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This chapter will critically examine how poverty and race function in tan-
dem within the narrative world of HBO’s award-winning series The Wire 
(Simon et al., 1999–2007). I will analyze the series across its five seasons, 
with a special focus on the series’ interpretation of poverty, race, and narco-
capitalism within the upwardly mobile economic aspirations of many of its 
characters, its impoverished geographic setting, and the drug distribution and 
consumption landscape of Baltimore. The Wire’s setting also offers viewers 
an interpretation of a contemporary urban metropolis populated with African 
American and Latinx citizens who occupy the bottom of the socioeconomic 
spectrum, while city politicians, judicial officers, and businessmen occupy 
the highest echelons of that hierarchy. Using textual and discourse analysis, 
I critically analyze the messages the series offers to its audience in keeping 
with an intersectional (Crenshaw, 1991) theoretical framework. To accom-
plish this intersectional analysis, I explicitly eschew attempts to eradicate 
identity categories we colloquially refer to as “race” and socioeconomic 
“class” and instead use them to draw linkages between these two concepts 
in tandem with a theory of poverty because understanding the complexities 
between these connections “can instead be the source of social empowerment 
and reconstruction” (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 1242). This is especially true when 
one considers the factual parallels between racial underrepresentation and 
impoverished socioeconomic standing within the United States. Thus, adopt-
ing this framework can illuminate how messages in mass media can shed 
light on convenient one-dimensional construction of the human experience 
that is “often shaped by other dimensions of their identities” outside of the 
conventional Hollywood formula.
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This chapter’s analysis will attempt to answer the following three ques-
tions. First, how is the socioeconomic hierarchy defined within the series and 
in what discrete ways is poverty defined? How are those definitions contested 
or reaffirmed against its inner-city setting, and by whom? Second, what influ-
ence, if any, does the narco-capitalist system of drug production, distribution, 
and consumption have upon the characters’ lives? And third, how are wealth 
and success characterized and by whom? What justifications (if any) are 
offered for the methods by which their economic successes are achieved, and 
what costs (if any) are attached to those successes?

The use of textual analysis focused on discursive forces present in a text 
is an important means of understanding how individuals and society con-
stitute themselves and make sense of the larger world in which they live. 
Textual analysis can usefully interrogate how mass-mediated commodities 
create identities and “construct authoritative truths” (Saukko, 2003) for 
those who use them, thereby illuminating the participatory (or nonparticipa-
tory) role social actors possess in the creation, reflection, and consumption 
of those truths. The multiple interpretations of a given “text” frequently 
look different when examined in relation to other texts or social sensibili-
ties; thus, the task of analysis is not to ascertain the most correct, but rather, 
to explore some of the possible and undiscovered interpretations embedded 
in the targets of textual analysis. This chapter’s intersectional framework is 
employed to examine how exchanges of both financial and social capital, 
along with socioeconomic labor practices, give rise to (or undermine) dif-
ferent forms of social relations between racial minorities and whites, as 
well as between the wealthy and impoverished on the series. Additionally, I 
utilize some basic premises of critical race theory to augment this political-
economic analysis. This chapter adopts as axiomatic that institutional rac-
ism is “original and not aberrational” and is the “usual way society does 
business, the common everyday experience of most people of color in this 
country” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 7). Moreover, I also integrate the 
belief that our socioeconomic systems adopt a “white-over-color” partiality 
that “serves important purposes, both psychic and material, for the dominant 
group” because such institutional racism manifests itself by advancing the 
interests of “both white elites (materially) and working class Caucasians 
(psychically).” Thus, the majority of American society has little incentive 
to eradicate such a structure (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 8). Finally, I 
utilize the concept of “color blind racism,” whereby conceptions of equality 
are “expressed in rules that insist only on treatment that is the same across 
the board, and can thus remedy only the most blatant forms of discrimi-
nation” [my emphasis] (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012, p. 8; Bonilla-Silva, 
2013). Together, these tools offer a robust analysis that interprets the series’ 
characters and their actions within a much larger, multiple-season narrative, 
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unlike every other crime drama previously found on American television 
to date.

The Wire is a political polemic that critiques several institutions located 
throughout the city of Baltimore, where the story begins. The Wire is a con-
temporary crime drama centered upon the lives of the city’s citizens. But over 
five seasons and 60 episodes, it ultimately evolves from its pure crime drama 
origins, dedicated to investigating and commenting upon the illegal drug 
trade in Baltimore, to later include complex analyses of the Baltimore econ-
omy through its Harbor, Ports, and longshoremen (Season Two), its internally 
inept city government and the cronyism of the political system upon which it 
relies (Season Three), the city’s woefully dysfunctional educational systems 
(Season Four), and finally the capitalist fallibility of the city’s major newspa-
per (Season Five). Throughout the series, however, an important thread links 
these various seasons with the organized drug syndicate that has infiltrated all 
these institutions. For the purposes of this analysis, however, it is imperative 
that we recognize that the series “replicates a common genre convention that 
situates all criminality in poor urban communities stereotypically populated 
by racial minorities who are either unemployed or underemployed or trapped 
in normative middle-class jobs of respectability” (Johnson Jr., 2013).

From the very first episode of the series, audiences are confronted with 
a stark and unavoidable fact, and that is that Baltimore is a city defined by 
three things: drugs, minorities, and economic inequality, though not nec-
essarily in that order. From the very first scene of “The Target,” the first 
episode of the series (Simon et al., 2002), we find a crime scene in a bloody 
inner-city street and a discussion about the murder of an anonymous black 
man by the name of Omar Bets, shot upon a landscape in the background of 
abandoned and boarded-up brick row houses (1:16). Only a few moments 
later, viewers are transported to the marble-lined hallways of a courthouse 
and the wood-paneled walls with frosted glass chandeliers of a Baltimore 
City Circuit courtroom, resplendent with the suits and ties of attorneys, and 
the muted-color attire of solidly respectable middle-class jurors (5:50). Even 
in these very first, but formative, few minutes of the very first episode, the 
racial politics are as equally visible as its socioeconomic moments. Both 
on the streets and in the courthouse we see the Irish American Detective 
Jimmy McNulty, along with any number of a cast of white characters 
who occupy the middle- and upper-class echelons of the series’ society, to 
include: Jewish defense attorney Maurice Levy (04:49), white judge Daniel 
Phelan (05:06), white assistant district attorney Rhonda Pearlman (05:33), 
white state’s attorney Steven Demper (08:57), white homicide sergeant 
Jay Landsman (21:02), and white careerist Major William A. “Bill” Rawls 
(22:00). With a few exceptions, they all conveniently contrast with the 
homogenous African American criminal characters of the series in the form 
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of D’Angelo Barksdale, Stringer Bell, Omar Little, and their gang associ-
ates (12:50–13:10), who repeatedly make their appearances throughout the 
episode in not nearly as prestigious settings, such as strip clubs (26:30), 
street corners, and housing projects (34:50). Thus, the series establishes 
its socioeconomic settings early on by drawing very visible distinctions 
that closely parallel racial lines with the generally white hierarchies of 
socially respectable careers like law enforcement and the judicial and legal 
professions, against those of the nearly hegemonic African American narco-
capitalist criminal enterprises of inner-city Baltimore. According to Martha 
Nochimson, McNaulty’s story is only peripheral to the narrative of Season 
One’s story, and McNaulty is only

one element of a big collage composed of juxtaposed stories and points of view. 
McNaulty’s striving to be a hero is part of a live mosaic of perspectives ema-
nating from the essentially white middle/upper-class community and from the 
essentially black poor/lower-class community. (2019, pp. 95–96) 

David Simon, the primary showrunner and producer of the series, made deci-
sions that

reflect a conscious desire to choose individuals to play specific characters based 
upon the conformity of the actors phenotypical appearance and congruence with 
the idea of who those characters were and how they should appear, behave, and 
exist within The Wire’s story world. (Johnson Jr., 2013) 

In fact, realism is so persuasive that Brian Rose comments that Simon, in a 
type of self-congratulatory way, “fondly notes a strong following among both 
cops and criminals who admire the show’s faithful recreation of their lives” 
(Rose, 2008). These characters reflect a conscious decision about how the 
series wishes its story to be told that is in keeping with a very specific agenda 
to convince audiences of its realism. That realism relies upon a number of 
racial (Dixon, 2008; McDermott, 2006) and socioeconomic (Kendall, 2011; 
Murphy, 2014) stereotypes that are repeated from the very beginning. And, 
as Rabia Belt poignantly observes, while the series is “rightly praised for its 
faithful and respectful treatment of urban poverty, we should however remind 
ourselves that The Wire is a created domain and does not show a compre-
hensive picture of life as a citizen of Baltimore” (2012, p. 3). Moreover, the 
series’ strength lies in its ability to “question, among other things, the com-
forting formulaic expectations that TV has associated with both heroes and 
science” (Nochimson, 2019, p. 94). And as I previously noted, the series “is 
as much about the narco-capitalist drug economy as it is about that econo-
my’s participants. The class-based politics embedded in the series’ plots and 
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dialogue expose an important area for discussion insofar as urban criminality 
is related to race” (2013).

Without the Barksdale narco-criminal enterprise central to the series, 
many other adjacent businesses (like the strip clubs and entertainment sec-
tors) and government agencies (like law enforcement, judicial, and harbor 
transportation industry) would find themselves struggling to exist (or at least 
remain socially relevant). The Wire points to Baltimore’s real-world transi-
tion from an economy “based on physical labor and tangible products to one 
based more on information, technology, and services as the displacing agent 
that turns drug dealing into a logical occupational decision” (Long, 2008). 
The socioeconomic class structure, established very early in the series’ first 
season, is reinforced in later episodes (and not just in terms of its characters 
of color), but also for the series’ working-class immigrants and wealthy 
Caucasian and Jewish characters as well. Audiences are introduced to the 
ubiquity of institutional dysfunction that permeates The Wire narrative, 
and that relies upon equally potent socioeconomic inequalities. Nochimson 
notes:

The early episodes introduce us . . . [to] a city too poor to conduct police and 
court business properly; a drug trade well organized by Barksdale and Bell; 
large numbers of hopeless people in the drug scene caught up in addiction; 
police, underpaid, demoralized, and lacking [financial] resources; and careerists, 
daunted by an impossible and racist economy, fighting for a foothold on the 
professional ladder, whether or not their efforts run counter to the job they were 
hired to do. (2019, p. 96)

What is significant about Season One is the ubiquity of the poor within the 
inner-city confines of the series. They exist and are seen against the landscape 
and form the background against which the narrative’s action takes place. 
Whether seen in the high-rise apartment projects or the low-rise ghettos, 
alleyways, and streets, the impoverished are everywhere. However, few truly 
homeless characters ever appear for any significant length of time in speak-
ing roles and none (with one notable exception) over the course of the series’ 
five seasons. Thus, the poor are everywhere, but remain for the most part a 
voiceless component of the background.

Therefore, for the purposes of this analysis, I examine just how the poor are 
constituted, through a close examination of one Reginald “Bubbles” Cousins, 
a middle-aged African American man and 

lifelong drug user who has miraculously maintained an active sense of respon-
sibility despite his dependence on drugs . . . [he] is a police informer, and 
the police he works for promise him protection . . . but [financial] pressures 
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on the police keep them from coming to his aid when he needs them most. 
(Nochimson, 2019, pp. 106–107) 

Bubbles is not technically homeless, as many drug addicts of the series are 
housed in a state of semi-permanency within the innumerable abandoned 
rowhomes that populate the landscape of the inner city where most of the 
episodes occur. Despite this fact, the homeless, due to their drug addictions, 
inadvertently become an indispensable part of the narco-capitalist system of 
commerce. These overwhelmingly African American homeless drug addicts 
are uniformly “invisible, except when presented as faceless statistics or as 
‘problems’ to be dealt with in a community” (Kendall, 2011, p. 82), but 
their framing by Simon et al., follow a predictable pattern by which the poor 
are depicted “in terms of personal experience; where the viewer is provided 
with a particular [episode] of an individual or family living under economic 
duress” (Gilbert, 2011).

Bubbles’ story follows this pattern but is an important component of the 
narrative, although Simon’s attentiveness to this demographic follows a 
framing of the issue of that “gives poverty a human face but often ignores 
the larger structural factors” (Kendall, 2011, p. 83). In Season One we find 
Bubbles having been recently released from prison three months prior to the 
start of the series. He is currently using counterfeit money in a desperate 
attempt to buy heroin from Barksdale dealers in the local housing project. 
D’Angelo Barksdale (the leader of the Barksdale drug organization) recog-
nizes the fake currency and instructs his dealers to punish its use. Johnny 
Weeks, another heroin addict and protégé of Bubbles, attempts to use the 
fake cash but is ultimately caught by the dealers and severely punished. 
The discovery by Bubbles of Johnny’s abuse moves him to inform on the 
Barksdale criminal organization through his contact with Detective Shakima 
Greggs. His service as a confidential informant proves highly valuable to the 
police department by identifying dealers, explaining events that transpire, and 
recalling details such as dates and locations important to the successful opera-
tion of the Barksdale organization. This service is rewarded with an ongoing 
financial reward that proves invaluable to his survival. Although drug addic-
tion is a major subtext of the entire series, drug addiction itself is not inves-
tigated with any seriousness; however, the socioeconomic effects that such 
drug consumption produces are central to the narrative. The Wire’s success 
comes from its ability to offer up characters with whom we might identify or 
to whom we are attracted and invested in seeing more of, and Bubbles’ unas-
suming appearance and secretly powerful knowledge make us want to cheer 
for his survival throughout the series.

Bubbles suffers through several minor interactions with police through 
Seasons One and Two, such that by Season Three we find him actively selling 
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t-shirts to young dealers on the streets. His sales as a street vendor continue 
through Season Four (now pushing a cart named “Bubbles’ Depot”), as does 
his service as a confidential informant, thereby augmenting his survival. 
Debating his ability to survive the brutal conditions of the street, he says to 
his business partner and fellow addict Sherrod:

21:16 – 22:11: If I can cut you loose to handle the money, I can cover twice the 
ground, selling twice the merchandise . . . more of what you would call, uhh, 
market share. Instead, I have to keep your ass close. You should have been 
moved on to your own (shopping) cart by now! You have to step up the math 
skills if you want to advance in this here enterprise. (Burns et al. 2006b)

Bubbles may be a heroin addict, but he is well aware of the mechanics of 
the capitalist economy in which he is inextricably linked. However, charac-
ters like Bubbles—because he serves as the most visible proxy for the truly 
poor—run the risk of mischaracterizing poverty as an individualized problem 
and drug addiction as a personal failure rather than a systemic problem. In 
the fourth episode of Season Four (Burns et al. 2006a), Bubble reminisces 
about his childhood, saying that “everything changes . . . one moment the 
ice cream truck is the only thing you want to hear,” and in the next he is an 
addict pushing a shopping cart (52:39). Later, as Bubbles surveys his meager 
earnings selling his shopping cart commodities, we see that he and his partner 
are living in a cinder-block garage where he sleeps with his shopping cart and 
an electric extension cord providing light while cooking over a charcoal grill.

After the death of his friend Sherrod, the police department officials take 
pity on Bubbles, and rather than involve him in the death, Bubbles is instead 
committed to a state psychiatric facility in lieu of his facing jail time for 
Sherrod’s overdose. But by The Wire’s fifth and final season, Bubbles has 
been clean for over a year and is living in his sister Rae’s basement, earning 
money selling newspapers on the street.

Here poverty, race, and the criminality of drug addiction coalesce in 
Bubbles’ life history that speaks to the power of narco-capitalism at the 
intersections of race and poverty. Poverty is thus inextricably linked to the 
African American characters, who overwhelmingly occupy Baltimore’s low-
est and most vulnerable population—the drug-addicted homeless of the city. 
Although Bubbles escapes his drug addiction, at the expense of his freedom, 
he nevertheless finds himself stuck, literally, at the bottom by living in his sis-
ter’s basement without the ability to enter her home except during the hours 
when she is home from work. Thus, his character in many ways represents 
how middle-class society’s distrust of the criminal addict transgresses racial 
lines, but not socioeconomic ones. His sister’s fears are exemplified in the 
following exchange between the two from the first episode of Season Five 
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(Simon et al., 2008), where Bubbles asks to stay home as his sister is about 
to leave for work:

32:30: I’m going to work; you know I’ve got night shift all this week.
32:37: You know I can stay down here quiet like, we don’t need to fight.
32:41: You don’t stay here when I’m not around, that’s our rule.
32:45: I’m your brother Rae, I’ve got nowhere to go when I leave here.
32:49: The last time I left you alone in my home, you dragged half my kitchen 

to a pawnshop. You remember that!?
(Pause)
32:58: But you can keep the door locked right? I’m down here.
33:01: My rules—you said.
(Bubbles packs up his things and walks out the basement back door. After hear-

ing his departure, Rae turns off the basement light and closes the door at the 
top of the stairs.)

Bubbles’ story eventually finds its way to publicity in the form of a Baltimore 
Sun newspaper reporter, who publishes an account of Bubbles’ life. And 
eventually, after reading about her brother’s story in the newspaper, Rae 
invites him up the stairs (and back into her life). When only one character, 
like Bubbles, survives the five seasons of the series, audiences run the risk of 
interpreting such characters as sympathetic exceptions, thereby creating the 
impression that anyone in a similar situation can escape poverty (Kendall, 
2011, p. 111). Moreover, it speaks volumes that it takes five seasons for 
Bubbles to permanently escape the poverty that he has experienced for the 
duration of the series, feeding stereotypes of highly racialized homelessness 
and drug addiction in one neat character. But contradictorily, a number of 
unique factors weigh in Bubbles’ favor and obscure the costs associated with 
his reintroduction to society, costs which in reality are very high. The fictional 
depiction of homelessness, addiction, and race represented by his character 
belies the facts in contemporary America. For instance, Ben Johnson (2019) 
notes a study conducted by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development that shows that while approximately 500,000 Americans were 
homeless at any given point, only 35% were living on the street, while 65% 
were living in temporary housing like shelters. And unlike Baltimore, almost 
half (47%) of the homeless population reside in the state of California, though 
many cities on the East Coast have the highest rates of homelessness. Sixteen 
percent of this demographic of American society suffers from chronic sub-
stance abuse, but even for Americans without this problem, Family Promise 
notes that almost “60% of Americans will spend at least one year below the 
poverty line at some point between the ages of 25 and 75.” Although Bubbles 
represents to The Wire’s viewers what poverty is supposed to look like, the 
fact is that “more than 15% of Americans live in poverty,” and it is families, 
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not individuals, who comprise almost 40% of the entire homeless popula-
tion. However, Bubbles does factually represent the racial composition of 
the homeless and impoverished population because 40% of that demographic 
(and 49% of homeless families) is composed of African Americans, despite 
occupying only 12.5% of the American population (Jones, 2016, p. 140). 
What is significant about this fact is that the racial overrepresentation in the 
homeless population has remained unchanged since 1985. But when it comes 
to the racial demographics of heroin addiction—which comprised 37.5% of 
drug overdose deaths (second only to prescription opioids), the picture is far 
less clear.

The Wire’s depiction of Bubbles’ addiction goes almost completely uncon-
tested in terms of race. Almost all the heroin addicts of the series are seen 
to be phenotypically homogenous African Americans, with Johnny Weeks 
from the first three seasons being the only exception over the course of the 
series’ five seasons. Moreover, it is Walon (played by the white, actual former 
heroin addict Steve Earle) who helps fulfill the white savior trope by serving 
as Bubbles’ Narcotics Anonymous sponsor to help him escape his addiction. 
But Bruce D. Johnson argues that “many unstated connotations are symboli-
cally linked to the concepts of ‘heroin’ and ‘addiction’” that are frequently 
“ignored or forgotten by the public, equating ‘black’ and ‘criminal’ with 
‘addict’” (Johnson, 1977, p. 52). Most significantly for this analysis is that 
Johnson argues about the confluence of race and addiction with The Wire’s 
depiction of these concepts in the popular consciousness:

Three myths are briefly analyzed here . . . blacks are more likely than whites 
to be addicts; lower-class persons are more likely than middle class persons to 
be addicts; and those who have ever been addicted are very likely to remain 
addicted . . . [however] Blacks are only likely to be addicts if (a) the comparison 
of whites is skipped, (b) the small proportions of both Blacks and Whites are 
ignored, and (c) the current use of heroin is equated with addiction [emphasis 
added]. (1997, p. 52).

His research also dispels some of the other assumptions about socioeconomic 
classes that have been replicated some 40 years later, namely when observing 
that 

unemployed Whites are almost as likely to try heroin as their Black counter-
parts. For Whites, the lower the social class the more the heroin use; among 
Blacks, however, heroin is less strongly linked to class. Moreover, these mea-
sures of class (highest education and present employment) are not very helpful 
in predicting how to prevent heroin use, since they frequently occur long after 
heroin use has begun. (1977, p. 53)
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Notably then, it is sad reassurance to find that seven years after The Wire’s 
conclusion, Martins et al. found that “recent data indicates . . . Whites are 
overrepresented among heroin/opioid-related fatal overdose cases” (2015, 
pp. 278–279). Certainly, the Barksdale/Stanfield criminal organizations have 
benefited from the drug trade on the series, but the users of their products do 
not appear to mirror those typically found on the streets of Baltimore today, 
despite the laudatory rhetoric the series has produced in the form of industry 
awards and popular acclaim.

The much more common depiction of poverty on The Wire takes the form 
of the working-class poor, whose existence is often framed in the media as 
“low-skill manual workers, people employed in routine white-collar jobs 
(such as bank clerks, cashiers, and retail sales), and in the rapidly- growing 
service sector (for instance home health care workers, and employees in fast-
food restaurants)” (Kendall, 2011, p. 123). These working-class poor appear 
on the series but often do not follow Kendall’s definition because they are 
uniformly employed in occupations that typically require advanced skills, 
knowledge, and abilities, or college degrees (as is the case in Seasons Four 
and Five in which secondary school teachers and journalists appear). Their 
impoverishment is not defined by occupation but rather by the atypically low 
compensation that accompanies their underfunded or economically unprofit-
able institutions—in this case the Baltimore City Police Department. To all 
appearances the working-class poor of the series includes low level police 
officers, high school teachers, and print journalists—all of whom normally 
would occupy a solidly middle-class status according to most definitions like 
those articulated by Kendall:

Even under the best of circumstances, the working poor hold low-wage posi-
tions with little job security, few employee benefits, and no chance to save 
money. Their work conditions are frequently unpleasant and sometimes danger-
ous, and significantly, they are also “only a step—or a second family income—
away from poverty. (2011, p. 124)

However, this precarity is notably absent for those members of the legal 
profession and the higher-level police administration like the white Major 
William Rawls or, white FBI special agent Terrence “Fitz” Fitzhugh who 
first appear on Season One, and who possess either a college education or 
advanced degrees in the law. From the (white) Councilmen Thomas Carcetti 
to the (white) State Attorney Steven Demper to the (white) ADA Rhonda 
Pearlman the majority of the Caucasian characters occupy the upper echelons 
of the socioeconomic strata and thus are relatively free of the insecurity and 
precarity experienced by the racially mixed “underclass” (Katz, 2013) found 
in the Baltimore City Police Department.
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These solidly middle-class characters reflect many of the characteristics 
and traits one expects: they appear to earn between $40k and $62k based 
on appearances and possessions like homeownership and clothing (Kendall, 
2011, p. 165). Many of these characters reflect the kinds of cosmopolitan val-
ues, egalitarian expectations, and upwardly mobile aspirations of that socio-
economic stratum of society as indicated by their behavior (and reaction) to 
many of the systemic institutional and cultural problems they regularly face. 
And in keeping with prevailing class distinctions in America, they generally 
consist of characters who “have some college education or significant skills 
and work under loose supervision, and the upper-middle-class consisting of 
highly educated professionals and corporate managers” (Gilbert, 2011) with 
some in the upper-middle-class or wealthy demographic whose social life 
reproduces the kinds of adaptability in shifting cultural norms of propriety, 
by demonstrable evidence of social cultivation, workplace social interactions, 
dress, appearance, grooming, and the accoutrements of social sophistication. 
Throughout The Wire, they reproduce the traits and values that are associated 
with the middle class such as “punctuality, a certain minimum of reliability 
and accountability (if not responsibility), as well as a minimum of orderliness 
and a certain amount of postponement of instant gratification” (Ehrenreich, 
1990) as well as the values of individualism, achievement and success, prog-
ress and material comfort, and freedom of liberty (Williams Jr., 1970). These 
depictions are rendered visible in the cases of many characters: (African 
American) Lt. Cedric Daniels and his girlfriend the (white) Assistant District 
Attorney Rhonda Pearlman, (African American) Major Howard “Bunny” 
Colvin, (white) Major William Rawls, and many others. All of them share 
in the expectations of economic security and safety, protections strongly 
associated with this demographic and poignantly illustrated by a recent report 
entitled Middle-Class Task Force (Blank, 2010) that persuasively argues that 
these values include:

 1. Strong orientation toward planning for the future.
 2. Control over one’s destiny.
 3. Movement up the socioeconomic ladder through hard work and education.
 4. A well-rounded education for one’s children.
 5. Protection against hardship, including crime, poverty, and health 

problems.
 6. Access to homeownership and financial assets such as a savings account.

In every case, we find that the preceding characters are all uniformly preoccu-
pied with future advancement, and they actively pursue a future with discrete 
goals in mind. They are equipped with the ability, due to their positions in 
their respective careers, to exercise some degree of control over their future, 
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and by the end of the series, they have all moved up within their respective 
occupations. By The Wire’s final season, many of the narrative threads have 
been concluded, and the HBO audience is left with the feeling that life has 
improved for most of the series’ characters. But what other messages have 
The Wire conveyed to America about what poverty looks like, what the poor 
must do to survive, and how people are responding to the inherent instability 
of their socioeconomic positions? There is no question that we are left with 
a complicated and at times false impression about these issues, despite the 
gripping drama that the series creates with its fictional accounts of life at the 
bottom of our social hierarchy.
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