receives support 
from Kima when she gets called in at night to conduct 
the police raid and returns the favor by offering Kima 
guidance on how to balance her police life with her 
newly developing family at home.  Kima struggles with 
the notion of having a child in the home, and Beadie 
helps her grapple with the coming shift in her home life 
(2.10).  She delves deeper with McNulty with whom she 
begins an amorous relationship.  

She grounds him and gives him guidance 
throughout their relationship.  It serves to focus him and 
bring balance to his former life of binge-drinking and 
womanizing on a daily basis.  She teaches him 
valuable lessons and is blunt with him in ways few 
other characters in the series are, notably when she 
tells him that the things he focuses on are meaningless 
when compared to family and possibly a friend.  She 
gives him the support to sober up, and he, albeit 
misguided, feels he has the strength to do his police 
work sober after a hiatus from detective work (4.13). 
 Beadie Russell is a powerful character in the 
series despite the limited screen time she occupies.  
She is definitely one of the most significant female 
characters in the series as she has the will and agency 
to change things and as she sees fit.   

She questions the status quo, and goes above 
and beyond the call of duty to see that justice is done.  
The Wire could have expanded on her character 
considerably and made her an admirable female 
character whose self-reliance a feminism were more 
overt to the viewership and more important in the 
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context of the series as a whole. While Beadie is a 
character defined by subtle strength, The Wire would 
have been a stronger show if she had been given a bit 
more of the spotlight.  
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Bill Rawls:  
Career Man to a Fault 

By  
Rebecca Steiner 

 

 
From "The Target," 1.01 The Wire 

 
afael Alvarez, a staff writer for The Wire and 
former reporter for The Baltimore Sun, 
describes the character Bill Rawls as such, “A 

humorless, sexually-conflicted, statistics-will-keep-my-
tit-out-of-the-wringer colonel” (63).  To define the 
essence of the character Bill Rawls, I analyze three 
examples of how he is interested above all in self-
preservation and self-promotion.  First, I consider his 
rivalry with Detective Jimmy McNulty.  Then, I describe 
his statistical approach to police work.  Finally, I refer 
to times when he puts his political ambitions over what 
is best for Baltimore.  Rawls’s self-preservation 
behaviors strengthen The Wire’s broader critique of the 
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Baltimore Police Department corruption, organizational 
bureaucracy, and the narrative production of “good 
police work.”  

In Season One, Bill Rawls is a Major in the 
Baltimore Police Department.  He oversees the 
Homicide Department.  Several employees work under 
him, such as Jay Landsman, William “The Bunk” 
Moreland, and Jimmy McNulty.  In an article titled 
“Came to Do Good, Stayed to Do Well,” Jason Grinnell 
describes Major Rawls as a “meddling boss” (71).  
Grinnell expands, “Superiors depend on subordinates 
to work hard and make them look good, and 
subordinates depend on their superiors to reward their 
hard work” (85).  In the pilot episode of the series, 
detective Jimmy McNulty speaks to Judge Daniel 
Phelan behind Major Rawls’s back about the Barksdale 
gang.  When Rawls finds out, he is furious.  Rawls has 
depended on McNulty to make him look good, but 
instead McNulty embarrasses him in front of his 
superior, Deputy Commissioner of Operations Ervin 
Burrell.  This is the start of the McNulty-Rawls rivalry.  
Rawls calls McNulty into his office and says, “You see 
these, McNulty, you see them?” (Gives McNulty both 
middle fingers.)  “These are for you. These are for you 
for as long as it takes me to get even” (1.01). 

When McNulty interrupts Rawls’s tirade to ask 
what he did wrong, Rawls rips into him for talking out 
of turn:  

 
Don't "Major" me, you backstabbing, 
smartass piece of shit.  What the fuck you 
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doing over at the courthouse anyway?  Why 
the fuck are you talking to some shitbag 
judge?  These are for you, McNulty.  This 
one over here is going up your narrow 
fucking Irish ass.  And, this bad boy over 
here is in your fucking eye.  I'm upstairs 
answering questions about some project 
nigger I never heard of who's supposedly 
beat my unit out of ten murders (1.01).  

 
After the Rawls’s rant at McNulty for embarrassing him, 
he orders McNulty to type a report on the Barksdale 
murders for the following day.  “Let's try not to make 
me look stupid twice. And when you list the cases, put 
a little dot next to each one.  Deputy likes dots” (1.01).  
According to Grinnell, there’s obviously little 
connection between good, quality police work and well-
formatted bullet lists, but Rawls’s statements suggest 
that the police department worries more about the 
formatting of the paperwork than its content (71).  
Rawls’s demand that McNulty type up a report for 
Rawls on the Barksdale gang is related to his interest 
in self-preservation because he believes his reputation 
has been hurt.  “I had to go upstairs knowing nothing 
and explain to the deputy why he's getting calls about 
murders that don't mean a shit to anybody” (1.01).  

Rawls makes clear that he is watching McNulty 
closely, “You have my attention, Detective.  My 
complete, undivided attention” (1.01).  As Season One 
progresses, Rawls makes clear his intentions to 
destroy McNulty.  Detective Sergeant Jay Landsman 
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tells McNulty any more shenanigans will get him 
transferred.  In Season Two, Rawls reassigns McNulty 
to the marine unit.  McNulty is unhappy about his 
reassignment and does everything in his power to stick 
his arch nemesis Rawls with 14 murders to solve.  
When Rawls asks Lieutenant Cedric Daniels to make 
a list of people to assign a detail to the 14 murders, 
Rawls tells Daniels he can have anyone he wants 
except McNulty.  “He quits or he drowns. That’s the 
only two things getting him off the fuckin’ boat, so help 
me God” (2.04).  Rawls’s assertion of superiority and 
power over Jimmy McNulty shows his vested interest 
in self-promotion.  Rawls’s over-the-top behavior 
exposes the viewer to the idea that department politics 
and self-preservation can come at the expense of good 
police work.  Daniels wants McNulty on the case 
because McNulty is a good detective, and Rawls 
jeopardizes the case by barring McNulty.  

Another example of Rawls’s inexhaustible self-
promotion is his statistical approach to police work.  
The statistical approach is the method by which Rawls 
routinely and deliberately puts clearance rates and 
arrest stats ahead of pursuing real justice (Fagan, 18).  
Clearance rate plotlines play a main role in each 
season of The Wire but especially during the first three 
seasons.  Rawls quickly becomes obsessed with 
improving the clearance rate in Season One.  For 
example, Rawls demands that McNulty arrest and 
charge D’Angelo Barksdale with three counts of 
murder, even though this will hurt the ongoing effort to 
build a conspiracy charge against Avon Barksdale 
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(Brooks, 71).  Detective Lester Freamon explains 
Rawls’s statistical method to a narcotics detective, “He 
can charge anything he wants and get credit for the 
clearance.  Grand jury doesn’t indict, he drops the 
case, keeps the stats” (1.06).  If Rawls is able to 
maintain good clearance rate percentages, he will look 
good in front of his bosses and have a chance to be 
promoted.  

Rawls’s obsession with clearance rates 
continues in Season Two.  “I have fought and 
scratched and clawed for four months to get my 
clearance rate up above 50 percent, and right now it 
stands at exactly 51.6 percent.  Do you happen to know 
what my clearance rate will be if I take thirteen 
whodunits?  39.4 percent” (2.02).  This comment 
shows Rawls is more troubled about the clearance rate 
than the fact that a murderer is still free (Grinnell, 77).  
Rawls’s actions indicate to the viewer watching that 
police are driven by a quest for power.  How far Rawls 
is willing to go is a clear criticism of police corruption.  

In Season Three, Rawls becomes even pushier 
with the statistical approach to police work.  Mayor 
Clarence Royce puts additional pressure on Rawls and 
Burrell to reduce crime.  Rawls tells his district 
commanders in a speech that crime must drop by 5%, 
and murders must be kept below 275 bodies.  “I don’t 
care how you do it,” roars Rawls.  “Just fucking do it” 
(3.01).  Throughout Season Three, crime continues to 
rise, and Rawls humiliates commanders for their 
failures.  Rawls publicly shames them because it 
makes him look bad to his superior when crime rates 
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keep rising.  All of these examples show that Rawls’s 
obsession with monitoring the stats is to make himself 
look good.   This obsession with stats is significant to 
the series overall because it is part of a larger critique 
of what constitutes “good police work.”  Rawls’s 
character helps the viewer see that the statistical 
approach to police work and external pressures from 
bosses often detract from fighting real crime.  Rawls’s 
“Just fucking do it” attitude tolerates police corruption 
as long as the numbers add up in official reports.   

Another way Rawls engages in self-
preservation and self-promotion is that he actively puts 
his political ambitions over what is best for Baltimore 
throughout Seasons Three through Five.  City Council 
Member Thomas J. “Tommy” Carcetti (who runs for 
Mayor of Baltimore in Seasons Three and Four) goes 
on a drug bust ride with the police and later complains 
to Rawls about all the manpower going into busting 
people for around $20 worth of heroin.  Rawls is under 
pressure to keep arrest rates up.  Rawls encourages 
the police to increase arrests, “even bullshit arrests” 
(Alvarez, 339).  When speaking with Carcetti in private, 
Rawls shifts the blame to Burrell and says he would be 
willing to try another way if given the chance.  This 
proves Rawls is trying to put himself in a better position 
over Burrell if Carcetti becomes mayor.  

In Season Four, Rawls surprises the politician 
when Carcetti is knocking on doors for votes in East 
Baltimore (4.05).  Rawls lets Carcetti know that State 
Delegate Odell Watkins is upset with Mayor Royce.  
This news is very exciting for Carcetti and his campaign 
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staff and has the potential to alter the mayoral race if 
Watkins starts supporting Carcetti.  Rawls delivers this 
message in person, which shows his interest in self-
preservation and self-promotion.  Delivering the 
message in person, Rawls believes, will encourage 
Carcetti to trust him and see his interests as sincere.  
Similarly, in Season five, Rawls trades his silence on 
the McNulty/Freamon homeless murder scandal in 
exchange for a better job when and if Carcetti makes it 
into Annapolis as governor (Alvarez, 479).  This is a 
clear example of Rawls engaging in an unethical action 
and putting his political ambitions first.  The larger 
significance of this is that if Rawls is to lead by 
example, the example he is setting is that police 
corruption is sometimes acceptable.  This feeds into 
The Wire’s critique of corruption in police departments 
across the United States. 

In summary, Bill Rawls is a complex character.  
He is a recurring character in all five seasons of The 
Wire.  He is memorable because of his excessive 
profanity and loud presence as a meddling boss.  
There are aspects of his character I chose not to 
discuss in this essay such as his sexuality.  The series 
chooses to gloss over Rawls’s sexuality.  Although he 
wears a wedding ring and the viewer briefly hears of a 
wife and children, we notice him sitting in a gay bar in 
Season Three.  Alvarez may be right to describe him 
as “sexually conflicted,” but the rest of the series only 
shows him in a police department setting.  Many of his 
behaviors and actions, such as his feud with detective 
Jimmy McNulty, his interest in “juking the stats” rather 
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than committing to “good police work,” and his eye for 
an opportunity to get promoted are guided by his 
highest concern for self-preservation and self-
promotion.  He is a career man to a fault. Rawls is a 
great example of The Wire’s critique of police 
corruption.  The police department is not looking out for 
you; it is looking out for itself. 
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Institutional and Personal Reformation 
By  

Connor MacKenzie 
 
 

y the start of Season Three of The Wire, it is no 
secret to the viewer that Baltimore is a troubled 
city in need of answers to the abundance of 

complex issues plaguing it.  This season examines the 
philosophy of reform in the institutions of Baltimore as 
well as the personal lives of the city’s inhabitants and 
the expectations they battle.  With regard to whether or 
not well-meaning individuals can effectively reform an 
institution, ultimately, The Wire presents the dark 
reality that no one person can correct the wrongs of the 
system because of the entrenched nature and 
operations of the institution as well as the impeding 
self-interests of those who are in charge.  The Wire 
does show that there is still hope for individuals to 
reform themselves against the perceived behavioral 
customs that would be expected from someone 
working within a specific institution.  There are three 
citywide institutions that this essay examines in the 
context of attempts to enact reformation in Baltimore.  
First, City Hall exerts pressure to reduce the violent 
crime rate causing the Police Department to adjust 
accordingly.  Second, there is the examination of how 
society should handle the War on Drugs and addiction 
through one radical experiment.  And, third, drug 
trafficking organizations explore whether or not they 
can cooperate and sell narcotics in a legitimate, non-
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violent manner.  The three personal stories of 
reformation studied here are City Council Member 
Thomas Carcetti’s transformation into a passionate 
politician pursuing an agenda of hope for the city, 
Sergeant Ellis Carver’s transition into an effective 
Police Supervisor, and Dennis “Cutty” Wise’s 
departure from the drug trade.  Despite the positive 
transitions that these individuals make during Season 
Three, the message of reform The Wire critiques is not 
so hopeful.  The series suggests that no single 
individual can alter the system citywide permanently 
due to the entrenched roots the institutions have 
developed over prolonged periods of time, but at the 
same time, the possibility of personal reform is 
conceivable as long as it is undertaken with the idea of 
bettering the community.  
 Season Three opens with Baltimore Mayor 
Clarence V. Royce making a public speech on the 
decaying streets of West Baltimore.  Behind the Mayor 
are the former Barksdale drug high-rise territories 
visible beyond a banner with the proclamation that a 
new era for Baltimore has begun (3.01).  Political 
leaders in Baltimore have decided to respond to the 
urban drug and crime issue by demolishing the public 
housing towers and replacing them with low-to-
moderate income homes for the lower class citizens.  
This was a popular reform trend that took place in many 
American cities at the turn of the century since high-
rise towers had become synonymous with crime and 
decay among the general public (Urban, 7).  Mayor 
Royce believes that his administration is taking the first 
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steps in solving the problems that plague impoverished 
Baltimore, and he plans to claim responsibility for the 
successful program when Baltimore experiences a 
potential revival.  
 What Mayor Royce fails to understand, 
however, is that every action has an unforeseen and 
unintended consequence.  Despite Mayor Royce’s 
hope that drug trafficking and violence will decline with 
the removal of the high-rise towers, criminal elements 
pushed out in one place will expand in a sprawling 
fashion across Western and Eastern Baltimore.  As a 
result, drug gangs, including the Barksdales, feel 
compelled to engage in violent warfare in order to 
retain territory where they can sell their product and still 
make a profit.  Therefore, what began as an honest 
attempt by Royce to reform the urban landscape of 
Baltimore’s ghettos results in jeopardizing the Mayor’s 
political standing in the city after violent crime rates 
sky-rocket instead of falling.  The uptick in violent crime 
causes Royce and City Hall to exert pressure on 
Commissioner Ervin Burrell and Deputy of Operations 
William Rawls to force District Commanders to lower 
the crime rate by five percent and keep murders in the 
districts below 275 by any means necessary (3.01).  
The misunderstanding that City Hall has with regard to 
enacting urban reform leads the Police Department to 
find a temporary solution to a real metropolitan crisis 
and simply create the impression that life in the 
community is being improved.  But, as many of the 
members of the Police Department continuously state 
throughout The Wire, “The shit always rolls downhill,” 
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which means the blame will be shifted away from those 
who made the initial mistake onto those in the streets 
who suffer the consequences (1.01).     
 Since their careers depend on their District 
Commanders reaching this illogical crime decrease, 
Burrell and Rawls are unwavering in their desire to 
make it happen, despite how ludicrous the command 
is.  As Rawls speaks regarding the matter at 
COMSTAT, the daily Police command meeting, he 
states, “There is no excuse I will accept. I don’t care 
how you do it, but fucking do it” (3.01).  Furthermore, 
Burrell makes it very clear to each of the Majors that 
they are there by appointment only, and if they cannot 
reach this mandate, they will be replaced by someone 
who can (3.01).  Burrell and Rawls are the leadership 
of the police institution and do not know of any real 
solution to meet this demand.  So, instead, they offer 
up the well-trodden tradition of simply “juking the stats.”  
This is not a mechanism for effectively reforming 
policing; it is merely a way of manipulating the facts and 
numbers so that they will align with the agenda that has 
been forced upon them by politicians in City Hall.  The 
end game is for politicians to mislead the public trust 
with this disinformation and protect their re-elections in 
the upcoming election.  
    Royce, Burrell, and Rawls share inadequacies 
in finding a solution for reforming the way that City Hall 
and the Baltimore Police Department function is a clear 
example of how individuals cannot reform an institution 
from the inside out.  Because each of these individuals 
is concerned with his own career path and does not 
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want to take progressive steps that could possibly 
upset their future prospects, each fails.  The short-
sightedness that each demonstrates is characteristic of 
a selfish institutional leader, one who cares more about 
himself or herself than actual deep reform.  There is, 
however, one individual within the police leadership 
who offers a potential solution that not only gets the 
murder rate down in his district but also radically 
changes the way we view the War on Drugs. That 
individual is Major Bunny Colvin of the Western District.  
 From the first time he appears on screen, Colvin 
offers a stark contrast to how Burrell, Rawls, and 
virtually every other member of the police department 
views proper policing in Baltimore.  The Police 
Department’s over-emphasis on “dope on table” and 
highly publicized drug arrests is not a technique that 
Colvin views as worthwhile.  When he oversees the 
large-scale drug busts at the end of Season Two, he 
bluntly states, “What are we even doing” as he looks 
on in frustration (2.09).  He does not believe that the 
stats game played by the Commissioner and City Hall 
have any effect on actually changing the way 
neighborhoods and police respond to reducing crime.  
Furthermore when Colvin is admonishing Sergeant 
Carver for how he has been conducting his police work 
he states,  

 
Soldiering and policing are not the same 
thing.  But, every time I come to you, my 
DEU Sergeant, for information to find out 
what is going on out there in them 
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streets, all that came back was some 
bullshit. You had your stats, you had your 
arrests, you had your seizures. But don’t 
none of that amount to shit when you 
talking about protecting your 
neighborhood now. Do it? The worst 
thing about this Drug War now, is it 
ruined the job.  (5.10) 

 
It is clear that Colvin believes in a different, radical 
approach to handling drugs and crime in his 
community.  That reformation solution that he offers 
comes in the form of a drastic, free-zone initiative.  
 The free-zone initiative that Colvin starts in the 
abandoned neighborhoods of Western Baltimore is the 
most powerful example of how an individual cannot 
single-handedly reform an institution.  The 
“Hamsterdam” project, as it becomes known on the 
streets, is a well-meaning undertaking by Colvin to 
address the violent crime rate while simultaneously 
improving the community.  But, it is grounded in 
fundamentally altering the way we look at drugs 
through the full legalization of them so long as the drug 
trade is confined to three small areas and there is no 
violent activity.  Colvin understands that the answer to 
the community’s outcries regarding the failure of the 
Police Department to bring real change to their 
neighborhoods “Cannot be a lie. And, cannot be some 
chart with stats on it” (3.04).  That means the police 
have to be upfront and honest about how they are 
going to transform crime-ridden Western Baltimore 
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back into the community it once was.  Consequently, 
the free-zone initiative comes with distinct rules that will 
maintain some sense of law and order.  No guns, no 
violence, keep it in the predetermined areas, and you 
are free to go about your business (3.04).  
 This libertarian approach echoes J.S. Mill’s “On 
Liberty” principle and provides a solution to the issues 
City Hall and the Police Department have failed to 
correct.  Not only does the “Hamsterdam” project work, 
it actually reaches the drug addicts in a way that before 
was unthinkable.  Due to the fact that all the addicts are 
in one place together, private health officials are able 
to offer services such as clean needles, HIV testing, 
and condoms to those who have previously been 
deemed “unreachable” (3.08).  Furthermore, the crime 
rate district-wide in Western Baltimore has dropped by 
over fourteen percent, and for the first time, community 
members address Major Colvin in his weekly held 
Church meeting to discuss the quality of life in Western 
Baltimore with optimism and hope for their 
neighborhood (3.10).  As is common in The Wire, 
however, and in reality as well, once redemption 
occurs, it is quickly taken away by the system.  
 After Burrell and Rawls discover what Major 
Colvin has been doing by legalizing drugs in order to 
decrease the crime rate of his district, they immediately 
relieve him of command and demote him (3.10).  When 
the information is brought to the attention of Mayor 
Royce, however, he does not move to have 
“Hamsterdam” shut down immediately.  Instead, he 
chooses to look at the experiment more closely 
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because Royce, just like Colvin, sees the potential that 
exists in this reform project.  Yet, the concept that 
Mayor Royce still fails to grasp is that every action has 
an unintended and unforeseen consequence.  Once 
Mayor Carcetti discovers the “Hamsterdam” project 
himself, he uses it as political firepower to attack Royce 
publicly, which culminates in Royce muttering, “What 
the hell was I thinking? (3.12).  Granted, the 
“Hamsterdam” project does offer a possible reform 
solution to the issues plaguing urban Baltimore, but 
because it is enacted by a lone individual going up 
against the Police Department, City Hall, and the 
Judicial System, the odds are never in his favor.  
Despite the benefits that this reform project offers to 
many institutions, it goes against the founding 
principles upon which each was built.  One man cannot 
simply change the way that laws have functioned in 
society for decades without additional support.    
 In addition to examining the ways in which 
individuals in legitimate city institutions fail to reform 
major problems, The Wire looks at how criminal 
elements also fail to reform the pitfalls within their 
institutions.  By showing this connection, The Wire 
demonstrates that any institution entrenched in a way 
of conducting business for an extended period of time 
is rigid and not open to meaningful reform.  An 
excellent example of this occurs when Stringer Bell 
organizes the New Day co-op.  Bell believes that by 
bringing all Baltimore drug dealers together under a 
business model that is focused on cooperation and 
product quality, then violence will decline and police 
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attention will disappear.  As a result, this reform 
movement will allow the drug traffickers to operate in a 
legitimate manner, make the most money possible 
through delivering the best product, and keep the 
police off their backs.  
 Bell faces failure, however, in reforming the drug 
trafficking institution by making it a legitimate 
organization because, he does not have the foresight 
to understand that violence and drugs will always go 
hand-in-hand.  This is demonstrated through the rise of 
Marlo Stanfield and the pressure he exerts upon the 
Barksdales and other members of the co-op.  Stanfield 
is a violent individual, who – like Avon Barksdale – 
cares most about recognition and claiming territory.  
This is a feature of The Game that Bell never truly 
understands; pride will always come before business.  
Stemming from Avon and Stanfield’s disagreement 
over “shared” territory, an all-out war takes place 
between the two crews.  This, in turn, brings the 
attention of the Major Crimes Unit back upon the 
Barksdales and drives a rift between Avon and Bell 
over whether to favor territory or business.  Avon and 
Bell cause one another’s demise following their 
disagreement on how to run The Game. 
 Bell develops the idea of reforming drug 
trafficking by removing individual egos from The Game 
altogether by instead turning to cooperative capitalism.  
But, this is not how the drug institution operates 
because ego and name recognition are deeply-rooted 
in the foundation of The Game.  After he chooses to go 
to war with Stanfield following an attempt on his own 
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life, Avon informs Bell “You know what the difference 
between me and you is? I bleed red and you bleed 
green” (3.08).  This comparison demonstrates that 
Avon, as well as many other players in the game, 
believes in the long-held tradition that The Game is not 
about the money but about the pride and power that 
comes with the drug corners one keeps.  Therefore, 
despite Bell believing he is doing what was best for 
drug trafficking, he ultimately fails, and the institution 
continues to operate as it always has.  
 Despite the failures that individuals have in the 
reformation of city-wide institutions, The Wire does 
show that personal reform of one’s behavior is 
achievable.  The example that is shown within City Hall 
is that of Council Member Thomas “Tommy” Carcetti.  
Carcetti is a first-time member of the city council from 
a predominately White legislative district in Baltimore.  
From one of the first times the viewer meets Carcetti, 
however, it is clear that he is taking an interest in areas 
that are affecting Baltimore’s forgotten citizens most of 
all.  For example, he sits in on Major Colvin’s weekly 
meetings with Western Baltimore community members 
about the quality of life in their neighborhood despite 
having no legislative ties to the area (3.04).  Carcetti is 
undertaking this endeavor solely for the purpose of 
connecting with the city on all levels and in all areas, a 
commitment that many Baltimore city politicians have 
forgotten if they ever possessed it in the first place.  
 Furthermore, as Carcetti positions himself to run 
in the Mayoral primary election, it is evident that he 
refuses to play the political game as others have before 
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him.  Carcetti is not driven by the selfish desire for 
political power; instead, he is passionate about truly 
changing the city and its approach to crime.  One 
example of this selfless personality is when Carcetti 
leaks to the Baltimore Sun information that a Police 
Academy class has been cut from the budget by Mayor 
Royce.  Carcetti does this to gain leverage against the 
Mayor to bring the class back so that forgotten 
communities will be given the police they deserve 
(3.03).  Another example is when Carcetti threatens 
Royce that he will go public with the information that 
another state’s witness has been murdered, which 
corners the Mayor into giving money back to the 
witness protection program (3.05).  The program was 
heavily underfunded and resulted in many community 
members refusing to testify out of fear for their own 
safety, weakening cases against violent criminals 
(3.05). So, through Carcetti forcing the Mayor to 
finance the program, it will give the community 
members who are brave enough to speak out against 
drug dealers and save their neighborhoods the 
protection they deserve from the government.  And, 
ultimately, his outburst against the Royce 
Administration and Commissioner Burrell for 
“Hamsterdam” displays Carcetti’s belief that the city 
has surrendered to the West Baltimore drug trade, 
which shows that the City Government has given up on 
its own citizens, something Carcetti views as 
deplorable (3.12).  Each of these instances depicts 
Carcetti as a reform-minded politician who is 
committed to improving the city of Baltimore as a whole 
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and demonstrates that he is not solely acting to further 
his own agenda.  He changes himself from a 
womanizing, powerless member of the City Council 
into a strong mayoral candidate because he is able to 
reform his political strategy and pledge to help those 
citizens City Hall has left behind. 
 Sergeant Ellis Carver is an individual who is 
able to reform his personal behavior and go against the 
perceived behavioral norms of the Police Department.  
At the start of Season Three, Carver behaves in a 
manner similar to many other officers we have seen 
throughout the Baltimore Police Department.  He is 
aggressive, brash, short-tempered, and, above all, 
loves beating down those who try to escape him (3.01).  
In addition, Carver’s level of misconduct in previous 
seasons includes pocketing money from a drug raid 
and spying on his commanding officer for a higher-up 
so he can fast-track his career.   
 Carver is coached by two caring mentors – first 
Lieutenant Cedric Daniels then Bunny Colvin – which 
leads viewers to witness a change in the way that he 
performs his job.  One of the most telling signs of 
Carver’s internal reformation is his range of facial 
expressions displayed on screen when Carver is 
admonished by Colvin or when he appears irritated by 
the behavior of Thomas “Herc” Hauk and other officers.  
As Major Colvin belittles Herc and Carver for having 
utilized K-9 units and a helicopter simply to capture a 
fourteen year-old boy fleeing a crime scene with no 
drug charge, he asks the two detectives what they 
learned (3.01).  Herc bluntly states, “That you can’t 
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raise up and run from a drug corner in Sector One 
without my boot finding your ass” while Carver simply 
looks at the floor embarrassed for himself and by his 
comrade’s remark (3.01).  
 Another aspect of Carver’s personal reform that 
is evident throughout the season is his eventual 
effectiveness in collecting information and connecting 
with the community.  This change is most clearly shown 
through Carver’s growing ability to identify low-level 
street dealers by their names.  When Major Colvin first 
comes to Carver and asks for the names of all street 
level dealers, Carver has no idea what they could be 
and no understanding that this is part of his job (3.05).  
Carver merely has been conducting police work the 
way his generation had been taught: get your arrest 
numbers up and improve the stats.  As Colvin teaches 
Carver, however, this type of police work is completely 
ineffective in making a real change to the way the 
neighborhood functions.  Instead, Carver decides to 
bring in basketball hoops for the kids to play with, he 
engages in conversations with low-level dealers getting 
to know about their lives, and he no longer senselessly 
abuses those who disobey him or run away.  As a 
result, Carver learns the name of each dealer, and they 
are more cooperative and less likely to run when he 
needs information because of the respectful way he 
treats them (4.01).  Carver reforms himself, in contrast 
to violent police officers in his unit, because he 
recognizes that he wants to make a difference within 
the community.  He stops worrying about moving up 
the ladder and making his numbers; instead, he sees 
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the value that comes with connecting with the 
community through his police work.  No longer does he 
view people on the streets as the “enemy,” as he did at 
the beginning of the season, but he comes to view 
them as citizens who need his help.  
 Dennis “Cutty” Wise offers the final example of 
an individual who is independently able to reform 
himself despite the ethos of the drug institution.  Cutty 
has spent most of his life serving as a soldier, a 
contract killer known throughout Baltimore for his 
fierceness, fearlessness on the streets, and his ability 
to handle a long prison term without talking to 
authorities.  These are all the qualities that are 
expected of any member of the drug trade in Baltimore, 
and anyone who breaks these expectations is 
considered weak and most likely would be executed.  
When Cutty is released from prison, everyone expects 
that he is probably the same hardened criminal he was 
when he went in twenty years earlier, thus Avon 
informs Cutty that if he still wants a job, there is a drug 
package waiting for him to sell (3.01).  
 Despite all the pressure Cutty feels to re-enter 
The Game, he is hesitant to return the life that led him 
to serve twenty years.  But, after finding work difficult 
to obtain because of his felon status, the lack of viable 
options motivates him to return to The Game.  Despite 
Cutty being skeptical that life in The Game is 
worthwhile, he quickly falls back into his old habits:  
drinking, doing drugs, and acting as an enforcer for the 
Barksdales (3.05).  It seems Cutty cannot be saved 
from The Game, despite his wish for something better, 
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until the moment he is forced into a situation he knows 
there is no coming back from – killing another man who 
is defenseless (3.06).  Cutty finds himself unable to 
take a life again then walks away with his head held 
high (3.06).  Having spent many years in prison and 
feeling as if he no longer fits into The Game, Cutty 
makes it clear to Avon that he is no longer a part of this 
world.  Instead of Avon admonishing Cutty for his 
decision, Avon clearly states that Cutty is free to do as 
he wishes and, in Avon’s eyes, he is still very much a 
man (3.06).  This is a unique moment because in 
previous seasons, Avon has been hostile against those 
who attempt to leave The Game.  For example, Avon 
has his nephew, D’Angelo Barksdale, sent to prison for 
fifteen-years to protect the family and orders the 
execution of sixteen-year-old Wallace for speaking to 
police.  Therefore, it is significant that Avon is not upset 
with Cutty for leaving The Game.  Of course, this is 
because Cutty has already proven his loyalty to Avon 
by keeping silent during his prison sentence, which 
makes Avon feel comfortable letting Cutty explore new 
opportunities in life freely.    
 After Cutty’s departure from the Barksdale crew, 
he begins a remarkable, but believable, transformation 
as he reforms into a contributing member of the 
community.  In order to leave his dark past behind him, 
he no longer goes by Cutty, a nickname based on the 
penitentiary where he served time, but by his given 
name, Dennis.  In addition, Dennis puts his talent for 
boxing and coaching to good use by opening a gym 
and making it available to all the local street boys 
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(3.09).  Dennis continues throughout the remainder of 
the season recruiting and mentoring children who are 
torn between licit society and The Game.  Despite the 
difficulty that Dennis encounters with the children’s 
rowdiness and disrespect, he never gives up on them.  
Dennis knows that underneath the disguise they have 
as “hard boys,” deep down these kids are capable of 
being saved because he used to be just like them.  
Although The Game has been a major aspect of Cutty’s 
life, he knows it is unsatisfying and can only lead to 
pain.  Therefore, Dennis decides instead to use his 
personality and skills to bring the children out of the 
dark life that is the drug trade in hopes he can improve 
their lives and, by extension, the lives of everyone in 
the community.  Using his own personal transformation 
as a model, he believes he can also transform those 
who are close to making the same poor decisions he 
did.  
 Reform is a difficult process that requires 
patience and flexibility.  It is not a movement that can 
happen overnight and without unintended 
consequences.  Throughout Season Three, The Wire 
explores the topic of reform extensively, looking at the 
ugly and the beautiful sides of it.  What is discovered 
within the urban landscape of Baltimore is that 
institutional reform is more than likely to fail when 
individuals attempt on their own to change the way the 
system works.  The cards are not in the favor of those 
with open minds who want to solve the deeply-rooted 
problems infecting institutions all the way from City Hall 
to the drug trafficking trade.  Even when institutional 
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reforms are promising, new initiatives (especially 
radical ones) will likely be killed by those who depend 
on the old way of doing things to sustain their positions 
of power.  There has to be an open-minded group of 
individuals in positions of power who collectively strive 
for a change in the status quo of an institution in order 
for reform to succeed.  Unfortunately, The Wire and 
reality itself show that this is rarely the case.  
Nonetheless, reform is not a mythical idea overall.  It is 
still attainable for some as long as it is undertaken on 
a personal level.  Change can only occur within the 
mind and heart of an individual who is acting for the 
advancement of the community with no selfish 
intentions.  The Wire shows that despite the failures 
that take place in reforming an institution, there will 
always be hope that anyone, despite his or her past, 
can reform and aid the community through a selfless, 
personal journey.  
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The Cyclical Nature of Reform and Its 
Effect on Interrelated American Systems 

By 
Katelyn VanderWeide 

 
 
t its core, The Wire is a “visual novel,” a term 
David Simon coined to describe a sprawling 
narrative that takes on implications of race, 

gender, socio-economic status and how such attributes 
affect the larger system at work (Simon 23).  Through 
this technique, Simon incites viewers to analyze the 
complex tales presented in The Wire and the 
implications underlining those dramas.  The show 
continually challenges the basic realities and 
contradictions of modern day America, and in doing so, 
the writers rarely spare America’s institutionalized 
systems from criticism.  Where Season One is a direct 
argument against the American drug prohibition, 
Season Three focuses on government officials, drug 
syndicates, and the thin possibility of reform in these 
opposing sectors.  In Season One, the police and other 
legitimate institutions, such as City Hall, know very little 
about Baltimore’s drug trade.  Fredric Jameson 
acknowledges this, and is quoted saying: 
 

Government enforcers only know the 
appearance of the reality, the empirical or 
sensory form it takes in daily life, but 
nothing about the ultimate structure 
which remains too abstract for any single 

A 
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observer to experience (Havercroft and 
Shirin 63). 

 
Riddled by internal corruption of their own institutions, 
the primary police officers and politicians begin 
dissecting the fundamental structure of the drug war 
and progress into an exploration of larger dimensions 
of the social whole throughout the series.  Nowhere is 
such a systemic analysis more poignant than in 
Season Three of The Wire where emphasis on 
relationships in the Barksdale organization and notions 
of reform act as microcosms for everything The Wire 
aims to represent.  Season Three of The Wire 
challenges the reality of reform by demonstrating how 
existing systems act as constraints against successful 
reform, ultimately leading to the fall and rise of empires 
within those structures; moreover, the illustration of this 
cycle within legitimate and illegitimate systems alike 
fortifies The Wire’s goal to highlight, in a realistic way, 
the interconnectedness between participants and 
structures of America’s institutions.  

From under-resourced and irrelevant schooling 
to sluggish bureaucracy and political corruption, The 
Wire visualizes many of the social problems inherent in 
America and the people who suffer because of them.  
Season Three is the first time, however, that The Wire 
explicitly examines a solution; and, in this case, the 
problem and proposed solution revolve around the War 
on Drugs.  Over the course of Season Three, police 
major Howard “Bunny” Colvin creates three drug-
tolerant zones in various dilapidated areas of 
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Baltimore.  Quickly nicknamed “Hamsterdam” by the 
drug dealers who populate the zones, the experiment 
proves strikingly successful in terms of reducing violent 
crime.  Colvin’s radical idea of “legalizing” drugs in 
designated area shows his calculus is straightforward.  
His strategy aims to concentrate the worst elements of 
the drug war into a few confined locations to improve 
the quality of life for the law-abiding majority who also 
call West Baltimore home.  Hamsterdam is arguably 
The Wire’s bravest and most radical storyline.  
 David Simon, one of the show’s creators and 
head writer, is quoted saying he would acquit any drug 
dealer if ever present for jury duty because he sees the 
War on Drugs as “a venal war on our 
underclass”(Rastogi, 1).  In an excerpt from an article 
by Simon and other writers on the series published in 
Time magazine, the writers say: 
 

Since declaring war on drugs 
nearly 40 years ago, we’ve been 
demonizing our most desperate 
citizens, isolating and 
incarcerating them and otherwise 
denying them a role in the 
American collective. All to no 
purpose. The prison population 
doubles and doubles again; the 
drugs remain” (Burns, Simon, et. 
al, 1).  
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Their deep concern about the War on Drugs and their 
conclusions drawn about its devastating effects may 
have led to the inclusion of Hamsterdam in Season 
Three.  To fix a problem as deeply-rooted and highly-
scrutinized as this one, a radical strategy is required.  
While Hamsterdam is just that, The Wire does not 
present it as a simple answer.  

Although it is easy to applaud Colvin and his 
attempt to improve a terrible situation, the free zones 
themselves, while largely violence-free, are depicted 
as areas that promote addiction and where prostitution 
and disease run rampant.  An elderly woman who lives 
in the derelict area says to Colvin, “You say you’ve got 
a program that can place me somewhere else, but you 
ain’t got a program for what’s outside my door” (3.09).  
This ploy for reformation highlights how America’s 
systems often excel most at resisting needed change.  
Where one problem is mitigated, another is sure to 
replace it.  Through the storyline of Hamsterdam, the 
writers of The Wire suggest that while radical strategies 
are needed to bring about positive change, change is 
only possible if the solution adheres to the social 
constructions of the institution where it resides.  Colvin 
has successfully lowered crime numbers, but the city 
instantly repudiates the plan based on principle.  Drugs 
are inherently bad, and therefore can never be 
tolerated.  No matter the potential of Hamsterdam, the 
possibility of its continuation will never be entertained 
because the fundamental premise behind it is 
inconsistent with the goals of law enforcement.  
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 Another illustration of reform in Season Three is 
the attempted reform of “The Game,” as the drug trade 
is known throughout the series.  The proposed co-op 
among the drug syndicates run by Joseph “Proposition 
Joe” Stewart, by Russell “Stringer” Bell (representing 
Avon Barksdale when he is in prison), and by other 
lesser-known characters is confirmation that reform is 
endeavored by individuals in both illegitimate and 
legitimate systems.  The drug war has become 
increasingly violent, and just as Colvin and his police 
force work to attack this problem, so too do the drug 
dealers who are primarily responsible for the rise in 
drug-related violence.  The violent drug war that Avon 
Barksdale his involved in with upstart Marlo Stanfield 
generates immense law-enforcement heat on dealers 
across town.  Stringer Bell continually attempts to 
change Avon’s mind about the advisability of engaging 
in a turf war when so many of their soldiers are in prison 
and the quality of their product (drugs) is diminished.  
He yells at Avon saying, “There’s games beyond the 
fucking Game!” (3.10).  Stringer understands that 
reform is necessary to keep up with the changing times 
even if it means parting ways with the practices that 
built The Game.  Those in power recognize that if the 
violence between opposing groups continues, every 
empire is sure to crumble at the hands of law 
enforcement.  
 Not only does Stringer attempt to reform the 
practices of the Barksdale organization, but he also 
attempts to reform himself as a legitimate 
businessman.  The first three seasons play upon the 
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ironic dichotomy of Stringer Bell’s persona.  On the one 
hand, the intelligent and business-savvy Stringer 
attempts to legitimize himself by investing in housing 
properties and buying influence from politicians.  But, 
on the other hand, his upbringing in a system operating 
outside of the law halts his attempts at successful 
reform.  Stringer Bell finally meets his maker when 
Omar and Brother Mouzone corner him at the 
construction site where Stringer has intended to build 
a business grounded in legitimate, high-rolling 
capitalism.  Stringer’s activities prove detrimental, and 
the very scenario of his death mirrors the message 
suggested through Colvin and the tale of Hamsterdam:  
individuals will fall short of reform if their efforts are 
unaligned with the overarching system in which they 
operate.  Stringer’s motives diverge from Avon’s 
intention to play The Game as it has always been 
played, and this inconsistency leads to his own death, 
Avon’s return to prison, and the downfall of the entire 
Barksdale organization. 

In a disheartening manner, the sagas of Stringer 
Bell and Bunny Colvin epitomize the realities coinciding 
reform, as both individuals prove unsuccessful in what 
we perceive as positive reform.  At the end of Season 
Three, just before Bunny Colvin is to be fired for his role 
in establishing Hamsterdam, he stands in front of the 
brass of the Baltimore Police department to answer the 
questions looming in the heads of his superiors.  As he 
stands awaiting the line of fire, Colvin blurts out the 
same line—“Get on with it motherfu-”—and with the 
same resentment that Stringer Bell responds with 
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seconds before Omar and Brother Mouzone murder 
him (3.11).  The ironic use of the same words by Colvin 
and Stringer just before the former’s fall from grace and 
the latter’s death symbolizes the parallel between their 
storylines.  Each of these characters hopes for reform 
in his own way; Colvin tries to stop one class of criminal 
activity while permitting another, and Stinger tries to 
leave the criminal world behind.  Both of the men 
murmur the same line, but neither is able to finish the 
sentence before being silenced.   

The inability of systems to accept radical reform 
attempts outside of their comfort zone only leads to a 
continuation of the problem at hand.  The Season 
Three premiere opens with the demolition of the 
Franklin Terrace housing projects, the Towers and the 
Pit, which have served as the locus for the Barksdale 
drug organization.  While the destruction of the housing 
projects appears to be a step in the right direction for 
Mayor Clarence Royce, the movement is more a 
testament to the evolution of the drug game and a 
foreshadowing of the decline of the Barksdale 
organization in the third season. With Avon still in jail, 
Stringer Bell takes center stage as the organization’s 
fearless lieutenant who understands the shifting 
dimensions of the drug war.  Stringer alludes to this 
notion when he says, “Game ain’t about territory no 
more.  It’s about product” (3.01).  Coupled with the 
image of the crumbling housing project, it is clear that 
change within The Game and resulting repercussions 
are inevitable.  Historically, empires form and rise to 
power because there is a collective will to move and 
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transform society and nature.  For a city, it is the 
development and progression of cultural activities that 
leads to its expansion and, ultimately, the colonization 
or acquisition of neighboring societies.  There comes a 
point at which expansion will halt, however, and super-
civilization does not allow for the sharing or cooperative 
social living (Raza, 1). In his book The Rise and Fall of 
the Great Powers, Paul Kennedy writes,  

 
It’s not the absolute wealth and power of 
any one nation or empire that matters, it’s 
the economic growth rate of competitors 
and its wealth and power relative to theirs 
that matter. A nation whose economic 
base is growing at a lower rate than a 
competitor slowly becomes relatively 
weaker than its rival, even though its 
absolute wealth is still increasing 
(Kennedy).  
 

This dynamic of wealth and power is what Avon works 
so hard to achieve, but as seen in Season Three, it is 
perhaps his unwavering focus on power and respect 
rather than keeping up with progressing times that 
leads to his organization’s decline.  Avon says, “All that 
battlin’ we did to take them towers and now we out in 
the street with the rest of’em we beat” (3.02).  He 
understands that his empire has fallen from the 
pedestal on which it once stood, but despite Stringer 
Bell’s insistence on reforming The Game, Avon’s 
strategic single-mindedness leads to an immense 
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disconnect between the two partners.  Nowhere is this 
seen more powerfully than in the penultimate episode 
of Season Three.  Here, Avon and Stringer represent 
the fallen king of a dynasty and his second-in-
command, respectively.  Stringer has figured wrongly 
that legitimizing the businesses will lead to the 
redemption of their collapsed empire.  By the end of the 
season, Stringer Bell has died, Avon is incarcerated, 
and the fall of the Barksdale Empire paves way for the 
rise of a new King:  Marlo Stanfield. 
 As a series that tries to portray all sides of inner-
city collapse, The Wire demonstrates the fall and rise 
of empires that occur in every sector of American 
culture, the government included.  In the early 
episodes of Season Three, we meet Thomas “Tommy” 
Carcetti, an ambitious and idealistic member of the City 
Council who strategically rises to power throughout this 
season and subsequent ones as well.  We see 
Carcetti’s aggressive nature when he gets the attention 
of Mayor Royce by threatening to “bring a witness 
homicide case to the media” if the Mayor does not 
make witness protection a priority.  Bunny Colvin’s 
experiment of Hamsterdam is kept under wraps for a 
surprisingly long time.  Eventually, however, the Police 
Commander’s skepticism prevails.  In a ComStat 
meeting, William A. “Bill” Rawls says to Colvin, 
“Seriously, Bunny, I already got the City Council asking 
questions about the eight percent. We want to please 
the Mayor, not go to jail behind this shit”(3.08).  Mayor 
Royce has postponed shutting down Hamsterdam in 
order to brainstorm ideas on how to spin the story for 
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his personal gain.  In the meantime, Commissioner 
Ervin Burrell tells Carcetti, now a candidate running for 
Mayor, about the experiment as ammunition to propel 
his campaign forward.  Although the politicians of 
Season Three reject Hamsterdam as a viable response 
to rising drug-related crime numbers, they are more 
concerned with how the story can positively, or 
negatively, affect their public image than with results.  
The fall of Mayor Royce and the rise of Tommy Carcetti 
is indicative of selfish inhibitions stemming from their 
inability to accept Hamsterdam despite some 
successes in its unconventional practices.  
 Although the reform efforts of Bunny Colvin and 
Stringer Bell operate in differing realms, there are 
instances in Season Three that shed light on the 
interconnection between the two systems.  In both 
cases, the basic structures of the systems undergoing 
reform efforts are highly resistant to change, making 
successful transformation seemingly impossible.  The 
unwillingness of Baltimore’s leaders to embrace 
success is an institutional failure and a motif sitting at 
the core of The Wire. David Simon says: 

 
Whatever institution you as an individual 
commit to will somehow find a way to 
betray you on The Wire.  Unless of 
course you are willing to play the game 
without regard to the effect on others or 
society as a whole, in which case you 
might be a judge or the state police 
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superintendent or governor one day 
(Havrilesky 1).  

 
In the first episode of The Wire, Detective Ellis Carver 
states that it is highly misleading to call it a “war” on 
drugs, because, as he explains, wars end.  These 
words help illustrate how these systems all have 
“games” of their own.  And, in each of them, the 
unrelenting power of the status quo prevails, and 
institutions are not powerful enough to enact significant 
change.  Hamsterdam is perhaps the best argument 
about the inability of unwieldy institutions to reform 
because it is hard to overcome the inertia of the status 
quo (McMillan 851).  Not only is the fundamental 
structure of the various institutions depicted in The 
Wire the same, but the participants often play on both 
sides of whatever game is underway.  Reform is 
undertaken primarily because of self-serving, base 
needs.  The self-interest of players in The Game is 
evident on both sides of the law. Everyone knows how 
to play the angle to their favor, and if given the 
opportunity, will always do so.  In the sense that each 
system’s game is played under remarkably similar 
rules, it is not hard to understand how participants can 
easily permeate the boundaries between differing 
systems.  

In a sense, Season Three of The Wire 
encompasses what the entire program seeks to 
accomplish.  It endeavors to identify the ways in which 
humanity tries to repair our most corrupted systems 
and how those failures promote the perpetual rise and 
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fall of empires.  As we observe the systemic inability to 
accept real change, it is easy to see the reform efforts 
in Season Three as nothing more than a re-emphasis 
of The Wire’s nihilistic depiction of American life. David 
Simon writes:  

 
But in all these Baltimore stories there 
exists, I believe, an abiding faith in the 
capacity of individuals, a careful 
acknowledgment of our possibilities, our 
humor and wit, our ability to somehow 
endure.  They are, in small but credible 
ways, a humanist celebration at points, in 
which hope, though unspoken, is clearly 
implied (Simon 31). 
   

Although efforts for reform in Season Three all prove 
unsuccessful, their very existence offers a sliver of 
hope. Despite the obvious differences between Bunny 
Colvin and Stringer Bell, their tales are analogous in 
visualizing the realities of reform and the perpetual 
cycle resulting from the rigidity of American structures.  
Season Three successfully maintains an element of 
optimism by emotionally connecting the audience to 
the character enough to believe that the concepts 
behind these efforts, notwithstanding the many 
failures, come from a place of genuine nobility.   
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Hamsterdam:  
A Case of Necessary Radicalism 

By  
Laura Spurney 

 
 mean, you call something a war and pretty 
soon, everybody is gonna be running around 
acting like soldiers” (3.10).  As Major Howard 

“Bunny” Colvin expresses this sentiment during 
Season Three of The Wire, the war on drugs continues 
to pervade the lives of both the police officers and the 
criminals.  In an effort to step outside of the perpetual 
cycle of the “good guys chasing bad guys,” Colvin 
creates the Hamsterdam project, a social experiment 
in which he legalizes drugs in a vacant area of the 
Western District of Baltimore.  Through the radicalism 
of Hamsterdam, Colvin hopes to create positive 
change in the only way he sees possible amidst a 
broken system.  By setting aside three, contained “free 
zones,” known as Hamsterdam, where drugs can be 
bought and sold without penalty so long as there is not 
violence, Colvin contains the drug trade.  The 
concentration of buyers and sellers enables a public 
health solution, as opposed to a perpetual series of 
arrests, the method typically supported by those in 
authority as a temporary and ineffective solution to the 
drug violence (McMillan 58).  Although Hamsterdam 
benefits many facets of society, the radical nature of 
this initiative and the unintended consequences of its 
outcomes lead political leaders to reject the idea 
entirely not because there are not some benefits but 

“I 
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because of bad publicity.  As a result, the imposed 
system of enforcement regresses back to an ineffective 
system of everlasting arrests and predictable 
outcomes.  Due to the close-mindedness of the city 
leaders supposedly interested in the welfare of the 
public, the city is unable to make progress toward a 
solution more fit for the modern day needs of the area.  
The political leaders prematurely end the project before 
it is able to evolve and, perhaps, create a lasting 
solution capable of providing long-term improvements 
for those affected by the drug industry. 
 Initially, the targets of positive change in the 
Hamsterdam scheme, the residents of the corners, are 
most immediately affected by the introduction of the 
project.  Prior to the mass migration of drug dealers to 
Hamsterdam, the distributors are selling drugs and 
initiating shootouts directly outside the doors of the 
citizens.  Extracting the criminals from the residential 
neighborhoods and centralizing them into the largely 
abandoned areas that constitute Hamsterdam contains 
the dangers associated with the drug trade almost 
entirely to the three designated areas.  As a result, the 
innocent bystanders living near the previously 
occupied corners of the drug trade are happier and 
safer in what becomes their drug-free zone.  The 
success of the project is showcased when Colvin 
brings Thomas “Tommy” Carcetti, a member of the City 
Council, to a community meeting in which the residents 
express their deep gratitude for the increased peace 
and safety of their living environments.  In addition to 
improved protection for the citizens, there is also a 
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higher degree of safety for the dealers.  Before 
Hamsterdam, shootings often occurred in grievances 
over property rights of the corners, leading to many 
injuries and often to death.  Hamsterdam offers the 
dealers not only a place to sell drugs without the threat 
of arrest but also a safe zone in which all forms of 
fighting, cutting, and shooting are prohibited.  
Therefore, dealers are able to extend their lives by 
moving their business to Hamsterdam and can focus 
more closely on the business aspects of the drug trade.  
With less attention appropriated to property rights and 
safety precautions, the money becomes the main focus 
and felony charges decrease.  When Colvin is forced 
to shut down Hamsterdam, however, the violence that 
had previously been so successfully shielded from the 
innocent bystanders of the neighborhoods is again 
released into the public, putting all residents back in 
danger.  While it can be argued that Hamsterdam is 
unable to guarantee safety, it is a vast improvement 
from the conditions previously experienced by the 
residents and the dealers prior to the initiation of the 
Hamsterdam project. 
 As the notoriety of Hamsterdam continues to 
increase and a growing number of drug dealers move 
business to the area, a greater number of addicts also 
begin to migrate to the zones.  Due to the convenience 
of the areas in terms of mobility and legality, users stay 
in the area often unwilling to leave their posts out of the 
fear that their spot may be taken over by another drug-
user eager to find a home in the Hamsterdam zones.  
As a result of their stationary condition in an 



326 
 

environment unsuitable for housing people due to its 
lack of necessities such as toilets, water, and heat, the 
health of addicts begins to decline.  The Deacon, an 
active religious figure seen throughout the series as a 
voice of reason, even goes so far as to describe 
Hamsterdam as a “petri dish” and a “great village of 
pain.”  He claims that half of the users in Hamsterdam 
are dying or contracting the diseases their peers are 
dying from (3.08).  Screenwriter Richard Price claims 
that the recognizable shift in viewer perception of 
Hamsterdam “was about how quickly utopian visions 
can create dystopic hells” (Alvarez 251).  Assessing in 
more depth the potential weaknesses of the scheme, 
Colvin decides to bring in various organizations 
offering health and well-being services that benefit the 
drug addicts, such as STD testing, condom distribution, 
and clean needle allocation.  Although Colvin’s efforts 
enable addicts to continue using, as opposed to 
deterring them from persisting in their habits, the 
conditions he encourages are a vast improvement 
upon the circumstances drug-users encounter even 
before the creation of Hamsterdam.  If Hamsterdam 
had been given the chance to progress further and 
evolve, it is possible that facilities such as counseling 
services and recovery organizations could have been 
implemented into the system, too. 
 In addition to providing previously inaccessible 
resources to drug-users, the introduction of 
Hamsterdam also helps to redirect future generations 
of children toward other, more promising, career paths.  
With the legalization of drugs in the area, runners and 
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lookouts are no longer necessary in the trade.  Since 
these are positions primarily held by the youth of the 
neighborhoods, the kids find themselves out of 
business.  Despite their unemployment, the children 
continue to hang around Hamsterdam, causing 
Sergeant Ellis Carver to say, “All these ex-runners, ex-
lookouts, that shit worries me as much as any 
carnivores out there” (3.08).  Even when Carver 
attempts to assist the youth of Hamsterdam by taxing 
the dealers to pay for a basketball hoop for the children, 
the reality of the environment is cast back upon him 
when he finds the hoop in ruins only days later.  With 
the kids out of work and with numerous hours to fill, 
Dennis “Cutty” Wise offers an alternative to the 
idleness, recruiting many young boxers to his gym, an 
activity Carver encourages while patrolling in 
Hamsterdam.  By attracting the kids to a space outside 
of the drug trade and its influences, Hamsterdam is 
able to shield future generations from The Game.  
Although not all members of the younger generation 
can be deterred from the trade, Hamsterdam allows for 
an increased percentage of kids to find passions 
elsewhere that may lead to higher aspirations than the 
drug business.  Unfortunately, the eventual termination 
of Hamsterdam incites the kids to rejoin the business 
they had previously left behind.  Dennis, a former 
soldier of the Barksdale organization who rejects his 
old nickname after leaving prison and turning his life 
around, finds his gym empty, discovering that all 
aspects of the positive change he had been fostering 
in the children is falling apart as the youth return to their 
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corners as runners and lookouts.  Whereas future 
generations have been discouraged from the drug 
trade with the implementation of Hamsterdam, they are 
again presented with opportunities in the drug world.  
As a result, a generational flow of drug dealers is 
enabled, which allows for a perpetuation of drug 
violence and crime. 
 Despite the many positive outcomes of 
Hamsterdam, it is still an experimental operation.  As a 
result, unintended consequences are an inevitable 
outcome.  While many residents of the Western District 
are safer as a result of the program, not all are able to 
escape its threats.  One “vacant” area of Hamsterdam 
is soon discovered to house an elderly woman, who is 
now caught in the midst of legalized drug-trade and 
usage.  Although Colvin offers her the opportunity to 
move into a government-funded house in a safer part 
of Baltimore, she refuses the offer, citing her place in 
Hamsterdam as her only home.  She even points out 
to Colvin, “You say you’ve got a program that can place 
me somewhere else, but you ain’t got a program for 
what’s outside my door” (3.06).  As alluded to by the 
woman, the Hamsterdam scheme Colvin has put so 
much faith into is still imperfect; drug trafficking 
continues to exist, and the government is unable to 
provide the necessary funds that may lead to a more 
comprehensive and definite solution that would 
eradicate the industry altogether.  While the issue of 
drug trafficking persists, so do the addictions that 
enable the business.  The legalization of drugs in 
Hamsterdam guarantees easier access to drugs for the 



329 
 

users, making the addicts less inclined to consider 
rehabilitation.  The convenience of the drugs also 
makes it easier for the users to buy greater quantities 
of drugs, leading them to take more and more of the 
substances.   As a result, the number of overdoses in 
the area increases.  A scene between Carver and 
another officer on patrol duty demonstrates a casual 
reaction to the increase in user fatalities (3.08). 
 

Carver:  Anything up? 
Patrol Officer:  Just a good package.  
Three ODs.  Last one didn’t look too good 
before the ambo came, neither. 
 

As this scene indicates, when drug dealer success 
increases, user mortality also increases.  Therefore, 
while Hamsterdam helps to decrease overall 
casualties, its policies lead to increased mortality 
among those who are more accurately characterized 
as victims than as criminals.  Despite Hamsterdam’s 
potentially dangerous consequences to Hamsterdam 
residents and users, though, an extended lifespan of 
the initiative may have led to a safer alternative by 
evolving into a program balanced between the desired 
radicalism of Hamsterdam and the needed 
consideration of public safety and health.  If given the 
chance, the general concept of Hamsterdam could 
have progressed into a promising project in which only 
certain classes of drugs were decriminalized.   

In addition to the unintended consequences of 
increased drug-user death, it is sometimes difficult to 
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enforce Hamsterdam’s only rule of  “No fighting, no 
cutting, no shooting” (3.07).  Illustrated by the many 
fights that take place in Hamsterdam throughout the 
season, the dead body of a young Black male found in 
Hamsterdam, as well as the violent drug robberies in 
the area, it is challenging to enforce the law.  As the 
dealers become increasingly frustrated with the crime 
in Hamsterdam, it becomes very clear that an inability 
to exclude all violence from the region is unrealistic 
under its current legislation.  Recognizing the fragile 
state of peace in Hamsterdam after a drug robbery, 
Colvin states, “If they see one more gun, this whole 
Gandhi world is gonna fall apart” (3.08).  The scene 
showcases just how vulnerable Hamsterdam truly is; it 
takes both sides of the law to cooperate in an 
unprecedented form of teamwork between police 
officers and dealers in order for the program to be 
successful.  Parallel to the difficulty of enforcing the 
rules against violence in Hamsterdam is the question 
of new legislation.  With the changing dynamics of 
society that Hamsterdam introduces, a series of 
jurisdiction issues are brought to the surface.  Due to 
the fact that drugs have been legalized in the 
predetermined zones of Hamsterdam, ambiguity about 
the prosecution of drug-related crimes is brought to the 
surface as the judicial issues encountered by the police 
officers in Hamsterdam vary from previous narcotic 
offenses on the corners.  For example, when a drug 
dealer reports to Thomas “Herc” Hauk after his drugs 
are stolen, Herc responds, “You want to make a 
complaint to us that you were selling drugs, and 
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someone took your money?” (3.08).  The seemingly 
paradoxical nature of Herc’s reply illustrates the 
complexity of the legislative mandates in a zone that 
lacks any precedent in its law.  Despite the unforeseen 
consequences of opening Hamsterdam, though, the 14 
percent decrease in felony charges district-wide cannot 
be ignored.  The program is clearly effective, and 
although issues continue to exist within the project, it 
must be remembered that it is brand-new and an 
experimental initiative.  Just as the issue of poor health 
conditions of addicts in Hamsterdam is eventually 
addressed, increased efforts with the initiative could 
lead to resolutions for other concerns related to 
Hamsterdam.  As more jurisdiction issues are 
revealed, new legislation can be passed to more 
effectively manage the changing judicial standards of 
Hamsterdam.  With more experience, the program has 
the potential to flourish, improving conditions for almost 
everyone affected by the drug trade.   
 As the rate of felony charges continues to 
plunge from a two percent decrease to eight percent to 
12 percent, and finally to 14 percent district-wide, 
Colvin feels compelled to finally share the secret of his 
success at his final ComStat (Complaint Statistics) 
meeting.  When the notion of Hamsterdam is finally 
revealed to Deputy Commissioner Ervin Burrell he 
exclaims, “Insane and illegal but stone fuckin’ brilliant, 
nonetheless” before adding, “Fuckin’ shame it’s gonna 
end our careers” (3.10).  Despite the positive response 
from Burrell and the project’s immense success in 
decreasing the crime rate in comparison to tactics used 
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by other Majors at the meeting, Hamsterdam is still 
viewed as unrealistic due to its radical nature.  The 
sequence highlights the bleakness of the drug situation 
in Baltimore in that the only idea that leads to any 
significant change is too controversial to implement 
because it may lead to public disapproval.  As a result, 
the politicians view the project as a threat to their 
careers because a decrease in public approval may 
lead to the loss of their jobs during the next election.  
Even when Carcetti is confronted with the positive 
change Hamsterdam has had on the community, he is 
more interested its prospective value to exploit a 
weakness of incumbent Mayor Clarence Royce than 
the social progress it has stimulated.  Upon the 
discovery of Hamsterdam, Mayor Royce also views it 
in terms of a political strategy rather than a promising 
step towards social change stating, “Fourteen percent 
decline in felonies citywide, and I might be untouchable 
on this.  We need to see if there’s some way to keep 
this thing going without calling it what it is” (3.11).   
Even Burrell utilizes Hamsterdam for its advantageous 
political possibilities, using it as leverage to threaten 
Mayor Royce out of forcing him to take the fall for the 
project (3.12).   An idea that should be praised for its 
effectiveness is instead employed as a weapon of 
political leverage and blackmail.  The politicians prefer 
the comfort of mainstream tactics such as increased 
police patrol and illusive strategies like manipulated 
statistics to fight the war on drugs, anything that will 
allow them to portray their ineffective systems to the 
public as an achievement.  As a result, the value of 
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Hamsterdam is overshadowed by its radical and 
experimental nature, highlighting the reasons that a 
solution to the drug violence issue remains 
unidentified.  Therefore, when those such as Colvin 
attempt to create positive change through radical 
measures, they are punished for their innovative 
thinking and tactics.  With harsh consequences for 
implementing such radical tactics, future officers are 
deterred from attempting to take steps outside of the 
conventional mode of thought in order to fight the drug 
violence problem.  By both implementing and enabling 
the dysfunctional system, the status quo, the 
government continues to distance itself from a potential 
solution while, at the same time, claiming to seek 
solutions to entrenched problems. 
 Making the final decision to blame Hamsterdam 
on the government administration, Burrell says that he 
could not forgive the administration for having 
“surrendered to the horrors of the drug trade” (3.12).  In 
actuality, though, the government surrenders to the 
drug trade by closing Hamsterdam; the politicians are 
unwilling to actively participate in the war against drugs 
because they are selfishly focused on their own career 
goals.  The government and its “soldiers” are back in a 
state of reactionary response instead of responding to 
the progressive positionality that Hamsterdam has 
enabled.  Colvin references such a state of modern 
police immobility when he explains his initial reasoning 
for creating Hamsterdam, “Soon the neighborhood that 
you’re supposed to be policing, that’s just occupied 
territory” (3.10).  Evidenced in his quote, Colvin refers 
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to the ineffective tactics of the current form of police 
work as political leaders continue to evade change.  By 
eliminating experimental programs such as 
Hamsterdam, the government creates a standstill in 
the war on drugs; it enables the occupation of territory 
while simultaneously preventing the possibility of 
progression toward more successful outcomes.  
Despite Hamsterdam’s failed implementation in the 
series, Baltimore is not completely hopeless as a site 
for reconstruction and revival.  “Perhaps the success of 
The Wire in adapting television crime drama into a 
virtual space for exploration of concrete, complex 
urban issues offers hope that its critique of short-
sighted and corrupt development practices, and its 
hints for more sustainable alternatives, can also be 
influential” (Clandfield 49).  Therefore, the series may 
be able to broaden the acceptance of more radical and 
less obvious solutions in order to enact the desperately 
needed, long-term change that Baltimore, as depicted 
in Season Three of The Wire, is unable to attain due to 
the narrow-mindedness of institutional leaders and 
their desire for a prompt solution.   
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Marlo Stanfield:  
The Difference Between a Confident 

Leader and a Cold-Hearted Killer 
By  

Kathryn Dillin 
 

 
From "Mission Accomplished," 3.12 The Wire. 

 
hen Marlo Stanfield commands his streets 
and corners, he does so in a manner that 
demands respect from all his henchmen.  

Marlo instills fear in his henchmen and enemies with 
his cold-hearted nature and conscience-free hits 
(murders). The audience of The Wire is consistently 
tempted to think of Marlo as one of the coldest 
characters of the series, but he demonstrates a 
subtlety and confidence that we, in fact, might identify 
with and admire.  Through his nonchalant aura and his 
clear-cut personality, Marlo exemplifies that he has 

W 
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achieved what others envy:  the ability to not care so 
much and to remain calm.  
 
Subtle is What Subtle Does 
 Subtlety is one of Marlo’s best qualities.  The 
simple fact that Marlo declines to parade in the streets 
as a cold-hearted killer encourages us to forget about 
the corpses until we see another one.  While we may 
watch The Wire and know Marlo as the coldest drug 
leader in Baltimore, the nature of his killings and his 
subsequent attitude downplay  the severity of the 
murders, and this is what we can admire.  We cannot 
dismiss his murdering tactics, but the way he acts 
about them certainly changes the way in which we 
react to them.  Consider if Marlo paraded around the 
streets and the corners bragging about all the men he 
killed, would that change our level of disgust?  In 
Season Three of The Wire, Kima describes Marlo’s 
subtlety perfectly when she claims that the department 
has no bodies to connect to Marlo (Maupin 2008).  
Maupin (2008) further discusses how Marlo learned 
from the mistakes of Avon Barksdale that “It’s the 
bodies that bring the police.”  Marlo’s subtle style is not 
merely aesthetic but is also strategic. Marlo’s 
relationship with Devonne proves how his finesse and 
subtlety is sometimes used for ruthless ends.  After 
Marlo learns Devonne was hired by Avon in order to 
lure Marlo into an ambush, Marlo shoots Devonne 
personally right outside her house (3.10).  The 
background audio in the scene indicates that people 
hear the shot but do not witness Marlo doing the 



339 
 

shooting.  In this sense, Marlo demonstrates his 
subtlety both in his leadership skill as well as when he 
is personally getting his hands dirty.  
 Another example of Marlo’s subtle style is 
exhibited when Marlo sends his crew out to execute a 
drive-by shooting against the Barksdale organization.  
After a botched assault on Marlo and his organization, 
Marlo believes Barksdales have become weak and 
wants to exploit this opportunity to hit Avon where it 
hurts.  As Marlo is giving the orders for the retaliation, 
he is tending to pigeons on a rooftop.  The calming 
nature of the pigeons contrasts with the brutality of 
Marlo’s orders.  The tension in this scene perfectly 
captures Marlo’s character, simultaneously being both 
low-profile and high-impact.  

All perfected subtlety aside, the only time we 
see Marlo get especially upset is when his boys inform 
him that Omar has challenged him to “step” to him.  In 
this scene, we see Marlo angry that his name has been 
used in the streets, and this perfectly demonstrates his 
desire to keep his actions and character out of the 
limelight.  Marlo acknowledges the fact that being 
known around the streets for the drug trade and killings 
would lead the police closer to his corners and 
exercises caution in the face of that. While 
acknowledging that reality, Marlo wants to make sure 
Chris puts out the message that Marlo is willing to go 
up against any rival or challenger and won’t be 
intimidated by people speaking about him.  Marlo 
explains this to Chris by saying “My name is my name!”  
While we shouldn’t admire him for engaging in all the 



340 
 

illegal activities Baltimore has to offer, we can extend 
some recognition for his smart strategy and quiet 
reputation.  
 
Confidence is Key for a Killer 
 Going hand-in-hand with Marlo’s subtlety is his 
confidence.  The relationship between these two 
qualities in his personality lends us the idea that if he 
had one without the other, our view of him would 
change.  These two are in harmony, which encourages 
us to identify and somewhat admire Marlo.  When he 
exudes confidence, we are compelled to believe in him.  
In the same way that his henchmen look up to him for 
being tough, direct, and powerful, the audience of The 
Wire experiences similar effects from his sense of 
confidence.  A powerful example of Marlo’s display of 
confidence is when a security guard catches Marlo 
stealing a lollipop.  After the security guard confronts 
Marlo, saying Marlo doesn’t even acknowledge the 
security guard’s existence, Marlo simply says “I don’t” 
and throws the lollipop wrapper on the ground (4.04).  
Marlo is able to display dominance in even gestures 
that would not be qualified as over the top, which 
tempers the audience’s response to Marlo’s misdeeds.  
 Furthermore, when Marlo exemplifies his 
confidence by killing someone, we can dismiss some 
of the severity of the act because of his character.  
Though he does execute cold-blooded killings, he does 
so in a way that makes us believe they are anything but 
that.  We are tempted to believe the killing was justified, 
such as with the killing of Devonne, and though we may 
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suspend our manipulation by his confidence by 
asserting the killing was still wrong, the manipulation is 
initially there.  Marlo is deemed The Wire’s most 
ruthless character, but his unconditional subtlety and 
confidence coupled with his intelligence and hunger for 
success leads the audience to identify with Marlo.  This 
is perhaps best exemplified in Season Five when Marlo 
dissolves the co-op after the murder of Joseph 
“Proposition Joe” Stewart.  Marlo commands the 
meeting, assumes control of distribution, and makes 
clear he is in charge.  The unflinching authority that 
Marlo commands is the essence of the character that 
the audience admires. 
 In addition, Marlo’s ability to persuade and 
manipulate through confidence is made particularly 
clear at the conclusion of Season Three when Marlo 
shows up at Avon Barksdale’s sentencing hearing.  As 
charges are being read indicting Barksdale and his 
crew, Avon turns to face the audience and sees Marlo 
sitting down.  It is almost as if Barksdale does not 
believe what he is seeing at first.  Marlo locks eyes with 
the competitor he has taken on and then, gives Avon a 
head nod, which is a major display of power 
considering Avon is facing incarceration in the short-
term.  Marlo’s visit is just one more way of displaying 
confidence and power in even small gestures.   
Composure: A Point of Envy 

An additional characteristic of Marlo is that we 
are encouraged to admire is his composure in a variety 
of situations.  Despite his anger in the scene discussing 
his street reputation, Marlo embodies a sense of 
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composure that we could easily envy.  Marlo 
exemplifies his calm nature in a scene talking to his 
henchmen.  They offer to kill off a block of independent 
sellers, and Marlo indicates that he is not willing to 
create a pile of bodies over such a low-profile corner.  
In this instance, we can observe how calm and level-
headed Marlo remains despite his henchmen getting 
upset over the sellers,  and this is what we tend to 
admire – a man who can remain calm and objective in 
times of anxiety and anger.  While we may not praise 
the work he’s doing on the streets and the killings he 
has a hand in, we can observe and appreciate his 
composure in situations that ordinary people may not 
be able to handle in such a way. 

Moreover, Marlo demonstrates this composure 
most notably when killing someone.  We see an easy 
example with this when Marlo kills Prop Joe.  Here, we 
have Marlo talking to Prop Joe, telling him to “close 
your eyes” and “relax,” which indicates that even in 
most people’s situation of extreme panic of killing 
someone, Marlo assumes enough composure to even 
talk his victim through his own death.  This moment in 
The Wire is significant not only because it shows us all 
three admirable characteristics of Marlo (subtlety, 
confidence, composure), but it also juxtaposes those 
admirable qualities with what is the most disgusting:  
being a cold-blooded murderer.  This forces us into a 
decision, and the abundance of admirable qualities for 
Marlo measured against the disturbing qualities makes 
the decision unfortunately difficult for the audience.  
Conclusion 
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 Choosing pro-Marlo or con-Marlo is admittedly 
a difficult decision and one that isn’t expressed often 
among viewers, but the decision illustrates the power 
of The Wire to captivate its audience and have them 
rooting for all the “bad” guys.  In the series, we might 
find ourselves hoping that Wallace makes it out of The 
Game in Season One and that Roland “Prez” 
Pryzbylewski actually gets through to Duquan “Dukie” 
Weems in Season Four, but we might also find 
ourselves hoping that Marlo does retaliate for the set-
up by Devonne and that someone gets revenge on 
DeAngelo’s killer.  Because of The Wire, we could find 
ourselves far-removed from our own characters and 
playing in The Game of the series, even if that means 
admiring and respecting the ruthless killer Marlo 
Stanfield.  After all, in a series where everyone kills 
someone, Marlo might just be the best at it.   
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Herc and Valchek:  
Good Police or Good Fortune? 

By 
Iain Dormer 

 

 
From "Soft Eyes," 4.02 The Wire 

 
hroughout The Wire, the phrase “good police” is 
used by several members of the Baltimore 
Police Department to describe various 

characters, typically those more capable at solving 
cases than others.  Normally, this refers to Lester 
Freamon or Jimmy McNulty, but based on their 
ethically questionable actions, especially toward the 
end of the Season Five, it raises the issues of whether 
good police are necessarily moral.  One character who 
is consistently judged for his rather dubious decision-
making is Thomas Hauk, or “Herc” to his friends.  Herc 
is first introduced in the pilot episode of Season One 
when he and Ellis Carver help Kima Greggs bust a car 
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carrying drugs but do not properly search the car to 
locate all the weapons (1.01).  This oversight could 
have caused all of them to be shot, and the audience 
is quickly made aware of a certain amount of 
negligence on Herc’s part.  He continues to be 
portrayed as incompetent and self-serving but refuses 
to recognize his own culpability, instead interpreting it 
as racial discrimination. “The series lets him see 
himself as an oppressed and overlooked white man in 
a predominantly black city; we see that he is lazy and 
sloppy” (Marshall and Potter, “The Life and 
Times…”).  As the series develops, it becomes 
apparent that Herc’s ineptitude is a cause of some of 
his more unethical decisions, but despite his 
questionable choices, he is still instrumental in solving 
several of the highest profile cases on the series. 

The first example of a direct correlation between 
Herc’s lack of ethics and his ability to provide key 
information regarding the case comes in Season Two 
with the creation of the confidential informant, Fuzzy 
Dunlop.  After taking an expensive bug from a spy-
store for a “test drive” to gather information on the drug 
corner they are monitoring, it gets accidentally 
destroyed after Frog throws the tennis ball in which the 
listening device is contained, and it gets crushed by a 
truck (2.06).  Instead of doing the right thing and 
explaining how he and Carver gathered the 
information, Herc manages to convince Carver to use 
his cousin as the face of his fake, confidential 
informant, allowing them to collect the money to help 
pay toward replacing the destroyed device (2.07).  This 
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is indicative of Herc’s desire to solve the case even if 
the means by which he does are a little unethical; in his 
eyes, he is doing the right thing, but he is doing it the 
wrong way.  While the audience continues to question 
Herc’s decision in the short-run, his actions are 
justified, as Cedric Daniels uses Fuzzy Dunlop’s 
information on Nick Sobotka to close the case.  In the 
long-term, though, the consequences of Herc’s actions 
catch up to him, and he continues to repeat his 
mistakes. 

In fact, the second real example of Herc’s 
questionable moral conduct is a case of déjà vu after 
Herc “borrows” an expensive camera in order to try and 
get a lead on Marlo Stanfield (4.05).  Marlo learns of 
the camera, steals it, and then sets up a fake meeting 
at a train station to determine whether it is the city 
police or the FBI that are following him (4.06).  Herc 
cites Fuzzy Dunlop as his source for arresting Marlo, 
as he does not want Lieutenant Charles Marimow to 
know about the camera.  Again, this highlights Herc’s 
willingness to get the job done by whatever means 
possible as well as his inability to accept responsibility 
for his mistakes.  Instead, he seeks to cover his lie with 
yet another lie, snowballing to the point where Herc 
loses his stripes in the Season Four Finale.  
Fortunately for Herc, though, it is his incompetence that 
inadvertently leads to the discovery of which of the 
vacant houses contain bodies.  Lester Freamon, being 
good police, recognizes that any of the vacants that 
have had a specific type of nail will hold the bodies, but 
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he only notices this after Herc informs him of the nail 
gun he found in Chris and Snoop’s car (4.13).  

This is not the end of Herc’s unethical behavior, 
however, despite his lack of employment with the 
Baltimore Police Department.  In an appropriate turn of 
events, Herc, now under the employ of Maurice Levy, 
steals Marlo Stanfield’s number and gives it to Carver 
for Lester to use (5.04).  Obviously, this is immoral and 
illegal as it breaches lawyer client confidentiality, but, 
more importantly for the story, it gives Freamon and 
Leander Sydnor the opportunity to put up an illegal 
wiretap on Marlo’s phone.  This eventually proves to be 
the key to solving the case, as it allows Freamon to 
decipher the code for the location of the resupply.  This 
is the first time, however, that Herc recognizes what he 
has done, as he says, “Whatever else I ever did to piss 
you off, just remember I also did this” (5.05).  The irony 
of the matter is that Herc’s apparent reasoning for 
giving the police the phone number is not just to help 
bring Marlo Stanfield to justice but also to gain revenge 
for the torment he was put through trying to find his 
missing camera.  This further perpetuates the idea that 
Herc has always been self-serving and incredibly 
unconscionable throughout his career on and off the 
force.  

Herc’s behavior then, is very similar to that of his 
“mentor,” Stan Valchek, who is willing to risk the 
Baltimore Police Department’s resources to pursue 
personal issues and grievances. We see this on 
several occasions, but the prime example is his 
vendetta with Frank Sobotka.  Valchek is slighted after 
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Sobotka, apparently an old “friend” of Valchek’s, puts 
up a Stevedore-based glass window in his local church 
while Valchek has spent several thousand dollars 
preparing his honoring police.  Suspicious as to how 
Sobotka has been able to afford the expensive window 
and furious that his window was not able to replace it, 
he places his son-in-law, Roland “Prez” Pryzbylewski, 
in charge of unit to help find any charges on Sobotka 
that he can.  Eventually, he resorts to childish tactics, 
such as having Carver write up tickets on the 
Stevedores for busted taillights and other such minor 
infractions.  Sobotka retaliates by stealing one of the 
police surveillance vans worth $120,000 and sending it 
around the world.  This is very similar to Herc’s 
interaction with Marlo after his “borrowed” camera gets 
stolen.  Both Herc’s and Valchek’s decisions only lead 
to further problems and loss of police property. Like 
Herc, though, Valchek’s decision to investigate to 
Sobotka, while initially flawed, actually leads to his 
arrest for drug smuggling and the potential to catch one 
of the biggest criminals in the region, The Greek.  It is 
not actually good police work that causes him to target 
Sobotka, but a petty rivalry that turns into something far 
more serious has broader implications. 
 The similarity between Herc and Valchek 
becomes more obvious after Herc walks in on Mayor 
Clarence Royce in a sexually compromising position 
with his secretary.  Unsure what to do with the 
information, Herc goes to his mentor Valchek for 
guidance on how to handle the situation.  Valchek, who 
has seemingly built his career on his connections and 
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district politics, tells Herc, “What I wouldn’t give to be in 
your shoes right now!  Kid, careers have been 
launched on a helluva lot less.  Just shut up and play 
dumb” (4.02).  This shows that Valchek knows how to 
play the game in order to get what he wants, and his 
advice helps Herc get a promotion.  Valchek also 
manages to help himself, however, backing the right 
man in Thomas “Tommy” Carcetti and later getting 
rewarded for it by becoming the Police Chief after 
Cedric Daniels refuses to fudge the numbers.  This 
reinforces the idea the Valchek does not get his 
position on merit but rather by knowing how politics 
works and not being afraid to do the immoral thing.  
Arguably, the only difference between Valchek and 
Herc, is that Valchek does not necessarily makes his 
decisions with the best intentions, he is solely focused 
on furthering his career, regardless of how he does it, 
or who gets hurt in the way.  

Given the examples presented above, we can 
see that Herc has had a huge impact on solving the 
high profile cases throughout the series despite his 
questionable methods.  Similar to McNulty, then, who 
is consistently known as good police, he may bend or 
break the rules but he gets results, so why is Thomas 
Hauk not also considered good police?  The simple fact 
of the matter is that contrary to McNulty and the other 
natural police in the department, Herc’s success in 
helping to bring in the case is a direct result of good 
fortune rather than good police work.  His unethical 
practices are performed with the best of intentions but 
are not necessary in order to catch the killer.  Instead, 
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his actions are simply an easier way of catching the 
target while ensuring that he looks good to his 
superiors.  Herc makes the choices he does, not 
necessarily for the good of the case or even the city but 
because he knows that it will enhance his reputation 
and further his career.  In fact, he is oblivious to his own 
mistakes, and when someone else is unethical, he 
looks down upon them.  One example is the fact that 
he is the one who calls The Baltimore Sun to report 
“Hamsterdam” despite the benefit it is providing to the 
community, claiming, “This shit’s gone too far” (3.09).  
This proves that, for him, it is not the result for the city 
that matters, but rather the result for him; if he is not 
the one getting the glory, then it is wrong.  So, while 
Herc may be a critical component to putting away 
several of the drug dealers in the show, he is not what 
is truly classified as “good police” because of his self-
serving nature and incredible lack of self-awareness. 
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Bunny Colvin: 
The Community Savior 

By 
Connor MacKenzie 

 

 
From "That's Got His Own," 4.12 The Wire 

 
hen it comes to saving the city of Baltimore, 
no man utilizes as many unconventional 
methods as Howard “Bunny” Colvin.  

Colvin’s way of thinking within the Police Department 
is to save the community first and foremost, to ignore 
the trivial arrest mandates pushed on him by his 
superiors.  Therefore, once Colvin becomes Major of 
the Western Baltimore Police District and approaches 
his thirty-year mark on the job, he uses this position of 
power to attempt to save his community through the 
“free-zone” initiative where the drug trade is relocated 
into three confined and heavily monitored areas 
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nicknamed on the street as “Hamsterdam,” which is 
suggestive of the relaxed drug laws in Amsterdam.  
Despite the success of Colvin’s “free-zone” initiative, 
resulting in a massive clean-up of the majority of 
Western Baltimore’s drug ravaged street corners and 
steep reduction in violence, Colvin has ignored the 
laws of America and jeopardizes the political standing 
of those in City Hall.  While Colvin comes closer than 
anyone else in the series to saving his community, 
bucking the brass leads to his forced resignation and 
an all too predictable end to his bold attempt at 
repairing the community.  Yet, even after being 
removed from the Police Department despite his good 
intentions, Colvin does not surrender his mighty effort 
to save Baltimore.  His new project as a civilian is 
working within the failed Baltimore City School District 
in an attempt to reach the children everyone else had 
given up on.  Similar to his “free-zone” initiative, 
however, the pilot program is misunderstood by those 
in power and once again shut down.  Colvin is an 
honorable man who does not shy away from using 
unorthodox methods of experimentation in order to 
save the city of Baltimore from the infectious 
destruction that is associated with the drug trade.  
Colvin and his experiments ultimately end up becoming 
failures, however, because a single man cannot 
change the entire nature of a deeply-rooted way of life 
when it jeopardizes the careers of those in power.  
Nonetheless, Colvin discovers that individual people 
can be rescued from his actions as demonstrated 
through Colvin’s adoption of Namond Brice, which 
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rescues the boy from a life on the corners where he is 
so clearly unsuited to work.  
 When Bunny Colvin is employed by the 
Baltimore Police Department, he embarks upon an 
ambitious mission to clean up the streets of Western 
Baltimore during the final weeks of his command.  The 
driving force behind this radical endeavor is Colvin’s 
disillusionment with the way that business is taking 
place within the Police Department and the behavior of 
the younger generation of uniformed officers.  The 
majority of Colvin’s time spent working in the Police 
force has been helping to push the Reagan-Bush era’s 
War on Drugs initiative.  The massive enforcement of 
The War on Drugs came during President Reagan’s 
term of office in the 1980s when he pressured Police 
Departments to begin massive arrests for any drug 
offense, which in turn led to sky rocketing incarceration 
rates for minority citizens within the inner city (Dilulio, 
29).  Colvin systematically disagrees with this practice 
since; in his opinion, it does not do anything to help 
resolve the underlying effects that drugs have upon the 
entire community.  Colvin explains his dissatisfaction 
with the War on Drugs when addressing Sergeant Ellis 
Carver, “I mean, you call something a war and pretty 
soon everybody gonna be running around acting like 
warriors… Soon the neighborhood that you supposed 
to be policing, that’s just occupied territory” (3.10).  
 Colvin is a believer that the War on Drugs has 
corrupted the entire upcoming generation of police 
officers in that it has persuaded them that aggressive 
street arrests are the basis of good policing.  So long 
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as they obtain the numbers that are expected of them 
for arrests, then officers coming up through this system 
believe they will move up the chain of command and 
become more powerful, leaving the community 
unchanged.  Colvin recognizes, however, that this 
approach is unsustainable if the community as a whole 
is to be saved and adapts the ideology that society 
needs to accept drugs are simply a force of nature and 
that we need to work alongside those who use drugs 
not against them (3.02).  As a result, Colvin tweaks the 
rules of policing in his district by allowing drugs to be 
sold legally so long as the transactions take place 
within three uninhabited, secluded, and contained 
sections of Western Baltimore (3.04).  
    As Major Colvin’s Hamsterdam experiment 
unfolds, the audience witnesses how this one man is 
unable to enact a dramatic change in Baltimore’s 
community.  Despite the fact that the majority of 
Western Baltimoreans for the first time in over a 
decade appears to have clean streets and peace 
restored to the community, the horrors of the drug trade 
still exist but only within Hamsterdam, and the effects 
are difficult to watch.  Without regard for all the 
progress that Colvin makes while testing this new 
approach to police work, once those in positions of 
power discover the illegal venture, they kill the project 
almost immediately.  The politicians and police 
commanders do not see any of the benefits that Colvin 
has brought to the community as a whole, Politicians 
are only able to see the disturbing headline of a rogue 
police commander having legalized drugs going 



357 
 

national (3.12).  Therefore, Colvin’s progressive but 
illegal experiment is abruptly terminated despite the 
fact that some aid workers with non-profit organizations 
think it is radical in helpful and promising ways, and 
viewers witness the drug dealers returning to their old 
corners and re-infecting the neighborhood of West 
Baltimore with the violence that follows drugs.  Colvin’s 
intentions for Hamsterdam have always been for the 
greater good of the community, despite the rules he 
breaks, yet no individual – even the bold and well-
meaning – can change the system alone.  
 Despite Bunny Colvin’s failure to save the 
community as a whole during his Hamsterdam project, 
he eventually discovers that he has the ability to save 
one member of the community when he goes to work 
in the Baltimore School District.  Initially, Colvin is 
hesitant to begin working as an adviser for the 
University of Maryland Pilot Program due to his 
negative experience working with those involved in 
rigid institutions the previous season (4.03).  He 
remains open to the pilot program, however, because 
Colvin is so vehemently dedicated to trying to save the 
community of Western Baltimore and convinces 
himself that this program offers the opportunity to reach 
kids before the street has a full grip upon them.  As 
Colvin works within the Pilot Program, he discovers 
that these “forgotten” students are not unintelligent, as 
they have been represented in earlier episodes.  The 
troubled corner kids are, in reality, just as smart as any 
other student in the school but simply feel that they do 
not matter and must follow in the tracks that society has 
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already laid for them.  Despite the revelations and 
promise that Colvin discovers in the students, he is not 
fully able to connect with each troubled child in the time 
that the pilot program is allowed to operate.  This is 
because, once again, the stronger institution of City 
Hall puts the nail in the coffin for Colvin’s school 
experiment, claiming budget constraints and fears that 
the program promotes segregation (4.13). 
 Despite Colvin’s school program being 
prematurely ended by those in positions of power and 
Colvin feeling that he has once again failed at saving 
the community, he is able to find redemption in his 
adoption of Namond Brice.  Colvin and Namond are 
able to connect very well on a personal level since 
Colvin is able to quickly see through the tough guy 
exterior that Namond puts on in order to appear strong 
for others.  This provides a basis for Colvin and 
Namond’s growing relationship throughout the season.  
Furthermore, Namond proves himself to Colvin with his 
intelligence as demonstrated in the puzzle-building 
competition and class discussions concerning race and 
expectations (4.09).  As Namond struggles to find his 
identity at home under the pressure from his mother to 
go and work for the drug traffickers to support her, he 
ultimately comes to discover he does not have the soul 
for a life crime.  An example is seen when Namond 
cannot find it in himself to beat one of his co-workers, 
Kenard, after he steals Namond’s drug package.  
Because Namond is not violent enough to enforce the 
punishment for this misconduct, Michael Lee steps up 
and beats the boy unconscious, resulting in Namond 
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renouncing this way of life and running away in shock 
(4.12).  Colvin understands that Namond is not cut out 
for a life of crime and that his family will not be 
supportive in providing him an alternate lifestyle.  As a 
result, Colvin convinces Namond’s father, the 
Barksdale organization soldier Wee-Bay Brice, who is 
serving a life sentence, to let the boy have a chance in 
this world by allowing Colvin and his wife to adopt him 
and provide necessary guidance in the child’s life along 
with resources otherwise unavailable (4.13).  
Ultimately, Wee-Bay accepts, and Namond is given a 
new opportunity in life under the direction of the 
Colvins.  In the end, Colvin is able to redirect his 
dedication to saving the entire community into saving a 
single member of that community.  It is implied that 
Colvin is successful in this endeavor when Namond 
wins a district-wide debate competition as the Colvins 
look on proudly in a brief clip from Season Five (5.09).  
 Bunny Colvin is a complex character who 
always has at heart what is best for the community.  
Every act that Colvin undertakes in Baltimore is done 
for bettering the world he lives in, even when he treads 
into gray legal areas.  Regardless of the legality of 
Hamsterdam, it cannot be ignored that what Colvin is 
trying to achieve is honorable in that it comes from an 
attempt to better the lives of those who have been 
abandoned by everyone else.  Despite the ethical 
boundaries he may have crossed in the pilot program, 
Colvin is concerned foremost with reaching and saving 
the children whom everyone had given up on.  But, the 
reality of The Wire is that no one man can go against 
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the system and the way it has been operating for 
decades.   Regardless of whether or not experiments 
may work in Baltimore, those in power see them as 
potentially compromising their professional futures and 
will put an end to innovation in favor of self-
preservation.  Ultimately, Colvin’s attempts to save the 
community fail, but his attempts to save a single 
community member persevere.  Namond is headed 
down a dangerous path, one that he did not want 
anything to do with, until Colvin’s genuine care for 
others is directed upon him.  Colvin is able to save the 
boy from an early grave and give him the future that all 
children truly deserve and so few receive.  
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Proposition Joe: 
Finding the Balance of Business and 

Bodies in the Game 
By 

Christian Miller 
 

 
From "Game Day," 1.09 The Wire 

 
ver the course of the five seasons of The Wire, 
West Baltimore’s drug trade is run by a 
combination of three men:  Avon Barksdale, 

Stringer Bell, and Marlo Stanfield.   There is a constant 
power struggle between those who have the 
neighborhood’s best corners and those gunning for 
them.  On the Eastside of town, however, heroin 
trafficking goes through one man and one man only: 
Joseph “Proposition Joe” Stewart.   Once Avon 
Barksdale is sent to jail at the end of the first season, 
Prop Joe becomes a far bigger player in The Game due 
to his superior product coming from New York and his 
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connections with the international supplier, the 
mysterious character introduced in Season Two as The 
Greek.  Viewers are first introduced to Prop Joe in 
Season One at the annual Eastside-Westside 
basketball game, which pits Avon Barksdale’s team 
against Prop Joe’s squad.  We are soon made aware 
of Prop Joe’s cunning when, mid-game, Prop Joe 
persuades Avon to double their wager on the game.  
After Barksdale agrees, Joe substitutes a ringer he 
recruited from a European professional team into the 
game, and the Eastside ends up victorious (1.09).  
While he is smart and calculating, Prop Joe does not 
consider himself a businessman with aspirations of 
leaving The Game, like Russell “Stringer” Bell.  Unlike 
Avon and, more prominently, Marlo Stanfield, Prop Joe 
does not consider himself a soldier in the concrete 
jungle of Baltimore.  Instead, Proposition Joe Stewart 
succeeds in eventually running the Baltimore drug 
trade because he is able to find a balance between 
Stringer’s business savvy and Marlo’s penchant for 
dropping bodies. 
 
Business in the Game 

Through his real estate acquisitions and other 
business ventures, Stringer Bell attempts, but 
ultimately fails, to gain safety and legitimacy outside of 
The Game.  Detectives in the Special Crimes Unit of 
the Baltimore Police Department, such as Lester 
Freaman, follow the money trail from the Barksdale 
gang and soon uncover Stringer’s move into the private 
sector.   Stringer’s idea of creating a business empire 
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in the “real world” goes against Prop Joe’s way of 
thinking.  In Season Three, Prop Joe asks Stringer, 
“Wanna know what kills more police than bullets and 
liquor? Boredom.  They just can’t handle that shit.  You 
keep it boring, String.  You keep it dead fucking boring” 
(3.03).  Prop Joe understands that it is nearly 
impossible to turn the dirty money made on the streets 
directly into legal businesses in Baltimore without 
drawing the attention of the police.  Instead, with the 
help of Stringer, Prop Joe introduces a new type of 
business to his fellow Charm City drug traffickers.   
Prop Joe introduces a "co-op" approach to the drug 
trade in which all of Baltimore’s drug lords come 
together to purchase a large amount of high-grade 
heroin at a wholesale price.  Prop Joe hopes that his 
co-op will keep rivalries and violence to a minimum 
while still ensuring their customers a strong and 
addictive product. 
 Unlike Prop Joe, Stringer has a hard time seeing 
the similarities between the ethics and laws that govern 
the business world and the code that rules The Game.  
In “Stringer Bell’s Lament:  Violence and Legitimacy in 
Contemporary Capitalism,” Jason Read writes: 
 

Stringer’s search for legitimacy is 
doomed from the start; he fails to see the 
way in which drugs and business 
overlap.  Stringer views the world of the 
drug trade to be a world of brutal 
survival, a world to be escaped as 
quickly as possible.  In contrast to this, 
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he sees the world of business to be 
governed by different rules, to be less 
bloody and thus more moral (133). 

 
While Stringer dreams of becoming a legitimate 
businessman away from West Baltimore, Prop Joe is 
content to pull the strings from his rundown appliance 
store in East Baltimore.  Prop Joe offers an alternative 
approach, an under-the-radar way of laundering all of 
the “dirty” money he has earned in The Game.  As Prop 
Joe explains to Marlo in Season Five, the Eastside 
boss uses pastors with “charitable” organizations 
abroad to launder money.  Joe makes “donations” to 
these charities and then receives 90% of his funds 
back as cashier's checks (5.03).  Though Prop Joe’s 
methodical approach does not offer the immediate 
luxury of one of Stringer’s real estate developments, 
Prop Joe creates financial security for himself while 
never drawing the attention of the Baltimore Police 
Department, and he is still standing long after other 
players have been forced from The Game. 
 
Droppin’ Bodies 

If Proposition Joe can be best characterized as the 
methodical and unassuming philosopher of the 
Baltimore drug trade, Marlo Stanfield represents the 
ruthless, coldblooded nature of the Game.  Marlo is 
“inhumanely detached” and “merciless” (Fagan 18).  In 
a year’s time, Marlo’s crew drops dozens upon dozens 
of bodies and stashes them in vacant houses to avoid 
investigation from the police.  Among the murdered lay 
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both men and women from rival gangs, disloyal 
employees, and also innocent citizens who have 
played no part in the Game.  The driving force behind 
each murder is Marlo’s ego; he can’t go without killing 
because he needs people on the streets to fear him.  
Prop Joe, however, lives and governs by a moral code.  
Unlike Stringer, Prop Joe knows better than to call for 
a hit on a Sunday (3.09).  And, unlike Marlo, Joe does 
not drop innocent bodies, even if it would make it easier 
on him and his crew.  Marlo’s only objective in life is to 
be the undisputed king of the Baltimore drug trade.  To 
Marlo, nothing else matters.  As Ty Fagan writes in “All 
in the Game,” Marlo “knows the crown isn’t forever, but 
it’s all he cares about…Marlo can give himself to the 
drug game completely, because he gives no part of 
himself to anything else” (18).  Conversely, Prop Joe 
doesn’t let his ego get in the way of others.  He doesn’t 
care about his image as long as his product is good 
and his operation is making money. 

Prop Joe avoids violence in order to stay off the 
police radar.  He creates the co-op as a solution to the 
violence caused by The Game and believes that 
without conflict over corners, homicides in inner city 
Baltimore could plummet.  Obviously, Prop Joe fails to 
recognize that, in some ways, there is more to The 
Game than just making money.  As it turns out, Marlo’s 
only objective is to wear the crown.  If it weren’t for 
Marlo’s ego, Prop Joe could have succeeded in taking 
the bodies out of the Baltimore drug game. 
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Omar Comin’ 
Prop Joe’s ability to maneuver through the drug-

ridden streets of Baltimore is best summed up in his 
dealings with the infamous Omar.  As Omar makes his 
living stealing from drug dealers, Stringer and Marlo 
both want him dead because without any retribution for 
his thefts, the reputation of the Barksdale and Stanfield 
crews are in danger of being tarnished.  The more 
Omar steals from the Stringer and Marlo, the angrier 
the men become and the larger the price they put on 
Omar’s head.  As only Prop Joe comes to realize, 
however, the more you provoke Omar, the more he will 
terrorize you.  Prop Joe’s ego never gets the best of 
him.  His level-headedness is best epitomized in the 
penultimate episode of Season Four as Omar steals 
the co-op’s package then offers to resell it to Prop Joe 
at “twenty cents on the dollar” (4.11).  Rather than 
following in the footsteps of Stringer and Marlo by 
putting a bounty on Omar, Joe realizes that buying the 
package back from Omar will give him enough money 
and enough reason to leave Baltimore for good.  As a 
shrewd businessman of the streets, Prop Joe is 
wagering that by allowing Omar to leave now, his future 
packages will not be in danger of being stolen by Omar.  
Unlike Stringer and Marlo, Prop Joe is observant 
enough and pragmatic enough to learn from 
experience.  As Prop Joe begins to see what Omar is 
capable of, he realizes that the sooner Omar retires, 
the quicker business can return to normal. 
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Conclusion 
Proposition Joe is the progressive and analytical 

mastermind of Baltimore drug trafficking.  His street 
smarts are complemented by the skills necessary to 
repair the clocks, radios, and televisions that come into 
his appliance repair shop.  When someone in East or 
West Baltimore needs something fixed or mediated, 
they come to Joe.  As with his clocks, Prop Joe realizes 
that The Game is comprised of many moving parts.  
Success in The Game requires that all the pieces of the 
mechanism be moving in sync, not just the second, 
minute, and hour hands (the leaders of the co-op) that 
tell the time (run The Game), but also the small gears 
behind the scenes doing the leg work (the corner 
boys).  Proposition Joe Stewart is a businessman, but 
he knows the limits of his empire.  He tempers violence 
with propositions and, because of this, is able to carve 
a unique niche in Baltimore, which no one else in The 
Game can fill.  Had others in The Game obeyed the 
same virtues which governed Prop Joe’s code, many 
lives, including his own, would have been saved. 
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The Good in Carcetti, the Bad in Politicians 
By 

Georgia Parent 
 

 
From "Mission Accomplished," 3.12 The Wire 

 
ommy Carcetti begins as an idealistic candidate 
with benevolent intentions for the city of 
Baltimore, but he becomes victim of the 

dysfunctional systems of Baltimore as he perpetuates 
the corrupt behavior of politicians instead of 
transcending it.  In the essay “Leverage Points: Places 
to Intervene in a System,” Donella Meadows articulates 
a list of opportunities where individuals can achieve the 
power to change or transcend the governing values 
that a complex system (an economy, a corporation, an 
institution) holds on society.  She writes about the most 
successful strategy in order to change the paradigm of 
a corrupt institution: 

T 
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Thomas Kuhn, who wrote the seminal 
book about the great paradigm shifts of 
science, has a lot to say about that.  In a 
nutshell, you keep pointing at the 
anomalies and failures in the old 
paradigm, you keep coming yourself, and 
loudly and with assurance from the new 
one, you insert people with the new 
paradigm in places of public visibility and 
power.  You don’t waste time with 
reactionaries; rather you work with active 
change agents and with the vast middle 
ground of people who are open-minded.  
(Meadows)  
 

Thomas “Tommy” Carcetti begins as a member of the 
City Council, and later as a candidate for Mayor, filled 
with hope that he can administer the change Baltimore 
needs in order to correct the flaws in crime rate, school 
funding, and the Baltimore Police Department, but he 
fails to dissociate with the politicians before him, and 
therefore, he perpetuates the corruption.  Because 
Carcetti gives in to the existing power players of 
Baltimore, he perpetuates the mindset behind the 
political infrastructure of Baltimore.  As Meadows 
articulates, by “wasting time with reactionaries,” 
Carcetti is unable to make active change in the 
paradigm.  In this essay, I will argue that due to 
Carcetti’s attachment with racial profiling, saving face, 
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and gaining power, he perpetuates the corruption at 
hand instead of achieving his actual goals.   
 Tommy Carcetti runs for mayor based upon his 
idealistic goals for the city.  In order to reach that 
position of power, however, Carcetti uses deceitful 
tactics that ultimately result in betraying several people 
close to him.  Like a majority of politicians in Baltimore, 
the promises made during the campaign become 
increasingly muddled as the election continues.  
Initially, Tommy Carcetti’s intention to become mayor 
is to improve upon Baltimore’s crime and urban decay.  
In a private conversation with his wife, Carcetti lists his 
aspirations for the city, “It could be a great city again.  
Pull some jobs in.  People move back, fix up the 
houses” (4.06).  He wants to transform the overall 
wellbeing of the city.  Carcetti’s campaign to fix 
Baltimore starts with his frustration with the city’s 
insufficient witness protection program.  As a member 
of City Council, he feels as though he is not in a 
position with enough power to make a change and 
decides to run for mayor but does not immediately 
announce his decision to the public.  Carcetti hires 
Washington political consultant Theresa D’Agostino as 
his campaign manager, and she guides him using 
corrupt political schemes in order to get him elected.  
As the only White candidate in the race, Carcetti is 
inherently placed at a disadvantage in public 
popularity.  Therefore, D’Agostino advises Carcetti to 
encourage his fellow council member and friend 
Anthony Gray to run for mayor as well.  She tells 
Carcetti that adding another African American 
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Democratic-candidate into the election will split the 
Black community in Baltimore, therefore resulting in 
Carcetti’s advantage.   Carcetti is behind in votes and 
polls until Police Commissioner Ervin Burrell leaks 
information of how Mayor Royce is condoning a 
program called “Hamsterdam” that targets a section of 
the city for legal drug trade.  When Carcetti visits 
“Hamsterdam,” he can see the good in the project and 
why Royce would turn a blind eye, but he is appalled 
by the reality of legalized crime.  He is hesitant to leak 
the news to the press, but D’Agostino convinces him 
otherwise when she says, “C’mon, Tommy.  They dealt 
you a winning hand and you’re acting like you forgot 
how to play” (3.12).  With this move, Tommy 
announces his decision to run for mayor to the public 
without consulting Gray first.   This move completely 
undemines Gray’s campaign and destroys their 
friendship.  Through using corrupt means in order to 
achieve his aspirations, Carcetti perpetuates the 
corrupt relationships in politics.  Without recreating new 
means of being elected, Carcetti is unable to transcend 
the existing paradigm of the Baltimore political 
infrastructure. As Donella Meadows articulates in her 
essay, Carcetti is wasting his time with “reactionaries” 
instead of working with active change agents. Carcetti 
is following the path of previous politicians before him 
instead of working with open-minded people who can 
actually promote change in the system.  

As Mayor-elect, Carcetti becomes so 
preoccupied saving face that he is unwilling  to sacrifice 
a little public humiliation in order to improve school 
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funding in Baltimore.  Like many politicians before him, 
the needs of the people are subordinate to the needs a 
politician has to ensure reelection.  Once elected, 
Carcetti is appalled by the deficit in the budget for 
public schools.  During a meeting, Carcetti learns that 
there is a $54-million budget deficit.  Tommy and his 
chief assistant and advisor Norman Wilson travel to 
Annapolis to talk to the Republican governor about 
receiving aid.  The Governor accepts the request but 
only if Carcetti publicly admits to eliciting his aid during 
the campaign.  Wilson advises Carcetti to take the deal 
because then he will fulfill his promises to the city as 
Mayor-elect and actually help the schools during his 
time in office.  Carcetti has bigger plans in mind.  
Carcetti decides to decline the bailout because he 
already has his eye on the governor’s seat in two years.  
Carcetti is more concerned with his own ego than the 
greater good of Baltimore.  He complains to Wilson 
after the meeting, “He was gonna make me beg then 
call a press conference so the world could see me on 
my knees” (4.13).  Carcetti is buying into the corrupt 
behavior that many politicians before him have 
followed.  In his essay “Yesterday’s Tomorrow Today: 
Baltimore and the Promise of Reform,” David M. Alff 
sees Carcetti’s character arc follow the real life 
politicians of Baltimore.  “By seeking the governorship, 
Carcetti follows the well-worn path from Baltimore to 
Annapolis traverses by five former mayors, including 
William Donald Schaeffer, an energetic promoter of the 
Inner Harbor, and Maryland’s current governor, Martin 
O’Malley” (Alff, 35).  Carcetti will not compromise his 
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image for the greater good of the citizens of Baltimore.  
Instead of transcending the paradigm, Carcetti 
chooses to save face so that he can rise up in the 
political ladder.  
 As Mayor-elect, Carcetti promises that he will 
revise the way in which the Baltimore Police 
Department works by prioritizing high quality felony 
arrests over crime statistics.  When Carcetti first comes 
into office, he is appalled by the Baltimore Police 
Department’s obsession with crime statistics.  Instead 
of following through on securing quality felony arrests, 
the BDP focuses on lowering the crime rate in 
Baltimore, even if that means making arrests for 
loitering, public drinking, or other trivial misdoings.  By 
Season Five, Carcetti’s priorities have shifted.  
Because he has refused the Governor’s bailout, he 
endures multiple budget constraints during his run as 
Mayor.  These budget restraints result in not paying the 
BDP overtime wages, which lowers morale among the 
officers.  In order to run for the office of Governor, 
Carcetti resorts to prioritizing crime statistics instead of 
solving quality felonies, reneging on his campaign 
promises.  As Carcetti raises higher in the ranks, he 
begins to mimic his predecessors even more. 
“Carcetti’s tragic journey from reformer to pro-
establishment politician demonstrates how even the 
most idealistic among us become tamed by the desire 
for personal advancement and the pressures of the 
political system” (Eckstrand, 268).   As Carcetti gets 
more involved in the system, his priorities shift from the 
people to himself.  Through Carcetti’s arc as a 
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character, The Wire illustrates how difficult it is for an 
individual to transcend a paradigm regardless of how 
benevolent his or her intentions may be.   
 Tommy Carcetti shows the effects of the system 
through his journey throughout Seasons Three to Five 
on The Wire.  Starting as a hopeful and idealistic 
member of the City Council who has a vision for a 
greater city even though he lacks power within the 
system.  At first, Carcetti wants to become mayor in 
order to improve the flaws he sees, and then it 
becomes more about the label of mayor. If Carcetti had 
stuck to Meadows’ ideas and found a new paradigm or 
been willing to lose rather than compromise himself, he 
might not have lost his soul.  Carcetti loses his initial 
dream for a greater Baltimore because he becomes 
overly preoccupied with self-promotion.  Bunny Colvin 
follows the suggestions Meadows makes because he 
would rather be willing to lose his job than compromise 
his morals.  Colvin’s development of “Hamsterdam” is 
an example of how a true innovator refuses to stick with 
the paradigm but, instead, transcends it.  Meanwhile, 
Carcetti, who sees the good in “Hamsterdam,” would 
rather rise up in the ranks like other politicians.  The 
sad truth of the political infrastructure is outlined by 
Tommy Carcetti’s transition from a hopeful member of 
the City Council member to a self-obsessed Governor, 
proving how much power the system has over the 
individual.   
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Terry D’Agostino: 
Playing the Long Shot 

By 
Sara Hendricks 

 

 
From "Hamsterdam," 3.04 The Wire. 

 
f there is one common opinion in the study of The 
Wire, it may be the notion that the series has no 
shortage of dynamic, multi-layered characters.  

Those within the police department, street corners, and 
political statehouses, from drug lord Avon Barksdale to 
the corrupt State Senator Clay Davis, run the 
characterization gamut from ruthless to endearing to 
loathsome.  The Wire is — and should be — admired 
for its presentation of characters who may not always 
be likeable, but, without fail, ring true as ineffably 
human.  One problem, however, is that the characters 
on The Wire who are allowed to contain complex 
identities are almost always men.  With few exceptions, 
women in the police department, “The Game,” and 

I 
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governmental echelons typically exist as nothing more 
than cogs in their respective systems: a secretary 
writing down a daily body count, a corner boy’s 
girlfriend, or a secretary outside of a politician’s office.  

When women are not marginalized and 
voiceless on The Wire, they are usually given agency 
in a way that completely eradicates any sense of 
femininity from their characterization, like Detective 
Kima Greggs and Felicia “Snoop” Pearson.  Indeed, 
much of the writing dedicated to women on The Wire 
has been devoted to Greggs and Snoop and this 
erasure of femininity in the series.  In the article “No 
Women Up in The Game,” Mona Rocha and James 
Rocha write, “One message that comes across quite 
clearly from these two characters is that you cannot 
survive, much less thrive, in the Game without 
embracing violence and rejecting femininity” (Rocha 
and Rocha 154).  This is to say that, in The Wire, the 
appearance of success for women comes from 
disposing of all that makes them feminine.  

One female character who manages to 
transcend both voicelessness and being stripped of her 
femininity is Terry D’Agostino, a campaign fixer who 
manages the campaign that wins Thomas “Tommy” 
Carcetti’s mayoral race.  While D’Agostino is not strictly 
in The Game in the sense that Greggs and Snoop are, 
she is presented as having the same no-nonsense and 
unapologetically “in it to win it” chops that are also 
necessary to survive on the corners.  In this, 
D’Agostino represents a kind of brusque feminism that 
is not entirely pleasant but is undeniably effective.  Like 
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Snoop and Greggs, she echoes many of the 
characteristics of men.  D’Agostino differs from them, 
however, in that she does not emulate men in full, 
which allows her to appropriate the male gaze (a term 
from Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure and 
Narrative Cinema” that identifies female objectification 
on film by putting the viewer in the perspective of a 
heterosexual male) and use it in her favor. 

There is almost no writing aside from a few 
cursory mentions here and there on Terry D’Agostino, 
which is surprising given that she is one of the few 
dynamic female characters on The Wire.  Her 
character is introduced in the beginning of the third 
season (3.04), and at first, she seems no different from 
any other female character on the show in that she is 
seen strictly through what we think of as the male gaze.  
Tommy Carcetti, who, at this point in the series is a 
member of the City Council with fledgling mayoral 
ambitions, sees her at a bar while with a group of his 
male law school friends. As he glances at her, his entire 
cohort turns to gape with him at this unknown woman 
at the bar.  “She in the right place?” someone asks.  
Carcetti, who graduated from law school with 
D’Agostino, sees this as a hustling opportunity and 
bets that he can sit next to her and buy her a drink.  
One of his friends rises to the challenge, saying that if 
he does, “We each give you ten. Twenty if you fuck 
her.” 

Carcetti approaches and is successful in buying 
a drink for the woman at the bar — surprising everyone 
until one points out that she is “Mario D’s kid.”  That 
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none of them could recognize D’Agostino and see her 
only as a vessel for sex and an exciting bet, even 
though they all theoretically grew up together, shows 
that D’Agostino is already firmly rooted inside the male 
gaze.  She must identify it and work within it some way 
in order to be taken seriously or even recognized for 
who she is.  These men see her only as an attractive 
woman, despite any of her current professional 
accomplishments or past memories she may share 
with the men.  Even after they recognize her, she is still 
defined by her relationship to a male — her father – 
which serves to infantilize her in place of sexualizing 
her. “Yeah, she grew up all right,” one of the men 
reluctantly concedes.  

D’Agostino, however, seems to know how to 
work her way through the misogynistic field where she 
has landed.  Her first words on the show, when Carcetti 
asks to have one drink with her are, “Go ahead. You’re 
paying for it” (3.04).   Even when Carcetti tells her he 
made a bet with the rest of his party (“Actually, they are 
[paying for it]”), she does not seem fazed.  “Don’t tell 
me we have to kiss or something.  Not gonna happen,” 
is all she says.  D’Agostino (and Carcetti, arguably) 
subvert the male gaze that has spurred their 
discussion, turning it around to benefit both of them, by 
using this opportunity having a tame, business-like 
discussion, compared to what Carcetti’s buddies must 
have expected. 

 At the same time, however, the conversation 
contains implicit sexual undertones that both 
D’Agostino and Carcetti seem to be toying with on an 
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equal playing field. Carcetti tells her that he is running 
for mayor and he wants D’Agostino to run his 
campaign.  She is reluctant to do so, saying, “I never 
play the long shot…I don’t like to lose.”  This statement 
reveals why Carcetti is so desperate to have 
D’Agostino as his campaign fixer.  She is unapologetic 
about what she wants, rising above the constraints of 
how others may view her gender to be defined by her 
name as a formidable force in politics.  That is, her 
attractive female features make her noticeable, but her 
businesslike, masculine drive toward victory makes her 
an essential asset.  Both she and Carcetti are implicitly 
aware of this.  Carcetti knows that he cannot win 
without her because of this trait, since she refuses to 
join a campaign without a definite potential for victory.  
Once a candidate has the Terry D’Agostino name 
attached to his or her campaign — someone who does 
not like to lose — it is a mark of strength.  Carcetti tells 
her in what, out-of-context, might sound like a marriage 
proposal, “I need someone like you on my side. I need 
you.”  D’Agostino also knows that she is vital to 
Carcatti’s campaign and counters his offer by shifting 
the conversation back to the professional realm asking, 
simply, “How big a win bonus?”  Carcetti tries to reel 
her in, signaling for another drink for the two of them, 
but she reminds him of his one-drink promise.  “Sleep 
it off,” she says, as if Carcetti had been propositioning 
her for sex after all, rather than political help (although, 
in many cases — and especially this conversation, with 
the continual ricochet between sexual and business-
like offers – this may very well be the same thing).  
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“You’ll wake up and realize you’re making a big 
mistake.”  In this, D’Agostino both highlights and 
minimizes the importance of her gender, recognizing 
that her conventional attractiveness is what draws 
Carcetti to talk with her in the first place, but ending the 
discussion in her favor on her own terms.  Carcetti has 
laid all of his cards, emotional and professional, out on 
the table, but D’Agostino remains enigmatic — using a 
distinctly sexual tone in her favor but actually remaining 
firmly within the confines of business.  

Another interesting way in which D’Agostino 
echoes masculinity while maintaining femininity is 
through her remarkable sexual agency.  Later, 
D’Agostino does accept Carcetti’s request to run the 
campaign, which she wins for him.  At the victory party, 
there is a sharp contrast between their prior discussion 
and the current one in which she turns her professional 
conversation in a not-so-professional setting into a 
sexual proposition after Carcetti’s victory.  In the 
previous discussion, both D’Agostino and Carcetti 
have been mostly sober in the non-sober setting of a 
bar; now they are very drunk at a professional event — 
granted, it is the after party, but it is still in connection 
with a political victory.  After everyone else has left, 
D’Agostino approaches Carcetti, saying, “You know, 
when I took this job, you promised me a win bonus” and 
kisses him.  When he turns her down, she is bemused 
but unshaken, saying only, “Maybe you have learned 
something.  Write me a check.”  This scene links back 
to her first interaction with Carcetti, which at the time, 
seems like a sexual proposition rather than a 
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professional one.  For D’Agostino, her job is her 
reward.  She wants to sleep with Carcetti because she 
views him as one of the fruits of her successful labor, 
but she is able to take his rejection in stride because 
she can leave this particular setting and take with her 
the promised win bonus, whatever that may be.  

D’Agostino’s sexual agency is further developed 
through her brief relationship with Jimmy McNulty.  
This relationship is strictly sexual (for her), but the 
means by which it happens is similar to the roots of 
D’Agostino’s relationship with Carcetti in that 
D’Agostino uses her location to give the appearance 
of, but eventually flout, traditional female expectations 
to get what she wants.  This is done at a private school 
open house, to which McNulty shows up to (late) to 
accompany his ex-wife.  D’Agostino is there, but not in 
the expected role of a mother — instead, she is a 
“dreaded fundraiser” (3.05).  After a brief flirtation that 
might appear to be an innocuous discussion about 
whether or not McNulty approves of the school for his 
kids (“How do you find the school?”  “Good, my ex-wife 
is sending the kids here”), they head back to her hotel.  
Their dialogue there is…striking.  D’Agostino shoves 
McNulty on the bed, and he says, “Careful, I’m only a 
country boy.”  She responds, “Shut up.”  McNulty, who 
is perhaps unused to women exercising such sexual 
agency, takes an interest in her beyond sex and wants 
to stay the night, but she kicks him out because she 
has work.  “I gotta work. You gotta go,” she tells him, 
bluntly.  This makes it clear that D’Agostino has no use 
for McNulty other than sex.  Where Carcetti is a 
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valuable sexual conquest because of her own labor in 
his victory, McNulty is simply too easy. Her work takes 
precedence because she it confident that she can have 
him whenever she wants.  

In the end, while The Wire as a whole does not 
focus very much on women outside of roles that are 
either marginalized or removed from their femininity, its 
portrayal of Terry D’Agostino offers a new dimension to 
the series by providing a character who straddles the 
boundaries between being distinctly feminine in the 
way she presents herself yet still evocative of the traits 
displayed in a male-dominated show.  In this, Terry 
D’Agostino represents someone who is markedly 
feminine but still very capable of victory because of her 
complicit awareness and strategic use of the male 
gaze.  Though she is conveying in one character a 
range of representations that could, or even should, be 
portrayed by many in the series, D’Agostino offers a 
vital element that expands the many layers of 
representation in the series.  
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Brother Mouzone:  
The “Cultured” Hit-man 

By  
Paul Martin 

 

 
From "Reformation"  3.10 The Wire. 

 
BO’s provocative series The Wire is laden with 
examples of brutal murders, violence, and 
torture.  The program contains a number of 

propositions about the impact of violence on the 
community and the different ethical codes of those who 
carry out the violence.  Usually, the violence is carried 
out on the street in a guerilla guns blazing fashion, but 
every so often, a more formal “hit” is ordered on a 
person then one of the so-called “muscle” in the drug 
world is called upon to conduct the killing.  These killers 
often bear little resemblance to the highly-skilled and 
professional contract killers of the gangster film genre 
other than their apparent lack of remorse for their 
vicious actions.  Instead, the violent actors in The Wire 
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are nothing more than pawns in “The Game,” people 
who carry out brutal killings at the request of their 
equally unsophisticated, yet wealthy, drug kingpin 
bosses.  Instead of the robust network of crime and 
violence series that television viewers are accustomed 
to from shows like HBO’s “The Sopranos,” The Wire 
presents an unadulterated look at the drug world that 
functions often as nothing more than a bunch of rag tag 
street criminals finding their way through the 
complexities of an extremely lucrative and illegal 
business enterprise.  Despite the lack of formal 
structure, the vast sums of money in “The Game” 
prompt professional killers for hire to arise as 
exceptions to the norm of violent street thugs.  The 
Wire presents a unique portrait of the contract killer in 
the form of Brother Mouzone, who separates himself 
from the average killer in the series by masking himself 
behind a veil of intellect and cultured superiority in spite 
of the fact that his existence is defined in the street 
world of “The Game,” just like all of his peers. 
 Brother Mouzone is a complex and engaging 
character in The Wire, despite his relative lack of 
screen time with respect to the series as a whole.  
When Mouzone does appear, however, he makes a 
powerful and lasting impact on the landscape of “The 
Game” and, subsequently, on Baltimore as a whole.  
His arrival is a complete departure from everything the 
viewer has been presented about the drug world 
beforehand. Instead of a brash criminal dressed in 
traditional urban clothing and using colloquial 
language, Mouzone is the spitting image of 
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“sophistication” from his bow-tied attire to his rigid use 
of language filled with formality and highbrow words.  
He exists in stark contrast to both the other “muscle” in 
The Wire as well as the White, male hit-men viewers 
are culturally accustomed to seeing in other media.  
The Wire breaks convention often, and the existence 
of a Black, male contract killer who is best 
characterized by his adherence to antiquated notions 
of class-based culture and his perpetual 
condescension to those around him is definitely an 
example of the way the series intentionally disrupts 
viewer preconceptions, which can be read as an act of 
defiance in the media landscape, one that will make 
viewers more critical consumers of media. 
 The character first appears as a hired 
henchman from New York whom Avon Barksdale 
contracts to ease the tensions faced by Stringer Bell 
since he, Wee-Bey Brice, and D’Angelo Barksdale 
have been sent to prison (2.09).  Brother Mouzone is 
tasked with defending profitable real estate (the 
Towers) that the Barksdale crime organization controls 
from the opposition, Joseph “Proposition Joe” 
Stewart’s group.  Avon, who hires Mouzone, is ignorant 
of the agreement Russell “Stringer” Bell has made with 
Proposition Joe to share territory and drug supply.  The 
archetype Mouzone represents is not too distant from 
traditional African-American culture, despite its minor 
presence in the dominant culture of the United States.  
He is dressed and comports himself in the iconic 
manner of the militant Nation of Islam, which rose to 
prominence in the 1960s and remains a relevant 
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subculture in the overarching African-American culture 
to this day.  Mouzone is extraordinarily rigid and proper 
when he engages others, even his personal assistant, 
which is characteristic of the Nation of Islam.  Brother 
Mouzone is a departure from the Nation, however, in 
that his occupation services the drug world.  His 
unusual disposition and garb are questioned by Calvin 
“Cheese” Wagstaff, a member of Proposition Joe’s 
crew.  Cheese says, “Either you a Muslim, or your 
mother need to stop laying your clothes out in the 
morning” (2.10).  Mouzone proceeds to instruct 
Cheese to leave the Towers, and when Cheese 
assaults him in retaliation, Mouzone unflinchingly 
shoots him.  
 Mouzone proceeds to explain precisely the sort 
of bullet he has used on Cheese.  Mouzone says, “You 
need to worry about what is in the chamber now.  A 
copper-jacketed, hollow-point, 120 grain hot street load 
of my own creation” (2.10).  When Mouzone appears 
later in the series, he carries a Walther PPK pistol, 
which he uses with pride for its historic value despite 
its lack of firepower compared with the armaments of 
people he confronts, like Omar Little and his shotgun.  
It is here that Mouzone shows himself to be a voracious 
learner.  Brother Mouzone utilizes arrogance alongside 
his wealth of knowledge to elevate himself above those 
around him by constantly attempting to teach others 
basic concepts.  When he retires to his room for the 
night, he reads magazines after having spent the day 
reading the newspaper.  He learns so that he can have 
leverage and power over others.  The desire for that 
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control is likely a result of his diminutive stature and his 
rigidity, which distance him from those around him in 
the “industry.” 
 Brother Mouzone returns to Baltimore for 
vengeance against Stringer Bell for the hit placed on 
him and makes it clear that he is not a member of “the 
street,” as Omar is (3.10).  Omar chooses not to kill 
Brother Mouzone when he realizes they have a 
common enemy and that Stringer Bell is behind the 
torture and murder of his lover, as well as the projected 
hit on Brother Mouzone.  Although these two 
characters are different at face value, because Omar is 
an outlaw in the vein of Robin Hood while Mouzone is 
a stiff and well-groomed contract killer, there are a 
number of parallels between the two that are visually 
highlighted when they walk alongside one another 
toward the camera on their way to confront and 
ultimately murder Stringer Bell (3.11).  They are both 
ruthless killers who live by inviolable codes.  Mouzone 
lives by a code of normatively proper behavior in terms 
of presentation while Omar lives with a strict code of 
ethics and morality.  In order to reach Omar when 
Mouzone returns to Baltimore, he and his assistant 
Lamar kidnap and torture Omar’s boy outside a gay bar 
where they had been waiting for Omar (3.10).  They 
are ruthless with him until he gives up information on 
Omar’s whereabouts.  Mouzone later says about this, 
“What’s done is done,” showing little remorse and a 
desensitized view of the violence he has committed 
because the ends of Stringer dying justifies the means 
of achieving his and Omar’s intended goal (3.11). 
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 Brother Mouzone foreshadows his impact on 
the entirety of The Wire when he returns in the third 
season and responds to his assistant Lamar’s question 
of “What’s coming?” with the statement, “Reform 
Lamar...reform (3.10).”  Mouzone’s actions might not 
seem all that significant in the context of the entire 
series, but upon closer inspection, they serve to shape 
a great deal of the struggle for power in “The Game” as 
a whole.  Little does Avon Barksdale know that in hiring 
Brother Mouzone from New York, he will start a chain 
of events that lead to the demise of his entire 
organization and the death of his closest friend.  
Brother Mouzone’s impact on the series brings about a 
paradigm shift in power in the drug world, and his 
rigidity and condescending nature, that differ entirely 
from the rest of the characters on the series, leave a 
lasting impact on viewers while challenging their 
preconceived notions about hit-men.  
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Good Police:   
Ellis Carver as The Wire’s Bright Spot 

By  
Jacob Shubert 

 

 
From "Time After Time," 3.01 The Wire 

 
he Wire, unlike a fairy tale, is not concerned with 
happy endings.  Most of the characters in The 
Wire are confined by the lives that they were 

born into, and if you are born into “The Game,” you will 
die in The Game.  David Simon, the creator of The 
Wire, was not concerned with making the viewer feel 
good or providing false hope that the fates of your 
favorite characters and the city of Baltimore would end 
positively.  Instead, he took the inverse approach of 
ensuring that viewers knew that they were watching a 
realistic and gritty take on life in one of America’s most 
troublesome cities:  Baltimore, Maryland.  The 

T 



392 
 

Baltimore Police Department is one of the major 
institutions deeply woven into all five seasons of The 
Wire.  Simon’s creation provides a thorough and 
insightful look into the inner-workings of one of 
Baltimore’s most important institutions.  In the 
Baltimore Police Department, the goal, unfortunately, 
is not to create a safe environment for the citizens of 
Baltimore but to provide the appearance of a safe 
environment for the citizens of Baltimore to appease 
the suits upstairs.  By “juking the stats” and enforcing 
the brutal “Western District Way,” many of the police 
officers in the show can be classified as “bad police,” 
yet, there is one character on the show that emerges 
from the clustered shroud of “bad police” to develop 
into something more.  The ascension of Ellis Carver to 
the esteemed status of “good police” shows there is 
hope in the city of Baltimore and that people can 
change.   
 In the first season of The Wire, Carver is caught 
up in the “Western District Way.” This is an unofficial 
code of conduct that police officers in the Western 
District follow like a religion.  The basic ideology behind 
it is that the Western District is one of the most 
dangerous places in America and the toughest of the 
six districts in Baltimore.  Thus, the police officers must 
act even tougher than the drug dealers to assert their 
dominance, instill fear, and make sure that nobody 
makes them “their bitch.”  Police officers on the show 
assault, demean, and berate innocent civilians as well 
as people who are in The Game but aren’t doing 
anything worthy of this treatment in the moment, and 
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all of this is part of The Western District Way.  One of 
the best examples of this sad state of affairs happens 
early in Season One.  In the second episode of the 
series, Carver, Thomas “Herc” Hauk, and Roland 
“Prez” Pryzbylewski decide to go down to the Towers 
to “let the motherfuckers know who you are.”  You 
might be asking yourself, “Who are they, exactly?”  The 
answer is Western District Police, that’s who.  The 
“Western District Way” often informs or justifies the 
behavior choices of the Baltimore Police Department.  
In this episode, that means the they have the right to 
approach two residents who are outside and not 
committing any crime, harass them, force them to lie 
on the ground, make one of the males take his clothes 
off, scatter both men’s possessions all over the ground, 
and pistol whip one of these residents.  This is not 
“good police” work.  Unfortunately, Carver’s moral and 
ethical indiscretions are not just of the physical variety.  
Carver and Herc also fabricate a confidential informant, 
“Fuzzy Dunlop,” so that Carver won’t be blamed for an 
accident that destroys a expensive piece of wireless 
surveillance equipment hidden inside a fuzzy tennis 
ball (2.08).  Moreover, Carver and Herc steal stacks of 
money when they raid Savino’s home, the Barksdale 
stash house, and the Towers (1.11).   
 The character most commonly associated with 
Carver, and whom Carver is closest, is Herc.  Herc’s 
character development is essentially null and void.  
Herc stays Herc; he is always looking out for himself 
and himself only.  On the other hand, Carver does 
mature and grow, and he veers off of his apparent 
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intended course.  He disobeys the linear path that 
society has set for him and drifts away, if not in 
friendship then definitely in morality, from his good 
buddy and former partner, Herc.  This radical shift in 
priorities between the former partners is exemplified 
when Carver tells Herc, “It all matters.  I know we 
thought that it didn’t, but it does” (5.04).  It is in 
recognizing the dramatic change that Carver makes in 
his life after realizing the consequences of his actions 
and feeling remorse for betraying his commander in 
Season One that viewers realize he is one of the 
primary sources of hope and change in David Simon’s 
masterpiece.   
 Another character Carver often interacts with 
and learns a lot from is Cedric Daniels.  Moreover, one 
of the most interesting aspects of Carver’s character is 
his parallel to his supervising officer.  Both men started 
off as less than stellar cops, but they both learn from 
their mistakes and decide that the most important thing 
is to become “good police.”  It is no surprise that the 
match that lit the fuse of change in Carver’s soul comes 
from a talk Daniels has with him.  In the Season One 
finale, Carver earns a promotion to Sergeant after 
functioning as Commissioner Burrell’s mole in the 
Major Crimes Unit headed by Daniels.  Daniels, upon 
finding out about Carver’s back-stabbing tactics and 
his pending promotion, tells Carver that: 

 
Couple weeks from now, you’re gonna be 
in some district somewhere with eleven 
or twelve uniforms looking to you for 
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everything.  And some of them are gonna 
be good police.  Some of them are gonna 
be young and stupid.  A few are gonna 
be pieces of shit.  But, all of them will take 
their cue from you.  You show them 
loyalty, they learn loyalty.  You show 
them it’s about the work, it’ll be about the 
work.  You show them some other kinda 
game, then that’s the game they’ll play.  
Comes a day, you’re gonna have to 
decide whether it’s about you or about 
the work.  (1.13)  

 
Carver, after some reflection, takes this advice to heart 
and ends up climbing the ranks like Daniels before him. 
 Similarly to Herc and Daniels, we can learn a lot 
about Carver’s character through his interaction with 
Officer Anthony Colicchio.  There is no better example 
of Carver becoming “good police” than the difficult 
decision he makes with regard to Officer Colicchio.  In 
Season Five, Carver is the sergeant in charge and 
Colicchio is an officer in Carver’s squad.  When 
Colicchio assaults an elementary school teacher who 
gets on his nerves while he is trying to bust Michael 
Lee’s drug dealing crew, Carver witnesses the event 
and tries to help Colicchio with the internal 
investigation process (5.04).  After Carver realizes that 
Colicchio has no regrets over his actions, Carver 
decides to file a charge against Colicchio himself.  By 
reporting Colicchio instead of covering for him, and 
thus prioritizing his work over his friendship, Carver 
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shows his maturation as a police officer.  Kenn Fisher 
explains this point in “The Best of Boys and Lads” when 
he writes:   

 
Throughout the series, we watch as 
Carver becomes “good police”….  His arc 
shows him develop as an officer 
(specifically through the guidance of 
Daniels and Bunny Colvin) and by the 
end of the series, he is a model police.  
The series expresses this by showing 
Carver turn on Colicchio, a violent and 
unrepentant fellow officer.  Carver learns 
when to risk his friends at work in order 
to uphold his own integrity.  (125)  

 
The Colicchio situation is the ultimate test for Carver, 
and by just doing what he thinks is right, he passes with 
flying colors.   

Additionally, James Braxton Peterson writes in 
“Corner-Boy Masculinity:  Intersections of Inner-City 
Manhood” that “Both police officers and drug dealers 
can be cruel and unforgiving.  They can also be 
altruistic and compassionate.  Characters like 
Sergeant Ellis Carver, Stringer Bell, and Bodie all 
fluctuate between these binary oppositions” (115).  I 
would argue, however, that Carver doesn’t fluctuate 
like Stringer or Bodie but, instead, moves completely 
from the immoral point A to the moral high ground of 
point B.  Carver is the only character to move 
completely from one side of the morality spectrum to 
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the other and never dip his toe back in the tempting 
pool of immorality.  Stringer Bell and Bodie, both 
fascinating characters and complex people, are 
simultaneously “cruel and unforgiving” and “altruistic 
and compassionate.”  When Stringer is forming the 
peaceful co-op with Proposition Joe and trying to get 
Avon to stop the bloodshed and redirect the focus on 
his corners, Stringer is still ordering a hit on Senator 
Clay Davis and breaking the “Sunday Truce” in an 
attempt on Omar Little’s life.  Likewise, even when 
Bodie starts confiding in Officer Jimmy McNulty, he is 
still slinging drugs on the corner and thinking about 
ways to take down Marlo Stanfield.  Carver is the 
exception because he is not simultaneously “cruel and 
unforgiving” and “altruistic and compassionate.” Carver 
starts as the former and evolves into the latter.  He 
begins to respect the people on the street, is invested 
in the idea of getting solid confidential informants, and 
puts the city of Baltimore above himself.  Stringer and 
Bodie became new men who still dabble in old habits 
while Carver just becomes a new man.   

Carver is a beacon of hope, in the otherwise 
grim, TV show The Wire.  Carver is the one character 
in the show who completely reforms himself for the 
better and doesn’t look back.  As I said before, The 
Wire isn’t a fairy tale; this game doesn’t have a happy 
ending, just the sharp sound of a final buzzer.  But, 
dotted along the fringes of The Wire’s bleak narrative 
cloth are a few bright spots.  One of them is Ellis Carver 
showing the viewer sitting on his or her couch at home 
that even in the most miserable and oppressive of 
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surroundings, humans have the strength to rise above 
and better themselves and, perhaps, those around 
them.  We can all learn something from Ellis Carver. 
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State Senator Clay Davis: 
Evading the Cycle of Political Redemption 

By 
Sara Hendricks 

 

 
From "Took," 5.07 The Wire. 

 
he city of Baltimore, as The Wire constantly likes 
to remind its viewers, is decaying from the inside 
out.  It has turned rotten, in large part, due to its 

myopic, self-serving leaders.  In considering Baltimore 
a moldering city, there is no character more apt to 
represent this decay than State Senator Clay Davis, a 
politician who indiscriminately pockets bribes from drug 
lords and mayoral hopefuls alike while showing little to 
no regard for his constituents.      

A corrupt politician on his own is not very 
interesting, however.  What makes Davis, a single 
player in a veritable wash of similarly shady 
government workers, interesting is not that he is 
corrupt but that he does not go through any cycle of 
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political redemption.  Behaving badly, getting caught, 
apologizing, and then running again constitutes a 
common cycle in both daily life (look at Elliot Spitzer or 
Buddy Cianci) and other television shows that involve 
politics (such as The Good Wife).   Instead, Davis views 
himself purely as a tragic hero, undeserving of any 
trials he may face because of what he believes he has 
done for others.  This is seen with Davis’s lack of 
accountability for his chronic bribery and scamming 
throughout the course of the show and, finally, his 
enthusiastic, if wholly misguided, self-comparison to 
Prometheus in Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound when 
he is brought to trial by the end of the series.   This 
proves that if one wants to survive in politics in 
Baltimore, corruption and oblivion are the best advisers 
that dirty money can buy.      

Dissecting Davis’s character is not quite the 
same as analyzing someone like Thomas “Tommy” 
Carcetti or even, say, Russell “Stringer” Bell; these 
characters are certainly flawed but offer depth and 
even a degree of self-reflection to their narratives.  The 
senator has none of this, simply because he exists on 
the tertiary edges of The Wire as a means of extracting 
money from other characters.  Davis is successful in 
this, says Ty Fagan in his article “All in the Game,” 
because he shows a “near-total lack of concern with 
anything besides victory” (18).  While this makes Davis 
fairly one-dimensional compared to other characters, it 
also helps make the green trail that Davis leaves 
behind very easy to trace.  By “following the money,” 
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as Detective Lester Freamon posits in Season One, it 
can be assured that Davis will be brought into the story.      

During the first season, one of Davis’s aides is 
pulled over with $20,000 of drug money in his car, but 
Davis evades prosecution because then-Deputy 
Commissioner Ervin Burrell protects him in order to 
advance his own career.  In Season Two, Davis 
accepts a contribution from Frank Sobotka with the 
understanding that he will help ensure the construction 
of the granary pier, which Sobotka believes will help his 
Union of Stevedores, but Davis does nothing.  In 
Season Three, Davis “rainmakes” Stringer Bell, taking 
money from him with the promise of getting his building 
permits for B&B Enterprises approved then never 
actually delivering.  In Season Four, Davis acts as the 
incumbent Mayor’s deputy campaign chairperson but 
“fleeces” Tommy Carcetti for $20,000 in exchange for 
holding off Mayor Royce’s vote.  Shockingly, he does 
not keep his promise and later tells Carcetti simply that 
Royce paid more.  Listing all of these moneyed 
instances is important because it traces Davis’s limited 
arc on the show as being almost exclusively about 
doing and saying whatever it takes to receive a 
seemingly endless flow of cash.  One wonders what, 
exactly, he does with all of the money.  Does he have 
a gambling problem?  A secret family?  Or, is it even 
about the money at all? 

 Davis, however, does not seem to need any of 
his own backstory, whatever it may be, as justification 
because he truly does not appear to see any problem 
with his own actions.  His one line of defense is the fact 
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that he is a politician within the patently corrupt 
Baltimore system.  When Lester Freamon serves Davis 
a subpoena request for his financial records (4.02), 
Davis appears indignant at the very request — not 
because he truly believes he is innocent but because 
he believes that his circumstances excuse his 
corruption.  As Fagan says, “Even in the ‘legitimate’ 
business world, scamming and lying are all in the 
game…to seasoned veterans like Clay Davis” (24).   In 
this scene, Davis evaluates what he views as a fair 
game.  He says, “If some federal motherfucker comes 
walkin' through the door, I say, “Hey, it's all in the 
game!”  But a city police, Baltimore City?  Hell naaaw, 
can't be happenin' because I know I done raised too 
much goddamn money for the Mayor and his ticket.”  
Federal forces may be allowed to investigate because 
they have some distance from the situation.  But, Davis 
believes that city police have no right to do so because 
they work for the mayor, and Davis raises money for 
the mayor.  This, in his eyes, is a direct insult.   After 
Royce urges Davis to calm down, Davis continues his 
tirade, saying, “They gonna come talk to me about 
money laundering? In West Baltimore? …You think I 
have time to ask a man why he’s giving me money? Or 
where he gets his money from?”  Based on this quote, 
it is clear that Davis knows his money comes from 
tainted sources but does not see the problem in that.  
After all, he is a busy man, doing what he views as 
great things in the city of Baltimore, and asking for 
legitimate contributions would only impede this.   He is, 
in every sense of the phrase, just playing the game.      
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Davis’s conviction that he is exempt from 
corruption is further developed by his use of 
Prometheus Bound in season five, when his wheeling 
and dealing appears to catch up with him and he is 
brought to trial.  The plot of Prometheus Bound is fairly 
complicated, but, for the sake of Davis’s self-serving 
allegory, goes something like this:  Prometheus, a god 
who has recently helped Zeus overtake Olympia, is 
being chained to a rock as punishment.  Despite 
Prometheus having been a vital help to Zeus during the 
war, he is being punished for refusing to let Zeus 
destroy humanity and for giving man the gifts of blind 
hope and fire.  In the end, with the usual subtleties for 
which Greek tragedies are known, Prometheus is 
thrown into an abyss for the rest of eternity as his final 
punishment.      

Davis, of course, views himself as the 
Prometheus figure in this analogy, which is ironic since 
Prometheus is a rare example of a Greek tragic hero 
whose faults of pride and stubbornness actually serve 
to ennoble him.  Right before his court hearing (5.07), 
Davis holds up a copy of the book, comparing himself 
to Prometheus by saying that he is a “simple man, 
being punished for bringing fire to the common people.  
In the words of Aeschylus, ‘No good deed goes 
unpunished’.”  In this, Davis’s dedication to his own 
game has expanded to a delusion in which he believes 
that, like Prometheus, he may be bending the rules, but 
the rules themselves are simply impediments.  In the 
essay “‘I am the American Dream’: Modern Tragedy 
and the Borders of Fiction,” C.W. Marshall and Tiffany 
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Potter write, “In The Wire, Senator Clay Davis is 
located at the top of the show’s political and economic 
hierarchies.  He is patently corrupt, but nevertheless is 
able to see himself as a tragic victim” (5).  That is, Davis 
does not view his corruption as evil but, rather, as a 
necessary rebellion.      

These claims are, of course, laughable for more 
reasons than one.  On a superficial level, the senator 
cannot even pronounce the author or title of the epic— 
he says “Uh-silly-us” (phonetics courtesy of Marshall 
and Potter) instead of “Aeschylus” and “PROM-ethus” 
instead of Prom-E-theus.  Davis certainly does not 
bring anything like fire to the “common people” 
because he does not have the simple courage and 
selflessness that he truly believes himself to possess.  
In the end, he is in politics exclusively for himself, and 
because of this, he is able to escape conviction.  
Marshall and Potter write, “The ploy works— the public 
accepts the story— but in this scene we are also 
pressed by the explicit comparison of classical tragedy 
and The Wire to acknowledge the inapplicability of 
traditional theories of the tragic to these narratives” (5).  
Essentially, Davis’s comparison is one more political 
scam to add to his list.  By getting off scot-free through 
his inaccurate allegory, he is no more comparable to 
Prometheus than he is going to be left to decay for all 
of eternity for all of his “good” deeds.     

 In the end, Davis succeeds not only because of 
his single-minded gaze toward money and victory but 
also because of his uncanny ability to turn rose-colored 
glasses on his own acts of corruption.  In this sense, it 
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is clear that “the game” that much of The Wire revolves 
around involves not only those expected to be “players” 
in the form of drug dealers but that versions of “the 
game” also extend into the white-collar, political 
echelons of Baltimore.  This breeds politicians who, like 
Clay Davis, are so immoral they do not recognize the 
extent of their corruption.  The path to all liberation 
through self-knowing is filled with despair, after all, and 
it seems that one cannot afford to feel genuine guilt if 
he or she wishes to evade the abyss.      
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Mayor Clarence Royce: The Selfish Mayor 
By 

Alexandra Harper 
 

 
From "Time After Time" 3.01 The Wire. 

 
eason Three of The Wire begins with newcomer 
Mayor Clarence Royce announcing the 
demolition of the Towers.  During the season’s 

opening scene, Royce is shown asking his audience if 
they are ready for a “New Baltimore” where low and 
moderately priced housing will be available.  Royce’s 
“Baltimore” refers not only to housing opportunities, but 
also to the new era in Season Three where politics will 
be at the center of the main story arc.  Portrayed by 
Glynn Turman, the character of Mayor Royce is known 
for valuing loyalty in his peers or subordinates but also 
putting his career ahead of the needs of the city 
through the manipulation of department politics.    

When Mayor Royce is first introduced, he is in 
the process of seeking reelection. As his advisor 
Coleman Parker explains, however, Royce is politically 
vulnerable because of Baltimore’s rising crime rate, 
and first district council member Thomas “Tommy” 
Carcetti’s possible run for the seat.  While Royce 
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initially believes that Carcetti will lose the campaign for 
Mayor due to his race (Carcetti is White in majority 
African American Baltimore), he comes to realize that 
Carcetti’s campaign foundation will exploit the 
increasing crime rates.  In response, Royce demands 
that Police Commissioner Ervin Burrell reduce the 
felony rate by 5% in each district and keep the total 
number of murders below 275 for the year in order to 
counter the rival campaign.  Royce threatens to 
demote Burrell in order to appease city voters who are 
angered about the crime rates because he knows that 
without their support he will not be reelected.  When 
crime rates begin to rise, however, Parker and State 
delegate Odell Watkins advise Royce fire Burrell.  
Royce nevertheless does not take their suggestion and 
responds by saying, “I value loyalty, don’t you” (3.03).  
Yet, Royce values loyalty not because he can trust his 
supporters to help him but because he knows that once 
he gains someone’s loyalty, he also gains the ability to 
manipulate him or her.  This is most clearly seen in 
Royce’s relationship with Burrell, as he is constantly 
threatening to fire the corrupt Police Commissioner.  

Even though Royce is known for appreciating 
devotion from his peers, it is soon revealed that he also 
manipulates his relationships for his own political gain.  
For example, later in Season Three, after the existence 
of Hamsterdam, a drug free zone, is revealed, Royce 
considers keeping Hamsterdam open because the 
crime rate has decreased.  Parker and Watkins both 
dissuade him by saying that such a decision would 
result in the loss of the Black community’s support and 
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the ridicule of the government.  In contradiction to his 
advisers, Royce says, “A 14 percent decline in felonies 
citywide and I might be untouchable on this.  We need 
to see if there’s some way to keep this thing going 
without calling it what it is” because he knows that he 
must keep rates low if he has any hopes in winning the 
campaign (3.11).  

Burrell starts to question the stability of his 
position as Commissioner, fearing that Royce will 
blame Hamsterdam on him to make a power play 
against the Baltimore Police Department.  To ensure 
his position, Burrell blackmails Royce and demands a 
full term as Police Commissioner.  Even though Royce 
should listen to Watkins and Parker and fire Burrell, 
knowing that he needs Burrell to deal with the City 
Council, Royce appeases Burrell and keeps him on as 
Commissioner.  While Burrell can be seen as the 
corrupt commissioner, Royce is likewise labeled the 
corrupt Mayor as he similarly values the stability of his 
own position over the good of the city.   
 Royce’s affinity for selfishness surrounding his 
career is also seen in his relationship with Detective 
Thomas “Herc” Hauk.  While working security detail for 
Mayor Royce, Herc catches Royce receiving a blowjob 
from his secretary.  Herc then goes to Southeastern 
District Commander Stanislaus “Stan” Valchek, who 
says, “Kid, careers have been launched on a helluva 
lot less. Just shut up and play dumb” (4.05). Valchek is 
referencing the fact that Herc may be rewarded for his 
silence, and Royce does just that.  In order to gain 
Herc’s silence, Royce quickly calls Burrell and 
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demands that Herc be promoted to Sergeant.  Royce 
does not care whether Herc is qualified for the job; he 
is only concerned with covering his indiscretion from 
the public and political supporters.  
 Mayor Royce cares only about those who can 
fund or support his campaign as he seeks reelection.  
He is quick to protect developers and politicians – such 
as Andy Krawcyzk, a corrupt political fundraiser, by 
smoothing approval of his property development 
permits, and Senator Clay Davis, a politician who uses 
his illegal money to support the Mayor’s office – 
because Royce understands that his campaign is 
dependent on their money and support.  Carcetti 
proves this when he accuses Royce of falsifying crime 
rates in order to further his election:  
 

Can the Mayor honestly tell the people of 
Rosemont, of Bel Air, Edison, of Highland 
Town, of Cherry Hill, that there is less 
drug dealing, less violence? Any statistic 
coming from the Police Department 
cannot be trusted because under this 
Mayor the police are more concerned 
with protecting Clarence Royce politically 
then fighting crime (4.02).  
  

Carcetti exposes Royce’s ultimate flaw: the desire for 
power.  Mayor Royce is corrupt because, like Burrell, 
he is more concerned with his personal promotion than 
the promotion of the city.  While he values the loyalty 
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of his subordinates, he fails to uphold loyalty to his city 
by embodying the code of a moral and ethical Mayor. 

Mayor Royce’s downfall comes when Watkins 
learns that Royce is more interested in appeasing the 
developers than solving problems.  Without the support 
of Watkins, Royce loses the election.  Royce’s 
campaign loss speaks to his characterization, as it is 
his selfishness that ultimately causes his defeat.  He is 
very much a part of the system that made him.  Even 
though Carcetti starts out trying to make changes by 
fixing public spaces like playgrounds and spotting 
talent in rising stars like Cedric Daniels, believing he is 
the key to change, ambition eventually proves that 
Carcetti, too, values his career progression over 
helping his city.  He compromises almost from the 
beginning, which demonstrates how deeply 
entrenched politics is in its own version of The Game, 
leaving little space for players like Royce to make 
changes. 
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To Snitch, Or Not To Snitch – It’s all in The 
Game, Yo 

By 
Christian Miller 

 
 

hrough the five seasons of The Wire, many 
characters face decisions that ultimately 
determine their fate in Baltimore.  Early on in the 

series, D’Angelo Barksdale struggles to identify with 
his role in the family business of drug trafficking and 
searches for his place in society as he is consumed by 
the horrors of “The Game.”  In Season Two, Frank 
Sobatka constantly grapples with his own morality as 
he continues to allow shipments on his docks 
“disappear,” knowing that the contents of the 
containers are illegal.  Baltimore Mayor Thomas 
“Tommy” Carcetti, in his attempt to reform city politics, 
has to choose between living up to his campaign 
promises and advancing his own career as he eyes the 
Maryland State House.  And, Detective Jimmy McNulty 
elects to create a serial killer out of thin air in Season 
Five, believing it to be the only way to gain the 
resources necessary for doing real police work.  But, 
the critical decision that appears most frequently 
through the five seasons of HBO’s critically acclaimed 
series is whether or not to “snitch.”  In the streets of 
crime-infested Baltimore, snitching, or cooperating with 
and providing information to the police, is The Game’s 
biggest sin.  In Season Four of The Wire, it becomes 
clear that snitching or deciding not to snitch are both 

T 
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contemplative acts informed by the environment in 
which the characters live.  But, more importantly, 
snitching or leaking information is a concept that 
transcends race and class and, despite the reasons 
characters have for snitching, leaking information, or 
choosing not to talk, either choice can be subversive, 
self-serving, or fraught with unforeseen consequences 
that drive the narrative of The Wire and give the series 
much of its complexity and authenticity. 
 In Season One, D’Angelo’s corner boy, Wallace, 
snitches to police after he is consumed by guilt over his 
role in a murder.  Wallace wants out of The Game, but 
ultimately, The Game finds him first, as the Barksdale 
gang murders him for his disloyalty.  Likewise, in 
Season Four, we meet an outgoing, middle school 
entrepreneur named Randy Wagstaff, who incidentally 
plays a part in a murder ordered by Marlo Stanfield.  
Like Wallace, when Randy learns of the part he has 
played, he feels terrible and chooses to cooperate with 
police rather than getting in trouble at school.  Through 
police negligence, word gets out that Randy has 
snitched, and his life quickly crumbles before our eyes.  
If one’s cover is not blown, however, snitching can 
prove quite lucrative and even provide a path to a 
better life.  Enter Reginald Cousins, who is also known 
as Bubbles or Bubs.  Although he is a self-confessed 
heroin addict and perpetual schemer, Bubs knows The 
Game inside and out and has a penchant for 
remembering faces and names.  Over the course of the 
series, Detectives Jimmy McNulty and Kima Greggs go 
to Bubs for information in exchange for a five or ten 
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dollar bill.  Most of the time, this money goes straight 
to Bubs’s next fix.  To Bubs, the money he earns 
snitching is no different than the money earned through 
his other schemes.  But, over time, Bubs’s 
resourcefulness on the streets leads him to a cleaner 
direction in life and proves that cooperation does have 
its merits. 
 In Season One of The Wire, Omar Little, the 
Robin Hood of West Baltimore, terrorizes Avon 
Barksdale and his gang by constantly stealing their 
package (drugs) and jeopardizing their entire 
operation.  For that reason, Avon and Russell 
“Stringer” Bell put a sizable bounty on Omar’s head, 
along with any known members of his crew, such as 
Omar’s lover, Brandon.  Following orders, Wallace 
spots Brandon at a neighborhood arcade and informs 
D’Angelo, who informs Stringer of Brandon’s 
whereabouts (1.05).  The Barksdale “soldiers” then 
torture, kill, and defile Brandon, leaving his naked 
corpse in the street for all to see, including Wallace 
(1.06).  Wallace wants out of The Game and 
eventually, when picked up by police, willfully connects 
Stringer to Brandon’s murder.  As word gets out about 
Wallace’s interaction with the police, Stringer orders 
that Wallace be killed.  Wallace’s youthful naiveté 
shows through with his desire to escape.  If there is one 
thing that viewers learn by watching The Wire, 
however, it is that there is no escaping The Game. 
 Like Wallace, Randy Wagstaff’s trust in the 
Baltimore law enforcement system proves wrongly 
placed.  After a series of unfortunate and unintended 
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events, Randy faces a decision between getting in 
trouble at school or cooperating with the police in an 
investigation.  Fearing that he will face greater 
punishment from his foster mother, Miss Anna, for 
getting in trouble at school, Randy chooses to talk to 
the police about a murder.  Similarly to Wallace, Randy 
believes this act will not lead to violence because of the 
police’s promise of discretion.  Randy has unknowingly 
participated in a murder after passing along a message 
to a drug dealer, Lex, that his girlfriend was waiting him 
around the corner (4.01).  As Randy later learns, it isn’t 
Lex’s girlfriend but, rather, Marlo’s two mercenaries 
(Chris and Snoop) who await Lex’s arrival.  Upon 
learning this news, Randy becomes distraught and 
eventually confesses his involvement to Assistant 
Principal Marcia Donnelly, who contacts the police 
(4.06).  Randy, fearful for his life after his friends 
convince him that Chris Parlow is a “zombie killer” out 
for revenge, begrudgingly talks to Sergeant Ellis 
Carver, who promises protection in exchange for 
information.  But, Carver’s old partner, the careless 
Thomas “Herc” Hauk, later divulges Randy’s name 
during the interrogation of one of Marlo’s men, Lil Kev 
(4.07).  Word quickly travels in West Baltimore that 
Randy was the snitch who implicated Chris, and he is 
soon alienated at school and beaten badly by older 
students (4.11). 
 While Carver promises to look after Randy and 
his foster mother, putting police in front of his house, 
Randy is unable to escape the wrath of Marlo’s gang.  
The undercover police car looking after the house 
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leaves after receiving a false call, and Randy’s home is 
firebombed, which sends Miss Anna to the hospital and 
leaves Randy homeless.  In the Season Four finale, 
Carver, upset for putting Randy’s life in jeopardy, works 
hard to place Randy in another foster home but is 
unsuccessful.  Instead, Randy is put in a group home 
where he is unable to escape being recognized as a 
snitch; his clothes and money are stolen immediately, 
and he is beaten (4.13).  As Ty Fagan writes, “For the 
sin of speaking to the police, young Randy Wagstaff 
loses his home, his guardian, and what innocence he 
had left… It seems that nobody breaks the rules of The 
Game without facing some consequences” (19).  We 
see Randy only once more in Season Five, and it 
becomes clear at that time just how much trust he has 
lost in institutions such as the Baltimore Police 
Department, as he uses silence, rather than words, to 
get back at the police.  In this case, not snitching is an 
act of resistance that is as intentional and powerful as 
cooperating would be. 
 The argument can be made that no character 
knows the intricacies of The Game better than 
Bubbles.  While his character is a “civilian,” which 
means he is not a player in The Game, his drug use 
and affable personality constantly put him in direct 
contact with members of the Barksdale and Stanfield 
gangs.  His knowledge proves to be quite valuable, and 
he offers it to his trusted confidant and friend, Detective 
Kima Greggs, repeatedly in exchange for money.  
When Bubs tells his protégé Johnny about his snitching 
habits in Season Three, Johnny is initially taken aback: 



420 
 

“When the police got you shackled up, you make a 
move, right, you help yourself out.  But, just start 
snitching for no reason doesn’t make no sense.”  Bubs, 
however, has a much different outlook on providing the 
police with information.  “Say that you drop a dime to 
duck a charge then you a snitch.  You do it as a living, 
you a professional!” (3.05).  To Bubs, The Game has 
no rules other than simply to survive. 
 Making money by talking to Kima or McNulty as 
a confidential informant is no different than scavenging 
for scrap metal or selling t-shirts on the corner to 
Bubbles.  Actor Andre Royo, who played the character 
of Bubbles on The Wire, has an interesting take on the 
community’s views of Bubs.  Royo said in an interview 
with Vulture Magazine, “The whole neighborhood knew 
Bubbles was snitching, but they also know he was a 
junkie and was killing himself.  What should be the 
point of getting a body when that person’s already 
killing himself” (Vulture).  Royo believes that since 
Bubs is still considered a civilian by many, he is seen 
as off limits to The Game.  Many would argue, 
however, that this is argument is invalid.  There seems 
to be little evidence that anyone involved in The Game 
sees Bubs as more than a addict, perhaps a schemer 
as well, but nobody capable of jeopardizing their 
freedom.  It is this low profile and his decision to deal 
only with detectives he trusts that keeps Bubs out of 
the limelight and, more importantly, alive. 
 So, what can be drawn from the stories of 
Wallace, Randy, and Bubs? For one, it is hard to trust 
the Baltimore Police Department.  The corners provide 
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far more protection for those loyal to The Game in the 
series when compared to the police and their series of 
mistreated informants.  To citizens not involved in The 
Game, and those such as Randy who are burned by 
cooperating with authorities, not snitching becomes a 
more rational choice than cooperating.  Nowhere is this 
more is this more apparent than in Season Five when 
Detective Bunk Morland visits Randy in his group home 
(5.06).  Randy has grown significantly over the past 
year, as has his disdain for the Baltimore Police 
Department.  As Bunk questions Randy further about 
Lex’s murder, he promises protection.  Randy quickly 
retorts, “That’s what y’all do, huh?  Lie to dumb ass 
niggas.”  It becomes clear that Randy is yet another 
victim of the broken system.  As cop-turned-teacher 
Roland “Prez” Pryzbylewski puts it, Randy has been 
“chewed up by the system,” having been desensitized 
by the many previous failures of the city’s institutions. 
 Randy’s deep distrust of the Baltimore Police 
Department is similar to that of many others living in 
urban Baltimore.  This deep-seated doubt is something 
Cornel West describes in his book Race Matters as 
“nihilism.”  West defines nihilism as “a feeling of 
hopelessness, worthlessness, lovelessness, and 
social despair that citizens feel in America” (14-15).  
This concept of nihilism is apparent not just to citizens, 
however, but also to those in The Game such as 
Wallace and D’Angelo who see no way to escape the 
evils of drugs.  In “Line 21: Stop Snitch, Screw the 
System,” Myisha Cherry expounds on West’s 
hypothesis.  By applying nihilism directly to urban 
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Baltimore, Cherry takes the theory a step further by 
stating that one solution to nihilism is to make the 
conscious decision not to snitch, as Randy realizes and 
fulfills in Season Five.  Cherry equates this active 
choice of non-participation to the ideologies of non-
violent protests, citing Mahatma Gandhi.  Cherry 
writes: 
 

According to Gandhi, the philosophy of 
non-cooperation is a rebellion against 
the government’s need to control 
citizens through their dependence on 
the state.  Similarly, not snitching is a 
way to let the police know that the citizen 
will no longer be dependent on the 
police for protection or change… Not 
snitching is a rebellion against the 
systematic failure of the legal system 
(288). 
 

Echoing Cherry’s beliefs, not snitching sends a 
message to broken systems, such as law enforcement, 
education, and politics, that change must occur in order 
for society and the city’s public institutions to progress 
together.  But, perhaps as a social commentary made 
by The Wire co-creators David Simon and Ed Burns, it 
appears that the public institutions of Baltimore are 
plagued by similar problems of snitching. 

White-collar snitching goes by a different name 
and is done for different reasons than those seen on 
Baltimore’s corners.  Away from The Game, in the 
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upper echelons of City Hall, such sharing of information 
is seen in a much different light.  Instead of being called 
snitching, this sharing of information is known as 
“leaking” or “informing.”  Rather than snitching to 
escape The Game, many characters in The Wire leak 
information in order to get ahead.  Characters such as 
Police Commissioner Ervin Burrell, officer Ellis Carver, 
and even Mayor Thomas Carcetti leak information, or 
share misinformation, in order to boost their own 
personal careers. 
 In Season Two, a high-level FBI 
counterterrorism official named Kristos Koutris leaks 
information about a Baltimore Police Department drug 
investigation to The Greek whenever it crosses his 
desk or computer screen.  This information ends up 
getting Frank Sobotka killed but protects The Greek’s 
operations (2.12).  It appears that either Koutris is on 
The Greek’s payroll, or those in Homeland Security are 
more than willing to bite the bullet by providing 
information about drug trafficking investigations in 
exchange for international terrorism intelligence that 
The Greek is happy to provide in exchange for 
immunity (2.11).  So far as the series reveals, there are 
no consequences for Koutris and others in collusion 
with him.  If a character is high enough up on the white-
collar chain, the information and the money keep 
flowing.  Even having machinations exposed can result 
in a sweetheart deal instead of a bullet.   

As Ervin Burrell proves through his climb up the 
hierarchy of the police department, misinformation can 
be just as valuable as true information.  Throughout the 
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series, Burrell provides City Hall with false information 
regarding murder, arrest, and prosecution rates.  
Burrell “jukes the stats” in order to make the Police 
Department, and himself, look more successful than 
they actually are.  Mayors Royce and Carcetti happily 
accept this information that they know is false because 
they can tell the people of Baltimore that crime is going 
down, even when it is most certainly not.  In Season 
Five, Mayor Carcetti urges then Commissioner Cedric 
Daniels to do the same in order to enhance Carcetti’s 
campaign for Governor.  Daniels, one for the most 
morally-grounded characters throughout the series, 
refuses.  Carcetti threatens to leak old documents that 
connect Daniels to shady operations from his days in 
the Eastern District, which leads Daniels to resign after 
only one day as Commissioner (5.10).  Ultimately, 
Daniels’s sound moral judgment pays off, as he is able 
to practice law and keep his integrity.  As McNulty also 
proves in Season Five, the leaking of misinformation 
can lead to good, as he creates a fake serial killer in 
order to get the resources necessary to bring down 
Marlo and the Stanfield gang.  But, this elaborate 
series of lies leaked to an unscrupulous reporter leads 
to McNulty losing his job rather than being promoted.  
In the white-collar world, leakers and liars play their 
own version of The Game.  Unlike those on the 
corners, however, they never pay the ultimate price.  At 
worst, they are quietly pushed aside, and at best, they 
climb to the highest levels of public service. 

Through leaks and production of false 
information, it becomes clear that, whether on the 
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corner of W. Fayette and MLK or the Mayor’s corner 
office, providing information can just as easily end a life 
as it can make a career.  On the street and in The 
Game, snitching can get you killed or it can be a noble 
“profession” while not snitching can save your life and 
earn you respect among your peers.  While leaking 
may sound cleaner and more noble than snitching, the 
results mirror each other in the same way that inner city 
Baltimore mirrors the city’s institutions:  the nature of 
consequences is similar but magnified in the drug-
ridden streets where lives are lost instead of jobs.  
Rather than improving their careers (Burrell, Carcetti) 
or losing their jobs (McNulty, Daniels), characters can 
either improve their lives (Bubbles) or lose them 
(Wallace).  As the omniscient and ever-wise character 
of Omar tells lawyer Maurice Levy in Season Two, “I 
got the shotgun.  You got the briefcase.  It’s all in the 
game though, right” (2.06).  Omar is exactly right.  The 
Game is The Game.  While the implications of actions 
might be different on the corner compared to in the 
white collar world, the strategy to survive is the same.   
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Finding Solutions:  Mentoring 
By 

Alexa Erb 
  
 

ne of the aspects that makes HBO’s The Wire 
such a revolutionary television show is its 
candid and truthful social commentary on the 

systems that make up the city of Baltimore.  In its 
realistic portrayal of the devastation, the corruption, 
and the heartbreak of these institutions, The Wire has 
faced some criticism.  Critics believe that while The 
Wire does a fine job of pointing out societal flaws, it 
does little to offer solutions or even hope.  John Atlas 
and Peter Dreier write in Dissent Magazine that 
“Watching The Wire we are encouraged to feel 
sympathy, guilt, or outrage — but no hope” (Atlas and 
Dreier).  The style and mission of the series does not 
lend itself to neat, happy endings.  It isn’t fair, however, 
to say that the show leaves us with no solutions.  
Season Four of The Wire, which focuses on education, 
presents the viewers with an effective strategy for 
change:  mentoring, a tool that not only provides hope 
for the characters on screen but gives viewers a hint to 
how they, too, can become instigators of societal 
transformation.    
 
Mentoring As a Transformative Power 
 Many low-income schools, like Tilghman Middle 
School featured in The Wire, take a “banking” 
approach to learning.  In his work Pedagogy of the 

O 
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Oppressed, Paolo Freire describes this method as 
such:  students are treated like empty trash receptacles 
to be filled by the teacher (77).  Learning becomes a 
one-way street where students know nothing and the 
teacher is the owner of all knowledge.  What the 
teacher says is law, not to be challenged.  Within this 
banking method, there is no room for critical thinking, 
communication, partnership, or problem-posed 
education.  Students are never taught to question 
authority, forcing them to take on the mindset of the 
oppressed.  In approaching education this way, 
oppressive systems are reinforced and perpetuated.   
When students are taught to take on the mindset of the 
oppressed, little societal change is to be expected.  
When kids are constantly being treated like nothing 
more than Corner Boys, why would they believe that 
they could be anything else?  Mindsets are 
perpetuated as are society’s problems.    
 Freire proposes a shift to liberation education 
where, “Liberation is a praxis:  the action and reflection 
of men and women upon their world in order to 
transform it” (79).   The biggest key to this type of 
education is partnership and mentorship.  Teachers 
must step down from their pedestals of authority to 
meet students halfway.  Education should be about 
communication and the fostering of critical thinking.  
Teachers should encourage their students to ask 
questions and challenge the status quo.   Freire notes 
that in this approach, “they [teacher and student] 
become jointly responsible for a process in which all 
grow” (80).  In this growth, discoveries are made, 
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antiquated mindsets are deconstructed, and societal 
transformation becomes a real possibility.     
 
The Five Types of Mentors  

The Wire shows us that mentoring is not a one-
size-fits-all solution.  Individuals need specific types of 
mentors in order to thrive.  Anthony Hughes, the 
founder of Jumpstart’s Burton D. Morgan Mentoring 
Program, identifies five different types of mentors:  The 
Connector, The Cheerleader, The Challenger, The 
Educator, and the Ideator.  Season Four presents us 
with examples of each mentor type.    
 The Connector is often seen in the business and 
career context.  Hughes writes that success in the 
business world is all about whom you know, whom they 
know, and to whom they are willing to introduce you.  
In this context, the Connector opens up his or her 
networks to foster the advancement of the protégé’s 
career.  In The Wire, our Connector, Seargeant Ellis 
Carver, takes on a slightly different role.  His networks 
and position within those networks are crucial to his 
mentoring practices, but they serve a different purpose.  
Throughout Season Four, we see Carver deepening 
some of the relationships within his street network.  
Carver starts to treat the Corner Boys less like faceless 
arrests and more like human beings.  In 4.08, Carver 
has the chance to bust Namond Brice, Kenard, and 
Donut for selling on the corners.  When they make a 
run for it, he lets them go and calls off his team saying, 
“I know them” (4.09).  Later, he shows up at Dennis 
“Cutty” Wise’s gym to give the boys a stern warning.  
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When Namond doesn’t heed the warning, Carver 
snaps on the cuffs and brings him down to the Drug 
Enforcement Unit office.  Namond is unable to reach a 
family member, which means one thing – “baby 
booking.”   When Carver senses Namond’s genuine 
fear of the West Side/ East Side tensions and rumors 
of rape, he pulls some strings so that Namond can 
spend the night in the office.  Later on in the season, 
word gets out that Randy Wagstaff has talked to Carver 
about Lex’s demise.  When Randy is put in harm’s way 
because of this, Carver is notified by Prez.  Carver 
goes into full Connector mode trying to use his position 
and networks to protect Randy.  Carver orders a 24-7 
surveillance car to watch Randy’s street (4.12).  When 
Miss Anna’s house is firebombed, Carver tries to use 
his networks to ensure Randy’s wellbeing.  He calls 
Social Services to try and move Randy to the top of the 
waitlist.  He even volunteers to be a foster parent 
(4.13).   Unfortunately, Carver’s efforts don’t keep 
Randy out of a group home.  This, however, does not 
invalidate Carver’s position as a mentor.  Carver’s 
networks may not have come through, but he did.  
Right before Randy walks into the group home, he 
says, “It’s okay.  You tried.  No need to feel bad” (4.13).  
Randy acknowledges the fact that someone has been 
fighting for him.  The emotional investment behind that 
fight, not simple networking favors, is what makes 
mentorship a powerful tool.     
 Dennis Wise is our Cheerleader.  The 
Cheerleader’s primary goal is to stand behind the 
protégé and say, “You’ve got this.”  In Season Four, 
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Dennis drops “Cutty,” his nickname from his days in 
“The Game,” and is instigates real change in the 
neighborhood with his gym.  He gives kids a safe space 
to socialize, exercise, and leave the street behind for a 
few hours.  After a fight breaks out, he reminds the 
boys, “We train here.  No street talk.  No fighting” 
(4.02).  When he sees talent, he wants nothing more 
than to act as a Cheerleader so that talent can continue 
to develop and sharpen.   Dennis takes special interest 
in helping Spider and Michael develop their boxing 
skills.   In 4.02, Dennis ignores the flirtation of an 
impressed neighborhood mom so that he can focus on 
watching Michael as he practices.  On his first run in a 
new truancy prevention job, Dennis is informed that he 
doesn’t have to bring all the kids off of the street, just 
the ones who haven’t been into school for their one day 
of the month.  As long as the kids have done their one 
day, the school still receives funding.  Dennis responds 
with, “Nah, school is school” (4.04) but is told to let it 
go.  Eventually, Dennis informs Assistant Principal 
Donnelly that the truancy job isn’t for him because he 
is more interested in a position where he can actually 
work with students (4.07).  His mentorship style is 
much more about working to build a relationship where 
he can encourage and uplift.  When Michael starts 
working for Marlo, he begins to change.  Dennis notices 
and tells him “This here ain’t you” (4.12).  The 
Cheerleader tries to remind his protégé, “You’ve got 
this.  You can do it.  You don’t need to resort to this 
life.”  Dennis realizes that Michael is very much like the 
“Cutty that it took 17 years in prison to soften” (Alvarez 
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371).  At the end of Season Four, Dennis sees that he 
needs to let go and allow Michael to figure some things 
out on his own.  He has given the Cheerleader 
message and shifts his attention to a new group of 
young athletes at the gym.    
 The Challenger is the mentor that pushes a 
protégé to put in the hard work.  The easy way out is 
not an option.  Intrinsic drive and motivation are vital to 
success, but the Challenger heightens urgency to keep 
their protégé moving forward.  Bubbles is Sherrod’s 
Challenger.  Bubbles takes Sherrod on as an intern of 
sorts for his business “Bubble’s Depo.”  Bubbles gives 
Sherrod flack for messing up the math and losing 
money for the business (4.02).  Bubbles explains that 
if Sherrod were better with math, they could split up, 
cover twice the area, and make more money.  Sherrod 
retorts that the last time he was in school, they stuck 
him in a classroom where the teacher never looked at 
him.  Bubbles asks, “An’ who got hurt by that, huh?  
The teacher or you? What’s 4 times 5 plus 6 times 7?  
See?  See?  Fuck that shit, son” (4.02).  Bubbles 
informs Sherrod that if he wants to do well in this 
enterprise, he has to better his math skills.  Bubbles 
takes Sherrod down to Tilghman so that he can enroll 
in school (4.03).   After being in school for less than a 
full class, Sherrod dips out.  Upon finding out that the 
boy has been skipping school, Bubbles, the 
Challenger, gives his protégé some tough love, “The 
corners are going to use you up.  If you don’t go to 
school tomorrow, this partnership has to be done” 
(4.05).  Bubbles stands his ground.  He sees that 



433 
 

Sherrod has potential and pushes him to work toward 
a better life than the corners can offer.  Eventually, we 
see Bubbles’s efforts pay off.  Sherrod comes home for 
good, and Bubbles assures him, “This is you, right 
here, right now.”  As a mentor, Bubbles drives Sherrod 
to live a life where he can be true to himself while also 
working toward a better life (4.11).    
 The Educator doesn’t have to be an educator in 
the literal sense of the word.   This type of mentor is 
one that sees a protégé’s desire to learn and is willing 
to sit down to teach them when needed.  Roland “Prez” 
Pryzbylewski is both a literal educator and The 
Educator mentor.  As a brand new teacher, Prez has 
to figure out how to get his students interested in 
learning.  He needs to find his protégés’s desire to 
learn and teach to their interests.  Throughout Season 
Four, we see Prez do this in a number of ways for 
various students.  With his traumatic past and rough 
home life, Michael is dying to learn that he isn’t on his 
own.  The day after Michael skips detention to pick Bug 
up from school, Prez tells him, “People are more than 
willing to help you, you just need to ask” (4.05).  When 
Prez presents a math puzzle asking how long it takes 
Andre to get from Baltimore to Philadelphia, the 
students inquire about what part of Baltimore he was 
traveling from, the type of car he was driving, and why 
he was going to Philly in the first place (4.03).  Their 
questions illustrate that they are hungry for culturally-
relevant learning.  They want to be taught things that 
they can use in their everyday lives.  Prez meets them 
halfway by teaching about probability in dice games 
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(4.07).  He even agrees to buy candy online so that 
Randy can use his math skills in a practical way — his 
lunchtime business (4.09).  Duquan “Dukie” Weems is 
the protégé with whom Prez has the strongest 
connection.  When the clothes and toiletry donations 
aren’t enough to help, Prez goes a step further and 
makes arrangements so that Dukie can shower and get 
clean clothes at school (4.06).  As the Educator, he 
must determine where and how his kids want to grow 
and what he needs to do to make that happen.  In 
addition to fostering growth, Prez finds himself 
protecting students who are constantly getting beaten 
up by the system.  After Randy is beaten up for 
snitching, Prez reprimands Carver for betraying his 
trust and tells him, “I’m siding with my kids” (4.11).    
 Finally, we have the Ideator.  Hughes describes 
the Ideator as the thought partner.  This type of mentor 
is there to remind the protégé to think outside the box 
and dream bigger.  Howard “Bunny” Colvin serves as 
Namond’s Ideator.  Namond and the other kids in the 
research program see themselves as corner kids and 
little else.  Bunny challenges them to think bigger.  After 
a few unsuccessful class periods, Bunny decides to 
meet the students where they are.  He asks them what 
it takes to be a good corner boy (4.08).  This prompt 
brings life to the classroom.  Next, Bunny challenges 
them to take the rules and skills of “The Game” and 
translate them into other tasks and fields.   Rather than 
just seeing them as good corner boys, he pushes them 
to use those skills to work toward something bigger.  
After an in-class project, Bunny takes a few students 
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downtown to an upscale restaurant.  He introduces 
them to a world completely different from the corners 
that they know.  When Namond gets arrested while his 
mom is out of town, Bunny steps in and agrees to take 
him home.  At dinner with his wife, Bunny sees how far 
Namond has come since participating in the program.  
His wife even comments that Namond doesn’t even 
seem like the same kid that Bunny has described 
(4.10).   Bunny really shines as the Ideator when he 
goes to talk to Wee-Bey Brice, Namond’s father, in 
prison.   “…He could go a lot of places and do a lot of 
things in his life, be out there in the world in a way that, 
you know, didn’t happen for you and me…He’s a lot of 
things, a lot of good things.  I mean, before you know, 
he might surprise all of us given half the chance” (4.13).  
Bunny sees Namond’s potential.  He encourages him 
to aim above the corners.  In the closing montage of 
the season finale, we see Namond living with and 
being continually mentored by the Colvins.    
Obstacles 
 Though presented as a strategy to tackle 
societal flaws, mentoring is not offered as “The 
Infallible Solution.”  The lives of our protégés don’t turn 
into fairy tales once their mentor begins mentoring.  
Two of the greatest challenges that our mentors and 
protégés face are systematic barriers and counter-
mentors.  At the end of Season Four, we see that 
despite growth within a mentor relationship, systematic 
barriers hold Duquan and Randy back.  Randy is 
thrown into a group home, and Duquan is promoted to 
high school where no one has a vested interest in his 
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success.  The flawed education system and foster care 
system create obstacles for the mentor relationship to 
thrive — but they do not defeat it.  In the final minutes 
of the season finale, we see that our mentors have not 
abandoned their protégés; they simply have another 
force to fight against.    

 Bunny, Dennis, Bubbles, Prez, and Carver 
work to mentor the youth to instigate positive change 
in their communities.  That doesn’t make them the only 
voices that the corner boys are hearing, however.  
Bodie Broadus, De’Londa Brice, and Chris Partlow 
have a powerful influence in the lives of the youth in 
Season Four.  Bodie and De’Londa in their own 
separate ways denounce the importance of school and 
stress the need to thrive in the game.  When it is clear 
that Namond is not cut out to be a “soldier” in the 
Barksdale organization, he makes the choice to turn to 
the mentor working for positive change.  Michael is a 
different story.  In his moment of crisis, Michael turns 
to Chris — someone he knows can provide protection 
from the stepfather who molested him before he went 
to prison and who now may target Michael’s younger 
brother.  Chris takes this cry for help seriously and does 
what he needs to do to make Michael feel safe by 
murdering his stepfather.  Because of this transaction, 
Michael dedicates himself to Marlo’s crew.  Chris takes 
Michael under his wing and teaches him tricks to 
master The Game.  Chris, as a counter-mentor, shows 
us the transformative power that mentoring can have.  
This simple act of mentor selection completely 
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changes the trajectory of Michael’s life, just as Bunny’s 
protégé selection changes Namond’s.    
 
The Most Effective Tool?  
 There are two major avenues to education (and 
ultimately societal) reform —macro and micro.  On the 
macro-level, advocates for reform can draft laws and 
policies to put new programs in place.  When we 
choose this route, we run into the messiness of politics, 
logistics, and funding.  Community leaders and city 
officials disagree and argue until we are left with 
stagnation or programs that appease both sides while 
doing very little good.  The funding ordeal in Season 
Four shows us just how slow macro-level reform can 
be.  Our second option is change at the micro-level — 
working to change the system from the inside.  This 
comes in the form of invested teachers and mentors.  
In Season Four of The Wire, we see the most positive 
changes when members of the community take it upon 
themselves to understand and mentor the younger 
generation.   The real game changers of this season 
are characters like Grace Sampson, Assistant Principal 
Donnelly, and the five mentors we have previously 
identified.  They are the ones who are dedicated to 
building relationships that will foster growth.  It is these 
relationships that will nurture the protégé and mentor 
until the transformation of the community and society 
as a whole becomes a reality.     
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A Corner Boy’s Education 
By 

Pri Surapaneni 
 
 
BO’s The Wire is a collection of interwoven 
plotlines, a fabric that gathers to represent the 
plight of America’s urban poor.  Seasons One 

to Three provide insight into how citizens function 
within institutions such as the Baltimore Police 
Department, local docks, and political entities.  Season 
Four, however, addresses education, which is the very 
outlet through which the youth should ideally escape 
“The Game.”  Of course, the ideal is far from reach on 
The Wire, and the show criticizes formal education 
practices, exposing the streets of Baltimore as a 
second institution parallel to, and competitive with, city 
schools.  It is the aggregation of failing middle schools 
and the gravitational pull of the street corner that 
victimize urban youth and narrow the scope of their life 
choices. 

The Wire uncovers how individuals interact with 
their respective institutions and exposes the 
weaknesses of citizens as the product of the sullied 
society in which they live.  It is, however, explicitly 
stated by David Simon in his 2006 interview with Slate, 
that the show is about “the very simple idea that, in this 
postmodern world of ours, human beings – all of us – 
are worth less” (Bowden).  He finds direct opposition 
not to what modernization has done not to our society 
but to the value of each individual life.  Additionally, Ed 

H 
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Burns, a writer, co-creator, and producer for The Wire, 
spent seven years teaching in city schools; this, 
coupled with his 20-years with the Baltimore Police 
Department, provides a valuable source of inside 
information on both institutions.   Burns claimed 
choosing the education system for Season Four was to 
“go back to when choices are made” and to “entertain, 
disturb, and ultimately teach audiences something 
about kids” (Norris).  More so than simply an 
institutional critique, Season Four focuses on four 
eighth-graders, Namond Brice, Randy Wagstaff, 
DuQuan “Dukie” Weems, and Michael Lee, as a means 
to showcase the struggles of the children of Baltimore 
as casualties of the crumbling political and educational 
infrastructure.  The Wire’s critical analysis of 
educational, political, and social institutions essentially 
contextualizes the plight of the urban youth. 
 
Inner-city Schools 
 Education is typically encouraged as 
opportunity for low-income citizens to break a cycle of 
poverty, a way out.  Nevertheless, Season Four of The 
Wire is quick to dispel this idealization through the lens 
of the coming-of-age of the four “Boys of Summer.”  A 
particularly striking moment is when Namond, upon 
discovering his peers in Howard “Bunny” Colvin’s pilot 
program are unable to escape the classroom, scoffs, 
“Ready for gen pop.  This is prison, yo.  And we in 
solitary and shit” (4.06).  Namond analogizes the pilot 
program to solitary confinement, which indicates that 
the school represents a prison of sorts.  The 
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resounding consensus of the students around him 
shows that most children believe the same and do not 
feel a sense of autonomy in the classroom.  Paulo 
Friere’s concepts of critical pedagogy are useful in 
linking the expected passivity of a prisoner to that of a 
student.  In his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 
Friere writes,  
 

Education thus becomes an act of 
depositing, in which the students are the 
depositories and the teacher is the 
depositor.  Instead of communicating, the 
teacher issues communiqués and makes 
deposits which the students patiently 
receive, memorize, and repeat.  This is the 
“banking” concept of education, in which 
the scope of action allowed to the students 
extends only as far as receiving, filing, and 
storing the deposits. (72)  
  

Friere critiques the teacher-student interaction in a 
similar manner to that of the writers of Season Four.  
We find teachers losing interest in the progress of their 
students when bright-eyed rookie teacher Roland 
“Prez” Pryzbylewski, a former detective, is advised by 
colleague Grace Sampson to keep the heat on in his 
classroom to make students drowsy and submissive 
(4.10).  Rather than worry about students 
understanding concepts, tired teachers simply 
disseminate the information without a focus on the 
“receiving, filing, and storing” that Friere indicates.  
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Namond’s prison metaphor simply reinforces the 
student as a passive learner oppressed by the 
instructor.   
 As Seth Vannatta emphasizes in his writing 
about The Wire, “We do not learn passively in order to 
do actively; rather, our doing is learning.  The active 
precedes the passive in the development of the 
student” (246).  The futility of the standardized teaching 
efforts is clear during the state exam when some 
students do not even open their test booklets (4.12).  
The only clear successes, however small, teachers 
have in Season Four occur when they approach 
teaching in an immersive and contextual manner, as 
Vannatta heralds with “doing is learning.”  Examples of 
these instances are when Prez uses a dice game to 
teach probability (4.07) or when Howard “Bunny” 
Colvin, another veteran of the Baltimore Police 
Department, leads a lively class discussion about what 
makes a good corner boy (4.08).  These minimal 
breakthroughs in individual classrooms and with 
particular students have no net effect on the education 
system in the long-run but do provide insight into the 
specific critique of the institution that Season Four 
harbors.  Ed Burns juxtaposes this narrative focus on 
individual children and the problems they bring from 
outside school into the classroom with the desire of 
educators to improve test scores and avoid state 
takeover of schools, which doesn’t leave teachers with 
much space for considering the improvement of 
individual students.  On the DVD commentary of 
Season Four, Burns comments on No Child Left 
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Behind (NCLB) saying, “It’s a national crime, and we’ll 
pay for it” (Trier 190).  The Wire depicts a dichotomy 
between standardized testing and individual learning, 
presented as “more effective,” which shows a clear 
bias against the education law passed in 2001.   In this 
manner, the television show takes an explicit stance 
against a specific political program, blurring the lines 
further between the fictional Baltimore presented on 
television and Bush-era American society off-screen.  
This bias indicates the strong value The Wire places 
upon individuality and the importance of context, which 
takes us back to the helplessness of the children of 
Season Four. 
 Teachers in the series tend to fall into one of two 
categories:  naïve and hopeful, such as Prez, or 
hardened veterans, such as Sampson.  The latter 
commands, and receives, the respect of students, 
which is particularly visible during her several 
interventions in Prez’s undisciplined classroom at the 
beginning of the school year.   That is not to say that 
teachers cannot be successful from either category.  
Although Sampson submits to the demands of state 
testing, she still succeeds in disciplining the students 
and treats them as individuals when speaking directly 
to them.  Additionally, it becomes clear that Prez 
cannot singlehandedly change the lives of students 
through his culturally-relevant style of teaching and that 
changing lives requires more systemic interventions 
and support.  Although Prez connects strongly to 
Duquan and recommends his academic promotion to 
high school, social factors scare the young boy away 
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from continuing his education.  As indicated in Teacher 
TV:  Sixty Years of Teachers on Television, “Prez’s 
story is not one of failure, only one of disappointment 
that he cannot do more and of the realization that the 
system wants to sustain itself above all else” (Dalton 
and Linder 179).  Thus, Season Four of The Wire 
exposes the reality that mentors can try to lift their 
students out of the cycle of poverty, but there often 
exist institutional restrictions that prevent this aid, 
whether they be educational, social, or political.   
 
Political Pitfalls 
  The neglect of the individual begins at a young 
age and persists throughout the lives of the 
Baltimoreans in The Wire and is not present only in the 
classroom.  Individual neglect throughout the system 
perpetuates violence and crime.  Thus, it is important 
to examine the political games that the fortunate and 
wealthy play in Annapolis and Baltimore, decisions that 
have profoundly negative effects on the daily lives of 
corner boys.  It begins with the misappropriation of 
funds intended to buy textbooks or to hire teachers; a 
politician’s neglect trickles down tenfold to reinforce the 
indifference of the students, as brilliantly exhibited 
through the interdependent storylines throughout 
Season Four.  In particular, we see Mayor Thomas 
“Tommy” Carcetti promise reform and a safer 
Baltimore during the height of his campaign.  We 
witness the politician in his large, comfortable home 
and observe the jarring contrast between his lifestyle 
and that of the people whom he intends to serve.  
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When the rookie enters office, with much of the same 
naïve enthusiasm Prez exhibited on his first day 
teaching at Tilghman Middle, he is similarly knocked 
back and forced to reevaluate his approach.   The 
astounding $54-million dollar education deficit left 
behind by his predecessor eliminates the opportunity 
for reform and restructuring that Carcetti has promised 
his constituents during the months leading to his 
election (4.11).  Although his intentions are good, the 
corruption and selfishness of former mayor Clarence 
Royce forces Carcetti to act in a similar manner.  This 
illustrates the ramifications of a powerful individual’s 
actions, or lack thereof, on society as a whole; these 
small levels of negligence on the political front are 
incredibly detrimental to a disillusioned Michael Lee or 
a shy Duquan “Dukie” Weems.   
 The meeting during which Carcetti discusses 
options for dealing with the school budget deficit is also 
particularly telling about the priorities of a young 
politician starting his career (4.12).  The figureheads of 
various public offices are gathered to weigh the options 
for attempting to balance the budget, and Carcetti’s 
adviser claims that children’s interests are not 
necessarily important because “Kids don’t vote.”  The 
Mayor’s office places political expediency and his path 
to the Maryland Governor’s office before aiding the 
children of Baltimore.  Although politicians do have 
multiple considerations during their terms, this further 
underscores the placement of the interests of the 
wealthy and influential before the interests of lower-
income communities in this case, the predominantly 
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Black urban population.  Despite Carcetti’s genuine 
desire to help the city, The Wire indicates that the very 
leaders whom community members should turn to for 
support during election can, or will ultimately, leave 
their constituents to fend for themselves.  In most 
cases, these citizens turn to the drug game for financial 
support. 
 
The Streets as an Institution 
 Just as knowledge is passed from teacher to 
student, there exist similar relationships on the streets 
of Baltimore between mentor and mentee, which enjoy 
far more success in creating cohesive units than the 
hierarchies of the city schools.  The most interesting 
relationship to examine is that between young Michael 
Lee and Chris Partlow of Marlo Stanfield’s 
organization.  At the beginning of the fourth season, 
Michael says to Randy, “Teachers are like cops.  They 
come at you like they got you by the ass, but they ain’t 
nothing they can do.  More times than not, they go 
away” (4.02).  Michael’s distrust in the governing 
figures of his life extends back to his family life, but 
there is a strong indication from all of the young 
characters that they do not bode well with figures of 
authority.  He finds mentorship in a figure he feels he 
can finally trust to get the job done, in this case Chris.  
Although Prez asks Michael repeatedly if he can get 
him any help with his family or call social services, 
Michael feels his only way of protecting Bug from his 
father is through The Game.  The similarity between 
teachers and police officers to the boys is that they are 
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rule-enforcers, disciplining others for straying from the 
law in different institutions.  All children on the corner 
grow to hate police officers and the rules they enforce, 
and this simply carries over to other forms of authority, 
forcing them to choose more illegal means of 
protection.  Therefore, Michael’s lack of trust extends 
to far more than a bad personal experience with a 
police officer; it shows an ingrained and institutional 
separation between rule-makers and rule-breakers.  
This also serves as a catalyst to Michael’s spiral away 
from his education and toward his time working for 
Marlo Stanfield. 
 The teacher-student relationship between 
Michael and Chris Partlow also mirrors the culturally-
relevant style of Bunny Colvin.  Early in the fourth 
season, Michael wields a gun, chasing Snoop and 
Chris through a warehouse.  Viewers are relieved to 
find it is simply training for newly-recruited Michael 
(4.12).  This simulation proves effective for Michael, a 
fast learner in the classroom and a natural in practice.  
Snoop and Chris employ this method of knowledge 
transfer as best to convey their lesson to Michael in 
complete opposition to the “banking method” of 
teaching that students resist in the classroom.  
Similarly, Bunny finds his first breakthrough with the 
pilot program when he contextualizes a lesson with 
discussion of corner and street boys (4.08).  Ultimately, 
Namond finds solace in Bunny as a mentor, just as 
Michael initially finds security in Marlo’s organization.  
Both of these young characters must attain a strong 
sense of self to move from one institution to the other.  
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As Beliveau and Bolf-Beliveau write in Posing 
Problems and Picking Fights:  

 
Critical pedagogy...interrogates the 
conditions of power that give knowledge 
value, as well as analyzing the control of 
traditional institutional structures.  A 
critical pedagogy approach encourages 
the development of self-consciousness 
in both the learner and the teacher, a 
process which is called 
“conscientization”, a power we have 
when we recognize we know what we 
know (92).  
  

Beliveau argues that both Michael and Namond reach 
conscientization when Michael seeks help from Marlo 
and when Namond finally admits that he is not cut out 
to be in The Game.  I believe this reveals the Baltimore 
streets as an institution because The Game, and not 
the classroom, is what allows characters to reach a 
higher understanding of themselves.  It is through 
social interaction that urban youth build their strengths 
and weaknesses and find where they belong in their 
community.  It is unfortunate, however, that more often 
than not, these social interactions center on the drug 
trade and that the instant gratification of a day’s pay 
seems more rewarding than a passing test result.   
 
Conclusion 
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As a young man or woman in West Baltimore, a citizen 
faces an immense amount of institutional pressure in 
various aspects of his or her daily life.  In addition to 
living in a hotbed of drugs and violence, Baltimore’s 
institutions do little to support individuals beyond public 
funding for housing or education.  Thus, some children 
find themselves doomed to sell drugs on a corner, 
failing to consider education as a viable option of the 
future.  The Game permeates everything around them, 
an institution that the youth ultimately trust more than 
the politicians or teachers who claim to serve the public 
interest.  The Wire is an excellent example of how 
these two institutions intertwine and ultimately fail to 
save urban youth from poverty.  Although the show 
may be considered a cynical lens through which to 
examine our country, Burns continues to claim that 
Season Four draws heavily upon his near-decade in 
the city educational system.  Even after examining the 
series, all viewers can attempt to decrypt is exactly how 
our government functions and understand that the trap 
of poverty is not as simple as one may assume.  
Otherwise, it tells us little about how to go about 
changing the fate of urban lives. 
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Education and The Game: 
When the Unwilling Can’t be Saved and the 

Desperate Can’t Escape 
By  

Kathryn Dillin 
  

hen thinking about education and “The 
Game,” immediately we tend not to think of 
college or university, but rather grade 

school, most commonly middle school.  This type of a 
response is typical and following a cohort of eighth-
graders is one focus of Season Four of the HBO series 
The Wire.  In a city like Baltimore, where the 
predominant notion is to prevail in The Game rather 
than the school system, students fall through the 
cracks consistently, if not constantly.  In the larger 
scheme of the world, this is seen as an issue that 
needs a resolution, but before a resolution can be 
found, the problem and origin of such should be 
identified and discussed.  In the following essay, my 
aim is to demonstrate the complexities of educating 
young students involved in The Game, to discuss 
whose responsibility this is in The Wire, to address the 
option of escaping The Game to further a student’s 
education, and, in sum, to explore why this enterprise 
is sometimes classified as “impossible.” 
 
Complexity – A Child of The Game 
 The concept of furthering an education is foreign 
to most children of The Game, but an education is likely 
what would help them the most.  Though education is 

W 
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a significant factor leading to all types of success, 
children of certain areas of Baltimore will fail to realize 
this as long as their loyalty lies with The Game, loosely 
defined here as the drug trade (though there are 
broader implications in the series), and this is the 
strongest barrier to their education and legitimate 
success.  For example, because we are emotionally 
invested in the character of Wallace in Season One of 
The Wire, we are encouraged to be happy for him when 
he moves to the “country” and wants to focus on his 
education.  This is great for Wallace!  His loyalty to The 
Game, however, drags him right back to the Pit and 
entrenches him in a life unfriendly to education and 
socioeconomic mobility.   

The most significant idea for the audience to 
grasp in this complex situation is that, despite the 
opportunity for further education, no one in The Game 
wants it more than they want The Game.  In no way is 
education more important than The Game in The Wire, 
especially in Season Four when the series follows four 
friends and former Detective Roland “Prez” 
Pryzbylewski as they enter the eighth grade together.  
Prez leaves the police force after shooting an 
undercover cop, mistaking him for a suspect, and the 
boys are at an important point because they are on the 
cusp of being able to legally drop out of school.  Getting 
further education would potentially help the masses of 
The Game move upward in society, but role models are 
few.  Even when education is pursued by a member of 
The Game such as Russell “Stringer” Bell, it’s to further 
his role in The Game not to help him escape.  This idea 
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of entrenchment in The Game and willingness to move 
will be discussed in a later section.  It reinforces the 
idea that education is the key but is perhaps the key to 
the room no one in The Game wants to be in, which is 
why educating the children in The Game is so complex.   
 
Whose Responsibility is It? 
 When we consider the concept of pursuing 
further education, we might turn immediately to the 
agent of change – the student.  In some cases, 
however, it will be appropriate to assess the 
responsibility of other agents of influence such as 
teachers, parents, peers, and in the case of The Wire, 
loyalty.  To this extent, who shares the largest part of 
the responsibility for educating the children of The 
Game and to what degree should they accept that 
responsibility?  
 The children in The Game featured in Season 
Four are good decision-makers.  They are competent 
enough to understand decisions, actions, and results.  
In this sense, some responsibility rests with the 
children in The Game to educate themselves enough 
to escape The Game.  We see this decision made with 
Duquan “Dukie” Weems toward the end of Season 
Four when Dukie makes it to the ninth grade.  Again, 
as with the case of Wallace, we are encouraged to 
cheer on the young man!  When it comes time to go to 
the ninth grade, however, Dukie makes the decision to 
drop out and return to The Game because he does not 
feel that he has a support system at the high school.  In 
this pivotal moment, viewers realize that the loyalty to 
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The Game and a diminished sense of other options is 
stronger than the desire for further education.   
 With Wallace and Dukie, we can understand 
that the children of The Game are capable of making 
the decision of further education as the agents of 
change in this situation.  Despite the decision to accept 
or reject further education, the children hold the 
primary and most direct responsibility for making that 
decision for themselves.  Additionally, however, agents 
of influence can be significant contributors in the 
decision-making process.  There are several examples 
of agents of influence in The Wire, but the most 
prevalent is arguably the school figures in the 
Baltimore school system.  The two leading school 
figures of Season Four are teacher Roland “Prez” 
Pryzbylewski and Assistant Principal Marcia Donnelly.   
 Prez becomes emotionally attached to Dukie in 
Season Four and is optimistic about Dukie’s 
advancement to high school.  In this way, we can see 
Prez taking an influential role in Dukie’s life and 
assuming some of the responsibility for Dukie’s 
education.  In a similar fashion, Donnelly’s role as 
Assistant Principal of the middle school motivates her 
to make an investment in the children of The Game she 
sees day-in and day-out.  A strong example of this is 
her inclination to provide clean clothes for Dukie 
because the adults in his home are drug addicts and 
do not provide even the basic necessities for him.  Her 
motivation to seek out confidential information for the 
police from Randy Wagstaff also indicates her 
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investment in the children of The Game and her loyalty 
to improving the school system.   
 These two agents of influence are challenged 
throughout Season Four with mishaps and heartbreaks 
as well as the occasional triumphs while 
simultaneously being two of the strongest influences 
on the children of The Game.  They both care deeply 
for the children and their dedication to being a good 
influence is fundamental in shaping the decisions of the 
students to continue education in hopes of leaving The 
Game.  Not everyone who is able to be a strong agent 
of influence chooses to be such even though Prez and 
Donnelly do.  This leads to the concern of how much 
responsibility they share in the matter in comparison to 
the children of The Game, who make the decisions 
considering outside influences.  Saying a teacher or 
administrator should assume responsibility for students 
outside of the classroom requires educators to perform 
above and beyond the job description.  While the jobs 
of these two individuals are laid out as teaching the 
students and guiding them in the right direction, how 
much is too much? Given the children of The Game 
almost always return to The Game, it’s easy to accept 
that taking the responsibility of showing them other 
options is a wasted effort because those options are 
not part of their reality outside of the classroom.  Co-
creator of The Wire Ed Burns says “Kids naturally want 
to go in that direction [of The Game]” because the 
money and, by extension, the power that drug dealers 
have in neighborhoods otherwise characterized by 
poverty (Alvarez 290).  The lack of investment 
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educators make also stems from “one of the searing 
points of Season Four … that most of these kids are 
smart enough to know that traditional learning isn’t 
worth much in a society that has already decided it has 
no use for them” (Alvarez 291).  Aligned with this 
notion, the responsibility of the teachers can only be 
granted when the responsibility of the child of The 
Game is assumed.  The expectation of school figures 
investing in the children of The Game to create lasting 
attachments is impractical and illogical without the 
desire of the child to be the agent of change.   
 
Escaping The Game – Real or Trap Door? 
 Granted children desire to escape The Game, 
how do they?  Or rather, can they? The process of 
escaping The Game is two-fold:  the children must 
decide they can escape, and the task must be 
realistically possible.  Certainly, in The Wire, we are led 
to believe the task is impossible due to countless 
examples including Wallace, Dukie, and even Russell 
“Stringer” Bell.  In Stringer Bell’s case, he attempts 
further education and upward socioeconomic mobility 
with no success.  In this instance, Stringer fails to break 
the system and leave the class into which he was born.   
 We especially take notice of the four boys 
featured in Season Four when addressing the desire 
for escape.  While we take a closer look at Randy, we 
see a story similar to Wallace’s in the way that Randy 
cooperates with police in order to stay out of The 
Game.  Whereas we see Wallace making a valiant 
effort to get out of The Game and pursue his education, 
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we see Randy attempting, most plainly, to stay out of 
The Game through direct cooperation with authorities.  
The difference between these two boys rests in their 
true desires:  Wallace ultimately wants to get back into 
The Game because education doesn’t seem the way 
to go, but Randy wants to escape The Game and 
cannot, sequentially landing in a group home and likely 
to fall back into the streets as he becomes older.  The 
Wire also highlights Dukie’s desires, which are more 
difficult to decipher, but we can arguably conclude that 
Dukie would rather escape The Game than become a 
drug addict like his parents.  We feel helpless when we 
see that Dukie is unable to escape and will eventually 
become what we never wanted him to become.  While 
we continue to cheer for the four boys of Season Four, 
we can observe the journey of Michael, which seems a 
mirror of Omar Little’s.  In this way, we are tempted to 
assume Michael will also become a product of The 
Game, which he does when he assumes Omar’s 
position, but perhaps this result doesn’t come as much 
of a disappointment as the other boys because it is 
more expected.  And, finally, Namond is financially 
better situated than his three peers because of his 
father’s participation and sacrifices for the Barksdale 
operation.  This situation leads to Namond having a 
much better chance of escaping The Game than the 
others even though the Barksdale operation is his and 
his mother’s monetary support day-to-day.  We later 
see that Namond is able to escape The Game through 
his adoption by Colvin despite his mother’s desires for 
Namond to become a drug dealer.  In Season Five, we 
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see the result of Namond’s escape as he is pursuing 
education and participating in debate.  Conclusively, 
when we take a look at the four boys of Season Four, 
the situations of the boys illuminates the overall 
likelihood of escaping The Game and in what ways it is 
possible, though rare.   

As evidenced by those situations, if children of 
The Game, such as those featured in Season Four, 
attempt to get out of The Game, the portal lies with 
education (Wallace and Dukie) or the Witness 
Protection program (D’Angelo Barksdale).  As 
mentioned previously, however, the education plan has 
a close-to-never success rate with children in The 
Game primarily because the recognition of advantages 
from further education comes after the future of the 
children has already been decided.  The second 
option, with witness protection, is a situation-specific 
alternative that does not apply to every individual and 
is not readily available upon deciding to get out of The 
Game.  Considering other ways to escape The Game, 
arguably the most common theme is this of chance 
occurrence and single, situation-specific opportunities.  
These two strategies of escaping The Game indicate 
that how a child escapes is most reliably (although only 
relative to other options) through education, but this 
method is, as before-mentioned, more complex than 
initially credited.  Therefore, we arrive to the conclusion 
that even though education seems to be the best way 
out, the task of escaping has become closer to 
“impossible” than we initially thought.   



459 
 

The task of escaping The Game superficially 
seems realistic and plausible, especially to outsiders, 
but once enveloped in the network of The Game and in 
the crowd The Game affects, such as Prez and 
Donnelly, the task nears impossibility.  The idea that 
the task is impossible without outside intervention 
arises from the strategies used to escape and also from 
the idea of willingness of the agent of change.  More 
often than not, The Wire depicts a child in The Game 
escaping only to return later, and we are plagued by 
the thought that perhaps the child wants to be in The 
Game.  Undoubtedly, this is the neighborhood 
(sometimes family) that the child is familiar with, and 
the cultural capital to move the child outside The Game 
is lacking in this environment.  Not only does The 
Game’s culture devalue education opportunity 
because of its impracticality, but it also punishes 
disloyalty and disobedience.   

With this notion, The Game strikes its fiercest 
blow:  children of The Game are products of The Game 
who are meant to stay in The Game and nowhere else.  
Because of this idea pervading the environment, 
disloyalty is most often met with death, as 
demonstrated with the murder of Wallace in Season 
One.  The task of escaping The Game is surrounded 
by this significance of loyalty and punishment of 
disloyalty.  The lack of effective education opportunity 
for the children of The Game originates with the idea 
that education of the children is a disloyal act against 
The Game because the children would learn to stray 
from the streets and thus leave because they’ve 
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received an education.  The monstrosity of the 
significance of loyalty to everything about The Game 
also pervades the witness protection outlet for 
D’Angelo in Season One and the lack of upward 
mobility by Stringer Bell.  In a sense, the escape out of 
The Game is a trap door which is not not being held 
open by agents of influence or being tugged on by the 
agents of change (children of The Game), but rather 
being securely shut by The Game and the significance 
of loyalty to the streets.  The lack of opportunity stems 
from the children of The Game being raised by The 
Game, taught by The Game, supported by The Game, 
and ultimately killed by The Game.   
 
Whom Do We Blame? 
 Discussing the escape of The Game involves 
the responsibility of agents of change (children of The 
Game) and agents of influence (school figures), as well 
as the reality of escaping The Game with contributing 
factors hindering or benefiting such task.  All factors 
considered, however, in order to formulate a resolution, 
the problem needs to be identified in its entirety, and 
this is where society is falling short.  Society needs a 
subject to blame in order to change because change is 
easiest when the blame and problem lie in a concrete 
subject matter instead of an instilled idea.  The most 
problematic aspect of escaping The Game is that the 
blame and problem lie in an abstract, long-term, and 
widely implemented subject.  For the children of The 
Game whom education is trying to save, it starts at birth 
and extends to death.  Essentially, The Game is a 
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social construct that extends to and dictates the lives 
of the children born into it.  Escaping The Game is 
fundamentally similar to escaping poverty, racism, or 
social norms.  In all cases, the task is difficult, 
demanding, and uncommon across the board.  In order 
to create a larger success rate of escaping, we must 
change The Game and thus change all institutions, 
social constructions, and concrete as well as abstract 
ideas associated with The Game.  The complexity of 
the task overall leads to the conclusion that while we 
may see a couple children of The Game escape, the 
majority of them are characters used and replaced in a 
space on the corner that belongs to The Game.    
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Failure as the Teacher Savior 
By 

Alexa Erb 
 

 
From "Home Rooms," 4.03 The Wire 

 
 naïve, fresh face stands at the front of a dingy 
classroom looking out into a sea of good, but 
troubled kids.  This is a familiar scene for most 

American film and television viewers.  The “teacher 
savior” narrative is one we have seen develop in works 
like Dangerous Minds, Freedom Writers, and Stand 
and Deliver.  In Season Four of The Wire, Roland 
“Prez” Pryzbylewski’s story arc within the Baltimore 
public school system seems to follow the “teacher 
savior” narrative.  Upon closer analysis, however, Prez 
fails to meet key requirements of this classification.  
Prez’s failure as the teacher savior is an example of 
The Wire, yet again, bringing attention to an issue 
rather than creating tidy resolutions.   

A 
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 After resigning from the police force at the end 
of Season Three, Prez shows up at Tilghman Middle 
School at the start of Season Four.  The administrative 
assistant announces that there is a man at the door 
with no system ID who says he’s new.  Assistant 
Principal Marcia Donnelly tells her to “Buzz him in ‘fore 
something changes his mind” (4.01).  Prez enters and 
explains to the administration that he has a temporary 
teaching license and would like to discuss any 
opportunities that might be available for math teachers.  
Donnelly hires him right on the spot.  Thus begins 
Prez’s journey following the inspirational teacher trope.  
In his article “Educational TV,” James Hynes identifies 
the “Stations of the Cross” for the teacher savior:  1) 
the catastrophic first class; 2) the teachers getting 
together and complaining about difficult students, 
useless paperwork, and policies implemented by the 
administration; 3) cynical veteran teachers talking 
down to the optimistic beginner; 4) a charged 
confrontation that often includes violence; 5) a “tear-
jerking moment of redemption;” and, 6) the teacher 
reaching the kids (Hynes). 

Throughout Season Four, we see many of these 
“stations” in Prez’s classroom.  In 4.03, Prez 
experiences his first station:  the train wreck of a first 
class.  He sets up a seating chart so that he can put 
names to faces and distribute bus passes efficiently.  
The kids ignore the chart, he ends up handing out bus 
passes to the wrong people, and the bell rings before 
he can get them back.  Ms. Sampson, a seasoned 
veteran, ends up having to intervene to get the bus 
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passes back.  The next station, includes teachers 
sitting around discussing their unruly students.  Before 
the school year officially starts, Prez attends a faculty 
orientation, which quickly turns into what Hynes calls a 
“bitch session” (4.02).  In this scene, we see teachers 
mocking the “I am lovable and capable”/look out for 
huddle by the pencil sharpeners presentation.  This 
cheesy training session is completely irrelevant to the 
issues and challenges that arise in the Tilghman 
classrooms.  Later in this episode, Prez gets a few 
“tips” from veteran teachers.  They inform him of the 
rules that they try to enforce in all of the classrooms.  
When Prez tries to add an additional rule — no gum — 
the veteran teachers giggle at his naivety.  As they 
leave, one teacher tells Prez he needs “soft eyes,” 
meaning he needs to learn to see the bigger picture 
(Trier 183).  For Prez, his fourth station is the 
interaction between Laetitia and Chiquan.  Tensions 
heighten, a fight breaks out, and the scene climaxes 
with a razor blade to the face.    

Up until this point, Prez’s storyline meets the 
criteria for the teacher savior.  It is in the next two 
categories, however, that Prez begins to drift away 
from this model.  The fifth station, the “tear-jerking 
moment of redemption” is not an event that we can 
pinpoint with certainty.  We see movements toward this 
ideal when Prez tells Michael Lee that there are people 
willing to help him, he just has to ask (4.05) or when he 
sets up a shower and laundry system for DuQuan 
“Dukie” Weems (4.06).  But, we never really reach a 
climactic moment of redemption.  As far as the sixth 
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station is concerned, Prez’s storyline only meets it 
halfway.  He does gain the trust and respect of the 
students, but he does not “reach” them in a way that 
insinuates true and lasting change.  He does not save 
them like the teacher savior is supposed to do.  What, 
then, are the implications of this failed rescue?  

In her article, “‘The Dickensian Aspect’: 
Melodrama, Viewer Engagement, and the Socially 
Conscious Text,” Amanda Ann Klein examines The 
Wire as a melodrama looking to instigate social 
change.  The creators of the series use melodramatic 
codes as a means to generate empathy and 
engagement in their viewers.  Melodramatic events 
and characters are created with the intention of 
appealing to the emotions.  Many times, like in The 
Wire, this means focusing on the oppressed, social 
corruption, and the inability of characters to bring about 
change in their surroundings (Klein 178).  Season Four 
is no exception.  The character dynamic between Prez 
and his students is incredibly melodramatic.  Where 
The Wire differs from most melodramas is its 
undercutting of the emotional viewer response.  Many 
melodramas offer the viewer a cathartic moment, a 
time where they can express their emotions for what 
has just occurred.  Klein writes that tears can act as a 
distraction from the problems that really need solving.  
The Wire works very hard to avoid tears taking the 
place of action.  In doing this, the series creates a 
socially engaged viewer rather than a passive, satisfied 
one.  At the end of Season Four, we catch a glimpse 
into Namond’s life — caring mentors, middle-class 
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home, a new trajectory.  Though we are happy for him, 
it does not overshadow our feelings about the fates of 
Randy, Michael, and Dukie.  Prez’s story arc doesn’t 
leave us with the post-catharsis satisfaction that so 
many viewers are used to finding in American film and 
television.  Being robbed of this satisfaction has the 
power to make viewers hungry for change and leaves 
them with the conviction to be a part of that change.   

Prez’s failure as the teacher savior is not a 
negative reflection on him as a character but on the 
system where there are few resources.  Throughout 
Season Four, viewers really see Prez come into his 
own after several disastrous experiences working in 
the Baltimore Police Department.  He learns how to 
conduct a classroom, tweaks the curriculum so that it 
is relevant and meaningful for his students, and 
develops relationships that we root for the whole way 
through.  Prez is a teacher who genuinely wants to 
make a difference, which is why viewers are so 
distraught when he cannot save his students or teach 
them how to save themselves.  This storyline points out 
the heartbreaking reality that today’s urban schools 
have enormous obstacles to overcome.  There can be 
a line-up of phenomenal teachers in the classroom for 
30-hours a week, but for the other 138, these kids are 
being influenced by the streets.  Hynes writes, “The 
schools face insurmountable odds when the street is 
an ineradicable presence in the classroom, and the 
classroom has a negligible effect on the street.” That’s 
not to say that teachers don’t make a difference 
(because they have a significant impact on students 
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every day), but we as a society need to realize that 
change will require much more than trying to play the 
teacher savior and act out Dangerous Minds in the 
classroom.   

Throughout Season Four, Prez is set up to 
mirror the teacher saviors we have encountered time 
and time again in popular culture.  When he fails in this 
role, instead of being angry with him, we are inspired 
to do something about it.  Cesare Zavattini, a theorist 
and screenwriter, perfectly captures the mission of The 
Wire when he says, “It is not the concern of an artist to 
propound solutions.  It is enough, and quite a lot, I 
should say, to make an audience feel the need, the 
urgency, for them” (Klein 188).  The character of 
Roland Pryzbylweski serves as a call to action.  What 
will we choose to do about it?  
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The Lost Potential of Duquan Weems 
By  

Emily Nedvidek 
 

 
From "Unto Other," 4.07. The Wire 

 
n what has become common practice for The Wire, 
the Season Four premiere introduces the audience 
to a host of new characters.  The difference this 

time, however, is that many of these new additions 
seem to have just hit puberty.  Not long into the first 
episode, the characters of Namond Brice, Michael Lee, 
Randy Wagstaff, and Duquan “Dukie” Weems are 
introduced as a group of mischievous, yet seemingly 
harmless, adolescents (4.01).  The dynamic of their 
friendship is established as the four attempt to capture 
birds — or rather the first three of them are invested in 
the caper while Duquan wanders quietly off to the side 
before breaking a bottle, thus ruining the scheme and 
causing the others to scold and tease him.  A fight 
ensues but is quickly broken up as Michael protects 
Dukie, and the bullying appears to be rather 

I 
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lighthearted.  After the scolding is over, Dukie tells 
Randy that their pigeon scheme was flawed to begin 
with because they have incorrectly identified a normal 
pigeon as a homer.  This scene effectively establishes 
a trend that will last for the next two seasons as Dukie 
is ostracized from his friends but is also shown to have 
the most potential of the group.  This potential is 
dashed two seasons later when Dukie is shown 
shooting heroin in an alley in the series finale.  It is his 
intelligence and potential that make Duquan’s journey 
from a reserved but engaged student to a heroin addict 
so devastating.  Duquan Weems is perhaps one of The 
Wire’s most heartbreaking characters because he so 
clearly and believably depicts an inability to break free 
of the strictures of society determined by the 
disappointing authority figures in his life and his social 
and economic difficulties.  
 One of Duquan’s largest obstacles to breaking 
free from his predetermined role as “underprivileged 
kid turned drug addict” is his family.  Duquan is often 
bullied for smelling bad, as we see in the pigeon scene 
when Namond tells Dukie that he is “Stinking like rat 
fart” (4.01).  This lack of hygiene is a result of his poor 
home life; all of the adults in his home are drug addicts 
and alcoholics, and they only spend money on 
perpetuating their drug habit.  Therefore, Duquan lives 
in extreme poverty and cannot get any new clothes 
because his family instantly steals them and sells them 
for drug and alcohol money.  Duquan is clearly 
unhappy at home and is very grateful when assistant 
principal Marcia Donnelly and his teacher Roland 
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“Prez” Pryzbylewski give him school supplies and new 
clothes.  Dukie has been desensitized to his family’s 
drug habit, as is evidenced when he returns home one 
day to see his family evicted and just responds with 
“Damn, not again” (4.12).  He neither enjoys nor 
approves of their dependency on drugs, but he is no 
longer surprised by it.  This desensitization is perhaps 
one reason that Duquan eventually falls under the 
power of heroin himself; because he has grown up in a 
house where this behavior is the norm, it is likely that 
Dukie does not see his decision to start using as life-
changing.  Dukie is also forced to get a job to support 
himself, since his family does not have the resources 
or the desire to provide for him.  This necessity leads 
Dukie to work with Michael as part of Marlo’s crew 
before eventually having to find a new job with a heroin-
addicted street merchant.  Had Duquan been born into 
a family that was not addicted to drugs and alcohol and 
instead offered him encouragement and financial 
support, his life would probably have turned out 
drastically different.  Instead, Dukie is not only 
desensitized to the use of drugs but is forced to 
surround himself with them in order to make ends 
meet.  

Dukie attempts to find refuge from his familial 
troubles in Mr. Pryzbylewski’s math classroom.  While 
Duquan is immediately established as the “runt of the 
litter,” it is also clear that he is very intelligent and has 
the potential to be a very successful student.  This 
belief is strengthened when Dukie is shown in Mr. 
Pryzbylewski’s classroom as one of the few students 
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that the novice teacher is really able to get through to 
and influence.  Dukie is very skilled with computers and 
excels enough in other academic areas to get 
promoted to ninth grade.  While this may seem like a 
positive development, the transition is a huge turning 
point in Dukie’s life and results in his dropping out of 
school.  While Duquan may be ready to advance to 
high school academically, he is socially unprepared to 
make this change and adjust to new circumstances 
because his only relief from bullying and social 
exclusion comes from the protection of his friends.  
Dukie begs Prez to let him stay with his friends in eighth 
grade, but Prez assures him that he is smart enough to 
move on to high school.  Yet, once Dukie arrives at his 
new school, he is once again met with the same 
bullying and teasing he has always faced and this time 
without the safety net of his best friends.  It is too much 
for Dukie to handle, and he quickly drops out.  
Suddenly, the former star student is on the streets, as 
his desire for learning cannot supersede the 
insecurities caused by the mockery of his peers.  All of 
Duquan’s potential has been quelled by administrators 
who care more about juking statistics than the 
wellbeing of students, and Dukie is once again failed 
by those who should be taking care of him.   

The tragedy of Dukie’s journey stems both from 
his wasted potential and also from his obvious desire 
to escape his circumstances.  After Dukie’s failed 
attempts at working the corner and learning to defend 
himself, Dukie and Dennis “Cutty” Wise  discuss life 
beyond the corner (5.05): 
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Cutty:  Not everything come down to how 
you carry it in the street.  It do come down 
to that if you gonna be in the street, but 
that ain’t the only way to be.  
Dukie:  Around here it is. 
Cutty:  Yeah. Around here it is. But the 
world is bigger than that. At least that’s 
what they tell me.  
Dukie:  How do you get from here to the 
rest of the world? 
Cutty:  I wish I knew.  
 

Dukie is coming to terms with the fact that he is simply 
not cut out for life on the corner, but there seems to be 
no other option for him.  Dennis tries to encourage him, 
yet he offers little hope for Dukie by way of life beyond 
the street.  It took Dennis 17-years in prison to become 
softened to the world around him and find a way out of 
The Game, and he has no clear answer for how 
Duquan can escape this society.  Dukie is clearly not 
satisfied with his role in this society and yearns to move 
beyond it, but he is told once again that it is practically 
impossible.  Still, his desire to move beyond his 
limitations provides the audience with a glimmer of 
hope, as we wish that a longing to leave this community 
would equate to an ability to do so.  This optimistic way 
of thinking becomes futile, however, as we see Duquan 
ultimately fall to the temptations of the needle.  
 In the character of Duquan Weems, we see a 
smart, respectful, compassionate young man who has 
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the potential to be a very successful member of society.  
His personal character is illuminated when a fight 
breaks out in the classroom; a girl stands up to a bully 
by slashing a box cutter across her face, and both girls 
fall to the ground —one in pain and a pool of blood and 
one in total shock (4.03).  While the rest of the class is 
freaking out about the blood and victim, Dukie sits by 
the attacker and calms her with a mini-electric fan that 
he has fixed up.  This simple act of compassion shows 
him to be a sweet and considerate boy and an excellent 
friend, which are qualities that are repeatedly 
associated with Dukie.  While Duquan struggles to take 
care of himself, he is excellent at watching over 
Michael’s younger brother and exhibits the kind of 
parenting that he never had the luxury of receiving.  It 
is his vulnerability and kindheartedness that make him 
so loveable and entrenched in the hearts of viewers, 
causing viewers to hope that these positive qualities 
will be enough to ensure his escape from the world of 
The Game.  Unfortunately, they are not.  Perhaps the 
most heartbreaking part of montage at the end of the 
series finale is the few seconds where viewers see 
Dukie prepare to shoot up with his heroin-addict friend.  
It is at this moment that our hopes for Duquan’s 
wellbeing and triumph over his circumstances are 
completely dashed — Dukie takes the needle to his 
arm, and another Bubbles is created.  The downward 
spiral has started, and viewers know better than to 
hope that Duquan will find the same redemption that 
Bubbles finally finds, as Dukie has neither the family 
nor the community support that Bubbles experiences.  



477 
 

Duquan’s struggle against the system ends in defeat, 
and just as so many before him, another beloved 
character is lost to the world of The Game.   
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Respect My Authority: 
The Evolution of Michael Lee 

By 
Lucas Smith 

 

 
From "Know Your Place, 4.09 The Wire. 

 
t the beginning of Season Four of The Wire, the 
show introduces us to a seemingly normal 
middle school student:  Michael Lee.  He is 

good friends with Namond Brice, Randy Wagstaff, and 
Duquan “Dukie” Weems, and while he is more soft-
spoken than his peers, it appears that Michael 
assumes a leadership role within the group.  A product 
of a broken home, evidenced by his drug-addicted 
mother, Raylene, and the absence of his step-father, 
Devar, Michael assumes a protective role over his 
younger half-brother, Bug, to whom he is effectively a 
parent.  Due to this, in combination with other factors, 
Michael has little trust in the adults in his life.  Through 
the character of Michael Lee, The Wire showcases the 

A 
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alluring nature of Baltimore’s street life and its ability to 
corrupt even the most promising youth, as Michael’s 
actions parallel those of Omar Little by the end of the 
series. 
 Early on, Michael’s distrust for authority figures 
is apparent.  He takes a keen interest in boxing and 
often works out at the local gym, but rebuffs Dennis 
“Cutty” Wise’s offer to train him.  Even so, Wise 
continues to encourage Michael and even takes him to 
a professional fight with Justin.  After the fight, 
however, Michael refuses to let Wise drive him home 
after dropping off Justin because he is suspicious of 
the older man’s motives.  Despite all efforts to assert 
himself as a father figure for Michael, Wise cannot gain 
Michael’s trust for reasons that will later become clear 
to viewers.  Michael also denies Marlo Stanfield’s offer 
of a cash handout with no strings attached.  Marlo is 
impressed with Michael’s character in denying a 
handout, and the strength of his character is displayed 
when he doesn’t budge even after Marlo personally 
confronts him.  Undeterred, Marlo orders Chris Partlow 
to find out what he can about Michael.  Chris 
approaches Michael and offers him cash and 
protection to join Marlo’s organization, but his offer is 
turned down as Michael states he must look out for his 
family first.  Although Michael gets his first taste of “The 
Game” when he temporarily takes over Namond’s job 
as a runner for Bodie Broadus, it is still this innate 
distrust of adults that causes Michael to decline Bodie’s 
offer of permanent employment. 
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 Over the course of Season Four of The Wire, we 
see the evolution of Michael from a soft-spoken 
introvert into a hardened drug dealer.  Much of 
Michael’s problems begin after his stepfather is 
released on parole and returns home despite the fact 
that Michael’s mother has promised her two sons she’d 
never let him back into the house.  Although Devar acts 
very friendly to the boys, even picking up Bug from 
school and helping with homework, Michael acts coldly 
toward him and begins having trouble in school.  Upon 
being told by Devar that he intends to take everything 
over and wants him to pay money for living in “his” 
house, Michael becomes desperate to get rid of the 
man.  While not stated explicitly, Michael’s reactions 
suggest his stepfather sexually abused him before 
going to prison, a circumstance hinted at by Michael’s 
distrust of adult males and negative attitude toward 
subjects related to sexuality.  This is made more clear 
when Detective William “The Bunk” Moreland comes 
across Devar’s profile and says, “Look at you, you 
baby-bumping motherfucker” (5.07).  The abuse is 
further suggested when Bunk is interviewing Michael 
and says, “Look at you…not even blinking.  Not that I 
blame you after what this heinous motherfucker did to 
you” (5.07).  After consulting with Randy about the 
likely effects of calling protection services and unhappy 
to hear that he may be separated from Bug if he goes 
that route, Michael turns to Marlo and Chris for help as 
a last resort.  After asking Devar if he likes to “fuck little 
boys,” Chris deviates from his normal execution-style 
murder and instead savagely beats Devar to death.  
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Marlo sees a moment of vulnerability in Michael and 
takes advantage of it by providing him and Bug with an 
apartment in exchange for Michael joining Marlo’s 
operation and becoming a drug dealer.  Now, after 
finally succumbing to the pressure of the streets, 
Michael starts his life anew as part of the Stanfield crew 
working alongside Chris and Felicia “Snoop” Pearson. 
 Though Michael is fully entrenched in the 
Stanfield Organization in Season Five, the rifts 
between him and the higher-ups ultimately push 
Michael to follow in Omar’s footsteps.  While working 
for Marlo, Michael trains with Chris to become an 
enforcer for the crew.  In his first big hit, Michael is 
brought along to kill Junebug, whom Marlo suspects 
has been questioning his sexuality.  He wonders about 
the necessity of the murder since the rumors are 
unfounded and have not been proved to originate with 
Junebug, but Michael is angrily rebuked by Snoop.  
Chris orders Michael to watch the back of the house 
with instructions to shoot anyone escaping while he 
and Snoop kill the people inside the house.  When a 
small child runs out of the house, however, Michael 
cannot bring himself to shoot, which causes the first 
major rift (5.02).  Michael becomes socially withdrawn 
after the triple homicide, and after spending a day with 
Bug and Dukie at Six Flags amusement park, he is 
confronted by Monk Metcalf about leaving his corner 
unattended, which causes the second major rift.  After 
the botched ambush on Omar in Monk’s apartment by 
Michael, Chris, Snoop, and O-dog, Omar begins 
terrorizing Marlo’s corners with little response coming 
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from Marlo himself.  Seeing weakness, Michael 
questions his boss’s fierce reputation and, in doing so, 
induces the third major rift.  When Marlo, Chris, 
Cheese, and Monk are all arrested, Monk suspects 
Michael of being an informant.  Despite not believing 
Monk’s claim, Marlo reluctantly orders Snoop to kill 
Michael.  Snoop attempts to set Michael up but is 
caught and reveals to Michael that they believe he’s 
been talking to the police.  Michael denies the claim, 
but when Snoop tells him he’s too isolated and asks 
too many questions to ever be considered a true 
member of the crew, it serves as the penultimate 
moment in Michael’s evolution.  He shoots Snoop in 
the head execution style, just as Chris always does, 
and goes into hiding.  Michael eventually returns as a 
stick-up artist and, with a partner, robs Vinson in his rim 
shop and shoots him in the knee with a shotgun.  These 
actions serve as a direct parallel to those of Omar, the 
notorious stick-up artist in Baltimore, and mark the 
complete transformation of Michael from the way he is 
represented at the beginning of Season Four. 
 Despite a possible bright future as a boxer, 
Michael could not escape the grasp of the streets of 
Baltimore.  Ultimately, the abuse Michael suffered at 
the hands of his stepfather Devar robbed him of the 
ability to trust adult males in his life.  This distrust cost 
him a relationship with Wise, which may have been a 
ticket out of The Game, and instead led him into a life 
of crime.  The transformation of Michael from an 
introvert into a stick-up artist à la Omar Little is 
unforeseen when we are first introduced to Michael, 



484 
 

but in the end, it is not surprising given the pressures 
imposed by the street and drugs. 
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A Rare Instance of Hope:  Namond Brice 
By 

Laura Spurney 
 

 
From “That's Got His Own,"4.12 The Wire 

 
f the few narratives of promise in The Wire, the 
story of Namond Brice is particularly 
compelling.  Growing up in the Western district 

of Baltimore as the son of big-time soldier in “The 
Game” Wee-Bey Brice, it is assumed that Namond will 
follow in his father’s path and step-up as a dedicated 
and loyal Barksdale soldier.  After the fall of the 
Barksdale organization and the rise of Marlo Stanfield’s 
gang, however, survival in The Game requires more 
scheming and brutality than Namond is suited to fulfill.  
With pressure coming from all sides of his family and a 
lack of success in school, Namond is originally 
presented to viewers as another victim of the 
institutions in play.  With the help of Howard “Bunny” 
Colvin and his new program, though, Namond’s future 
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becomes more hopeful.  As the season unfolds, 
Namond is torn between the struggle of attempting to 
maintain the respect of his family as a soldier on the 
streets and the reality of his inability to function in the 
new drug world as he becomes increasingly aware of 
the true nature of The Game and its consequences. 
 Introduced to viewers as an unfit corner kid, 
Namond is initially presented as an idler when Bodie 
yells at him for slacking off during his shift and then 
asking to leave early to prepare for the upcoming 
school year.  As the season progresses, it becomes 
increasingly clear that Namond’s work ethic within the 
business is only the beginning of his problems in the 
trade.  Despite his father’s reputation, Namond clearly 
lacks the same dedication and temperament his father 
displays while working in the Barksdale organization.  
He is unable to evoke the credibility and strong 
reputation The Game requires, instead exhibiting low 
self-confidence and inconsistency in the majority of his 
work on the streets (Beliveau and Bolf-Beliveau 94).  
Namond is not knowledgeable about the inner-
workings of the trade and, as a result, is unprepared for 
the work; from bringing drugs into his own home to 
getting beaten up by Stanfield’s corner boys, Namond 
is ill-equipped to smoothly transition into street work.  
Even young corner boys like Kenard are able to 
surpass Namond’s expertise, eventually taking 
advantage of him by stealing his supply (4.12).   

In addition to behaving outside of the good-
soldier standards, Namond’s physical appearance 
defies his expected outcome as a street worker.  
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Repeatedly told by family and friends that he needs to 
cut his hair in order to avoid easy police identification, 
Namond’s hair symbolizes his label as an outlier in the 
ring of drug dealers.  The incessant order to cut his hair 
also emphasizes the way in which The Game requires 
Namond to conceal his true self if he wishes to thrive 
within it, even forcing him to reject his natural 
inclination by physically removing a piece of himself 
that rebels against the industry.  Apparent from an 
outsider’s point of view, even Colvin is aware of the 
unlikelihood Namond can find success on the streets.  
When speaking to Wee-Bey about his desire to adopt 
Namond and raise him in an environment with more 
possibilities he explains:  

 
The West Side, you know, it’s dead man.  
I mean it’s a whole different breed.  No 
code, no family, damn sure no 
respect…[Namond’s] a lot of things, a lot 
of good things.  I mean, before you know, 
he might surprise all of us given half a 
chance.  But, he ain’t made for them 
corners, man.  I mean, not like we were 
(4.13).   

 
As expressed in the quote, Namond is unfit for the new 
world order of the streets.  Even Namond recognizes 
his likely downfall working the corners, predicting in a 
class discussion that he will be dead in ten years 
(4.07).  Namond does not possess the qualities of the 
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modern day, stone cold soldier; he is built for higher 
purposes — for accomplishment outside of the streets. 
 Blockading his path to success, Namond’s 
parents consistently pressure him to become a soldier, 
both indirectly and directly.  With the reputation of his 
father, Wee-Bey, to match and the nonstop pressure 
from him mom to prosper, Namond is constantly 
bombarded with messages about whom he needs to 
be as opposed to being given the chance to consider 
whom he wants to be.  Creating a legacy remembered 
by many in Baltimore, Wee-Bey leaves behind a 
significant place for Namond to fill as his son.  Despite 
a familial tie, though, Namond is continually pressured 
to live up to an expectation that he cannot realistically 
fulfill.  Namond’s mother, De’Londa Brice, constantly 
holds Wee-Bey up as figure for Namond to model 
himself after, yet Namond is unaware of the steps 
necessary to meet this standard since Wee-Bey has 
not actively been in Namond’s life since his 
incarceration (Marshall 158).  The inconsistencies 
between Wee-Bey and Namond do not go unnoticed, 
either.  Multiple references to their differences are 
made throughout the season, one particularly well put 
by Dennis “Cutty” Wise, who says: “Namond is from 
[Wee-Bey], same blood, but not the same heart” (4.09).  
As referenced in the quote, the only real connection 
Namond and Wee-Bey seem to have is familial; 
otherwise, they are two completely different people:  a 
straggler and a solider.  In harsher terms, those such 
as De’Londa go as far as to consider Namond a bitch, 
particularly when compared with his father.  During a 
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fight with Namond about his inability to act like a real 
solider and confront Kenard with more force when he 
steals Namond’s stash, De’Londa exclaims, “Wee-Bey 
walked into Jessup a man, and he gonna walk out one.  
But, you out here, wearing his name, acting a bitch! Aw, 
look at you, crying now” (4.12).  Time and again 
Namond finds himself being compared to his father, a 
man of completely different character, a fact his mother 
particularly resents and for which she ultimately rejects 
him.   

As a materialistic woman driven mainly by 
appearances and status, De’Londa pushes Namond to 
join The Game when her main source of financial 
support from Brianna is curtailed.  She pushes 
Namond to participate in the illegal activity of the 
corners and tries to instill the values of the street into 
her son, principles that revolve around crime and 
violence.  She engages in a form of counter-discipline 
that encourages Namond to break the law, trapping 
him within the institution of The Game (McMillan 59).  
As a single parent and Namond’s primary source of 
moral education, De’Londa represents a barrier in 
Namond’s life to surpassing the lifestyle of the streets.  
For example, when Eric Carver calls her to tell her that 
he needs her to pick up Namond from the police 
station, she replies:  “Put that bitch in baby booking 
where he belong, maybe he’ll learn something” (4.12).  
Rather than expressing concern for his safety or 
wellbeing, she views prison as a realistic 
representation of the world of the streets, causing her 
to value rather than fear the institution for its 
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educational benefits.  De’Londa’s misguided parenting 
system teaches Namond a skewed code of behavior, 
leading him to act inappropriately in settings located 
outside of the streets.  When Namond is placed in 
settings that require conventional good manners 
outside of his upbringing, he reverts to the gangster 
mentality that initially prevents him from progressing 
further in life.  De’Londa’s upbringing consists of 
inculcating a corner culture, a passive obedience to the 
status quo of the streets that is noticeable in Namond 
in his almost unquestioning deference to the his role as 
a street kid (Beliveau and Bolf-Beliveau 94).  Especially 
clear in the school setting, Namond relies on the tough-
guy standard to challenge his teachers and avoid 
schoolwork.  When his middle school teacher, Roland 
“Prez” Prezbylewski, questions Namond’s outbursts in 
class, he replies, “It’s just the evil getting to me and 
before I know it, I go off” (4.05).  The evil leading to his 
bad behavior mentioned in the quote is his misguided 
upbringing, the corner mentality that his mother so 
persistently instills in him.  Glimpses of hope are seen 
in Namond even in the beginning of the season, 
however, such as his apology to Prezbylewski after he 
causes a stir in his classroom, highlighting the 
genuinely compassionate character at Namond’s core 
despite his sporadic outbursts. 
 Alongside various instances of genuine 
compassion early in the season, Namond begins to 
show true potential for a brighter future when Colvin 
begins his experimental classroom program in Edward 
Tilghman Middle School.  Geared toward particularly 
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at-risk kids called “corner kids,” the program attempts 
to socialize the students so that they are better 
equipped to function in the real world.  Recognizing 
Namond’s consistent misbehavior, he is one of the first 
kids identified by Colvin for the initiative.  At first, 
Namond exhibits the behavior he has been taught to 
disrupt traditional authority figures, and he displays a 
lack of respect and obedience.  Namond reaches his 
first critical step toward self-improvement, however, 
when he is able to relate his street upbringing to his 
school life, framing Colvin’s class in a narrative he 
understands:  “Ready for gen pop.  This prison, yo.  
And, we in solitary an’ shit,” (4.07).  As he assigns a 
name to the special classroom set up by Colvin, he 
makes his first significant step toward critical 
consciousness (Beliveau and Bolf-Beliveau 95).  As he 
spends more time in the program, Namond becomes 
more inquisitive about his current situation and 
surroundings, causing even the teachers to step back 
and reevaluate their ways of thinking. In one class he 
responds: 
 

Yeah, like y’all said, don’t lie, don’t bump, 
don’t cheat, don’t steal or whatever.  But, 
what about y’all, huh?  What the 
government?  What’s it Enron?  
Steroids?...We do the same thing as y’all, 
except when we do it, it’s the end of the 
world coming.  Man, that’s bullshit (4.08).   
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Namond’s speech shows that he is clearly capable of 
learning and of critical thinking.  He is able to point out 
the hypocrisy and double standards inherent in the 
institutions they all follow from a perspective others 
may never before have considered.  

Furthermore, he is able to take his critical 
thinking skills a step further and demonstrate 
leadership. Namond’s significant potential is 
showcased when the class is split into teams to 
construct models of famous landmarks, and his group 
is assigned the Eiffel Tower.  While the other teams are 
yelling at each other and becoming frustrated with their 
lack of progress, Namond divides the work up among 
his teammates, instructing one person to build the top 
and another the bottom while he constructs the middle 
(4.09).  The debate skills that begin to emerge in the 
pilot program are nurtured with family support after he 
goes to live with the Colvin and further developed in a 
better school environment. Finally, his education, 
confidence and training are showcased in Season Five 
when he participates in a citywide debate on HIV and 
AIDS in Africa (5.09). Although Namond is unable to 
show leadership on the corners, he is able to exhibit 
teamwork and direction within the classroom, 
demonstrating his aptitude to function as a contributing 
citizen in larger society and suggesting that he has a 
bright future.   

In addition to exhibiting skills valued outside of 
the streets, Namond is also one of the few characters 
actively questioning the corner culture surrounding him 
and his classmates (Beliveau and Bolf-Beliveau 97).  
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His apprehensiveness about the rationale of the corner 
standards is emphasized when Namond watches his 
best friend Michael Lee ruthlessly beat up young 
Kenard after he steals Namond’s stash.  The 
aggressiveness of the attack unsettles Namond, who 
refuses to take back the package and says to his friend, 
“It’s not that you do shit, but how” (4.11).  While 
Namond still commits crimes, he does not exhibit the 
same brutality that Michael seems to increasingly 
exude.  Namond does not enjoy the power committing 
such crimes tends to elicit in other characters of the 
series; Namond merely participates in the activities out 
of sheer habit and necessity.  Realizing that he has lost 
his friend to a world he does not fit into but is constantly 
pressured to conform to, Namond explains to Carver 
and Cutty, “I can’t go home.  [My mom] expects me to 
be my father, but I ain’t him.  I mean, the way he is an’ 
shit, it just ain’t in me” (4.11).  Finally recognizing his 
inability to conform to the street lifestyle and its code of 
ethics, Namond is able to make real steps toward 
change.  Reaching out to those capable of helping him, 
Namond makes progress down the path to success in 
the larger society.  Seeing Namond’s increasingly 
hopeless situation as well as his promising potential, 
Colvin takes the necessary steps to adopt Namond as 
his own and raise him to become more than he could 
have ever imagined on the streets.  When explaining 
why he wants to adopt Namond, Colvin says to Wee-
Bey, “Your boy, he’s smart, funny, and open-hearted, 
an’ he got some flex in him, too…he could do a lot of 
things in his life, be out there in the world in a way, you 
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know, didn’t happen for you and me” (4.13).  As Colvin 
Eloquently explains, Namond is built for goals larger 
than reaching the top of the hierarchal pyramid of The 
Game; he exhibits true potential for success in the 
larger culture, but to do so requires a stable 
environment where he can hone his skills and build 
upon them.   
 The final episode of Season Four shows 
Namond sitting on Colvin’s porch doing homework and 
surveying the landscape of his new home.  
Materialistically, his previous household with De’Londa 
and his new home with the Colvins are not very 
different in that they are both of a middle class 
standard.  The home-life environment in which 
Namond is raised differs drastically, however.  
Whereas before he was surrounded by negative 
influences providing support for the wrong kinds of 
activities, the Colvins provide him with a peaceful and 
safe environment cushioned by the encouragement of 
loving guardians who want to see him succeed at 
greater life goals (Peterson 117).  While Wee-Bey and 
De’Londa were often absent in Namond’s life, Colvin 
and his wife are seen in Season Five attending his 
speech and basking in Namond’s progress (5.09).  
Even Namond is finally happy, which is evident in the 
last scene of Season Four as he surveys his new 
neighborhood.  While observing, he notices an old 
friend, Donut, speeding through the streets blaring 
music. As they exchange nods of recognition, Donut 
almost hits a car when he drives through the stop sign.  
As Donut speeds away, Namond smiles, content to see 
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his previous life departing, relishing in the ultimate 
tranquility and hope of his new home. 
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Randy Wagstaff and Black Masculinity:  
“You got my back, huh?” 

By 
Pri Surapaneni 

 

 
From "Alliances" 4.05 The Wire 

 
hroughout all five seasons of The Wire, the 
writers provide valuable insight into the psyche 
of the inner-city black male.   Through 

hierarchies within “The Game,” viewers see the 
average male’s struggle to prove strength and 
dominance over his peers.  Season Four offers a fresh 
perspective on the foundations of this masculinity 
through the bildungsroman plotline of Randy Wagstaff, 
a young boy who finds himself surrounded, almost 
suffocated, by the drug trade that rules over his 
neighborhood.   Furthermore, his accidental “snitch” to 
the Baltimore police runs counter to the tropes of 
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masculinity threaded throughout The Wire, and his 
transgression forces him to overcompensate in his 
displays of dominance.   Randy Wagstaff’s rise to 
adulthood is a prime example of the role that Black 
masculinity plays in the inner-city drug trade.   
 In his essay on corner boy masculinity, James 
Braxton Peterson introduces Bodie Broadus as “the 
quintessential corner boy of the series” (111), citing his 
fierce loyalty and commitment to the rules of The Game 
as the qualities that make him an example of a hard-
working member of the corner.   He is respected by all 
levels of the Barksdale organization as a trustworthy 
and integral member of the trade.   As a role model for 
the young boys at the beginning of Season Four, Bodie 
finds Namond Brice and his friends, Randy Wagstaff 
included, unfit for the drug trade; seeing them as 
childish and lazy.   Although some may argue that age 
figures into the immaturity Bodie observes, we see 
boys far younger than the “Boys of Summer” engaging 
in the trade throughout the season, and they take their 
roles very seriously, such as young Kenard, who is 
tasked to hide Namond’s stash.  What Bodie likely fails 
to see in those boys is a loyalty to the trade above all 
else, as he himself places his role in the highest 
esteem.   To young men around West Baltimore, 
figures like Bodie find themselves very well respected, 
and some boys even emulate his style when they enter 
the drug trade.   Thus, any transgressions against The 
Game, be it by a citizen or a player, are in conflict with 
the masculine qualities, which are determining factors 
of whether or not a citizen is prepared to enter the 
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game.  The Boys of Summer do not exhibit the tough 
exterior that Bodie finds necessary in a player of the 
drug trade. 
 Innocent Randy even appears to be the 
antithesis of the hard shell of a reputation that Bodie 
seeks.   Randy is a chubby boy with a mischievous 
smile who makes his spare cash selling candy to 
younger children at Tilghman Middle School.   It is, in 
fact, this entrepreneurial streak that gets him in trouble, 
as he is always looking for ways to make extra cash.   
Finding himself in a less than flattering situation with 
Assistant Principal Marcia Donnelly as a result, he is 
quick to offer information about a murder investigation 
in exchange for Donnelly not telling his foster mother 
about him getting into trouble.   This is the first 
indication that Randy is not yet fit for the drug trade, as 
he is quick to give up information for selfish reasons.   
On the other hand, Bodie is tough amid constant 
interrogations by the police, and soldier Wee-Bey Brice 
takes the fall for many murders committed by the 
Barksdale crew instead of cooperating with the police.   
Randy’s “snitching” breaks a cardinal rule of The 
Game, which demands silence and loyalty.   As Myisha 
Cherry points out, “… in The Wire, viewers see that 
both those in the Game and those not in the Game are 
obliged to abide by this [no snitching] rule” (279).   As 
a youngster surrounded by the trade but not 
necessarily privy to its intricacies, Randy provides what 
he believes to be common knowledge to the police, 
unaware that even this is unheard of by players in The 
Game.   Although Randy has been exposed to the 
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unjust actions of police to residents of his own 
neighborhood, he doesn’t see his action as harmful 
because he believes the information is not harmful to 
the Stanfield organization as a whole.   He lacks the 
experience and context to see how intertwined his 
experience is with the drug trade, and how despite not 
being a member, he is still tied up in its intricacies.   
 Randy is a naïve boy.  He is enmeshed in social 
services and is one of the lucky few who has been 
taken in by a foster mother, Miss Anna.   As a result of 
his relationship with the police, Miss Anna’s house is 
attacked and she passes away, throwing Randy back 
into the system.   He finds his way into a group home 
where even his roommates know he has spoken to 
officials, and they beat him mercilessly during his first 
moments among them (4.12).   Despite leading to the 
discovery of many bodies of those who were killed by 
Felicia “Snoop” Pearson and Chris Partlow, many of 
whom were possibly innocent, Randy garners no 
praise for his actions.   Although he helps police break 
into a case designed to bring down the drug trade, 
Randy’s community still sides with the drug dealers 
over police department.  His momentary solidarity with 
government officials leaves others around him feeling 
betrayed, which leads to his identity as “snitch bitch.”  
The permanent ramifications of his actions become 
clear in Season Five, when Detective William “The 
Bunk” Moreland pays a visit to his group home to ask 
if Randy has more information to share.   We see a 
visibly older and less trusting version of the youngster 
we knew in Season Four, hardened and distant.  He 
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barely speaks to Bunk and, when exiting the room, 
cries out to get the officer away from him (5.08).  This 
action is particularly interesting and demonstrates that 
Randy is making it clear to his peers that he did not 
cooperate with the police and that he no longer trusts 
the system they represent.   
 When Carver drops Randy off at the group 
home at the end of Season Four, the police officer is 
upset and disappointed that he could not help the 
innocent boy and keep him out of the system.   Had he 
expressed or shown this emotion to Randy, perhaps he 
would have retained some faith in the system.   Instead, 
Randy believes that the officers don’t care about their 
promise to him and, instead, throw him back into the 
system without remorse.   Thus, he feels it necessary 
to overcompensate for his lack of knowledge and 
commitment to the drug trade earlier in his life.   He 
puts on a very tough front not only for Bunk but also for 
the others around him who found him weak and 
defenseless when he first arrived at the group home.   
Thus, we see a hardened shell of masculinity and 
silence very similar to that of Bodie Broadus.  Randy 
now more closely resembles the players in The Game 
we have seen in earlier parts of the series.  Randy’s 
journey from openness to mistrust can be seen as a 
study of how young men learn to align themselves with 
the illegal drug trade rather than with the authorities of 
Baltimore.  The anger toward police that is embedded 
in this particular manifestation of Black masculinity is 
not learned solely from older generations in The Game; 
it can also be felt first-hand by citizens who feel the 
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police do not have their best interests at heart.  Randy’s 
journey to masculinity confirms this assertion as the 
innocence of his youth and trust in mentoring figures is 
shattered by an incompetent police department.   
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Dennis “Cutty” Wise: 
“I Ain’t Got It In Me No Mo’” 

By 
Katelyn VanderWeide 

 

 
“Cutty” from an episode of The Wire 

 
n the Season Three premiere of The Wire, Dennis 
“Cutty” Wise, an ex-Barksdale soldier, is nearing 
parole from a fourteen-year sentence after turning 

himself in for murder.  Upon release, Cutty instantly 
sees that “The Game” is continuing on as it did before 
his incarceration, but he comes to see that what has 
changed is his dedication to the violent drug war.  With 
no other means to generate an income, however, Cutty 
hesitantly rejoins the rest of Barksdale’s army in the 
Baltimore streets where he was once considered a 
legend.  His apprehension about re-entering The 
Game is validated the moment Cutty cannot pull the 
trigger when given the task and opportunity to take out 
one of competing drug boss Marlo Stanfield’s top 
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people.  Not knowing what he wants to do but knowing 
full well The Game is not it, Cutty respectfully confronts 
Avon and seemingly leaves in peace.  Moreover, while 
some of Barksdale’s crew may consider it weakness, 
as seen when Slim Charles says, “He used to be a 
man,” Avon quickly reaffirms Cutty’s decision by 
saying, “Naw, he’s still a man,” (3.06).  Why is Cutty 
able to walk away in peace whereas both Wallace and 
D’Angelo are killed after questioning their own 
participation in the game?  Cutty Wise’s sympathetic 
and composed persona adds a unique dimension to 
The Wire as he defies many of the norms depicted by 
other characters with similar backgrounds.  Cutty, who 
drops the nickname based on the prison where he 
served time when he leaves The Game, is the only 
character who actually separates from the brutality of 
the drug trade for a better life beyond its confines. 
Unlike the others, Dennis is able to do so because the 
vehicle through which he channels his skill-set not only 
earns him respect but also allows for continued 
participation with the overarching system by simply 
shifting his role within it. The Wire constantly 
challenges notions regarding reformation, and the 
character of Dennis Wise is one of the best 
representations of hope and what it takes for individual 
reform to succeed in the larger society.  

With no high school diploma or legitimate work 
experience, Dennis is at a standstill with little direction 
forward.  Although Dennis successfully severs ties with 
the drug game as a soldier, he remains very much 
interconnected with the organization.  His role shifts 
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from participant to observer, and this new perception of 
his past life is the ultimate motivation for starting a 
boxing gym for young, at-risk boys.  Irony takes center 
stage as Dennis asks Avon to monetarily support the 
gym’s vitalization. Though Dennis makes use of the 
skills he previously employed in the daily drug trade — 
courage, aggressiveness, and loyalty — to improve the 
lives of young boys, Avon’s investment shows that 
while Dennis may have escaped from playing The 
Game, he will remain linked to it.  

Dennis’s perpetual connection to the game is 
perhaps the reason he is able to successfully escape 
it.  As seen in Season One and Season Two, Wallace 
and D’Angelo’s attempts to leave the game are brutally 
punished. The Wire can be read as a modern day 
Greek myth, which is not surprising since the series 
creator, David Simon, has cited tragedians like 
Sophocles, Aeschylus, and Heraclitus.  Quoted for 
comparing the world to a game, Heraclitus is 
apprehensive when it comes to escaping it. He asks, 
“How will one hide from that which never sets?” (Bzdak, 
Crosby, Vannatta, 23).  The Game, similar to a sun that 
never permanently sets, is therefore inescapable.  
Unlike D’Angelo and Wallace, who lose respect for The 
Game and in response try to start a completely new 
life, Dennis respects it enough to remain in its same 
social structure despite his personal disconnection 
from it.  After being interrogated by the police, Wallace 
flees to the countryside but mistakenly returns to the 
West Side only to meet his premature death.  Similarly, 
it is D’Angelo’s inherent resentment and explicit disdain 
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toward The Game that trigger Russell “Stringer” Bell’s 
skepticism, the ultimate motivation for having D’Angelo 
killed.  Disparate from Dennis, who quietly and dutifully 
endures his fourteen years in prison, neither Wallace 
nor D’Angelo are stoic soldiers. Because of his 
unwavering allegiance, Dennis’s decision to walk away 
is understood by Barksdale leaders as a ploy for 
personal reformation rather than an act rooted in 
retaliation.  Dennis, therefore, stands apart from others 
attempting to escape The Game as his changing role 
within the existing system is never perceived as a 
threat to the Barksdale syndicate at large.  

While his continued relation to the drug game is 
one explanation for successfully altering his personal 
trajectory, another argument can be made that the 
arena to which Dennis shifts his focus is an antecedent 
to his success.  The phenomenon of boxing is 
interesting to examine as a parallel to the drug war 
because its culture is relatively consistent with the 
wider social issues examined in The Wire, such as 
race, gender, and class.  In Boxing: A Cultural History, 
Kasia Boddy states, “More than anything, the boxing 
match has served as a metaphor for opposition — the 
struggle between two bodies before an audience, 
usually for money, representing struggles between 
opposing qualities, ideals and values” (7).  In modern 
times, those struggles often revolve around the issues 
pertinent to The Wire.  In a 1949 study on gender 
differences, Margaret Mead discusses the importance 
of the willingness American boys have to fight.  She 
says, “Both sexes are told not to fight, and then boys 
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are watched very anxiously, girls almost as anxiously, 
to see if they show signs of being quitters, of not being 
able to take it” (Mead, 96).  One often synonymizes 
sentiments of aggression, masculinity, endurance, and 
power with boxing because of the sport’s historical and 
cultural construction.  Furthermore, those who exhibit 
such traits often do so in an attempt to earn respect.  In 
their disagreement over drug game strategy, Avon 
admits to Stringer, “I’m just a gangsta I suppose. And I 
want my corners,” proving that commanding respect is 
equally important as a lucrative business plan (3.06).  
The Game, as it is understood in The Wire, is about 
loyalty and respect.  D’Angelo and Wallace not only 
prove disloyal, but their disillusionment with organized 
crime causes them to appear weak and therefore 
disrespected. Because boxing allows Dennis to exude 
a masculine facade similar to what is expected in the 
drug game, he is respected and therefore successfully 
operates within the structures of the overarching 
system without having to participate in the illegality of 
it. 

As a series focused around America’s 
institutionalized systems such as crime organizations, 
unions, politics, education and journalism, The Wire 
often explores the idea of reformation and what it takes 
for these existing systems to effectively transform. 
Reform efforts seen throughout The Wire arise in both 
the acknowledged legitimate system — as seen with 
Police Major Howard “Bunny” Colvin and his legalized 
drug zone of “Hamsterdam” — but also within corrupt 
and illegitimate organizations such as the Barksdale 
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empire.  Stringer Bell tries to change himself by 
pushing for less violence on the streets.  Time and 
again, however, it is clear that the system excels most 
at resisting needed changes.  Perhaps an alternative 
answer for reform is not total transformation but, 
instead, using what already exists in a different way so 
its essence functions more acceptably.  The 
introduction of Dennis Wise into the narrative is used 
to highlight the realistic existence of righteous rebellion 
and how an individual victimized by an institution can 
achieve positive, personal reform.  Although he will 
never leave the streets of Baltimore’s West Side, 
Dennis unearths a way to use his prevailing abilities for 
something far more rewarding than the drug trade.  In 
doing so, Dennis not only changes the trajectory of his 
own life but also realizes his potential to be a force of 
good for young men living the realities of Baltimore’s 
West Side.  

Dennis Wise is undoubtedly a likeable character 
as his calm demeanor exudes sincerity and 
confidence.  Unlike his predecessors, who similarly 
question their role in The Game, Dennis escapes by 
channeling traits acquired from the Barksdale 
syndicate into his boxing gym.  He is successful not 
only because he remains within the social structure 
from which he came but also because the qualities that 
made Dennis a good solider — loyalty, nerve, and 
charisma — are also the ones that make him a trusted 
boxing mentor.  Dennis Wise is an anomaly, but it is 
through characters like him that David Simon and Ed 
Burns prove The Wire to be more than a pessimistic 
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depiction of America’s hopelessness.  Camus writes in 
The Rebel that “A living man can be enslaved and 
reduced to the historic condition of an object.  But if he 
dies in refusing to be enslaved, he reaffirms the 
existence of another kind of human nature which 
refuses to be classified as an object” (Camus, 208).  In 
his refusal to conform and succumb to a system rigged 
against him, Dennis Wise embodies this “other kind of 
human nature.”  He is a beacon of hope, a protagonist 
of true human dignity, and a reminder that The Wire’s 
interpretation of reality is not always as nihilistic as one 
may presume.  
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Wee-Bey: A Man of Contrasts 
By 

Allison Kleinman 
 

 
From "The Target," 4.05 The Wire 

 
ee-Bey, also known as Roland Brice, acts as 
a respected and loyal member of the 
Barksdale Organization from the beginning 

of The Wire all the way until the end of the final season.  
His reputation as a “cold hearted thug” is represented 
throughout the majority of the series, and this earns 
him much admiration from his fellow dealers (Viti 82).  
He made the decision to drop out of school in the sixth-
grade when he began his drug-dealing career 
alongside his closest friends, Avon Barksdale and 
Russell “Stringer” Bell (“Roland Brice”).  Wee-Bey’s 
son, Namond, lives with his mother, De’Londa, who 
wants him to grow up to become just like his father and 
conquer the streets.  Played by Hassan Johnson, Wee-
Bey is a man of contrasts, just like real people, 
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recognized for his merciless actions on the streets and 
kind, soft heart he reveals when it comes to his son and 
beloved pet fish. 

Season One reveals to the audience the most 
prevalent aspects of Wee-Bey’s role on the show.  This 
glimpse begins with his involvement in multiple 
gunfights, proving his unrelenting desire to kill and fulfill 
the job requested of him.  For instance, he brutally kills 
Omar Little’s lover, Brandon; this sparks a feud that 
leads to shootouts between himself and Omar on 
multiple occasions, causing Wee-Bey to be shot in the 
leg and Omar to be shot in the shoulder.  As the season 
continues, viewers are exposed to more of his 
remorselessness, particularly in the scene in which he 
sleeps with a stripper named Keisha at a party before 
leaving her to die from a drug-overdose.  Although he 
did not kill her himself, he did nothing to prevent her 
death because he had already gotten what he wanted 
from her and did not care about her any further.  

Wee-Bey’s arrest toward the end of Season 
One is precipitated by his involvement in multiple 
murders.  First, he kills Orlando, the owner of the local 
club and then he is ordered by Stringer to kill his own 
partner, Little Man, who has accidentally shot an 
undercover detective.  Because of this, he flees to the 
city of Philadelphia in order to protect the Barksdale 
Organization and avoid the Baltimore police.  Wee-Bey 
leaves D’Angelo Barksdale in charge of his home and 
beloved pet fish, but when the police question 
D’Angelo, information is revealed about Wee-Bey’s 
hideout location and recent involvement in homicides.  
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Wee-Bey is found in Philadelphia, charged with 
multiple murders, and ends up taking full responsibility 
for a variety of murders, many of which he did not even 
commit, and accepting a sentence of life in prison.  In 
Wee-Bey’s world, this is what a good soldier does to 
protect Avon, Stringer, and the rest of the Barksdale 
crew.  

Wee-Bey’s love and care for his pet fish raises 
questions for many viewers of the show.  How does 
someone so cruel have such a soft side?  Why does 
Wee-Bey care more about the safety of his fish than 
the lives of humans?  While there aren’t necessarily 
clear answers to these questions, it is clear that Wee-
Bey has a soft side somewhere deep within his 
toughened heart.  Specifically, in the scene where he 
gives D’Angelo instructions on how to care for his 
collection of fish and costly, up-scale tanks, we see his 
strong affection as he talks about the fish.  

 
These are my Tetras. Got Kimmy, Alex, 
Aubrey, and Jezebel in here somewhere.  
I don’t know, she think she cute.  I need 
you to feed ‘em while I’m gone.  You 
gunna give ‘em different food for each 
tank too, alright?  But don’t worry, I’m a 
show you what to do.  Come here.  You 
take two pinches of whatever food I got 
next to each tank, except for today. They 
ain’t no problem, just beautiful as hell.  
(1.11) 
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As the viewer can see in the scene, Wee-Bey’s fish are 
the centerpiece of his apartment; this emphasizes their 
importance in his life.  

In Season Two, Wee-Bey remains a prisoner 
within the jail and struggles in his relationship with 
Officer Dwight Tilghman.  The corrections officer 
despises Wee-Bey because of his murder of one of 
Tilghman’s family members and continuously pesters 
the inmate because of it.  In one scene, we see 
Tilghman breaks the small aquarium kept in Wee-Bey’s 
prison cell, an act that leads Avon to set him up for 
arrest (2.15).  Tilghman, who obtains drugs from 
Butchie to sell within the prison, is purposely given a 
poisoned batch.  This causes multiple convict deaths 
in the jail, and Tilghman is detained because of it.  Not 
only does this prove the respect that Avon has for Wee-
Bey, it also reinforces Wee-Bey’s lack of emotion or 
remorse for the evil acts that he commits.  

He does not play a large role in Season Three 
or Season Five but is shown throughout Season Four 
due to his son’s involvement in the streets.  Wee-Bey 
and De’Londa get in arguments regarding whether or 
not Namond should participate in the drug trade or 
pursue other interests.  Namond tries life on the streets 
working the corners but is not fulfilling the role expected 
of him.  Wee-Bey shows his desire for his son to be 
whomever he wants to be as he gets older when he 
says, “Who the fuck would want to be [a soldier] if they 
could be anything else, De’Londa?” (4.13).  It is clear 
that Wee-Bey desires a better life for his son than the 
life that he has lived himself while De’Londa is looking 
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for her son to take care of her.  When an opportunity 
arises for Namond to get off of the streets entirely by 
going to live with retired police Lieutenant Howard 
“Bunny” Colvin and his wife and, thus, getting a good 
education, Wee-Bey relinquishes parental rights and 
goes so far as to threaten De’Londa’s life if she does 
not follow suit.  This is the perfect example of the 
complexity of his character; on the one hand, he is 
looking out for his son and overcoming his own sense 
of what constitutes a “real man” to give his son an 
expanded range of options while, at the same time, he 
is threatening the welfare and even the life of the 
mother of his child with such seriousness that she 
backs down from her pursuit of self-interest as a matter 
of self-preservation.   

Wee-Bey’s personality and role within The Wire 
is revealed throughout all five seasons.  He acts as 
someone who is hardened and ruthless, but he is not a 
one-dimensional character because the fierce soldier 
is capable of being loving, even tender, as well.  He 
has such a unique combination of qualities, and it is 
clear that there was much thought put into the making 
of his particular role.  Wee-Bey makes his final 
appearance on the show in the penitentiary with Chris 
Partlow, one of Marlo Stanfield’s top men.  This scene 
leaves the audience with the image of Wee-Bey 
remaining in jail for the rest of his life, a price he was 
willing to pay in order to keep the respect of his 
partners and The Game itself.  
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Ervin Burrell: the Corrupt Commissioner 
By 

Alexandra Harper 
 

 
From "Dead Soldiers," 3.03 The Wire 

 
ne character in The Wire that is both loved and 
hated is Ervin Burrell, an officer in the 
Baltimore Police Department, who, during the 

series, is promoted from Deputy Commissioner of 
Operations to Commissioner.  Played by Frankie 
Faison, the character of Burrell is known for his strong 
department politics and his ability to always make 
clearing a case difficult for the Barksdale police detail.  
Burrell is best classified as an ambitious careerist who 
controls his colleagues by using their past corrupt 
deeds as leverage in order to maintain his authority 
and power.  

From the beginning, Burrell is unsupportive of 
the Barksdale detail.  Burrell makes a few arrests to 
appease Judge Phelan and to create the appearance 
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of diminishing crime.  In reality, however, Burrell is only 
concerned with appearing to be decreasing crime and 
wants to bury the case.  His lack of support for the 
investigation is shown early in the series when he gives 
Lieutenant Cedric Daniels, commander of the detail 
operation, the worst officers available.  Daniels then 
goes to his legal system liaison, Rhonda Pearlman, to 
complain about Roland “Prez” Pryzbylewski, one of the 
officers:  

 
Daniels:  I can't build much with the 
garbage they sent me. 
Pearlman:  So, go to the Deputy, right?  
You've got his ear on this . . . Why not? 
Daniels:  I ask the Deputy for 
manpower.  He then tells Property to 
send me two men, and Special to send 
two more.  And, those shift lieutenants, 
they know it's a chance to dump their 
deadwood.  The Deputy, he knows this, 
too.  He could have offered to let me 
pick, but he didn't.  He sent me a 
message on this. 
Pearlman:  And the message is?  
Daniels:  Don't dig in.  Don't get fancy.  
Put a quick charge on this Barksdale 
and then get out (1.02).  

 
Burrell wants the detail to do its job but not do it well.  
He wants to show Judge Phelan that he is abiding by 
his demand to look into the Barksdale drug 
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organization, but Burrell is determined to do the 
absolute minimum.  He even says to Daniels, casually, 
that “An arrest or two would help,” not caring if the 
arrests are justified (1.02).  His sarcastic tone ensures 
viewers that Burrell does not care which arrests are 
made but is more concerned that the arrests are made 
at all because they act as physical proof of the 
operation’s success.  
 To make the case close quickly, he approves 
premature raids.  After being arrested for buying drugs 
from an undercover cop, Orlando, one of the 
Barksdale’s front men, makes a deal with the police to 
help the detail.  The detail doubts that Orlando can 
secure anyone above a lower-level position in 
Barksdale crew in the sting operation:  

 
Daniels:  We are not going to buy our way 
up the ladder here.  The wire is what 
gives us Barksdale, it gives us the whole 
crew (1.10).  

 
Burrell, wanting the case to close quickly, responds to 
Daniels enforcing the deal: 

 
Burrell:  Buy-bust, Lieutenant.  It is what 
I ask you from you months ago (1.10).  

 
To no one’s surprise, except for maybe Burrell, the 
operation is revealed to be a set up.  Orlando is fatally 
shot, and Kima, posing as a club girl, is severely 
wounded. In response to the shooting, Burrell insists 
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that the detail raid Barksdale’s main drug house in 
order to acquire good press to cover the backlash of 
the shooting.  Daniels believes, however, that the raid 
on the house will result in Barksdale discovering the 
detail’s wiretap thus threatening the bigger operation.  
When Daniels refuses to supervise the operation, 
Burrell, knowing that he must save his reputation, 
threatens to uncover old allegations that involve 
Daniels receiving excess income when he was working 
at another drug enforcement unit.  In The Wire, most 
characters have secrets, and Burrell appears to be the 
king of exposing the secrets of others in order to protect 
his own and maintain his authority within the 
department.  In fact, it is such manipulation that keeps 
Burrell in office throughout most of the series.  

It is no wonder why the episode is titled “The 
Cost.”  Through the title, viewers see a criticism of 
Burrell’s character because if were not for the raid, 
Kima would not have been shot, and Barksdale’s crew 
would not know enough to change their operating 
structure because of the detail’s wiretap.  Viewers 
realize that his raid was too costly, criticize Burrell for 
his decisions as deputy, and disapprove of his inability 
to work with the team.  Instead of making good cases, 
Burrell wants good headlines.  This time he gets his 
headline; too bad it is about one of his detectives being 
shot, almost fatally.  

Season Two of The Wire begins with 
Commissioner Warren Frazier’s retirement and 
Burrell’s possible promotion to Acting Commissioner.  
Knowing that he does not have the First District behind 
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him as Commissioner, Burrell makes a deal with 
Commissioner Stanislaus “Stan” Valchek, which will 
garner support for Burrell and give Valchek a six-man 
detail to pursue a case against Frank Sobotka.  When 
Valchek realizes that the officers he has received are 
insufficient after a surveillance van gets stolen, he 
confronts Burrell, calling the officers “humps” and 
demanding that the situation be rectified (2.03).  It is 
only after Valchek threatens to tell other officers to vote 
against Burrell and ruin Burrell’s reputation that he 
concedes and promises to give Valchek the proper 
detail.  Burrell once again does not value the 
investigation and is more concerned with his promotion 
and reputation than closing cases the right way and 
preserving justice in Baltimore.  One of Burrell’s flaws 
is he fails to understand that if he were more concerned 
with doing his job correctly, he would not have to 
preserve his reputation or manipulate other officers to 
vote for him.  

When Burrell and Deputy Commissioner William 
Rawls are tasked with decreasing the soaring rate of 
violence in Baltimore, City Council member Thomas 
“Tommy” Carcetti tries to cut a deal with Burrell to get 
information; surprisingly, Burrell shows his loyalty to 
Major Clarence Royce, to whom he believes he owes 
his career, and declines Carcetti’s deal.  The crime rate 
keeps rising, however, and Royce tells his 
commanders to lie to about the rates in order to save 
the reputation of the department and of Royce himself.  
Commander of the West District, Howard “Bunny” 
Colvin refuses to say that the crime rates in his district 
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are down:  “Sometimes the Gods are uncooperative.”  
Burrell, wondering where the loyalty is, replies, “If the 
felony rate doesn’t fall, you most certainly will.  The 
gods are fucking you, you find a way to fuck them back.  
It’s Baltimore, gentlemen, the gods will not save you” 
(3.03).  It is quite ironic that Burrell is criticizing Colvin 
for not being a team player and reporting false statistics 
as Burrell has used manipulation in the past in order to 
protect his reputation and seems never to care about 
closing cases the right way.  Nevertheless, Burrell 
obviously is more focused on the reputation of the 
department than of justice and honesty.  At first, 
viewers believe Burrell’s loyalty and are amazed that 
he is showing an unselfish side, as he usually 
demonstrates devious manipulation.  Unsurprisingly, 
however, it is soon revealed that Burrell’s loyalty to the 
Mayor has guaranteed him a full term as 
Commissioner and, therefore, his devotion is entirely 
self-serving.  

While Burrell continues as Police Commissioner 
and remains a key member of Mayor Royce’s inner 
circle, once Carcetti is elected as Mayor, he asks 
Burrell to step-down as Commissioner.  Burrell, 
knowing that Carcetti cannot fire him without already 
having an African-American replacement due to 
political reasons, refuses to resign and tells Carcetti he 
will only leave if he is fired.  Instead of firing him, 
Carcetti strips Burrell of his power as Commissioner 
and leaves the decisions of the department to be made 
by Deputy Commissioner Rawls.  Even though he has 
no essential power, Burrell is kept on as Police 
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Commissioner in order to avoid a political disaster.  
Burrell once again is able to keep his position of power 
by manipulating the hierarchy of the department, only 
this time he relies on his race to do it.  

In the end, and to no one’s surprise, it is Burrell’s 
selfish machinations that cannot save him and keep 
him in the top spot as Police Commissioner.  In the 
beginning of Season Five, Deputy Commissioner for 
Administration, Stan Valchek leaks Carcetti a skewed 
copy of crime statistics, which show an unwarranted 
increase, in hopes of usurping Burrell.  Even though 
Carcetti accepts the unfortunate statistics, Burrell still 
delivers an altered report to stabilize his power.  

Chief of Staff Michael Steintorf makes the 
perfect statement after Burrell gives his report to 
Carcetti.  He says, “Burrell is done.  He just killed 
himself” (5.03).  It is this last move that pushes Carcetti, 
who now has enough political capital to stabilize his 
own position as Mayor, to finally fire Burrell by leaking 
a story that will make the Baltimore Police Department 
look bad to the media.  Carcetti hopes to replace Burrell 
temporarily with Rawls and groom Daniels for the job.  
Nevertheless, Burrell still goes out with a bang.  

In his last episode, “Transitions,” Burrell plans to 
expose Daniels’s corrupt history but is mollified by the 
President of the City Council, Nerese Campbell, who 
offers him a job.  Burrell only agrees to attend a press 
conference to help with the transition in order to secure 
his new job.  His selfishness and manipulation of his 
peers is once again exposed.  Even though Burrell 
exhibits much selfishness throughout the series, at 
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times he is dealing with two opposing sides and has to 
choose which to appease.  He balances the politics of 
the police force and successfully diverts harmful media 
attention.  Unlike other characters, he chooses to 
defend himself and the department not through closing 
important cases, but by protecting the status of the 
office.  While Burrell might be known for his selfishness 
and his manipulation, he proves that a good reputation 
generates more authority.  
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Marcia Donnelly:  Respected Leader Emerging 
from a Unique Dichotomy 

By 
Katelyn VanderWeide 

 

 
“Marcia Donnelly” from an episode of The Wire 

 
he Wire captivates its viewers through its 
surveillance of broken streets and 
institutionalized systems of modern day 

Baltimore.  The show employs melodramatic 
conventions and a realistic aesthetic in order to elicit 
an emotional response through its deep analysis of the 
self-perpetuating drug trade and rather nihilistic 
elucidation of America’s established systems, such as 
law enforcement and city politics.  Because of this 
combination, The Wire captivates an audience 
differently than any other primetime television show, 
encouraging consumers to be socially engaged 
citizens rather than satisfied and passive (Klein 188).  
Season Four of The Wire spotlights the education 
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system in Baltimore’s inner city and, in doing so, the 
show manages to preserve the dichotomy between 
being utterly electrifying and completely disconcerting.  
The analysis of Baltimore’s education system is a 
continuation of The Wire’s riveting saga of struggle and 
the fight to, at the very least, cope with the perpetual 
corruption and hopelessness. One character who 
exemplifies this reoccurring motif is Marcia Donnelly, 
the Assistant Principal at Tilghman Middle School — a 
hardscrabble education system on life support located 
in one of Baltimore’s drug-infested neighborhoods.  
Throughout the season, Donnelly works to ensure her 
students have a chance at success despite the odds 
stacked up against them.  I argue that Marcia 
Donnelly’s role as Season Four’s primary institutional 
representative differs from the typical disciplinarian 
illustrated throughout The Wire.  Marcia Donnelly does, 
however, contribute to The Wire’s recurrent 
illumination of bureaucrats concerned with making bad 
situations look good, but unlike her counterparts in 
other realms who succumb to manipulating the 
numbers (“juking the states”) for personal gain, 
Donnelly must do so in order for the school and her 
students to survive.  It is through Donnelly’s ability to 
practice unwavering austerity while simultaneously 
commiserating with teachers and students that she is 
successful in her role as being one of the only trusted 
disciplinarians at Tilghman Middle and one who stands 
apart from the rest in The Wire. 
 Season Four opens with the start of a new 
academic year at Tilghman Middle School.  Marcia 
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Donnelly and Principal Claudell Withers discuss 
teacher shortages and the logistical nightmare 
coinciding those vacancies.  To their surprise, ex-
detective from the Baltimore Police Department, 
Roland “Prez” Preyzbylewski (Mr. P), arrives looking 
for a teaching job, and Donnelly’s only response is 
“Jesus, lambs to the slaughter here” (4.01).  Donnelly’s 
line provides an introduction to Season Four and 
serves as a warning to Mr. P while also highlighting 
other important themes of the season, such as the 
short-lived innocence inherent in the four eighth-grade 
boys featured in a major storyline and Thomas 
“Tommy” Carcetti’s inexperience and naïveté heading 
into his mayoral campaign.  She exhibits an 
understanding of her school’s chaotic and unstable 
environment and does not shy from voicing the realities 
of it.  This in itself shows Donnelly’s integrity and 
commitment to Tilghman and to the educational 
system at large.   While she is undoubtedly frustrated 
by the school’s chaos, she approaches the situation 
from a slightly more optimistic perspective than some.  
She views an in-school stabbing victim being HIV-
negative as a silver lining.  She is not naïve but, rather, 
can see the sliver of hope amid incredibly broken 
circumstances.  She knows first-hand the disorderly 
conduct common in each and every school day, yet it 
does not deter her from doing the best job she can with 
her position as assistant principal.   
 Marcia Donnelly’s personality permeates the 
boundaries between being disciplinary in nature and 
sympathetic at heart.  When caught with a fake hall 
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pass, Randy Wagstaff is convinced by Donnelly to 
become an informant against other troublemakers 
because he is afraid that she will call his foster mom.  
On a separate occasion, Randy is believed to be 
involved in an alleged rape on school grounds, and 
again, Assistant Principal Donnelly explains how she 
has to suspend him.  Where other teachers and 
administrators are disrespected upon threats of 
punishments, the relationship between Randy and 
Marcia Donnelly shows that the students would rather 
stand with her than against her.  She is stern and to the 
point.  She is also quite often the bearer of bad news, 
but it is in her delivery and demeanor that allow others 
to accept what she has to say.  When Mr. P finds out 
that Duquan “Dukie” Weems has aged out of eighth 
grade and therefore must be socially promoted to high 
school, he can barely hold back his tears.  She asks 
him, “Do you have any children of your own?” to which 
he responds, “No, not yet.”  Assistant Principal 
Donnelly follows up by saying, “Well, have some.  
They’ll be yours forever.  These are not your children” 
(4.12).  Donnelly understands how teachers and 
administrators can become emotionally involved with 
the vulnerable students, but as Assistant Principal, she 
is aware of her duty to keep the school moving forward, 
and it is in those moments of unwavering practicality 
that she proves able to do exactly that.    
 As is true in any position of power, austerity 
without any indication of sincerity will not be respected.  
If Assistant Principal Donnelly did not display various 
elements of compassion, she would not be the 
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representation of order she is throughout Season Four.  
Broke and hungry, Dukie continually shows up to class 
in yesterday’s clothes.  Although Mr. P initiates the act 
of kindness in providing Dukie with a new uniform set, 
it is Donnelly who makes sure the plan comes to 
fruition.  She understands the familial dynamic of her 
students and orders the clothes to be given directly to 
Duquan instead of left in the hands of his unreliable 
parents.  It is not just for her students that Assistant 
Principal Donnelly has a soft spot but, rather, for any 
underprivileged kid with little opportunity.  When 
Bubbles and Sherrod arrive at Tilghman Middle, there 
is but a moment of hesitation before Donnelly says, 
“Follow me back to my office,” insinuating Sherrod’s 
acceptance to enroll at the school (4.02).  It is the 
unique dichotomy between Marcia Donnelly’s obvious 
insistence on discipline and her ability for emotional 
connection that defines her character and earns 
respect and trust.    
 Each season of The Wire addresses a different 
social institution and introduces iconic figures who 
exemplify corruption for the purpose of personal gain 
within those systems.  Whether it is Avon Barksdale 
and Russell “Stringer” Bell and their drug syndicate, 
Frank Sabotka for the good of his family and union 
friends, or Senator Clay Davis and Tommy Carcetti for 
political purposes, the question of selfish immorality is 
woven into almost every storyline throughout the five 
seasons.  Although Marcia Donnelly represents an 
inarguably honorable and well-meaning administrator 
who deeply believes in the potential of her students, 
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she, too, is deeply concerned about the reputation of 
her school and what necessitates its survival.  In the 
heat of No Child Left Behind and similar efforts aimed 
at promoting standardized tests used to measure 
teaching effectiveness and student progress, The Wire 
is quick to question the validity of such standards.  As 
most teachers are aware, and Mr. P is no exception, 
the students are scarcely equipped to handle the level 
of information the tests demand.  Although teaching to 
the test is detrimental to the development of Tilghman 
Middle School’s students, Assistant Principal Donnelly 
insists on her teachers sticking to core subjects and is 
against any deviations from the curriculum.  As 
Alasdair McMillian writes, “Heroes aren’t necessarily 
good while the law and its institutions are in no way 
linked with goodness or justice” (62).  As only 22% of 
Tilghman students meet the state’s minimum 
requirement in reading and math, Donnelly proposes 
“curriculum alignment” that will teach the test directly 
for a predicted 10% improvement rate (4.09).  In 
another instance, Donnelly employs Dennis “Cutty” 
Wise as a custodian when in reality she believes he 
can be of assistance as a truant officer.  If he 
successfully gets absentees to attend school one day 
in September and one in October, the school can 
secure additional funding.  Although Donnelly is clearly 
concerned with the numbers game, she stands apart 
from others who are concerned with capitulating the 
numbers (such as most in the Baltimore Police 
Department) because Donnelly does not act out of 
sheer self-interest, nor does she want to move up the 
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education totem pole.  In essence, as Assistant 
Principal, Marcia Donnelly must act in the interest of 
the school, which ultimately forces her to fixate on the 
numbers rather than teaching mechanisms that may 
most effectively help the students in the long run.   
 Marcia Donnelly may not be the character that 
instantly comes to mind at first mention of The Wire, 
but she is one whom I believe is undervalued.  
Donnelly’s ability to show compassion and 
understanding while simultaneously maintaining her 
sensibility truly adds to the dynamic nature of The Wire.  
In a show that commonly depicts America’s 
bureaucrats and their innate venality rooted in self-
interest, Marcia Donnelly is a perhaps a glimmer of 
hope as her actions are nothing but well-intentioned.  
While the responsibility to improve test scores and 
secure additional funding falls on Donnelly as the 
Assistant Principal, her calming demeanor and sincere 
interactions with her students show her genuine belief 
in the institution of schooling for these children of 
Baltimore.   As McMillian writes, “The Wire is 
simultaneously very sympathetic in its portrayal of 
individuals forced into compromising positions by 
institutions, and very critical of the ones doing the 
forcing (McMillian, 62).  As the primary institutional 
representative introduced in Season Four, Marcia 
Donnelly is a pleasant surprise in comparison to her 
counterparts in various seasons such as Stringer Bell 
and Jimmy McNulty.   
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Structural Diversions and the Protagonist 
of The Wire 

By 
Heather Sullivan 

  
 

he Wire is revolutionary in many ways:  it 
addresses the issues of a justice system society 
does not want to believe can fail it, introduces 

characters whose identities are complex and 
multifaceted, and does not give any easy answers for 
entrenched, systematic problems.  The final season of 
the show is no different.  In fact, some viewers might 
even be frustrated by the conclusion to such an epic 
show; in many ways, it feels like nothing has changed.  
The finale ends quite similarly to the previous seasons; 
after a messy conclusion to the primary work of the 
detectives in the particular season, there is a montage 
of the characters the season has examined.  In this 
sequence, there is always a feeling of a return to 
normalcy, a sense that little to nothing has changed.  
There are a few differences in Season Five’s 
concluding montage, but it follows the same general 
pattern of the previous seasons.  In addition to these 
interesting season conclusions, the individual episodes 
in The Wire have distinctly different endings in 
comparison to other television dramas.  The Wire is 
often described as novelistic rather than episodic, and 
this distinction feels unusual to the audience.  There 
often appears to be no climax or cliffhangers at the end 
of an episode as the audience has come to expect from 

T 



536 
 

other shows.  This could be attributed to the fact that 
the show and its creator, David Simon, attempts so 
resolutely to portray reality rather than fiction.  This 
effort toward verisimilitude certainly contributes to the 
specific format of the individual episodes and seasons 
of The Wire, but another factor is also at play.  The Wire 
ultimately concludes so differently from other, more 
typical, television dramas because its central character 
is not a person but rather a place:  Baltimore, Maryland.  
The anti-climactic conclusions of both the individual 
episodes and seasons of the show fight the idea that 
any one character is the protagonist and place 
Baltimore as the central figure in The Wire’s narrative. 
The Network Drama vs. The Subscription-Based 
Drama 
 In order to examine the structure of the episodes 
and seasons of The Wire, it is important to first look at 
the development of the series itself.  The Wire is a sort 
of antithesis to the cop dramas that plague network 
television by trying to present crime and punishment as 
a black and white world, according to Simon (Alvarez 
3).  The differences are plentiful and easy to see; there 
is a much clearer complexity to the characters, the 
cops are not always good, the drug dealers are not 
always bad, and the solutions are not always clear.  
One difference is obvious to the viewer after the first 
episode ends:  whatever problem is introduced at the 
beginning of the episode is not solved or wrapped up 
in a neat little ribbon by the end of the episode.  In most 
cop or detective network dramas (i.e. Law & Order, 
CSI, etc.), each individual episode could be watched 
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and understood without any prior knowledge of the 
show or previous episodes.  Very rarely will a plot 
extend past one episode, and if it does, it is usually 
wrapped up by the next episode.  Network dramas had 
to adopt this episodic format for economic reasons; this 
format permits any viewer to tune in to a series at any 
point in its broadcast or syndication run, allowing for 
higher ratings, more advertiser interest, and a higher 
profit margin.  This structure does not allow for great 
character development or complexity, but it leaves 
viewers feeling positive about the world they live in; 
there are bad guys, but there are good guys who will 
serve them justice.  This is not how the world works, 
however, and Ed Burns and David Simon’s personal 
experience in both the media and the law enforcement 
industry created a desire in them to portray reality on 
television.  This would require the more novelistic set-
up viewers came to love on The Wire in order to 
develop both the complex characters and the layered 
worlds Simon portrays (law enforcement, the drug 
trade, the docks, politics, education, and the media).  It 
is a much greater risk for network television to invest in 
this type of show because if viewers did not get 
invested in this slow-burn series immediately, the 
ratings could easily drop, and the network could lose 
sponsors.  Hence, Simon turned to HBO. 

A subscription-based channel does not have the 
same pressures as the network channels because it 
relies on the interest of its subscribers rather than on 
advertisers (Potter and Marshall 9).  Not only do 
subscription channels like HBO allow content creators 
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to push the envelope on risqué areas such as nudity 
and language, they also allow the creators to push the 
envelope on social issues network channels might not 
be ready to take a stand on, such as racial or LGBTQ 
issues.  This freedom first brought Simon to HBO with 
his mini-series The Corner, very much in the same vein 
as The Wire.  After its success, Simon could move 
forward with his initial goal:  a show that tackles the 
complexities of justice in law enforcement more 
truthfully than the typical network crime drama.  The 
subscription-based channel was the perfect platform 
for The Wire, and it allowed the show to take its unique 
format to the screen.  This structure seems strange still 
to the modern viewer, however, not only in its 
difference from the typical crime drama but also in its 
difference from almost all television dramas. 
Episode Structure 

Even if episodes of other television crime 
procedurals are not as self-contained as contemporary 
favorites such as Law & Order and its many spin-offs, 
there is still a formula the audience expects.  Each 
episode of the show typically has a climax in the last 
ten minutes that the entire episode has been building 
toward.  Often, this climax involves bringing together 
several storylines on the show so that they all collide at 
once.  Although there is not always a complete 
resolution, there is a clear moment of heightened 
dramatic tension.  In The Wire, however, the individual 
episodes often do not come to a climax; in fact, the end 
credits may often catch the viewer by surprise.  
Suggesting a comparison to a novel rather than to a 
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television drama, the episodes feel more like chapters 
in a book.  Each installment clearly builds toward a 
larger climax, but the chapter itself does not always 
have its own climax.  The motivation behind the ending 
of an episode of The Wire usually seems to be that it is 
a good stopping point in the overall storyline.  Similarly 
to episode-specific climaxes, most television dramas 
will end each episode with a cliffhanger (an ending to 
an episode of a serial drama that leaves the audience 
in suspense).  The cliffhanger serves several 
purposes:  it introduces an important plot point for the 
next episode, it promotes speculation among the 
viewers about what might happen, and, most 
importantly, it ensures for the creators and the 
advertisers that the audience will tune in for the next 
episode to find out what will happen. 

The inclusion of cliffhangers makes economic 
sense as it appears to promote a higher audience 
retention rate; if the viewers have already invested time 
in one episode, it is likely that they will invest time in 
the next episode if they believe it will complete the 
questions that rise from the first (Kissell).  If the 
creators keep this going throughout the season, they 
are essentially ensuring that their original audience will 
watch the entire season.  In the modern age where 
“binge-watching” is a phenomenon that stems from 
websites like Netflix that instantly stream entire 
seasons of television, viewers find instant relief from 
these cliffhangers.  Netflix produces original shows like 
Orange is the New Black in which it also adopts the 
cliffhanger formula, generating great buzz for a season 
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that may be released one day and lauded the next; its 
viewers have consumed the content quickly, partially 
because of its quality and partially because they cannot 
wait to find out what happens next.  Without the 
marketable quality of cliffhangers, it would seem hard 
for The Wire to succeed in keeping its audience 
interested.  The Wire depends, rather, on overarching 
questions throughout its series:  Will they catch 
Stringer Bell?  Will Clay Davis pay?  How far back does 
the drug trade go?  By forgoing the typical episode 
structure of other television dramas, The Wire takes a 
risk in losing its audience’s interest but also allows for 
a different story to be told. 
Season Structure 

Similarly to individual episode structures, most 
television dramas also follow specific structures for the 
respective seasons.  Like the individual episodes, the 
finales of each season have a clear climax, the largest 
of the entire season, which will eventually wrap up each 
storyline.  The typical season finale will also usually 
end in a cliffhanger, which is a strategy to motivate the 
audience to return for the following season to find out 
what happens next while also giving the audience a 
peek at what the next season will address.  The Wire, 
however, creates an interesting deviation from this 
structure.  The penultimate episode of the season often 
has the most build-up of action and climactic moments 
and will often be one of the few episodes ending in a 
cliffhanger.  The finale of each season will then answer 
a few questions, end in a few arrests, but ultimately 
leave the focus of the investigation not completely 
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satisfied.  Finally, each finale will end with a montage 
set to music that shows the fates of the characters that 
were the focus of the season.  These montage 
sequences become the expected return to normalcy for 
the world of The Wire, Baltimore.  In Season Two, for 
example, the penultimate episode ends with Frank 
Sobotka waiting to meet The Greek on the dock.  This 
climactic moment leaves the audience wondering, 
almost knowing Frank’s deadly fate (2.11).  This 
cliffhanger might typically come in the finale for another 
television drama, but in The Wire, that question is 
answered succinctly in the finale without much fanfare 
before the audience gets a look at the montage.  A few 
things may have shifted in Baltimore, but overall, the 
same operations are still running. 

Season Five follows almost the same pattern 
with one exception:  the final montage.  Although the 
final montage in the finale episode begins similarly to 
the finale montages of the previous seasons, a distinct 
difference occurs at the end.  Rather than just looking 
at the season’s main characters or even the characters 
of all of the previous seasons, the montage begins to 
introduce the audience to faces they have not seen 
before (5.10).  The montage speeds up, and suddenly 
we see many more faces of Baltimore than 60 episodes 
of television could ever hope to show us.  This 
difference is one of the many clues that Baltimore is the 
central figure of the story, rather than any of the 
featured characters.  The stories The Wire has 
explored offer just a few glimpses into the lives of the 
people of Baltimore and the rest of the world; these 
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stories belong not only to these characters but to real 
people, and many more stories remain untold.  One 
might argue, however, that there is a character on the 
show who drives the storyline and could be considered 
the protagonist:  Jimmy McNulty. 
The Presumptive Protagonist of The Wire 

In Season One, Jimmy McNulty appears to be 
the catalyst for change; he tells the judge about the 
Barksdale Empire, and the judge is the one who orders 
the Special Crimes Unit on the case (1.01).  The 
audience learns a lot about McNulty’s personal life, he 
is often the source of both drama and comic relief, and 
he is somehow still likeable despite getting on 
everyone’s nerves.  In Season Two, he also keeps the 
action going, but other characters are becoming more 
interesting to the audience.  McNulty begins to make 
decisions that hurt others in his pursuit of justice by the 
third season when he even loses Daniels’s respect by 
circumventing the chain of command in order to 
continue working on the Stringer Bell case (3.07).  
There are too many developed and complex 
characters to claim McNulty as the central focus, and it 
becomes even harder to claim him as the protagonist 
in Season Four, as he backs away from detective work 
and recedes into domestic life with Beadie.  In Season 
Five, however, McNulty returns to the spotlight, and his 
part in driving the main narrative of the fifth season 
appears to support a claim for McNulty as the 
protagonist.  The finale of the series also has a few 
moments that could back up this claim; for example, he 
is the last character shown on the screen before the 
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final end credits.  His detective’s “wake” feels like an 
appropriate end for his storyline; the audience receives 
an overview of the work he has done and gets to see 
the rest of the characters salute him.  The series does 
not end with this wake.  Instead, a few more key scenes 
occur before McNulty drives to retrieve the homeless 
man he abandoned in Richmond earlier in the season 
(5.10).  The last scene of the series is McNulty, stopped 
on the highway with the homeless man in his car, but 
this feels less like an ode to McNulty than a simple 
restoration of balance.  McNulty has taken one of 
Baltimore’s residents, and now he is putting him back 
where he belongs.  This indicates that the journey of 
The Wire is not McNulty’s, but Baltimore’s. 

Other clues in the finale also point toward 
Baltimore as the protagonist of The Wire; although the 
final scene includes McNulty, his final line is “Let’s go 
home” (5.10).  In addition, the very last shot of the show 
is of McNulty, but it is of McNulty looking at the 
Baltimore skyline from the highway.  The addition to the 
montage of the various faces of Baltimore supports the 
argument that Baltimore is the central character.  Most 
importantly, though, if Baltimore is the protagonist, it 
would further explain the different structure of The Wire 
as compared to other television dramas.  When a 
television show is centered on a character’s journey (or 
even the journey of several characters), it is much more 
straightforward to follow the typical structure; when a 
moment is climactic in the character’s life, that is the 
climax of the episode or the season.  The series can 
follow the development of the central character or 
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characters so that the changes experienced drive how 
the plot changes.  It is simple to mark progress in this 
way.  Places and systems within those places, 
however, are much more stagnant.  It is easier to 
instigate change in a single person than it is to do so 
into a city that has had political, legal, and educational 
systems in place for many, many decades.  This would 
explain the ostensible lack of climaxes and the return 
to normalcy at the end of each season, elements that 
make up the structure of The Wire.  It would take 
almost complete anarchy for Baltimore to experience a 
climax; this seems to be the only way a great change 
would occur.  The closest thing to this in The Wire 
occurs during Season Three with Bunny Colvin’s 
experiment.  “Hamsterdam” uproots the rules put in 
place by the legal systems and actually makes a 
legitimate, positive change in the crime rate in West 
Baltimore (3.04).  This change is short-lived, however, 
and cannot be sustained with the other systems still in 
place.  Although this may point toward a pessimistic 
view, the conclusion of The Wire lends itself to multiple 
interpretations of the possibility of positive change in 
our government-regulated systems. 
Can Baltimore Be Changed? 

The unique structure of The Wire as compared 
to other crime dramas strikes the viewer right away; the 
anticlimactic conclusions at the end of individual 
episodes as well as the end of season finales enforces 
the realism of the story.  In addition, the return to 
normalcy at the end of each season, particularly the 
final season of the show, illuminates the tough-to-
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change protagonist:  Baltimore.  This leaves the viewer 
wondering if Baltimore or any American city can ever 
truly change.  In the finale, Marlo Stanfield does not go 
to jail.  Although his deal forbids him from being back 
out on the streets, his last scene where he has a fight 
with two drug dealers on the corner shows that he will 
not be able to stay away.  Duquan “Dukie” Weems, 
despite all of Mr. Pryzbylewski’s best efforts, shoots up 
with heroin on the street in the ending montage.  Cedric 
Daniels is forced to retire, leaving the position in the 
hands of someone who will no doubt keep up the status 
quo he has tried so hard to fight, and, in the most 
befitting return to normality, the young Michael Lee 
replaces the deceased Omar Little’s old position on the 
streets (5.10).  Yet, some characters do beat the cyclic 
system; Namond Brice has a cameo at a Baltimore 
Urban Debate League competition about fighting AIDS 
in Africa while a proud Howard “Bunny” Colvin looks on 
and William “The Bunk” Moreland is able to solve a 
murder committed by Chris Partlow without the help of 
McNulty’s faux serial killer (5.09).  Still, the ending 
montage shows Baltimore returning to its normal state.  
In The Wire, however, the people represent the 
components of Baltimore; the audience comes to 
understand Baltimore and its systems through these 
characters and their relationships to it.  If some of these 
people can change and grow, maybe one day 
Baltimore can too. 
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Charles Dickens, Star Reporter: 
So-Called “Dickensian” Themes and the 

News in The Wire 
By  

Sara Hendricks 
 
 

n Season Five of The Wire, James Whiting, the 
executive editor of The Baltimore Sun, makes a 
rather bizarre request.  He wants his newspaper to 

read more like fiction, saying, “The word I’m thinking of 
is ‘Dickensian.’  We want to depict the Dickensian lives 
of city children and then show clearly and concisely 
where the school system has failed them” (5.02).   This, 
of course, is easier said than done.  The school system 
is hardly the only thing faltering in the withering city of 
Baltimore.  As someone in the newsroom points out, “A 
lot of things have failed these kids.  They’re 
marginalized long before they walk into class.”  But the 
fact remains that Whiting wants to pinpoint something 
simple and easy for the public to metabolize.  He says, 
“What do you want? An educational project or a litany 
of excuses?  I don’t want some amorphous series 
detailing society’s ills.  If you leave everything in, soon 
you’ve got nothing.”  This convoluted less is more (or, 
perhaps, “more with less,” a slogan that comes to be 
Whiting’s catchphrase throughout the season) 
approach to journalism comes to define the fifth season 
of The Wire.  Whiting’s hyperbolic wish for a fictitious 
but palatable paper is realized via a reporter for the The 
Baltimore Sun, Scott Templeton, who creates his own 
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kind of fabricated Dickensian narrative for Baltimore.  
Just as the drug dealers featured in the series wish for 
respect and for their names to “ring out” in the streets, 
the promise of prizes and jobs at prestigious papers 
guide ambitious journalists to subscribe to dubious 
ethics in order to strengthen their own names in the 
journalism game.  The fifth season parodies some 
aspects of the novels of Charles Dickens, showing how 
common journalistic ethics may be transmuted with the 
goal of becoming much more melodramatic but 
subverting the expected happy ending.  This makes 
The Wire a worthy and complex counterpoint to even 
the best Victorian novels by Dickens.    

 In various analyses of The Wire, many well-
intentioned critics refer to the series as being 
“Dickensian” in nature.  Amanda Ann Klein argues that 
the series uses the “melodramatic” device of 
“Dickensian characters for viewer identification” (Klein 
184).   There is also the fact that both Dickens and 
David Simon, The Wire’s co-creator, rely on a serial 
form of narrative, relating a grandiose story through a 
series of smaller parts.   Both authors also got their 
start in journalism, Dickens with various London 
newspapers and Simon at The Baltimore Sun.  Finally, 
their serialized outlets allowed both Dickens and Simon 
to tell the stories of typically-forgotten members of the 
microcosmic societies of Victorian London and post-
9/11 Baltimore in a way that calls attention to “the 
unjust fates of the lower classes at the mercy of cruel 
economic systems” (Williams 2014).    



549 
 

Charles Dickens novels, however, almost 
always have a happy ending, despite the multitudes of 
histrionic misfortunes that generally befall many of the 
characters between the pages.  The Wire, of course, 
does not offer its viewers the same kind of relief.  The 
Wire is a show that prides itself on being less 
melodramatic and more concerned with realism, which 
is why Whiting’s original request for a “Dickensian” 
story is shown to be ridiculous throughout The Wire’s 
fifth season, and, in fact, encourages one reporter to 
fabricate his information to create the preferred 
narrative.  Simon also does not use the word 
“Dickensian” to describe his own show — instead, he 
prefers loftier works and compares his work to Moby 
Dick or to Greek tragedy as a whole.  (He called it 
“Greek tragedy for the new millennium” in a 2007 article 
for Believer magazine).   The fifth season of The Wire, 
then, can be seen as a rebuttal to the constant stream 
of comparisons to Dickens to show how a “Dickensian” 
comparison can be wrong.  In this, the Dickens-
adjacent aspect of melodrama is imitated just enough 
in order to subvert any well-intentioned but erroneous 
comparisons.  The fifth season of The Wire is 
melodramatic in the style of a Victorian novel but 
without a “Dickensian” happy ending.   By the season’s 
end, Baltimore is put back under the control of careerist 
law enforcers, a continually downtrodden hero at The 
Sun is not redeemed and — despite a setback — Marlo 
is allowed to keep running “The Game.”  

James Whiting, who sets off the Dickensian 
comparison throughout the season by wishing for an 
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easily-diagnosed problem to write about, is an 
overblown Dickens villain — a misguided but over-
invested factory boss who exploits his worker to get 
exactly what he feels is vital.  He cancels the story 
about the “Dickensian lives” of Baltimore school 
children for a feature on the “Dickensian aspects” of a 
story about homelessness (5.06).  He demotes the 
hard-working, downtrodden city editor Gus Haynes for 
speaking out against Scott Templeton (who fabricates 
almost every story he writes) in order to maintain 
Whiting’s Dickensian ideal.  In terms of basic 
journalistic principles, it is easy to see why Whiting 
wishes for clean-cut explanations to put in his paper.  
In the oft-assigned Journalism school text The 
Elements of Journalism, many of these elements call 
for certain essentials that pander to this view:  “It must 
strive to keep the significant interesting and relevant,” 
and “it must keep the news comprehensive and 
proportional.”  There are other elements that precede 
these, however:  “Journalism’s first obligation is to the 
truth,” and “Its essence is a discipline of verification” 
(Kovach and Rosenstiel).  By blindly wishing for a 
Dickensian narrative in his paper, Whiting jinxes 
himself into becoming a villain in Simon’s own parody 
of the Dickensian tale.   

Scott Templeton, a young, hungry reporter also 
gets drawn into a villainous role.   He is an ambitious, 
junior reporter at The Sun who believes that he is much 
better than his current lot, counting down the days until 
he can move up to “a real paper...the Times or the 
Post… where else?” (5.02). Constantly assigned to get 
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reaction quotes, which he considers beneath him, he 
begins to make up his own.  Can one blame 
Templeton? Real life is hardly as interesting as a 
Dickens novel, which is shown in the not-so-ideal 
quotes he receives when he is sent out to cover an 
Orioles game (“Fuck baseball!” someone says).  So, he 
writes his own Dickensian tale by creating a young, die-
hard baseball fan, who is both orphaned and 
wheelchair-bound due to a stray bullet years ago, and 
Templeton pens a beautiful quote about the boy’s love 
for the game.  He does not give his full name, 
Templeton maintains, because he does not have a 
ticket and is cutting school just to sit outside (5.02).  He 
is called EJ, but Templeton might as well have saved 
the effort and referred to him as Tiny Tim.  Gus Haynes 
questions the story, but Whiting devours it, placing it on 
the front page of the Sports section.  Templeton is 
driven by prizes and external validation, or, as Ty 
Fagan writes, a “near-total lack of concern with 
anything besides victory” (Fagan 18).  Templeton 
fabricates stories because it serves his paper and, 
more importantly, his own desire to move up as a 
journalist.  This, plus Whiting’s encouragement, makes 
it easy for Templeton to continue fabricating his stories.  
Beyond just stretching the truth, Templeton is shown 
as being almost one-dimensionally evil.  He mutters 
about losing “dead wood” in front of Haynes when 
many of his friends are getting bought out from the 
paper (5.03).  Later, Templeton easily throws The Sun 
under the bus when he is in an interview with a “real” 
newspaper (The Washington Post).  When his 
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interviewer comments on his overwrought writing style, 
Templeton counters with an easy lie, saying,  “I prefer 
to write it more dry but this is what they want from me” 
(5.04).  Templeton’s ongoing deception culminates in a 
completely fabricated profile of a homeless man in 
Baltimore who is an Iraq war veteran and overcoming 
PTSD on the streets, for which he wins a Pulitzer Prize.    

Gus Haynes, on the other hand, can be seen as 
a prototype of a consistently beaten-down Dickensian 
hero and representative of “pure” journalistic ethics — 
he is not motivated by prizes, only by the true details.  
He proudly proclaims to another reporter early in the 
season that although times are tough for journalists in 
the digital age, “At The Baltimore Sun, God still resides 
in the details” (5.01).  Haynes seems to be one of the 
only people at The Baltimore Sun who chooses to be 
aware that Templeton is fabricating his stories (as well 
as calling him out on the fact that Templeton’s writing 
is overwrought and heavy-handed).   Whenever he 
brings this up, he is overridden by the Dickens-craving 
Whiting, despite the potential of a false story running 
counter to both the paper’s standards and journalistic 
ethics as a whole.  Being the detail-monger that he is, 
Haynes actually has a fact-checker run the stats to 
check on the possibility of truth in Templeton’s baseball 
Tiny Tim story, questioning “a poor black kid in a 
wheelchair with no ticket and no parents?” because he 
knows the story is too conveniently Dickensian to be 
true (5.02).    

All of Haynes’s principled attachment to detail 
and truth, however, seems to become less and less 
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relevant to the higher-ups at The Sun as the season 
progresses along with Templeton’s tall tales.  Nathan 
Eckstrand notes that “Because of the newspaper’s 
desire for an award, Templeton’s sensationalism 
trumps the seriousness and rigor that journalism is 
ostensibly about” (Eckstrand 273).  He is punished for 
his efforts once and for all when he is demoted for 
saying that Templeton’s homeless profile is false while 
Templeton wins the Pulitzer Prize.  This is one of the 
ways in which the Dickens comparison subverts itself.  
As Jim Thompson says, “The Wire is clear that we can’t 
expect justice for those who stand up for what is right” 
(Thompson 92).   That is, Haynes represents all that is 
“right” in journalism but is ultimately punished, unlike 
what unfolds in a typical Dickensian narrative.   

The Baltimore Sun is affected by another 
melodramatic fabrication of an entirely different kind 
with Detective Jimmy McNulty, who spins a gory tale of 
a serial killer — like Jack the Ripper but for homeless 
men instead of prostitutes — so that he may gain the 
resources he needs to continue his investigation of 
Marlo Stanfield.  Of this backwards plan, he says, 
“Upstairs wouldn’t jump on Marlo, who’s a real serial 
killer…maybe they need make-believe” (5.02).  Like 
Templeton’s journalistic fabrications, this is an act of 
desperation from somebody who believes himself to be 
above his current working environment.  Both 
Templeton and McNulty have someone who serves as 
sort of an enabler for them, Whiting for Templeton and 
Lester Freamon for McNulty.  Both men also make their 
fabricated career cases in the same episode in an effort 
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to get national recognition (5.02).  The main difference 
is in their motivations, as Templeton wants to become 
an established journalist while McNulty just wants to 
catch Marlo Stanfield.   There is an argument to be 
made for McNulty having a purer motive in his 
fabrication than Templeton, but the sensationalism of 
both acts is undeniably similar.    

The viewer starts to wonder how Templeton and 
McNulty even expect to get away with what they are 
doing.  McNulty feigns surprise, terribly, when he 
“tracks” the red ribbon (5.03), and Templeton gives no 
evidence for his quotes in a newsroom full of people 
who should have a litany of sources at their fingertips 
to enable them to check the facts.  Templeton sends 
an elaborately-worded quote purportedly from Nerese 
Campbell to Haynes without even pretending to phone 
her.  When Haynes expresses surprise at the 
generosity of perfectly newsworthy information from 
Campbell, Templeton says only, “Twigg’s not the only 
guy with game around here,” which feels rather 
obvious in its motive to prove his own point of 
superiority (5.03).    

McNulty’s serial killer thread is melodramatic, 
more so than any storyline heretofore seen on The 
Wire, which links the paper and the police department 
together in a grotesque Dickensian parody.  News 
coverage is vital for achieving Mayor Thomas “Tommy” 
Carcetti’s attention, which is the only way to ensure the 
resources to cover the case, so McNulty must sell his 
fake story to one reporter, Alma Gutierrez at The Sun, 
by saying that the murders are “sexual” in nature.  Is 
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this strictly Dickensiasn?  Not exactly, but it captures 
the same bizarre, lurid train wreck quality as 
Templeton’s crippled, baseball fan.  In this, too, 
McNulty is playing with the supposedly immobile tenets 
of capitalist society.  As Eckstrand says, “The network 
of power relations between the police, the Sun, the 
politicians and lawyers, is employed by McNulty to 
force those who control the purse strings to respond to 
him” (267).  Gutierrez brings Templeton with her to a 
follow-up interview with McNulty (in part because she 
wants to avoid McNulty’s advances) and Templeton, 
recognizing the melodramatic quality that he craves in 
his stories, is hooked on it and convinces McNulty to 
give him some more “facts.”  The subsequent story 
lands the front page.    

The tenuous connection between Templeton’s 
enhanced quotes and stories and McNulty’s perfectly 
grotesque serial killer is fully realized when Templeton 
goes so far as to fake a phone call from McNulty’s 
(completely fabricated) serial killer in order to gain 
traction on the front page of The Sun.  McNulty, 
stunned, asks for a description of the so-called killer’s 
voice and realizes that Templeton is lying when he 
gives the most innocuous description possible:  not too 
young, not too old, probably White and “not a deep 
voice, but calm, almost monotone” (5.05).  McNulty is 
confused but knows to say that the police department 
got a call that seems similar in order to increase his 
chances for a wire, saying, “Well, let’s just say, we 
need to find whoever it was made both of those calls.”  
(Templeton is not so quick and remains baffled, saying, 
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“He made another call?”).  In this, the urge to attribute 
a Dickensian style of narrative to The Wire becomes a 
satire of Dickens.  Templeton has come to view 
himself, in a self-congratulatory way, as a sort of 
Charles Dickens to the homeless population and The 
Baltimore Sun (even if he would not necessarily use 
those exact words), by convincing himself that 
constructing an interview with the serial killer is a 
worthwhile, helpful thing to do.   In the same episode, 
Templeton has learned that he can exploit the 
homeless because he knows they won’t have a voice 
to fight against his fabrications.  Templeton does use a 
real name in the creation of a story that suits his needs.  
Nathan Levi Boston, a homeless man who tries to tell 
Templeton that the “devil” is killing the other homeless, 
becomes a struggling father of three in Templeton’s 
story, terrified about how he is going to protect his 
family from the serial killer.  In this, Scott Templeton, 
who is inspired to take on a Dickensian role to improve 
The Sun, ends up doing the exact opposite.  Instead of 
giving the homeless population a voice, he takes away 
the one thing they may have — a name — and uses it 
to advance his own ends.  The least Dickensian part in 
all of this? Templeton is rewarded with a prize that is 
supposed to honor honesty, truth, and integrity in 
journalism.   
 In the end, Season Five of The Wire can be 
seen as a clear statement that “Dickensian” should be 
used to describe The Wire only if the word “parody” or 
“satire” is added on as an addendum.  The Dickensian 
morals to which the series is often held are not 
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necessarily meant to be taken at face value simply 
because whenever Dickensian standards are 
mentioned in the series, they result in increased 
amorality, rather than offering a true voice for the 
voiceless.  In this way, The Wire subverts its assigned 
Dickensian role by echoing it only enough to instill 
recognition but without the expected feel-good happy 
ending.  When someone asks for a “Dickensian” 
narrative, then, don’t turn them to The Wire — direct 
them instead to The Wire’s version of The Baltimore 
Sun where fiction trumps detail, prizes rule over honor, 
and the most certain way to win a Pulitzer Prize is to 
construct a story of which Charles Dickens himself 
might approve.    
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Tied Together By Deceit,  
Torn Apart By Morality 

By 
Lucas Smith 

  
 

n the cold open of Season Five, Detective William 
“The Bunk” Moreland says to a fellow detective, 
“The bigger the lie, the more they believe” (5.01).  

The Wire is full of dishonesty and liars, ranging from 
deceptive police detectives to corrupt politicians and all 
the way down to counterfeiting dope fiends.  In Season 
Five, we are introduced to two big lies:  Detectives 
Jimmy McNulty and Lester Freamon’s fabrication of a 
serial killer hunting the homeless, and reporter Scott 
Templeton’s deception of The Baltimore Sun and its 
readers à la Jayson Blair and The New York Times.  
Moral common sense tells us that both McNulty and 
Templeton act wrongly in their given situations, but 
looking at the broader context makes it seem that the 
answer isn’t so clear-cut.  In fact, their actions invite the 
notion of differing degrees of wrongness:  Templeton’s 
actions look a lot worse than McNulty’s when 
compared side-by-side.  Actions express different 
motives, intentions, and character traits that are all 
relevant in evaluating the situational morality of such 
actions.  While philosophers such as John Stuart Mill 
focus on consequence and those like Immanuel Kant 
look at the action’s rational consistency, Aristotle points 
to the how and why.  In other words, is an action right 
if a virtuous person would perform the action in the 

I 
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same circumstances (McAleer, 61)?  Motives matter 
when evaluating the actions and the reasoning behind 
those actions.  This perpetuates the idea that – 
regardless of how big they are – some lies are worse 
than others. 
The Pursuit of Marlo  

In terms of Season Five’s overarching plot, one 
of the big lies spun is the serial killer Jimmy McNulty 
and Lester Freamon invent in order to get sorely-
needed funds to proceed with the Marlo Stanfield case.  
Through the first four seasons of The Wire, it’s easy to 
see that McNulty is no model of virtue.  He is often 
portrayed as a self-destructive, angry alcoholic who 
moonlights as an unfaithful husband and unreliable 
partner, which makes him unpleasant to everyone with 
whom he interacts at one point or another.  As 
Sergeant Jay Landsman so eloquently describes 
McNulty at the “wake” marking his departure from the 
department: 

 
He learned no lessons.  He 
acknowledged no mistakes.  He was as 
stubborn a mick as ever stumbled out of 
the northeast parishes to take a 
patrolman’s shield.  He brooked no 
authority.  He did what he wanted to do 
and said what he wanted to say.  But… 
he was natural police. Yes, he was.  And 
I don’t say that about many people, even 
when they’re here on the felt; I don’t give 
that one up unless it happens to be true.  
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Natural police.  But Christ, what an 
asshole… (5.10) 

 
When looking at the surface, McNulty’s deception 
compares favorably to Frank Sobotka’s shipping 
arrangement with The Greeks in Season Two.  
Sobotka enables smuggling on his pier to help save the 
union while McNulty fabricates a serial killer to build the 
funds needed to keep the Marlo Stanfield case open.  
Both men have admirable ends sought by wrongful 
means, but McNulty’s actions suggest that his motives 
aren’t as clear as Sobotka’s and that his good 
intentions are derailed by vice and ego. 

McNulty, being the upstanding man that he is, 
develops a plan for inventing a serial killer while 
hungover but not before he takes a trip to the car trunk 
for some liquid courage.  Bunk watches in disbelief as 
McNulty works to make an ordinary overdose seem like 
a homicide.  Bunk tries to talk some sense into McNulty 
by appealing to his self-interest, saying “You’re going 
to jail behind this shit, yes you are.  You know what 
they do to police in jail?  Pretty police like yourself?”  
Ultimately, his pleas go unheeded.  This scene helps 
to reinforce the fact that while McNulty is hugely self-
centered, he is more self-destructive than self-
interested (5.03). 

It is of note that McNulty’s plan is actually quite 
clever, but it’s important to keep in mind Aristotle’s 
distinction between practical wisdom and cleverness, 
the latter of which is a skill but not a virtue.  Practical 
wisdom, according to Aristotle, is the capacity to 
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deliberate well about how to live a good life.  
Cleverness lacks this morality, as it is essentially the 
ability to figure out what actions will promote whatever 
desired end, regardless of whether it’s good or bad 
(McAleer, 64).  Cleverness is an integral part of playing 
“the Game” well, and in addition to this skill, some 
gangsters also possess other traits:  Omar Little follows 
a code, and Avon Barksdale observes the Sunday 
truce.  By contrast, Marlo Stanfield relies only on his 
cleverness in his relentless and ruthless pursuit of “the 
crown” and does not follow any ethical code. 

McNulty’s unfailing faith in his plan is a defining 
trait of cleverness; he is smart enough to convincingly 
sell the fake murders but lacks the ability to understand 
the moral questions his actions raise.  Bunk operates 
under the impression that Lester Freamon, the closest 
thing The Wire has to practical wisdom, will help talk 
McNulty out of his plan.  It turns out, however, that 
Lester only adds another layer of cleverness to the 
whole situation. 

 
No, I mean, if you want to do it right, a 
straight up strangle is not enough.  
You’re not after some vagrant.  
Sensationalize it.  Give the killer some 
fucked up fantasy, something bad – real 
bad.  It’s got to grip the hearts and 
minds… No you’re onto something.  I 
only need a few weeks to pull down Marlo 
Stanfield.  You fly this mess right, you 
can give them to me. [To Bunk:]  Who 
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gives a damn if we fake a couple murders 
that we’re never gonna solve, huh?  The 
dead men don’t care.  No one cares.  But 
if it’s gonna get the bosses to thrown 
down enough coin to do police work… 
(5.03).   

 
The difference between a merely clever person and a 
wise person is the former only cares about efficiency, 
regardless of whether the means chosen are sufficient 
enough to be realized in the end, while the latter cares 
about the morality of the plan.  Although being clever 
certainly isn’t a virtue, it’s not a vice either.  In the case 
of McNulty, what makes his cleverness an issue of 
morality is his need to be “the smartest boy in the room” 
(5.03).  Ironically, the FBI profile of the fake serial killer 
pegs him as “not a college graduate [who] feels 
nonetheless superior to those with advanced 
education,” which is a dead-to-rights comparison to 
McNulty himself. 

Detective Kima Greggs, however, is different.  
She cares about both the means and the ends and, like 
Bunk, understands that Marlo is not worth the trouble.  
Curiously enough, McNulty actually agrees with 
Greggs, and when Major William Rawls insists that 
McNulty get the faux homeless serial killer to confess 
to the “murders,” he refuses.  “I did what I did.  I know.  
And, now I’m standing responsible for two fresh 
murders.  I know what I’ve done here.  But, I’m not 
doing this” (5.10).  It is not at this moment that McNulty 
redeems himself.  Rather, it signals the return of a 
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moral compass and his ability to determine right from 
wrong.  

The Wire teaches us that moral lines are never 
as sharp, bold, or stable as we want them to be.  
McNulty is a good example of how easy it is to lose 
your way, but he reclaims some moral redemption with 
the line he won’t cross (McAleer, 65).  When Greggs 
reveals that she is the one who blew the whistle – “I 
didn’t want to do it behind your back,” she tells McNulty 
and Freamon, “but it had to be done.” – McNulty 
responds, “Detective, if you think it needed doing, then 
I guess it did” (5.10).  This final moment of moral clarity 
for McNulty offers a sort of redemption. 

Chasing the Prize 
In order to perpetuate the lie he has told, 

McNulty needs The Baltimore Sun to play the sucker.  
No one is more willing to sell that lie than reporter Scott 
Templeton.  At the beginning of the season, we can 
see the desperation of the paper and cannibalizing 
effect it induces in order to keep the operation afloat.  
The Sun buys-out seasoned (well-paid) reporters who 
cover a certain beat then the paper can no longer cover 
that beat, which leads to readers getting their news 
from inexperienced reporters, and circulation 
continuing to decline.  In this kind of environment, a 
lazy opportunist like Templeton can thrive. 

Morally, Scott Templeton is about as simple as 
it gets:  he lies for the sole purpose of advancing his 
own interests.  When we first meet Templeton, he is 
complaining about how Baltimore is a “shit news town” 
where few “stories go national.”  He shows a reluctance 
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to do some of the more unexciting work in the 
newsroom, like checking background for a late-
breaking story or gathering reaction quotes, which is 
telling in terms of his character.  Unlike his editor Gus 
Haynes, who defers credit onto his reporters, 
Templeton is concerned with getting the glory and 
keeping it to himself.  He tells colleague Alma Gutierrez 
that she should’ve gotten more credit for her work on 
the story, noting that “You can’t go far on contrib lines,” 
especially not to papers like The New York Times or 
Washington Post. 

The means that Templeton uses to realize his 
end is to fabricate portions or sometimes all of his 
stories.  Our first exposure to his lies comes when 
Templeton is unable to find a good Opening Day story 
from actual baseball fans at the stadium, so he invents 
a wheelchair-bound teen as his source.  When Haynes 
reads over the story, he is hesitant to run it because 
the information Templeton uses is unverifiable, which 
goes against the paper’s standards.  Haynes is 
overruled by Executive Editor James Whiting, 
however.  Later, when Haynes asks Templeton to get 
reaction quotes on the story about Commissioner Ervin 
Burrell – a story that has actually been reassigned from 
Templeton to a more experienced reporter – viewers 
see Templeton pick up the phone, put it back down 
without talking to anyone, and just start writing.  In the 
end, Templeton fakes a quote from City Council 
President Nerese Campbell that feels too good to be 
true (5.03), a quote that ultimately has serious 
consequences for Cedric Daniels. 
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While McNulty concocts his fake serial killer 
idea in a state of acute hangover, Templeton’s 
fabrications are fueled by his frustration that he is not 
the lead reporter on the homeless murders, a story he 
believes is big enough to advance his career.  
Templeton begins calling his own cell phone and 
fabricating conversations with the invented serial killer.  
When Haynes challenges him about a story he has 
made up about witnessing the foiled abduction of a 
homeless man, Templeton angrily waves his notebook 
at him and yells, “It’s in my notes, Gus.  Everything that 
happened, everything that guy said when I got to him, 
every last word is in my notes” (5.10).  No viewer is 
surprised when another reporter discovers the 
notebook is actually empty because Templeton hasn’t 
taken the time to write down all of the made-up 
information.  It’s amusing to see Templeton refer back 
to his notes as if they are objective, and he appeals to 
those notes when homeless veteran Terry Hanning 
accuses him of changing important details in his story.  
Hanning tells him, “I know what it is to tell a story.  I’ve 
told plenty in my time.  But, there’s some things that 
happen, you don’t ever fuck with them” (5.08). 

Haynes, similarly to Greggs, cares about 
standards and ethics not only for his benefit but 
because he truly believes standards matter in his field 
of work and are essential for that work to have integrity.  
“We have a standard that we follow here,” Haynes says 
to fellow editor Thomas Klebanow when explaining 
why he has omitted a quote from recent Templeton 
story.  “We have a sourcing policy here, and I know it.  



567 
 

And, I do not feel comfortable bending the rules in this 
instance” (5.08).  Contrary to Haynes, both Whiting and 
Klebanow are willing to ignore those standards for a 
chance at winning a Pulitzer and thereby miss the 
whole point of ethical codes:  to keep us in check when 
self-interest leads us astray (McAleer, 67). 

As McNulty confronts Templeton about his 
deception and fabrication of stories, it appears that the 
detective is unable to comprehend why the reporter 
has done what he does. 

 
You’re as full of shit as I am.  And you’ve 
got to live with it and play it out as far as 
it goes, right?  Trapped in the same lie.  
Only difference is, I know why I did it.  
But, fuck if I can figure out what it gets 
you in the end.  But, hey, I’m not part of 
your tribe (5.10). 
 

It seems almost impossible that McNulty cannot grasp 
the simple concept of naked self-interest for the sole 
purpose of career advancement.  It’s more the idea of 
how shallow Templeton’s self-interests are that 
McNulty can’t morally understand, however.  Is winning 
a prize really worth all the deceit and lies?  In this 
sense, McNulty’s deceptions seem less wrong than 
Templeton’s because he lies when the truth won’t cut 
it and won’t come clean like McNulty ultimately does.  
“I sent him back out on the street to own his mistake.  
He comes back with some bullshit about stolen 
identities,” Haynes remarks about Templeton being 
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deceived by a source.  “I don’t give a fuck if he gets 
took, everybody gets took now and again.  It’s about 
not owning up to it” (5.07).  When McNulty reveals the 
truth to Templeton about the fake serial killer, it 
appears that the news doesn’t faze him other than to 
cause a temporary upset stomach.  Templeton doesn’t 
come to the self-realization that McNulty has, perhaps 
a by-product of not actually getting caught, and seems 
overjoyed as he collects his Pulitzer Prize. 

Throughout the duration of Season Five, 
McNulty systematically lies as he tries to get Marlo 
Stanfield, but he has reasons for lying that complicate 
the morality of his actions.  Templeton, on the other 
hand, has no such redeeming quality since there is 
nothing to mitigate the wrongness of his actions.  
There’s no community to save or big case to solve on 
the part of Templeton, just his own personal 
advancement, which is enabled by Whiting and 
Klebanow in their pursuit of a Pulitzer Prize for the 
newspaper.  The character, motives, and intentions of 
McNulty and Templeton serve as good examples that 
motive makes a difference in evaluating an action’s 
rightness or wrongness.  Their actions are undoubtedly 
on the wrong side of things, but the two exhibit different 
degrees of wrongness.  If we acknowledge that 
Templeton’s actions on the whole are worse than 
McNulty’s transgressions, it is only a difference in their 
motives and character that explains this judgment. 
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An Escape Rejected:  The Case of Marlo Stanfield 
By  

Jacob Shubert 
  
 

ver its five seasons, David Simon’s The Wire, 
become known as one of the best television 
shows ever, if not the very best.  One of the 

main reasons for The Wire’s critical acclaim is because 
of how deeply the series delves into the innermost 
workings of America’s fundamental institutions and the 
larger social problems that fog the windshield of 
American society.  Simon’s creation explores a wide 
variety of themes that are extraordinarily relevant to 
America’s wellbeing and display the shadowy flaws of 
our ecosystem; examples include journalistic ethics, 
the death of the middle class, the problems caused by 
the “stat game,” and the detrimental “chain of 
command.”  Although Season Five is widely assumed 
not to be one of the better seasons of The Wire, it is 
not short on important themes.  In this season, there 
are plenty of ideas that are unique to Season Five and 
aren’t particularly prevalent in any of the preceding 
seasons.  At the conclusion of the series, however, 
Season Five also serves the purpose of cementing 
some of the subjects that permeate the entire series, 
such as the theme of inevitability.  Marlo Stanfield is 
the perfect window through which to view this idea of 
inevitability because, although he is offered the 
greatest opportunity for social progress among all of 
the characters in The Wire, his personal rigidity makes 
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him stay in his lane, thus tightening the vice grip that 
Baltimore’s social obstacles has on the Black 
community and ensuring that life for Baltimore’s 
denizens remains one with limited free will, effectively 
a roadmap with a predetermined destination.   

The Wire is a lot like the rims hanging in 
Vinson’s shop that the Stanfield Organization uses as 
a drug front; the rims are always spinning, but they are 
never moving anything.  In The Wire, something is 
always happening.  Avon Barksdale rises and falls, 
Russell “Stringer” Bell rises and falls, and Marlo 
ultimately follows suit, but the net result for the city of 
Baltimore is the same – nothing changes.  Drugs still 
get to the city through the docks, they get in the hands 
of the corner boys, and cops are still ordered to make 
routine busts to improve their numbers.  It is a 
seemingly endless loop.  As Avram Gurland-Blaker 
writes in “The Wire as an American Tragedy”: 

 
Simon constantly reminds us that at the 
“end,” despite the blood, sweat, and tears 
covered by The Wire’s five seasons, 
nothing really changes.  So not only is 
The Wire tragic because it is true, not 
only does it bring us face to face with the 
dysfunction inherent in the society on top 
of it all, The Wire reminds us that when 
things get bad, they stay bad. (204)   

 
This ultimately paints a gray picture of life as a whole.   



571 
 

In Simon’s world, whatever is supposed to 
happen will happen.  In this fictionalized Baltimore, 
characters are put on a particular track from birth, and 
it takes nothing short of a miracle to steer their trains 
onto another track.  Each season offers the illusion of 
hope, only for it to be snatched away at the last 
moment.  Viewers think, “Maybe Wallace can live a 
happy life away from Baltimore!  Maybe Hamsterdam 
can solve the drug problem!  Maybe the Corner Boys 
in Season Four will avoid the temptations of The 
Game!”  Yet, this satisfaction never comes.  As a result 
of the same Sisyphean torture being repeated season 
after season after season, this idea of inevitability gets 
crystallized.  In “‘I am the American Dream’:  Modern 
Urban Tragedy and the Borders of Fiction,” C.W. 
Marshall and Tiffany Potter write, “Five seasons, each 
of which coheres as a unit, together form a super-
narrative that shows the progress of time in a 
fictionalized Baltimore, but not any clear moral or 
narrative advance” (9).  Ultimately, one character on 
the show is given the opportunity to reverse the course 
of his life.  Unfortunately, that character happens to be 
the hardest player in “The Game.”   

Marlo Stanfield is a bad, bad man.  He’s a 
ruthless and analytical killer with the blank stare of 
someone watching paint dry.  He’s the pure, raw 
embodiment of The Game; in a world full of Avon’s 
“weak shit,” he’s Proposition Joe’s supply.  As William 
Allen says, “Marlo only cares about himself and his 
interests; his main concern is protecting his rep and the 
empire he’s built.  He cares little about abiding by the 
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social mores of those of us living in mainstream 
society, and he’s arguably amoral” (31-32).  Marlo has 
no code.  He’s the closest thing to Niccolo Machiavelli 
Baltimore sees in the five seasons of The Wire.  In 
Marlo’s world, even the smallest ends are justified by 
the largest means.  When a security guard politely calls 
Marlo out for stealing a lollipop, Marlo has him killed 
and puts his lifeless body in a vacant home to rot for 
eternity.  He does all that to make sure his name rings 
true on the streets (4.04).  To him, an early death isn’t 
the one finish line that people should run away from; 
it’s the necessary endpoint and signifier of an 
accomplished street life.  Marlo’s adviser Vinson, who 
owns the aforementioned rim shop, warns Marlo that 
Avon will keep trying to take his life (3.06).  He warns 
Marlo that trying to become king will end with him either 
six-feet deep or behind bars.  Vinson says, “Prisons 
and graveyards” are “full of boys who wore the crown.”  
Marlo responds, “Point is, they wore it.  It’s my turn to 
wear it now” (3.06).  Marlo is the most rigid player in 
The Game.  He’s not in it for the money like Stringer or 
Joseph “Prop Joe” Stewart, he doesn’t have a code like 
Omar, and he’s not like Avon.  Ty Fagan writes that 
“like his rival Avon Barksdale, Marlo is merciless, 
disciplined, and intelligent – but he shows none of 
Avon’s chest-thumping bravado, and this makes him 
an enigma” (18).  Marlo is like a dog with all bite and 
no bark.  But, when you’re Marlo, who needs to bark?  

Why does Marlo’s rigidity matter in the grander 
theme of inevitability?  Because, at the end of the day, 
Marlo is given a once-in-a-lifetime offer from his lawyer, 
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Maurice Levy (formerly Barksdale’s attorney), and he 
wholeheartedly rejects it.  When Marlo is forced to 
retire upon accepting his stet, which is an agreement 
that terminates the charges against him upon his 
agreement to leave The Game, he acts like he is ready 
to begin a new and fruitful life.  He sells his connection 
to The Greeks to what’s left of the New Day Co-Op for 
ten million dollars.  Marlo, with his mounting bank 
account, is guided by Levy to a party full of business 
executives and investors (5.10).  Scott Clifton 
describes the scene as such:  

 
He rubs elbows with movers and shakers 
at a party, he eventually ducks out, 
finding his way to a corner where he 
provokes one of the dealers into a fight.  
He gets knifed in the altercation – a cut 
on his forearm – and as he touches and 
tastes the blood, smiling, we can see the 
thrill being in the Game gives him.  This 
is why he lives.  (112)   

 
This is the ocean of opportunity Stringer Bell has 
dreamed of, and Marlo takes a piss in it.  Marlo is given 
a chance to become legitimate, to use the money he 
has earned and will earn in a new, exciting, and 
completely legal fashion.  Fagan writes:   

 
In the show’s finale episode we see that, 
unlike Stringer Bell before him, Marlo has 
no interest in leaving the drug trade 
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behind, even when doing so is the 
obviously prudent move.  Levy offers 
Marlo what he never offered Stringer – 
An entrée to the world of ‘legitimate’ 
business – but Marlo has no use for that 
opportunity.  (18-19)   

 
After critically examining this situation, it becomes 
apparent that it is the crux of the inevitability Simon has 
created in his world.   

This situation, Marlo at Levy’s fancy party with 
the world at his fingertips, is the ultimate test for 
Simon’s Baltimore where the best opportunity meets 
the most stubborn character.  It’s an irresistible force 
meeting an immovable object.  It’s a battle of wills.  It’s 
a measure of which pull is stronger:  that of everything 
Marlo could ever want (money, power, influence, etc.) 
or everything Marlo has ever known (running the 
streets).  Had Marlo embraced the world Levy hands to 
him on the same silver platter that the waitresses are 
using to hand out tall champagne glasses, it would 
have proven that given the right circumstances, The 
Game can be severed from any player – Avon, Omar 
Little, Wee-Bey Brice, whomever.  Marlo holds The 
Game in higher-esteem than anyone; had he taken this 
bait, it would have changed the outlook of the entire 
show.  Yet, Marlo’s inner fortitude and stubbornness 
win out, exemplifying that for many of the characters 
on The Wire, there is a sort of inertia that keeps them 
close to The Game.  There is an inevitability here that 
ensures that those who rest in the shadows of society 
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will, despite whatever opportunity presents itself, reject 
the sunshine of high society and recede deeper into the 
shadows.  

The Wire, however, is not just a fictionalized 
universe.  The Wire is a manifestation of real and 
significant issues that get played out and dramatized in 
the comfort of your living room.  This makes Marlo’s 
situation all the more troubling.  Marlo, unfortunately, 
embodies the typical African-American male for a lot of 
people.  Allen writes:   

 
In many ways Marlo embodies the (real 
or imagined) fears people have of 
African-American men from poor urban 
communities (if not African-American 
men in general).  Many people view 
African-American men in such 
communities as not having a moral 
conscience and refusing to abide by 
mainstream social values and customs.  
(32)  

 
This, fairly or unfairly, adds a weight to the character of 
Marlo, a responsibility.  He is handed a rare opportunity 
to defy the expectations that the community, both real 
and fictionalized, has for him.  He has the chance to 
challenge the opinions that people have about African-
American men and women, particularly those from 
rougher neighborhoods.  He has the chance to 
succeed and lead by example.  Unfortunately, Marlo 
does none of that.  In fact, he does the opposite.  Marlo 
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confirms the out-of-date belief systems that people in 
the real world and the world of The Wire have about 
African-Americans, men in particular, and promotes an 
idea of inevitability of dysfunction in certain Black lives.  
This makes Marlo’s case sad and ineffably maddening.   

Think about the broader climate for African-
Americans in America.  Think about the brakes Simon 
puts on the engine of social change.  Now, how 
frustrated are you with Marlo Stanfield?  America is a 
much better society than it was fifty-years ago, or even 
ten-years ago for that matter.  Yet, there are still 
societal constructs that inhibit the take-off and flight of 
African-Americans in our country.  Michelle Alexander, 
a well-respected civil rights advocate, states that “the 
current system permanently locks a huge percentage 
of the African American Community out of the 
mainstream society and economy” (13).  Barbara J.  
Fields continues that thought by describing racism as 
the “assignment of a people to an inferior category and 
the determination of their social, economic, civic, and 
human standing on that basis” (1). There are plenty of 
Black characters in The Wire who have many important 
achievements:  Cedric Daniels, Senator Clay Davis, 
Ellis Carver, etc.  Additionally, in Namond Brice, we 
even get a kid from the street who manages to escape 
The Game.  This situation, however, mainly occurs 
because of Namond’s lack of a connection to The 
Game and the almost divine intervention of Howard 
“Bunny” Colvin, who serves as the perfect father figure 
at the perfect moment.  The audience only gets a single 
character who is one with The Game then also 
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manages to break away and find his own path – Dennis 
“Cutty” Wise, whose surname seems fitting.  Wallace 
gets gunned down.  Stringer gets gunned down.  Bodie 
gets gunned down.  And, Marlo looks opportunity in the 
eye and turns his back.  In Marlo, we get a character 
who can break the “assignment” and “determination” of 
his life based on his race.  We get a person who can 
break this cycle of inevitability and redirect the 
magnetic pull dragging him “out of the mainstream 
society and economy” but doesn’t.  Moreover, Marlo’s 
rejection of the life Levy offers him hinders the potential 
construction of the road to success of scores of future 
Marlos.   

One of the biggest criticisms of The Wire is that 
it doesn’t offer any tangible solutions to the problems it 
illuminates.  After watching all five seasons, the 
audience doesn’t know how to fix the police 
department, rectify the educational system, or cleanse 
the streets of drugs.  There’s a certain sense of dread, 
hopelessness, and despair that you get from watching 
The Wire.  “You’re telling me there’s nothing we can 
do!” is a common thought that races through the 
viewer’s head during the over sixty-hours worth of 
television constituting The Wire.  But, Marlo could have 
been, if not a solution, at least a flicker of light in the 
otherwise dark abyss of Baltimore.  David Simon says 
in the documentary How to Make Money Selling Drugs 
that “The work has gone away.  The only factory that 
remains is the drug trade. And they’re hiring!”   Yet, 
Marlo could have fought against that.  I’d like to go back 
and finish the quote from page 204 of Gurland-Blaker’s 
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“The Wire as an American Tragedy” that I referenced 
earlier.  Gurland-Blaker writes, “The Wire reminds us 
that when things get bad, they stay bad, and if we don’t 
do something about it now, the reckoning will just get 
worse.  But the tragedy is, it’s not like anyone can do 
shit to stop it.”  That’s the thing, though.  Marlo could 
have done “shit to stop it,” except that he is too deeply 
entrenched in the drug game as an institution to pursue 
Levy’s venue.  Brian Awehali writes: 

 
Individuals are prey to institutions in 
modern mass societies...  Individuals can 
struggle mightily against institutionalized 
conditions, but without changing the 
institutions themselves, those efforts will 
be largely for naught, since people tire, 
lose focus, forget, and, eventually, give 
up their ghosts, while institutions share 
no such limitations.  (13)  

 
The aftereffects of the drug game are not going to 
magically disappear.  Somebody needs to buck the 
trend and shatter the prism of inflexibility and 
stagnation that is The Game.  Marlo has a chance to 
stick his foot in the door and prop that door open for 
future generations.  Instead, Marlo slams that door shut 
so that he, and the rest of Baltimore’s forgotten class, 
have no opportunity to walk over the threshold toward 
progress. 

Overall, the actions Marlo undertakes at Levy’s 
party best exemplify the idea of inevitability in Season 
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Five and reinforce the theme as it has been introduced 
in each preceding season.  Marlo has a chance to do 
something special and create a life for himself, and 
potentially others, outside of The Game.  Instead, 
Marlo decides that the devil he knows better than the 
devil he doesn’t know, and he re-enters the thick of the 
drug world.  It should come as no surprise to The Wire’s 
viewers that Simon would create such a fascinating 
case study with The Game’s hardest player meeting 
Baltimore’s rarest opportunity.  By having Marlo turn 
down the chance to create a legitimate life, Simon 
demonstrates that The Game is too deeply ingrained to 
be washed away.  From his debut in Season Three to 
The Wire’s conclusion in Season Five, the the path 
Marlo takes during the course of the show circles back 
to its starting place.  It’s too bad that so many people 
will follow the hardest player in The Game down that 
inevitable path. 
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Felicia “Snoop” Pearson:   
An Authentic Killer 

By  
Tessa Carro 

 

 
From "Boys of Summer," 4.01 The Wire 

 
elicia “Snoop” Pearson is a very complex 
character introduced in Seasons Three and 
featured in Season Four and Season Five of 

HBO’s hit series The Wire.  Up until this point in the 
show, viewers don’t see many female characters in 
“The Game” until Snoop changes the equation.  Snoop 
is a cold-blooded killer working for Marlo Stanfield.  She 
is unlike any of the other female characters featured 
thus far because everyone genuinely fears her.  She is 
a natural born killer who enjoys taking lives.  Author 
Stephen King, no stranger to scary characters, says 
that she is “perhaps the most terrifying female villain to 
ever appear in a television series” (Marshall and Potter 

F 
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12).  Throughout this essay, I will discuss how Snoop 
captures the essence of The Wire in that her 
authenticity transcends the writing of the series by 
drawing on her experience with the real drug game of 
Baltimore.   

Immediately upon the introduction of Snoop’s 
character in Season Three, the audience can tell she 
is someone to be feared.  Starting with her 
appearance, the writers have completely masculinized 
her character reflecting the idea that, “You cannot 
survive, much less thrive in the game without 
embracing violence and rejecting femininity” (Rocha 
and Rocha 154).  Snoop brings this idea to life.  She 
makes it her mission not to let her gender role define 
who she is and how others think of her.  The only time 
we see her embracing her femininity is when it helps 
her get ahead or carry out a killing.  For example, in 
3.07 Snoop dresses in a pink top and tight jeans with 
colorful hair bands to mask her identity while shooting 
up the Barksdale corner.  Here, as viewers see, “Snoop 
uses her femininity as a costume to make killing easier” 
(Rocha and Rocha 158).  Snoop doesn’t allow her 
gender to define anything in her life.  She wants to be 
seen as an equal to the men in “The Game” and as a 
true soldier.  In the opening sequence in Season Four, 
viewers see Snoop shopping for a nail gun in the 
hardware store.  At first, it is implied the sales clerk is 
impressed that a woman knows so much about the 
recoil and other mechanical terms.  But, as the scene 
progresses, the fear in the clerk’s eyes is obvious when 
she says, “Man, shit.  I seen a tiny-ass, .22 round-nose 
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drop a nigga plenty of days, man.  Motherfuckers get 
up in you like a pinball, rip your ass up.  Big joints, 
though… big joints, man, just break your bones, you 
say.  Fuck it” (4.01).  Snoop embraces this lifestyle with 
every fiber of her being.  For Snoop, violence is a way 
for her to control what others think of her and, 
ultimately, what will allow her to survive.   

Felicia Pearson plays this convincing street thug 
character so well because, for a period of her life, this 
was her reality.  Snoop is based loosely off of the real 
Felicia Pearson and her life story growing up in The 
Game.  Snoop was born to a crack fiend mother and 
an absent father.  She was placed into the foster 
system and remained with the Pearson family 
throughout her young adulthood.  Her character is 
often seen in male clothing, and it has been implied that 
she is a lesbian.  In real life, both of these things are an 
accurate portrayal of her.  Her foster siblings recall her 
dressing like a boy and being sexually involved with 
women in her adolescence (Alvarez 358).  But, 
appearance and sexuality aside, she was fascinated by 
the streets and The Game.  As Pearson recalls, “Being 
outside mama’s house was always more interesting 
than being inside… the streets were screaming at me 
— that’s for sure.  But the streets were screaming at 
everyone.  Some kids ignored those screams.  I didn’t.  
I had to hear what all of the screaming was about” 
(Alvarez, 358).  And, she did just that; by age ten, she 
already had her own gun.  Here we see multiple 
themes of The Wire come to life in the real story of her 
character.  In order for her to survive on the streets she 
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had to be smart and get into The Game, exactly like 
her character on the show.  The Game became 
ingrained in her core being; all she wanted to do was 
rise up.  Death didn’t faze her because she was so 
used to seeing it.  In a quote from her memoir, Pearson 
says, “ Seemed like death rode down Oliver Street 
more often than the ice cream truck.  Death was 
regular.  Even as a baby girl.  Death – up close and real 
as rain — was a part of my life” (Alvarez, 359).  This 
proved true when, at age 14, she shot and killed 
someone in a fight.  Pearson spent the next chapter of 
her life in prison.   

All of these life experiences help shape Snoop’s 
character into an authentic killer steeped in The Game.  
The abundant similarities between the themes of The 
Wire and Snoop’s life are undeniable.  Alvarez 
describes her real-life journey as, “ Crack baby.  Foster 
child.  Baby-faced gangster.  Teenaged Murderer.  
Prison Inmate.  Drug dealer.  Actor” (Alvarez, 357).  
These real-life experiences give her character a level 
of depth that other characters don’t have.  On screen, 
she so easily becomes this ruthless killer.  For 
example, in 4.01 after purchasing the nail gun, she 
says to Chris Partlow, “ We could kill a couple 
motherfuckers with this right here,” showing how numb 
she is to violence.  Throughout the season and into the 
next two, viewers often see her character as either 
plotting new murders for Marlo or pulling off the kill.  In 
Season Five, when she tortures and kills the blind 
character Butchie, it is clear how merciless she really 
is.  Snoop is the antithesis of characters like D’Angelo 
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and Wallace who join the game to survive but want to 
get out and make better lives for themselves.  Snoop is 
more like Marlo in the sense she genuinely wants to be 
in The Game and wants to remain relevant and feared.  
Snoop is a natural-born soldier who never defies her 
orders regardless of circumstances.  She does what 
she’s told no matter how terrible and never asks why.  
Viewers can also see her get noticeably upset when 
the other “soldiers” don’t perform as asked.  This can 
be seen in 5.02 when she explains why someone must 
be killed:  “Because he’s got a big motherfuckin’ mouth, 
that’s why, and you need to stop running your own 
mouth, young’un.”  She is irritated that a soldier would 
be speaking out of turn and risking his position in The 
Game.  To Snoop, being a soldier comes to her 
naturally.  She has developed a desire to kill and to be 
in the center of the action in The Game, which is 
demonstrated when Marlo tells Snoop to shoot up a 
Barksdale corner, and she says, “ Bout time.  For real” 
(3.07). 

In her final scene in the series, we see 
everything she stands for come to life.  She has been 
instructed to kill Michael, even though he is part of their 
crew.  Michael catches wind of what’s going on and 
pulls a gun on her in the car.  This moment is very 
telling about her character.  Even with a gun pointed at 
her head she remains true to who she is.  Michael asks 
why he was to die, and Snoop replies, “ It’s the way you 
carry yourself.  Always apart — always asking why.  
You should be doing what you told.  You was never one 
of us.  And you never could be” (5.07).   Snoop doesn’t 
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even flinch when the gun is pulled at her and would 
never have dreamed of pleading for her life.  She 
criticizes Michael, even knowing she is about to die, 
because that’s who she is.  In her final statement, she 
says, “ How my hair look, Mike?” (5.07).  This shows 
that at the end of it all, she finally can embrace a bit of 
her femininity knowing she’ll die having been as tough 
and important as the men in The Game.    

Ultimately, Snoop is a very complex character 
that has come to represent the many themes in The 
Wire.  She is an authentic, cold-blooded killer ready to 
serve and kill whenever and wherever.  Her real life 
experiences provide her character with the context of 
what it really is like to grow up and live in the streets 
ruled by The Game.  Her character knows no 
boundaries and doesn’t let her sex set her aside or hold 
her back.  In a quote from her memoir, Pearson says, 
“My world was ruled by street smarts.  If you have 
them, you survive, if you don’t you die.  That was an 
exciting idea” (Alvarez, 358).   This quote is very telling 
for Snoop’s motivations growing up in the drug game 
and also shows us how she brought this real life idea 
into her character on the show.  She dies in Season 
Five because she gets sloppy; she teaches Michael 
her ways then, ultimately, is outsmarted.  But, this is 
The Game and that’s how it is played, which no one is 
more aware of than Snoop.   
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Calvin “Cheese” Wagstaff, The Last to Die 
By 

Meghan Collins 
 

 
From: "-30-" 5.10 The Wire 

 
alvin “Cheese” Wagstaff, the nephew of Joseph 
“Proposition Joe” Stewart and the crew chief of 
their organization, is an ironic character when 

seen as a symbol of the importance of loyalty and the 
necessity of preserving relationships in The Wire 
because his lack of respect for such connections is 
what eventually results in his own demise.  Though 
Cheese’s character doesn’t have a major role in the 
series, the moves that he makes to take out his own 
uncle, Prop Joe, have a significant impact on the 
trajectory of the final season.  Cheese’s principal flaw 
is his complete lack of allegiance with anyone in the 
series, as his opportunistic outlook on “The Game” 
drives him to shift from one organization to another 

C 
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guilt-free.  Unlike most other characters in The Wire, 
Cheese is entirely without redeemable qualities – any 
type of code – as he ruthlessly turns on his uncle and 
appears to be one of the few individuals in The Game 
with little to no regard for family ties.  This lack of 
connection is also demonstrated through his estranged 
relationship with his son, Calvin “Randy” Wagstaff, who 
is never even acknowledged in the series as his son, 
though he shares his name.  Cheese’s outright 
absence of loyalty, exemplified through his treatment 
of his relationship with his son, his betrayal of his Uncle 
Joe (5.04), and even his decision to shoot his dog 
(3.02) rather than treat him after losing a fight, 
eventually ends in his character’s own demise as his 
indifference to relationships turns against him.  His 
unscrupulous nature and lack of morals as portrayed in 
the series make him, along with Marlo Stanfield, one of 
the few characters in The Game that has absolutely no 
redeeming qualities.  

In contrast to the Barksdale operation, which is 
kept in order through strong family values and 
connections, the addition of other groups to The Game 
presented in the series introduces a great threat to their 
family solidity. While Russell “Stringer” Bell and Avon 
Barksdale’s crew relies on family relations as a basis 
for ensuring unwavering loyalty, characters like 
Cheese defy such standards of The Game and change 
the rules in selfish pursuit of power.  One way in which 
Cheese embodies these unrestricted shifts of loyalty, a 
lack of allegiance entirely, is through his estranged 
relationship with his son, Randy.  Although it is never 
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clearly stated in the show, writer David Simon has 
revealed that Cheese is, in fact, Randy’s biological 
father.  Randy’s life under the care of a foster mother, 
who instils an element of discipline in his life, puts him 
on a path that seems more positive than the other boys 
his age who are involved in The Game.  Despite 
Randy’s efforts, however, he eventually becomes 
hardened by the realities of life and eventually seems 
to be headed toward a life like his despicable father’s. 

The fact that the relationship is unacknowledged 
within the series can be seen as purposeful since the 
theme of absent fathers runs throughout The Wire, and 
it is implied that the breakdown of the family structure 
contributes to the cycle of drugs and violence that 
hardens the next generation and, all too often, claims 
their lives.  An interesting aspect of this dynamic is that 
Randy has his father’s surname because it hints to the 
viewer of their biological relationship, yet the lack of its 
discussion speaks to the insignificance of this bond in 
their actual lives.  The sharing of a name between a 
father and son would generally be something of great 
importance to each individual, and the fact that it is 
never even addressed expresses how broken the 
family structure is within the series.  

Arguably the most significant display of family 
disloyalty embodied through Cheese’s character in The 
Wire is his decision to betray his Uncle as a 
punishment for not giving him the respect that he feels 
he deserves.  After Marlo Stanfield proves himself to 
Cheese by delivering “Hungry Man” to him, Cheese 
gives up the location of his Uncle (5.04); in this tit-for-
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tat exchange, it becomes increasingly clear how far 
Cheese is willing to go in order to climb his way up the 
hierarchical structure of The Game.  Again, Cheese’s 
inevitable downfall serves as an example of how 
impossible it is for characters like himself to ever fully 
achieve a higher position within this power structure as 
it is presented in The Wire. 

Cheese, in comparison to almost every other 
character in the show, is portrayed as a truly 
despicable person.  In his introduction in the series 
when he sets fire to Ziggy Sobatka’s car as a penalty 
for his late payments (2.05), his character is 
immediately established as an unforgiving and cruel 
individual; this characterization only intensifies through 
the events that follow in the subsequent seasons of the 
series. Through a broader examination of the way in 
which Cheese treats those whom he purports to love, 
his character’s adverse perception of weakness and 
disregard for any form of loyalty can be directly traced 
to every choice he makes.  Cheese’s dog, which he 
appears to show significantly more affection toward 
than any people in his life, is not even immune to his 
betrayal.  After his dog loses a fight, rather than treating 
his injuries, Cheese decides to execute him (3.02); this 
is most likely a consequence of his fear that people 
may associate him with his dog’s “weakness” and 
therefore threaten his own masculinity.  Later in the 
episode, Cheese learns that his opponent may have 
cheated, and for the first and only time in the series, he 
displays a sense of regret when he is confronted about 
his actions during an interrogation with Detectives 
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Jimmy McNulty and William “The Bunk” Moreland.  In 
this moment, Cheese breaks down into tears at the 
regretful memory of killing his dog, a reaction that the 
audience never sees from him in any other situation, 
even after essentially killing his own uncle.  

Cheese’s status within the drug operations in 
The Wire is entirely built from his relation to Proposition 
Joe, who as a businessman never would have 
otherwise allowed Cheese the responsibility that he 
continually takes for granted.  In his last words, Cheese 
finally makes the attempt to claim power in the drug 
operations of Baltimore, saying, “'Cause Joe had his 
time and Omar put an end to that.  Then Marlo had his 
time, short as it was, and the police put an end to that.  
And now, motherfucker, it's our time.  Mines and 
yours.” (5.10)  In the end, disloyalty inhibits Cheese’s 
ability to ever truly gain success within The Game.  
Cheese’s death is not unexpected for the audience 
because of the way he chooses to play The Game – 
with no code and no loyalties.  By choosing to follow 
Marlo, someone who has never lived by a code, 
Cheese leaves himself vulnerable to this brutal version 
of justice.  In the end, his death is seen as justified 
because it is portrayed by his killer Slim Charles as 
“righting a wrong” and avenging the death of Prop Joe.  
Though Cheese’s death may appear to be another 
random event in the string of violence throughout the 
series, when looking at the greater picture, it can be 
seen as a final act of justice for The Wire. 
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Butchie: Loyal ‘Till The End 
By  

Allison Kleinman 
 

 
From "Back Burners," 3.07 The Wire 

 
utchie, although considered a minor character 
within The Wire, plays a distinctive role within 
“The Game” due to his strong friendship with 

Omar Little, one of the most recognized thieves on the 
streets of Baltimore.  Appearing in all of the seasons 
except the first, Butchie, played by the talented S. 
Robert Morgan, acts as Omar’s banker and mentor.  
He runs a bar in the city, a place in which he distributes 
drugs and exchanges conversation with others 
involved in The Game.  While not seen as a character 
that is directly connected to the inner-workings of The 
Game itself, he maintains a discreet role throughout 
many of the deals.  Recognized on the show for being 
physically blind, he has been able to improve other 
senses that help him to successfully, and uniquely, 
communicate with others.  Butchie, regardless of his 

B 
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physical disability, is consistently able to give suitable 
advice and maintains his loyalty to Omar until the very 
last moments of his life.  

In The Wire, Butchie is widely acknowledged for 
his resourcefulness and awareness of The Game.  It is 
clear, in many episodes, that Omar respects Butchie’s 
wisdom and insight, particularly regarding business 
and personal decisions.  He is one of the few people 
whom Omar genuinely respects and trusts within The 
Game.  Butchie consistently gives “good, sound 
advice, and never allows emotions to cloud his 
judgment,” and by doing so, he is able to give Omar 
“the psychological advice he need[s] to navigate the 
roads” of Baltimore ("Characters of the Wire-Butchie").  
Their special bond is similar to a father-son 
relationship; Omar seems to look up to Butchie in many 
ways and goes to him in times of need.  The best way 
to understand their relationship is in the terms of 
Batman: “Every Batman needs an Alfred.  Omar needs 
a Butchie” ("Characters of the Wire-Butchie").  

While viewing the show itself, it is important for 
the audience to recognize the role that Butchie’s 
disability plays.  There is clearly an absence of 
televised disabled characters, however, there is a very 
present amount of disabled people throughout the 
world.  According to a study, those with disabilities 
represent the largest minority in The United States, but 
less than one percent of characters on television are 
disabled (“Study Reveals Continued Lack of 
Characters with Disabilities on Television”).  The Wire 
is highly acknowledged for its ability to present a sense 
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of realism in the depiction of both lifestyles and people.  
By adding a character like Butchie to the show, 
connections to the audience could be formed.  In order 
for The Wire to display the “real” Baltimore, the creators 
needed to make sure they displayed characters with 
real struggles, including disabilities.  

Making his first appearance in Season Two, 
Butchie is shown supplying Corrections Officer 
Tilghman with drugs to distribute within the prison.  
Russell “Stringer” Bell, following the orders of Avon 
Barksdale, asks Butchie to give Officer Tilghman a 
poisonous package the next time he buys drugs.  
Butchie agrees and distributes that package in his 
Baltimore bar.  The package, known as “hot shots,” is 
brought into the prison and poisons multiple inmates.  
It is also within this season that Butchie and Omar’s 
connection is made clear to the audience for the first 
time.  Butchie is able to put together a meeting between 
Omar and Stringer upon Joseph “Proposition Joe” 
Stewart’s request.  

In Season Three, Omar and Butchie’s 
relationship becomes even more well-known to the 
audience.  On many occasions, Butchie gives Omar 
advice and passes along information.  He helps Omar 
in his quest to discover the location of Officer 
Dozerman’s gun and goes out of his way to return it to 
Detective William “The Bunk” Moreland.  Butchie also 
gives Omar the details of Avon’s whereabouts, even 
though he is skeptical about doing so in an effort to 
protect Omar.  By putting his life on the line in order to 
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take care of Omar, viewers see how much Butchie truly 
cares for his friend.    
 In the next season, Season Four, Proposition 
Joe goes through Butchie in order to find Omar.  He 
convinces Omar to rob Marlo Stanfield and his 
associates during a card game.  Unhappy with his 
losses, Marlo wanted to frame Omar for murder; his 
plan works, and Omar is arrested.  No one other than 
Butchie does Omar call upon his arrest.  Butchie not 
only gives advice to Omar at this time, but he also 
sends him protection in the prison.  
 Out of all of the seasons, it is in Season Five 
when we truly see how much Butchie loves and cares 
for Omar.  Marlo devises a plan to find Omar’s location 
in order to get revenge for the robbery of him and his 
friends.  He orders two of the most ruthless members 
of his crew, Chris Partlow and Felicia “Snoop” Pearson, 
to first find Butchie, and then hunt down Omar.  They 
find Butchie at his Baltimore bar, kill one of his partners, 
and brutally torture him hoping that he will tell them 
where Omar is.  Chris and Snoop shoot him in the leg, 
not just once but two times, in an effort to get him to 
give up the information.  Unwilling to talk, Chris attacks 
Butchie and smashes a bottle against his face.  
Surprised and irritated that Butchie will not obey the 
orders, Chris says to him, “You’re a tough old man.”  It 
is after this that he shoots Butchie right in the head, 
killing him immediately.  
 Butchie remains loyal to Omar until the very 
end, even though he could very well have lived had he 
revealed Omar’s whereabouts to Marlo’s crew.  
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Butchie’s death is described as “not only one of the 
most violent scenes in The Wire, but also one of the 
most touching” ("Characters of the Wire-Butchie").  Out 
of all of the relationships in the show, this is the only 
one in which loyalty is more important than corruption; 
one person is willing to die for the other.  While it is 
easy to consider Butchie’s role to be insignificant at 
times, it is critical not to forget the large role he played 
in the overlapping plotlines.  
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Nice Gus Always Finish Last 
By 

Rebecca Steiner 
 

 
From "More With Less," 5.01 The Wire. 

 
ean T. Collins, columnist for the Observer 
described the character Gus Haynes as follows:  
 

…a secular saint, a hard-nosed, foul-mouthed 
newshound with a heart of gold who knows 
every angle, keeps an eye out for the whole 
story while still obsessing over every word 
choice, wakes up in the middle of the night in 
a panic over screwing up boring stats in an 
article, gives credit for a story he broke to a 
reporter instead, instinctively senses that Scott 
is a bullshit artist, razzes the one-dimensional 
suspenders-wearing blowhard executive 
editor and his quisling managing editor in 
meetings, and — most importantly — calls for 

S 
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precisely the kind of big-picture context in 
reporting about complex issues that The Wire 
has been making the case for by example 
since day one (1). 
 

Many scholars who write on David Simon’s TV series 
The Wire often have trouble designating a protagonist 
for the series.  These scholars find it hard to pinpoint 
one character as a true paragon of virtue.  In this essay, 
I make the case for The Baltimore Sun editor Gus 
Haynes as the protagonist of Season Five of The Wire.  
First, I consider how he is the most ethical character in 
the series through his interest in following the rules.  
Then, I analyze his approach to mentoring younger 
journalists in the newsroom.  Finally, I refer to Haynes’s 
likeable sense of humor.  

Gus Haynes is the only character in the show that 
always adheres to a set of rules and ethics.  His 
courage of conviction is admirable.  Haynes is 
constantly telling people in the newsroom that their job 
is to report the news, not to manufacture it.  Rafael 
Alvarez, a staff writer for The Wire and former reporter 
for The Baltimore Sun described Haynes as “the patron 
saint of journalism” and “that perfect editor” (403).  
Haynes’s dedication to ethics and getting it right is 
evidenced throughout the season.  For example, 
Haynes wakes up in the middle of the night in a cold 
sweat thinking he has transposed statistics in a story.  
He even calls the newsroom to make sure he got it right 
(5.02). 
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Throughout Season Five, Haynes presses reporter 
Scott Templeton for information regarding Templeton’s 
sources.  Haynes suspects that Templeton has been 
fabricating source information.  Haynes thinks 
Templeton’s stories are “too good” and “unverifiable,” 
which runs counter to the paper’s standards (McAleer, 
66).  Haynes gives an impassioned speech in the 
newsroom about fabricating stories:  

 
You ever notice that the guys who do that, 
the Blairs, the Glasses, the Kelleys, they all 
start with something small, you know.  Just 
a little quote that they clean up.  And, then 
it’s a whole anecdote.  And, pretty soon, 
they’re seeing some amazing shit.  They’re 
the lucky ones who just happen to be 
standing on the right street corner in Tel 
Aviv when the pizza joint blows up and the 
human head rolls down the street with the 
eyes still blinking!  (5.10).   

 
Templeton, meanwhile, insists the source information 
is valid but secret – it is “all in my notes, Gus” (McAleer, 
67).  Templeton lies each time Haynes questions him 
for source information (Alvarez, 450).  The fights 
Haynes has with Templeton show Haynes cares about 
rules and standards and ethics not for their own sakes 
but because he believes that his work matters and that 
the rules make that work possible (McAleer, 67).  

Templeton and Haynes also do not see eye-to-eye 
when it comes to credit.  Unlike Haynes, Templeton is 
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first and foremost concerned with credit.  Templeton 
behaves in ways to maximize getting as much credit as 
possible for his stories.  Templeton also tells crime 
reporter Alma Gutierrez that she should be getting 
more credit for her work on a story (McAleer, 66).  On 
the other hand, Haynes doesn’t concern himself with 
who gets credit for stories.  In fact, he does not get 
upset when another employee gets credit for a story he 
initially broke.  Haynes would rather see the worthwhile 
story get coverage than concern himself with whose 
name is attached to it.  

Even when The Baltimore Sun must cut back on 
resources and fire many employees, Haynes’s interest 
in ethics and following the rules remains unaltered.  
Under the challenge to “do more with less,” Haynes still 
works hard to preserve high-quality work.  Haynes 
recognizes competing economic interests and 
managers who do not share his commitment to serious 
journalism are underming the work he values, but he 
persists anyway (Linkton, 241). 

In addition to his unflinching interest in making 
ethical decisions, Haynes is also a likeable protagonist 
because of his role as a mentor.  Haynes is an editor 
who leads by example and integrity, and it is easy to 
see why he could make a great mentor to anyone.  
During Season Five, Gus mentors two young 
journalists in the newsroom, Alma Gutierrez, a young 
crime beat reporter, and Mike Fletcher, a general 
assignment reporter for the metro desk of the paper.  
Linda Steiner, Professor of Journalism at the University 
of Maryland, referred to Gus as a “heroic old-school 
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newspaper man” (712).  An “Old-school” reporter’s 
editor is one who loves to chase down stories, one who 
can read between the lines, and one who will call it like 
he sees it (HBO 1).  

He specifically mentors Alma and Fletcher in “good 
journalism” by schooling them in the subtleties of 
getting quotes, developing sources, and meeting 
deadlines (Linkton, 250).  Clark Johnson, the actor who 
plays Gus Haynes, described his character as “the kind 
of editor every good reporter dreams of" (Gordon, 1).  
Haynes is quick to compliment deserving young 
reporters but not so much that it makes them lazy (HBO 
1).  It is clear Haynes is a seasoned veteran and well-
liked by Alma and Fletcher.  Haynes often makes their 
bad days better, and he always encourages them.   

Because Haynes is an equally great editor and 
mentor, we sympathize with him. When Haynes 
attempts to expose Templeton, Haynes is demoted.  
Viewers are outraged when a venal, White, patrician, 
senior editor at The Baltimore Sun, Charles Whiting, 
Jr., demotes responsible, hard-working, Black city 
editor, Haynes (Williams, 1).  We are left with a bad 
taste in our mouths when the “Dickensian” fiction wins 
the Pulitzer Prize instead of the champion of ethics and 
“good journalism.”  The indignation of the average 
viewer provides more evidence that Haynes is the 
protagonist of The Wire. 

In addition to his strict adherence to rules and 
ethics and his role as a mentor, his likeable sense of 
humor complements the case for Haynes as a 
memorable protagonist in the series.  Although Haynes 
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is only in ten episodes of The Wire (each episode in 
Season Five), his depiction is vivid, and he is 
remembered for his speaking bluntly and for his 
profane wit.  In the first episode of Season Five, we are 
introduced to his sarcastic sense of humor, “You know 
what a healthy newsroom is?  It’s a magical place 
where people argue about everything, all the time” 
(5.01).  Haynes often uses sarcasm to motivate his 
employees to work, “All right, people.  It’s 2 o’clock.  I 
need budget lines in case anyone is threatening to 
commit an act of daily journalism” (5.01).  

Although his humor is not as vulgar and unrefined 
as other characters, such as Major William “Bill” Rawls 
or Jimmy McNulty, Haynes’s dry sense of humor is very 
funny and unexpected.  For example, in one scene, 
Scott Templeton is looking for a new assignment on the 
homeless murder story the newspaper had been 
covering.  Haynes instructs him to get “react quotes” 
from the homeless people.  Templeton asks, “Where 
am I going to find homeless?”  Haynes replies, “Not at 
home, I imagine” (5.05).  This reply is funny because it 
is dry, unexpected, and spoken with a cool and 
collected delivery.  

Haynes is certainly the most ethical character in 
the series.  He abides by the rules of good journalism 
and passes the rules on to two younger reporters.  His 
likeable sense of humor contributes to the memorability 
of his character, even though he is not included in the 
first four seasons of the show.  In short, as James 
Poniewozik, a journalist and television critic said,  “Gus 
Haynes is a sarcastic Sun city editor with an un-killable 
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work ethic and a fine-tuned B.S. detector who, despite 
those qualities – or because of them – knows he's a 
dinosaur” (43).  If true, the loss is ours. 
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Becoming Scott Templeton 
By 

Heather Sullivan 
 

 
From "-30-," 5.10 The Wire. 

“A lie ain’t a side of a story.  It’s just a lie.”  
– Terry Hanning (5.08) 

 
f you want to know one of the most hated characters 
of The Wire, look no further than Scott Templeton.  
No, it is not Marlo Stanfield or Felicia “Snoop” 

Pearson with their contributions to countless, violent 
murders, nor is it Thomas "Herc" Hauk, whose tip to 
Maurice Levy ultimately keeps Marlo out of prison, but 
this dubious honor falls to Templeton and his 
willingness to fabricate and embellish stories for the 
sake of personal recognition.  It is hard to watch a 
character manipulate and lie to everyone around him 
without any consequences, but is that what makes 
Templeton, specifically, the target of all this hatred?  
Jimmy McNulty fabricates just as many details in the 

I 
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homeless serial killer case as Templeton does, but he 
does not receive the same kind of vicious animosity 
that most viewers of the show have expressed toward 
Templeton. Countless discussion boards and 
conversations with fans will make the reason clear:  he 
appears to have no moral code.  A personal code is 
important on The Wire; it is the reason viewers can 
support McNulty despite his lies and support Omar 
Little despite his murders.  Often, fans will even cite 
these two characters among their favorites.  Is it 
arguable that Templeton has a personal code?  
Clearly, his biggest downfall is his ambition, and that 
appears to be the only motivation Templeton has to 
falsify so many details of his stories.  A code centered 
on personal success at whatever cost may not be 
exactly moral, but it is not the worst personal code seen 
on the show.  Unfortunately, Scott Templeton is a 
believable character, and he is a believable character 
because he exists all around us.  Gus Haynes alludes 
to Jayson Blair, Stephen Glass, and Jack Kelley, all 
real-life reporters who performed similar acts to those 
depicted by the Scott Templeton character.  The false 
reporting does not end with them, however; in early 
2015, the enormously popular anchor of the NBC 
Nightly News, Brian Williams, was revealed to have 
fabricated and embellished several details of his most 
famous stories.  These real figures in the United States 
news media reveal how easy it is to become Scott 
Templeton and possibly reveal a gloomier reason 
behind the detestation of this character. 
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“You ever notice that the guys who do that, 
the Blairs, the Glasses, the Kelleys, they all 
start with something small, you know.”  
– Gus Haynes (5.10) 
 
In Gus Haynes’s statement to Klebanow, the 

managing editor of The Baltimore Sun, he lists off 
several last names, synonymizing them with 
Templeton.  Klebanow writes him off and, ultimately, 
Gus is demoted for his honesty and forwardness.  
Jayson Blair is the first name Gus mentions, a former 
reporter for The New York Times who was discovered 
in 2003 to have plagiarized and fabricated many parts 
of his stories.  In an interview, Blair claimed that the 
inciting incident occurred during his time reporting on 
9/11.  All of the reporters were exhausted, and when 
he did not get a quote from a street interview, he lifted 
one from another story without giving it credit (Winfrey).  
The situation is quite similar to one presented in The 
Wire in which Templeton fabricates an interview with a 
boy in a wheelchair who has skipped school to go to a 
baseball game (5.02).  These seem like the small starts 
Gus references, but an article, interestingly enough 
published by The Baltimore Sun, suggests that this 
relationship with untruthful reporting began earlier in 
Blair’s career.  While studying at the University of 
Maryland, Blair worked with several faculty members 
and students on various student papers, but 
everywhere he worked, people began to have 
problems with his stories.  Despite this, Blair’s 
competitive nature and charismatic pursuit of upper-
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level journalists led him to get a job as a reporter for 
The New York Times before he graduated (Folkenflik).  
When this kind of behavior in reporting rewarded him 
with such a prestigious position, it is easy to see how 
Blair justified these actions to himself although he was 
ultimately fired for his actions. 

Before Jayson Blair, however, there was 
Stephen Glass.  Glass was only 25-years-old when he 
was considered to be at his peak as he was writing for 
The New Republic, much like the young Scott 
Templeton.  In order to gain recognition, Glass made 
up many different aspects of his stories:  people, 
places, organizations, quotes, and more.  In some 
cases, he fabricated every single aspect of the story.  
One of these stories was about a 15-year-old hacker 
who supposedly hacked into a company to extort tens 
of thousands of dollars.  When Forbes attempted to 
follow-up on the story, Glass provided them with fake 
numbers and emails, and it was eventually discovered 
that every single aspect of the story was made up, 
including the company itself.  Glass seems fairly 
repentant, citing the genesis of all the lies to one 
perfect quote he invented (Leung).  Once again, it is 
clear that David Simon took inspiration from these 
stories to build Scott Templeton’s character; 
Templeton also created perfect quotes and colorful 
people that would vastly improve his stories.  Scott 
Templeton, just like Stephen Glass, was trying to make 
a name for himself when he felt like he could not 
succeed in any other way. 
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Finally, Haynes alludes to Jack Kelley, perhaps 
the real-life journalist who is the most eerily similar to 
the character of Scott Templeton.  In 1997, Kelley 
published an account that he had spent the night with 
Egyptian terrorists, akin to Templeton’s exaggeration 
of his night spent with the homeless.  In 2001, Kelley 
was up for a Pulitzer for a story regarding an 
eyewitness account of a suicide bombing, much like 
Templeton’s pursuit of a Pulitzer for his work built 
around “direct interactions” with the homeless serial 
killer.  Kelley quit USA Today after 21-years with the 
paper, and afterward, an investigation revealed that 
these and at least 98 other stories of Kelley’s were 
fabricated and embellished for effect (Morrison).  
These men are real people who bowed to the same 
pressures that Templeton did, despite the possibility of 
it ruining their careers.  The investigations of all three 
of these men occurred in the early 2000s, and their 
influence on the character of Scott Templeton is 
undeniable, especially considering their specific 
mention in the show. 
 

“The bigger the lie, the more they believe.”  
– William “The Bunk” Moreland (5.01) 

  
More recently and almost seven years after the 

finale of The Wire originally premiered, another 
scandal involving a reporter fabricating stories swept 
the nation.  The reporter was not a young person trying 
to break into the industry, but rather a celebrated 
reporter who was the chief anchor and managing editor 
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of the NBC Nightly News:  Brian Williams.  It turns out 
that, over the years, Williams altered the facts in 
several of his stories, including ones that he repeatedly 
told throughout his career.  After one detail was called 
into a question about his experience while covering the 
Iraq War in 2003, several other stories were examined 
and called into question.  The only punishment Brian 
Williams has received to date for these offences is a 
six-month suspension without pay (Yu and Eversley).  
Although this incident occurred far past the run of The 
Wire, it is disturbing how pervasive this kind of 
reporting is in the news media still to this day.  Simon 
may have been directly commenting on the acts of the 
reporters of his time when he created Scott Templeton, 
but Scott Templeton is still alive and well today. 
 

“Because, you lyin' motherfucker, you're 
as full of shit as I am.”  
– Jimmy McNulty (5.10) 

 
 David Simon, a former reporter himself, was 
clearly affected by the sensationalist reporters of his 
time and immortalized them in Templeton.  He 
obviously recognizes the dangers posed by dishonest 
reporting and the fact that lies are not always caught 
before any damage is done; the story of Brian Williams 
probably came as no shock to him.  By creating the 
character of Scott Templeton, Simon recognizes the 
presence of these types of journalists as well as 
comments on how quietly and easily they can rise to 
the top over honest reporters.  The only difference 
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between Scott Templeton and all of these other 
reporters is that they have been caught and, as far as 
the audience knows, Scott Templeton never will be.  
Scott Templeton gets away with it and, even worse, 
wins a Pulitzer Prize for his work.  The viewers of The 
Wire never get the justice they desire, but The Wire 
often shows its audience that justice is not always 
served.  This injustice stings more than the others, 
however, because the general population relies on the 
media to provide it with factual information about the 
world, and consumers have very few ways of knowing 
if this information is correct.  How many Scott 
Templetons are out there supposedly providing us with 
unbiased, honest reporting?  It is easy to hate Scott 
Templeton when he represents all of the dishonest 
reporting we may never know exists. 
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Getting Out of the Hole: 
The Journey of Reginald “Bubbles” 

Cousins 
By 

Emily Nedvidek 
 

 
From "The Target," 1.01 The Wire 

 

 
hroughout its five seasons, The Wire paints an 
increasingly bleak picture of modern American 
society.  We see characters unable to break free 

from the strictures of societal expectations and those 
who succumb to the temptations and pressures of “The 
Game.”  Those that want to avoid The Game ultimately 
fall prey to it, such as Duquan “Dukie” Weems, and 
those who want to leave it are quickly punished, as in 
the case of D’Angelo Barksdale.  It seems that any 
character who finds redemption is killed almost 
immediately afterward, so moments that would be 
promising instead become heart-wrenching.  Neither 
pawns nor queens are exempt from the rules of The 

T 
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Game, as Bodie Broadus and Russell “Stringer” Bell 
discover.  If Baltimore is a Game, almost everyone’s 
losing.  After the first four seasons, it seems that 
Reginald “Bubbles” Cousins will follow this same 
pattern.  He is a heroin addict who struggles with his 
addiction throughout the course of the show, and at the 
end of Season Four, we fear that Bubbles will be The 
Game’s next victim.  Thankfully, The Wire delights in 
shocking viewer’s expectations.  Instead of another 
drug addict meeting his end from the needle, Bubbles 
finds sobriety and spends Season Five repairing 
relationships and rebuilding his life.  The evolution 
Bubbles makes is the most complete picture of a 
positive transformation that the show offers, and it 
gives a ray of hope to the otherwise desolate Baltimore 
that is shown in The Wire. 

We first meet Bubbles in an alleyway where he’s 
teaching his friend and protégé Johnny how to make 
convincing counterfeit money to buy dope (1.01).  It is 
immediately established that Bubbles is a seasoned 
drug addict who knows the ins and outs of this Game.  
When we watch Bubbles and Johnny get high a few 
scenes later, we witness a very raw picture of the 
dependence and desperation that addiction creates.  It 
is unsettling and eye-opening and does not leave 
viewers with any sense that change is imminent or 
possible.  Later in the episode, however, a new side of 
Bubbles is revealed.  As he fights back tears at 
Johnny’s bedside, the humanity of Bubbles is 
emphasized and we can no longer write him off as just 
a heroin-addicted ex-con.  Bubbles subsequently 
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becomes one of the most dynamic and sympathetic 
characters on The Wire as we see him repeatedly 
battle with and fall victim to addiction. 

His first attempt at sobriety comes after Bubbles 
attends a Narcotics Anonymous meeting with Johnny 
as part of a deal to avoid drug possession charges 
(1.07).  After a moving testimony from a recovering 
addict named Walon, Bubbles stands up and pledges 
to get clean.  He quickly falls off the wagon, but after 
speaking with Walon further, he realizes that he may 
be rapidly approaching rock bottom.  Bubbles becomes 
serious about getting clean and asks Detective Kima 
Greggs, for whom he is a confidential informant, to help 
him out financially.  Greggs agrees, but his sobriety is 
short-lived once Greggs is seriously wounded and 
Bubbles cannot get in contact with her.  When he tries 
to page Greggs, Bubbles is mistaken as a murder 
suspect and is brutally beaten by Detective Holley.  
Despite his good intentions, he is still viewed by others 
as a homeless, addicted, Black ex-convict, and he 
faces discrimination and injustice because of these 
preconceptions.  We watch with hope as Bubbles 
genuinely tries to turn his life around, but this hope is 
swiftly dashed as he is once again failed by the system.  
Bubbles is unsuccessful in his first attempt to break 
free from the chains of his addiction, and it seems that 
this is a pattern that will continue throughout the rest of 
The Wire.  
 Although Bubbles has a few interesting story 
arcs in the next few seasons as he starts Bubbles Depo 
(sic), intermittently continues his work as a C.I. for 
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Greggs, and deals with Johnny’s death as the result of 
an overdose, it is not until Season Four that his 
narrative becomes extremely compelling.  At the start 
of Season Four, Bubbles takes a boy named Sherrod 
under his wing, and the two continue to work the 
shopping cart enterprise (4.02).  Bubbles tries to help 
Sherrod by re-enrolling him in school and allowing him 
to sell goods from the cart, and with the exception of a 
brief falling out, the two become very close. While 
Bubbles finds a new protégé in Sherrod, he also finds 
a new enemy in Season Four as he is continually 
attacked and robbed by another addict.  Bubbles 
applies to Thomas “Herc” Hauk for help and refuge, but 
Herc’s promised protection falls short.  After being 
once again shafted by the system, Bubbles decides to 
take his safety into his own hands and crafts a lethal 
concoction of drugs designed to kill his attacker.  In one 
of the most heartbreaking scenes of the season, 
Bubbles finds Sherrod’s unresponsive body on the 
floor of their makeshift room and realizes that he has 
unwittingly killed his dear friend and protégé (4.12).  A 
grief-stricken Bubbles turns himself in to the Baltimore 
Police Department for Sherrod’s murder and 
subsequently attempts to hang himself in the Homicide 
Interrogation room (4.13).   

Had his story gone the way of most storylines in 
The Wire, this would be where Bubbles meets his tragic 
end.  David Simon could have let Bubbles die in that 
interrogation room, and it would have simply been 
another gut-wrenching but inevitable farewell to a 
beloved character.  Yet, Bubbles doesn’t die.  Bubbles 
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surprisingly survives his suicide attempt and, perhaps 
even more shockingly, Sergeant Jay Landsman takes 
pity on the addict and sends him to a psychiatric 
hospital rather than to prison.  This miraculous (and 
wholly uncharacteristic for The Wire) storyline gives the 
audience a seed of hope, which then blossoms 
throughout Season Five as we watch Bubbles 
transform from a desperate heroin addict into a 
functional and responsible member of society. 
 Season Five offers a wholly new picture of 
Bubbles than we’ve previously seen. He has been 
clean for over a year and has a job selling The 
Baltimore Sun, but Sherrod’s death still haunts him.  
After a Narcotics Anonymous meeting, Walon warns 
Bubbles that he may not stay sober for long if he cannot 
come to terms with Sherrod’s death (5.02).  This is a 
long and tedious process for him, as Bubbles will not 
forgive himself until he feels like he has become a 
changed man — someone worthy of forgiveness.  
Season Five focuses on the rehabilitation of Bubbles 
as he rebuilds his life and repairs his relationship with 
his family.  

Knowing that he cannot stay clean while living 
on the streets, Bubbles has moved into his sister’s 
basement.  It is clear, however, that his relationship 
with his sister is still a fragile one; although she allows 
him to live in her home, she makes him stay downstairs 
and closes him off from the rest of the house.  We find 
out in Season One, when Bubbles approaches his 
sister for help, that the last time she tried to help him, 
he pawned several of her possessions for drug money.  
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His sister sincerely wants to help Bubbles, but she is 
afraid to get her hopes up when he has such a long 
history of disappointing her.  The audience shares her 
sentiments, as we desperately want to believe that 
Bubbles is changing and won’t revert back to his old 
habits, but the past four seasons have set a precedent 
of disappointed expectations.  We are nervous to get 
our hopes up, but we can’t help rooting for Bubbles to 
succeed.   

As the season progresses, Bubbles continues to 
pleasantly surprise us.  He regularly attends Narcotics 
Anonymous meetings now and volunteers at the soup 
kitchen that has been feeding him for the past year.  In 
a particularly moving scene in the soup kitchen, 
Bubbles is washing dishes and he scrubs a pot so 
intensely that he breaks a sweat (5.).  Bubbles tries to 
wash away his guilt as he throws himself fully into his 
new life, where working hard and repairing 
relationships brings more satisfaction than a temporary 
high.  Despite his hard work, Bubbles refuses to take 
any credit or praise for his actions.  He volunteers at 
the soup kitchen but only wants to work in the back, so 
no one will praise him for volunteering.  When a 
reporter from The Baltimore Sun wants to write a story 
on his experiences and rehabilitation, Bubbs 
expresses hesitation over whether he wants his whole 
story published (5.10): 

 
Walon:  He's just putting it all out there, 
you know, the good and the bad.  
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Bubbles:  You know what?  The bad don't 
bother me to have out there. Shit, I know 
the bad.  I ain't lying to no one about the 
bad.  
Walon:  Scared of somebody calling you 
good?  
Bubbles:  A lot of folks volunteer places.  
A lot of folks share at meetings. Plenty of 
motherfuckers wake up every day and 
not get high.  Man making me sound 
special for doing what the fuck I need to 
be doing. 

 
Bubbles does not congratulate himself for getting sober 
and turning his life around but, rather, sees it as his 
only way to escape the rock bottom where he found 
himself a year earlier.  While Bubbles may refuse to 
take any credit for the incredible strides he has made 
in the past year, we as viewers are incredibly proud of 
how far he has come.   
 His journey to rehabilitation is not an easy one, 
but it is an incredible one.  With the support of his family 
and friends, and the fear of returning to his past, 
Bubbles is able to move on, forgive himself, and make 
a new life.  In the ending montage of the series finale, 
we watch Bubbles join his sister and his niece for a 
family dinner (5.10).  He has finally regained his sister’s 
trust and respect, and thus his transformation is 
complete.  It is not often that we get to enjoy characters 
breaking free from The Game and being able to start 
anew, which is why this storyline is so refreshing and 
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inspirational.  Amid the depressing and desolate 
Baltimore that is portrayed in The Wire, we can find a 
ray of hope in the story of Reginald “Bubbles” Cousins.  
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Post-Game 
By 

Mary M. Dalton 
 
 

nd, so, our semester spent immersing 
ourselves in The Wire draws to an end with a 
collection of student essays on themes and 

characters we encountered in the series.  This volume 
begins with a dedication to Jon Kolnoski, my former 
student who insisted (rightly) that I watch Season Four 
as I was beginning work on the final chapter of Teacher 
TV:  Sixty Years of Teachers on Television, a book I 
co-authored with Laura R. Linder.  After tumbling into 
the season and then the series from Season One 
head-first, I never looked back and have joined the 
ranks of those declaring it episode-for-episode and 
season-for-season the best television series ever 
because of its ability to embed compelling personal 
narratives inside incisive critiques of cultural 
institutions and systems. 
 The enduring relevancy of the series cannot be 
contested.  Not long ago, my students were thrilled to 
see a video of President Obama talking drug policy with 
David Simon.  As I write this conclusion, Martin 
O’Malley is making noises about running for President, 
and protesters in Baltimore are getting restless about 
the lack of answers in Freddie Gray’s death.  Seeing 
images related to that story has been sobering for us 
and strangely personal.  As one student said in class, 
“I don’t think I would have paid as much attention to 

A 
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that story, or at least not in the same way, if I had not 
seen The Wire.”   

But, in addition to relevancy, I want to go back 
to an idea Alexandra Harper, proud Baltimorean, 
expresses about empathy in the first essay in this 
anthology.  While students in our class arrived at Wake 
Forest from various states and countries, most carried 
with them layers of privilege that they are still working 
to identify, understand, and unpack.  It is my sincere 
hope that our time together in this seminar has been 
useful in that process, that the unfolding of awareness 
will continue with greater empathy than before, and 
that the students will leave the classroom and work for 
change wherever they go with an enhanced 
understanding of just how hard and uneven that 
process will be.  That’s quite a lot to expect from 
sharing a television series as a common text and 
engaging in conversations about its meaning, but I 
think The Wire is up to the task. 

Oh, and if you haven’t watched Treme yet, I 
highly recommend that series, too.  In its own way, very 
nearly as brilliant as The Wire, which is saying quite a 
lot. 
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