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What The Wire does better than other Crime Dramas 

In any Google search of David Simon’s groundbreaking HBO drama The Wire, the 

results will demonstrate that many people, including President Obama, feel The Wire is the best 

television show ever made. The program ran from 2002 – 2008 and tackled the city of Baltimore 

from the various standpoints of race, poverty and the corruption of political systems. The show 

sets out to demonstrate what’s wrong with America, such as the plight of inner-city African 

Americans and the “War on Drugs,” and does such an excellent a job of it that the show is taught 

at Harvard and Duke, with entire books devoted to the topics it covers. It has been compared 

with the works of Charles Dickens in its compassion for a generation of wasted youth, but 

instead of the workhouses of Dickens’ London, the youth in question are the inhabitants of the 

inner-city slums and their factories the street corner drug trade. If the criterion for the “best 

television show ever” were gritty realism and unflinching honesty about the real problems in 

American society, The Wire would stand head and shoulders above other shows of its kind.  

The city of Baltimore is represented on several fronts in The Wire. Central to the action 

are the boys involved in the street-level drug trade, and the cops and CI’s who study them in the 

hopes of catching the higher echelon of drug kingpins. According to Jacob Weisberg in a 2006 

Slate Magazine article, the show’s protagonist is “. . .the broken American city of Baltimore, 

depicted with obsessive verisimilitude and affectionate rage. Its fundamental concern is the 
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isolation and degradation of the black underclass, a subject that has . . . disappeared from the 

political radar screen.”  

The main opponents in the series are the politicians and bureaucrats who make life 

difficult for both the cops and the kids on the street. The kingpins never seem to be caught 

because the authorities are more interested in looking good for the media and winning elections 

than in stopping the actual bad guys. In a particularly touching episode in season one, D’Angelo 

Barksdale (Lawrence Gilliard, Jr.) teaches two younger boys how to play chess, making it clear 

that “the king stay the king” while the pawns are often sacrificed in his service. The comparison 

to the streets of Baltimore could be pointing at several contenders for “king.” One of these is the 

kingpin, Avon Barksdale, who runs a drug trade that garners him upwards of $20M per year, 

which is laundered through shell companies all over Baltimore, none of which are in his name.  

Other contenders for the title are a judge, a senator, a councilman, and Deputy Commissioner 

Rawls (John Doman), who often forces arrests that won’t stick and raids that place the narcotics 

investigation in jeopardy to boost his arrest record. Rawls seems to have it out for Jimmy 

McNulty (Dominic West), the homicide detective who is sent to Narcotics as punishment when a 

witness changes his testimony in court and a murder case against D’Angelo Barksdale is thrown 

out. Clearly, Lieutenant Daniels (Lance Reddick) and his crew of narcotics officers are pawns as 

much as the street-level drug dealers (known on the show as “hoppers)”.  

One fact The Wire makes clear is that only the most powerless residents of West 

Baltimore will be held accountable. An overall theme of the show is that when you follow the 

drugs, you find drugs, users and dealers, but when you follow the money, you never know what 

you’ll find. This point is clearly demonstrated in the episode entitled “Lessons” which premiered 

on July 28, 2002. A driver for a congressional aide is arrested with $22,000 in drug money, but 
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the cops are forced to let the driver and the money go, because of their superiors’ unwillingness 

to anger anyone in a position of power.  According to Kristin Henning in a Salon Magazine 

article from June 14, 2015, the moral clarity of the show still rings true today: 

The stories in The Wire lend credence to claims that the War on Drugs was 

intended to, or at least had the foreseeable effect of, maintaining political 

dominance by the white majority. Even when government actions are not 

consciously motivated by animus toward minority groups, policymakers have 

been deliberately indifferent to the inevitable inequality that draconian drug 

policies are likely to impose on blacks. 

David Simon’s series often mocks the higher officials’ tendencies toward self-serving behavior, 

even at the expense of serious investigations. In one episode, a crime lab unit is dispatched to the 

home of the city council president whose porch furniture was stolen. While the unit is dusting for 

fingerprints and photographing an empty porch, there is no crime lab unit available for the scene 

of a brutal torture and murder of the boyfriend of Omar Little (Michael Kenneth Williams), a 

rival of Avon Barksdale’s.   

In the long history of the crime drama, many shows have strived to depict the gritty 

reality of the lives of cops and criminals, and the obstacles they face. Among the series that have 

done it best are The Sopranos, Southland, Hill Street Blues, NYPD Blue and True Detective. 

When it comes to the broken systems of America’s bureaucracies and the way those systems 

affect the lives of the poverty-stricken lower classes, however, none of them comes close to 

portraying the reality that is routinely evident in The Wire. Within that context, it is reasonable to 

claim that The Wire is one of the best television shows ever created. 
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Left to right: Michael Kenneth Williams as Omar Little, Dominic West as Jimmy McNulty, Aiden 

Gillen as Councilman Tommy Carcetti and Idris Elba as Russell “Stringer” Bell. 

  



O’Connor 5 

Works Cited 

Hendel,	John.	“The	Atlantic.com.”	The	Atlantic	Monthly	Group.	N.p.,	21	May	2012.	Web.	7	Nov.	2015.	

Henning,	Kristin.	“Salon	Magazine.”	Salon	Media	Group,	Inc.	N.p.,	2015.	Web.	7	Nov.	2015.		

Sullivan,	Peter.	“The	Hill.”	News	Communications,	Inc.	N.p.,	28	Dec.	2014.	Web.	7	Nov.	2015.			

Weisberg,	Jacob.	“Slate.com.”	The	Slate	Group,	LLC.	N.p.,	13	Sept.	2006.	Web.	7	Nov.	2015.	

Rory Moore � 11/23/2015 12:15 PM
Comment [8]: When	using	quotations	or	even	
paraphrasing	a	source,	a	citation	is	required.	
Otherwise,	you’ll	be	guilty	of	plagiarism,	which	
means	you	copied	someone	else’s	work.	You	can	
find	websites	that	will	help	you	build	your	citations.	
This	Works	Cited	page	is	in	MLA	7,	and	I	used	
https://www.lib.ncsu.edu/citationbuilder/	to	help	
me.		

Rory Moore � 11/23/2015 12:16 PM
Comment [9]: Citations	are	listed	in	alphabetical	
order.		


