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Carceral Expansion in the Neoliberal Age: A Paradox?
Most posthumanist critique, Kalpana R. Seshadri maintains, has not only falsely
assumed a universal subject at the core of humanism, and thus neglected to discuss
“the history of race and the system of race-ism (dehumanization) in the shaping of the
modern human subject” (64); it has, in particular, Seshadri continues, failed to engage
with “the fact that racism has always served as the non-human supplement to
humanist political economy” (64). In this vein, this article seeks to articulate a critical
posthumanist intervention by addressing the dehumanization of the racialized poorin
the U.S. in the neoliberal stage of capitalism, via the neoliberal punitive turn, a regime
which serves racist ends by curiously coupling a neoliberal logic with a hypertrophic
criminal justice system that came at great public expense.
The fact that the neoliberal revolution in the United States was driven forth by the
administrations of Ronald Reagan (1981-1989) and Bill Clinton (1993-2001), will come
to the surprise of few: In line with his first inaugural address’ diagnosis that “government
is the problem [...] in this present crisis” (Reagan 1981), Reagan made small
government the guiding principle of his administration’s social and economic policies,
largely deregulating the economy and dismantling the welfare state. This assault on
the social safety net was later ‘perfected’ by Clinfon, who made good on his
campaign promise “to end welfare as we know it” (Clinton 1996). It is less well-known
that these very administrations also decisively fuelled carceral expansion: While there
were 474,000 prisoners in 1980, that number had climbed to 1.15 million in 1990; by
2000, the number of prisoners had reached 1.97 million (Justice Policy Institute 2000,
1).7 Significantly, carceral expansion has not affected all demographic groups to an
equal extent: In the early twenty-first century, convicts disproportionately hail from
poor communities, particularly from poor communities of Color.

While proponents of the notion of the ‘prison-industrial complex’ (cf. Gilmore
2007; Davis 2003) will argue that carceral expansion in the U.S. developed in parallel
to a large-scale privatization of prisons and, thus, was driven by the profit motive so
characteristic of neoliberalism, this proposition lacks empirical grounding; in fact,
according to sociologist Loic Wacquant (2010a), “what distinguishes punishment in
America—as in other advanced societies—is the degree to which it has remained
stubbornly and distinctively public” (610; original emphasis).2 As it were, carceral
expansion came at enormous cost to taxpayers: In 1980, the combined federal and
states’ criminal justice budget stood at 7 billion dollars; by 2000, it had climbed to 57
billion dollars (Wacquant 2010b, 76).

At first glance, then, carceral expansion in the neoliberal era appears as a
paradox, since it entailed an explosion of public expenditure, and thus had the very
effect that Reagan and Clinton (at least rhetorically) sought to curb by rolling back

I The number of prisoners (behind bars in local jails, state prisons or federal prisons
combined) peaked at 2.3 million in 2009 (West 2010, 18); the most current data available put
the number of prisoners at 1.81 million in 2020 (Kang-Brown, Montagnet, and Heiss 2021, 1),
underlining that recent political attempts to curb carceral expansion have borne modest fruit.
2 In 2000, six percent of American convicts were in private prisons, while 94 percent were in
public prisons (Wacquant 2010qa, 610). In 2019, eight percent of convicts were in private prisons
(The Sentencing Project 2021).
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the welfare state. However, after briefly outlining the neoliberal downsizing of the
welfare state as well as the punitive turn in criminal justice that fuelled carceral
expansion, most notably via the “War on Drugs,” | will argue that the relationship
between carceral expansion and neoliberalism is not, in fact, paradoxical. Drawing
on Wacquant, | will argue that law and order in the field of criminal justice is
functionally related to the neoliberal turn: Reagan and Clinton took recourse to the
criminal justice system in order to evoke a (racialized) sense of security and thus
manage the social insecurity that their own neoliberal policies had created. This
neoliberal punitive turn has in effect criminalized the poor, particularly impacting
Black inhabitants of the inner cities.

In the paper’s second part, | will analyze how the quality TV series The Wire
(2002-2008) negotiates the relationship between the post-Fordist-neoliberal turn and
the “War on Drugs,” which metonymically represents the punitive revolution in criminal
justice. Nominally a crime drama series set around the turn of the twenty-first century,
the show is above all else interested in taking measure of living conditions and power
relations in the neoliberal American city. By focusing on the first three seasons, | will
tease out the show's criticism of neoliberalism and of the “War on Drugs.” According
to The Wire, | argue, the post-Fordist-neoliberal turn has fuelled drug frade and other
criminal activity in the American city, while the “War on Drugs” reproduces the very
social conditions it was implemented to combat.

What is indeed paradoxical about the neoliberal punitive turn, | will discuss in
the paper’s third part, is the affective regimes it has conjured: While individuals from
impoverished communities (of Color) are increasingly locked away for life, which
implies a view of these populations as unfit for rehabilitation and, thus, as devoid of a
soul as the necessary precondition of moral reform, neoliberalism has simultaneously
anima-ted? the corporation, as the Supreme Court decision in Citizens United v.
Federal Election Committee (2010) indexes, which emboldened the nofion of
corporate personhood. Thus, one could argue—with a tad of deliberate hyperbole—
that the neoliberal punitive turn has resulted in affective regimes that afford empathy
to corporations (a case in point: the publicly funded bailouts of 2008), while the poor,
particularly those racialized as non-white, are dehumanized (by being considered
soul-less) and not only denied empathy, but even punished for their poverty, which,
the neoliberal narrative maintains, they chose.

Though most readers will probably be familiar with the Reagan and Clinton
administrations’ dismantling of the welfare state, it's worthwhile highlighting some
measures that illustrate the sheer extent of neoliberalism’s assault on public aid.

The Neoliberal Punitive Turn

The value of the most important public aid program, Aid to Families with Dependent
Children (AFDC), sank by 47 percent (inflation-adjusted) between 1975 und 1995
(Wacquant 2009, 56). Clinton's 1996 welfare reform then set out to “end welfare as
we know it"”: AFDC was replaced by Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF).
This program limits the reception of benefits to a total of five years in a person’s lifetime;
those seeking to continue receiving benefits after two years have to prove that they
work to some extent (workfare). Compared to AFDC, TANF cut the value of benefits
per person by 20 percent (Wacquant 2009, 56). Clinton’s reform also severely limited
access to food stamps (57). Significantly, former felons (those who served a prison
sentence of at least a year) are ineligible for many aid programs, e.g., public housing,

3 Anima is the Latin word for soul.
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after their release from prison. Clinton’s reform additionally barred those with drug
offenses in their criminal records from ever receiving food stamps or welfare benefits.4

Around the fturn of the millennium, two decades after the Reagan
administration had inaugurated the neoliberal revolution, approximately 35 million
people lived below the poverty line in the world’s richest country. This amounted to
more than 10 percent of the population at the time, putting the poverty rate in the
U.S. at double or triple that of Western European countries. Children were particularly
impacted by poverty: One in five American children (and every second Black child)
below the age of six grew up in poverty. The provision of public housing had already
decreased considerably under Reagan so that seven milion Americans were
homeless or without adequate shelter in the early twenty-first century (Wacquant
2009, 56).

Moreover, Reagan’s and Clinton’s neoliberal labor market reforms meant a
turn for the worse for blue-collar workers: Despite earning wages through their labor,
a third of employees in the early millennium lived below the poverty line. Four out of
five low-skilled workers did not earn retirement benefits through their labor (Wacquant
2009, 57).

The neoliberal non-response to the post-Fordist turn has spelled particular
trouble for low-skilled individuals: While low-skilled labor was central to the mass
production of standardized goods under the Fordist paradigm, the post-Fordist
economy’'s emphasis on communication technologies and services and the
simultaneous offshoring of industrial production to low-wage countries have drastically
decreased demand for low-skilled workers (cf. Schimank 2012). Heavily impacted by
unemployment, low-skilled individuals simultaneously have very little public aid on
which to rely considering neoliberal welfare cuts. Communities of Color have felt this
dilemma particularly acutely: While the unemployment rate in the U.S. at large stood
at 8 percent in the early twenty-first century, it stood at 30 to 50 percent in inner cities
(Wacquant 2009, 57).

It is precisely this population—Ilower-class people of Color, particularly African
Americans—who are caught up in the carceral state’s fangs. The number of African
American men behind bars climbed from 143,000 in 1980 to 791,600 in 2000 (Butterfield
2002). Although Black people constituted about 12.6 percent of the total U.S.
population in 2010, their share of the incarcerated population was 39.4 percent in
2009 (West 2010, 19). What accounts for this decidedly disproportionate
representation of African Americans in prisone The answer is as simple as it is
devastating: The criminal justice system has increasingly discriminated against the
Black lower classes, as it has against poor people in general. Wacquant (2010b) has
highlighted that U.S. convicts disproportionately hailed from poor communities
around the turn of the millennium: Less than half had a full-fime job at the time of their
arrest; two-thirds came from households whose annual income did not even meet
half the poverty line (79). That is, the carceral state tends to crack down on those left
behind by neoliberalism.

The punitive turn in criminal justice has entailed a zero-tolerance policy vis-a-vis
infractions against public order (broken-windows policing).> In this context,
Republican president Richard Nixon inaugurated the “War on Drugs” in 1972, which
constitutes both a central reason for the disproportionate representation of lower-

4 Obviously, given this dearth of public aid, former felons, particularly those convicted of drug
offenses, are very likely to turn to criminal activity again upon their release from prison in order
to make ends meet.

5 Broken-windows policing is based on the assumption that public-order violations will lead to
serious crime if going unpunished (cf. Harcourt 2001, 2-3).
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class African Americans behind bars and a catalyst of carceral expansion at large
(cf. Alexander 2011; Wacquant 2001). Legal scholar Michelle Alexander (2011) states:
“Nothing has contributed more to the systematic mass incarceration of people of
colorin the United States than the War on Drugs” (60). To illustrate, the number of those
behind bars for a (non-violent) drug offense climbed from 41,000 in 1980 to 453,000 in
2017 (The Sentencing Project 2018, 3).¢ According to Wacquant (2009), “These low-
level offenders come, in their vast majority, from the most precarious fractions of the
working class, and especially from subproletarian families of color living in formerly
industrial cities hit by the full force of the conjoint restructuring of wage work and sociall
protection” (63).

To highlight the drug war’'s most consequential dimensions, it has coupled
police surveillance of ‘troubled’ neighborhoods with draconian drug legislation. Since
Nixon, inner cities have been subjected to hyperpolicing. The federal government
provided those law enforcement agencies that made the drug war their highest
priority with generous financial subsidies; they also received military equipment from
the Pentagon (Alexander 2011, 73-78). In addition, the Supreme Court legalized stop-
and-frisk in its 1968 Terry v. Ohio decision: When police have “reasonable artficulable
suspicion” that someone is dangerous and involved in criminal activity, they may stop,
question, and search them (Alexander 2011, 63). As the cases of lethal police violence
against unarmed African Americans that have come to light in the past years and
sparked the Black Lives Matter movement highlight, some police officers obviously
read Black people as inherently criminal.

In the wake of Nixon, law and order policies became a bipartisan ‘best
practice’ for winning elections. On the federal level, Congress implemented
draconian sanctions for both drug dealing and drug possession. The Anti-Drug Abuse
Act (1986) instituted mandatory minimum sentences for a variety of drug offenses. To
illustrate, if a dealer tried in federal court was proven to have possessed a kilogram of
heroin, the judge was bound by law to sentence them to ten years in prison, without
any leeway. Significantly, the “War on Drugs” entailed laws that are implicitly racist
since they stipulated particularly harsh sentences for offenses coded as Black. To
elaborate, the aforementioned Anti-Drug Abuse Act established a mandatory
minimum sentence of five years without the possibility of parole for the possession of 5
grams of crack (that is, rocks of cocaine that are heated up and inhaled), while the
same sentence was only meted out for the possession of 500 grams of cocaine in
powder form (which is typically ingested nasally). Thus, the sentencing disparity was
1:100, even though these substances are chemically identical. While powder cocaine
is more expensive and has the reputation of being a white-collar drug, crack is coded
as a ‘ghetto drug’ in the cultural imaginary.”

But the states also kept pursuing legislative initiatives in the “War on Drugs”:
Around the turn of the millennium, 24 states had passed "“three strikes” statutes that
put so-called ‘habitual offenders’ behind bars for life when they have amassed three
convictions; in 1980, no such law had existed in any state.® Moreover, by the new

¢ These numbers refer to convicts whose most serious crime was a drug offense.

7 See Alexander (2011) for an eye-opening analysis of the Reagan administration’s media

campaign concerning rampant crack abuse in inner cities at a time “before crack became
. a crisis in poor black neighborhoods” (5) and Congress’ passage of draconian crack

legislation in 1986.

8 Significantly, the “three strikes” statutes need not necessarily refer to three separate instances

of criminal activity: for instance, when a drug addict is arrested for stealing and the police find

drugs in their possession, this will result in a conviction for theft and drug possession each,

counfing as two strikes.
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millennium, forty states had introduced truth-in-sentencing laws, which denied
convicts the possibility to be released early on parole for good conduct; such laws
had only existed in three states in 1980 (Thompson 2010, 710). The “three strikes”
statutes and truth-in-sentencing laws, of course, do not apply exclusively to drug
offenses, but are part and parcel of the punitive turn at large, which has entailed an
erosion of parole and harsher punishments for capital offenses (Gottschalk 2015, 166).
For instance, while someone convicted to life in prison for murder used to have the
possibility to be released on parole after fifteen years for good conduct, over the last
decades, those convicted of capital offenses have increasingly been sentenced to
life without the possibility of parole (xvii). As a result, the number of prisoners de facto
locked up for life has greatly increased, amping up the prison population.

Although carceral expansion, whose historical genesis | have just outlined,
came at enormous public expenditure, it only prima facie appears to stand in
paradoxical relation to the neoliberal politics of austerity. For as Wacquant has
persuasively argued, ‘big government’ in the realm of criminal justice is functionally
related to ‘small government’ in the realm of economic and social policy: The Reagan
and Clinton administrations sought to evoke a (racialized) sense of security through
law and order policies and thus manage the social insecurity their very own erosion of
the welfare state and laissez-faire approach to the economy had created. Wacquant
(2009) writes, “an expansive and expensive penal system is not just a consequence of
neoliberalism [...] but an integral component of the neoliberal state itself” (175;
original emphasis). This causal relationship between neoliberalism and punitive
criminal justice, which in effect “criminalize[s] poverty” (2), is best conceptualized as
neoliberal punitive turn (79).7

Regarding carceral expansion in the U.S., Gilles Deleuze's (1992) influential
theorization of power in neoliberal societies does not apply. When Deleuze argues
that neoliberal “societies of control” (3) are organized according to the logic of the
“business” (5) and comprise a maximum flow of goods and individuals concomitant
with total surveillance, he is certainly right in view of most developments in the U.S.
since 1980; however, an important exception concerns his prognosis of a decline of
“environments of enclosure” (3-4). The prison (and thus, the institution logically
organizing the Foucauldian disciplinary society), will not assume any important
function in neoliberal societies, Deleuze argues, but be replaced by mobile forms of
punishment such as electronic ankle bracelets (7). However, not only has the U.S.
correctional system greatly expanded in the neoliberal era; it has also overwhelmingly
remained public. While a veritable wave of privatization has swept through other
sectors, ‘only’ eight percent of convicts were held in private prisons in 2019, the
percentage of convicts incarcerated in private prisons having peaked at
approximately 8.7 percent in 2012 (The Sentencing Project 2021).

Notably, the publicly funded carceral boom exerts a stimulating function on
the economy and the labor market—more convicts obviously mean more demand
for prison buildings, security personnel, etc. To reiterate, the combined federal and
states’ criminal justice budget had increased from 7 to 57 billion dollars between 1980
and 2000. Also, at the turn of the millennium, the correctional sector had become the
country’s third-largest employer (Wacquant 2010b, 76). Such Keynesian economic
policy clearly goes against the neoliberal dogma that the state ought to stay out of
the market. As David Harvey (2005) points out, though, political elites time and again

? While my analysis is most inferested in the concept’s denotation of a causal relationship
between neoliberalism and carceral expansion, the concept has two additional dimensions:
As Wacquant (2009) stresses, a punitive criminal justice system normalizes precarious wage
labor, and welfare programs in the neoliberal era feature punitive components (79-83).
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deviate from neoclassical theory when doing so serves to secure the hegemony of
the social classes to whom they themselves belong or on whose favor they are
dependent (21).

Securing classed and racialized hegemony—this is also the decisive cue
regarding the carceral state’s disproportionate clamping down on the Black lower
classes. Carceral expansion centrally functions as a means of racial control in the post-
Civil Rights era. Michelle Alexander (2011) has shown that Republican politicians, once
they had lost the battle over segregation, deployed law and order as a tactics to
covertly hollow out African Americans’ newly gained civil rights via the criminal justice
system (40-49). | find Alexander’s thesis that the hyperincarceration of Black people in
the post-Civil Rights era constitutes “the New Jim Crow,” and, thus, continues regimes
of dominating, confining, and exploiting Black people that originated with racial
slavery, largely convincing. But | contend that we gain an incomplete picture of the
dynamics that led to the hyperincarceration of impoverished African Americans if we
do not take the post-Fordist-neoliberal turn into account. For one, punitive criminal
justice directed at impoverished Black people served to create a sense of security
and superiority among those white people from the lower or middle classes who had
experienced African Americans’ acquisition of civil rights as a personal loss of status,
and were now experiencing (or dreading) economic insecurity in light of
neoliberalism. Moreover, if we consider the neoliberal revolution in conjunction with
the disintegration of the ghetto, carceral expansion appears as serving to contain the
supposed danger exerted by a population segment that no longer fulfiled any
function in society. In the North, Blacks of all social classes had traditionally lived in
urban enclaves such as Harlem. The ghetto served the aim of racial control: White
people excluded Black people in order to exploit them and keep them at a distance
from their own sphere of life. In the wake of white flight to the suburbs, the African
American middle class left the ghetto for urban areas vacated by whites; inner cities
were now the domain of lower-class African Americans. At the same time, the labor
of low-skilled Black people, vital in times of Fordism, was no longer needed. However,
this population could hardly rely on welfare programs—or on other drivers of class
mobility such as quality education—in light of the neoliberal revolution (Wacquant
2010b, 81). Thus, a population segment emerged that was unemployed and could
not make ends meet due to welfare cuts. Wacquant (2010b) argues that the socially
dominant now resorted to the prison “to contain a dishonored population widely
viewed as deviant [...] and dangerous” (81).

When then-president Donald J. Trump explicitly imputed these characteristics
to Black people on Twitter in the summer of 2019, contfroversy ensued. Trump sought
to emotionalize the early presidential election campaign by using his infamous Twitter
account to denigrate the Democratic Congressman Elijagh Cummings and his
constituency, Maryland’s 7" district, which includes parts of Baltimore: Trump
defamed Baltimore as a “disgusting, rat and rodent infested mess,” which, he alleged,
was “FAR WORSE and more dangerous” than the border region between the U.S. and
Mexico—"no human being would want to live there,” he concluded (Stracqualursi
2019). When recalling that Cummings, who passed away in October 2019, was Black,
as is the majority of Baltimore’s population, the trajectory of Trump’s statements is
obvious: By instigating racial resentment, he sought to mobilize economically
disenfranchised white voters in swing states such as Pennsylvania and Michigan,
where he necessarily needed to win in order to secure his reelection. On the symbolic
level, Trump semantically links Black people to rodents and criminality, rendering them
inherently unhygienic and deviant. Animalization, that is, “the organized subjection of
racialized groups through animal figures” (Ahuja 2009, 557), has historically been one
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of the chief rhetorical strategies of racist discourse.’® By likening Black people to
animals, particularly to vermin and rodents, which elicit disgust in many individuals,
Trump casts Black people as lacking human dignity. Moreover, the claim that no
human being would want to live in the midst of vermin and crime, implies that a)
Baltimore's population has freely chosen their alleged living conditions, and b)
Baltimore's population falls outside the category of the human being. Trump thus
doubly performs a discursive dehumanization of Black people.!!

The Wire's Critique of Neoliberalism

The Wire, too, addresses crime in Baltimore and deploys vermin as a metonymy for the
living conditions in its decrepit inner city largely populated by Black people—the
crucial difference being that The Wire casts said living conditions and the inner city’s
high crime rate as consequences of neoliberalism and the “War on Drugs,” while
Trump defames the inner city's population as Untermenschen. Lauded by many as
the greatest TV show of all time (cf. Jones 2018), The Wire combines crime-drama
conventions with an analysis of social power structures—although speaking of a
deconstruction of crime-drama conventions might be more apt. For the show'’s
producers aren't interested in thrilling audiences with car chases and other standard
fare, but in shining a light on the police as an institution as well as critically engaging
with other institutions that, according to the show producers, shape people’s lives in
the postindustrial, neoliberal American city of the early twenty-first century. Rather
than reward audiences with a crime solved at the end of each episode, The Wire
features complex narrative structures that demand careful attention and reflexivity
from viewers, but repay them with the ability to autonomously discern causal
connections as well as symbolic meaning. The TV show shuns binary categories such
as good / evil commonly found in standard crime drama while drawing parallels
between characters in such disparate milieus as the police and drug cartels, and, for
instance, portraying heroin addict Bubbles (played by Andre Royo) as more
honorable than corrupt state senator Clay Davis (Isiah Whitlock). In other words, The
Wire doesn’t so much task the viewer with identifying the criminal as with naming the
crime (Lipsitz 2011, 97).

Many critics have located the TV series in the tradition of the realist novel of the
nineteenth century, on account of its social realism combined with its complex
narrative structures and its analytical impetus. However, Frank Kelleter, Laura Bieger
and others have been right to point out that in terms of philosophical outlook, The Wire
much rather traces its lineage to late-nineteenth century American naturalism.
According to Kelleter (2014), “[m]any ruling assumptions of the series, such as its [...]
fascination with the lower classes, and above all its belief in the priority of environment
over character, derive from (American) naturalism’s philosophical investment in
scientism, anti-gentility, and determinism™ (17). The show's creator, David Simon, sums
up its agenda as follows: “The Wire is [...] about fate and systematic predestination,
with the Olympian gods supplanted by postmodern institutional authority.” (Quoted

10 Recent scholarship in the fields of critical posthumanism and Black Studies has sought o
develop alternatives to the Black community’s fraditional response to animalization, that is,
“animal abjection” (Jackson 2020, 2) and seeking recognition as fully human: Zakkiyah Iman
Jackson (2020), for instance, seeks to “articulate being (human) in a manner that neither relies
on animal abjection nor reestablishes liberal humanism as the authority on being (human)” (2).
11 Somewhat counterintuitively, the Trump administration passed the “First Step Act” in 2018,
which retroactively lowered sentences of those incarcerated for crack offenses and allows
courts fo stay below the mandatory minimum when sentencing drug offenses if certain
conditions are met (Cohen, Perry, and Perry 2022).
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in Kelleter 2014, 11).'2 When the viewer, in the position of a second-order observer,
watches how a major crimes unit uses surveillance to unearth ties between organized
crime and the political field, the economic field, etc., what also comes to light is a
network of forces influencing the individual.

In what follows, | want to tease out the correlation The Wire diagnoses between
the neoliberal turn and the punitive revolution in criminal justice (represented by the
“War on Drugs”) and how, according to the show, the interlocking effects of both
influence the life worlds of the Black and white lower classes in the American city at
the turn of the twenty-first century.

Episode 6 of season 1 starts with a long shot of a carcass lying on top of a car:
As a payback to Omar (Michael K. Wiliams), who repeatedly uses his wits and his
sawed-off shotgun to steal contraband and money from drug dealers, his boyfriend
Brandon (Michael Kevin Darnall) was tortured, killed, and subsequently displayed atop
a carin a back alley by the Barksdale Crew domineering drug trade in West Baltimore.
The camera then pans to provide details about the neighborhood (shabby or
altogether abandoned row houses) and finally, the interior of one such row house, in
which Wallace (Michael B. Jordan) lives, a 16-year-old African American low-level
dealer. Since viewers are shocked by the frightening look of Brandon's carcass, they
will be slow to realize how worrying the living conditions in Wallace's squat are, which
synecdochically represent the standard of living in Baltimore's inner city in general. In
this clever aesthetic maneuver, a scene of raw physical violence numbs audiences,
who are thus emotionally depleted when taking in the next scene (i.e., the squalid
living conditions) depicting consequences of structural violence. Wallace and various
‘orphaned’ children, whose guardianship he has assumed informally, live in a place
that shouldn’t even shelter animals, let alone human beings, as the sign symbolically
underscores that the city administration placed on the front door: “If Animal Trapped,
Call [phone number]” (Simon 2002, E6 0:02). This sign can even be read as alleging
that the city government is more interested in the welfare of animals than in that of
impoverished Black people. The windows are smashed in; the inhabitants lack running
water; they amateurishly siphon electricity off the power pole (which puts them at
considerable risk of a fire); in terms of furniture, only the bare necessities are there—
and while viewers may be surprised to see a fridge in the squat, there isn't enough
food to go around so that the smallest child will have to go hungry while all other
children receive chips and a juice box from Wallace for school lunch. (I should point
out that The Wire represents living conditions in public housing projects as hardly more
comfortable.)

This episode of course raises the question why a teenager is tasked with caring
for small children. Child Protective Services apparently is in the dark about the
children’s situation, as are teachers, who only start getting involved when their
students show behavioral issues too obvious to overlook—for instance, Wallace urges
his charges to hurry up in order not to arrive late at school, which, he warns, will land
them in foster families (Simon 2002, E6 0:01). At the very least, this episode articulates
a failure of state institutions charged with securing children’s welfare. 3 After Wallace

12 Literary and cultural studies after Roland Barthes assume that the meaning an author
infended for their text to have is but one of its meanings; in addition, Kelleter (2014) has noted
that many journalists and scholars have uncritically adopted the show's self-description, thus
falling into the trap of its logic of seriality. Still, regarding The Wire's subject matter, my diagnosis
largely aligns with Simon's.

13 The series’ fourth season delivers a scathing critique of bureaucracy-heavy institutions of
child protection and of neoliberal reforms in the field of education. While citizens willing to act
as foster parents, according to The Wire, have to undergo lengthy procedures in order to prove
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is killed towards the end of the first season on the orders of Stringer Bell (Idris Elba), the
viewer does not learn what will become of Wallace's charges. Thinking about this
question leaves audiences uneasy; The Wire, in fact, often denies audiences narrative
closure, leaving them with questions to ponder rather than provide them with
catharsis.

But back to the living conditions in the impoverished neighborhoods of The
Wire's Baltimore—it does not seem as though the show producers took much artistic
license here. First, the plethora of abandoned houses in Baltimore, which in The Wire
function as inhumane dwellings or as dumping grounds for bodies slain by the drug
cartels, are the combined result of structural racism and the state’'s non-regulation of
the finance sector. As George Lipsitz (2011) highlights, the transformation of formerly
vibrant Baltimore neighborhoods into blocks of boarded-up houses is connected to
the historical practices of blockbusting, redlining, as well as reverse redlining (103-7).
Second, neoliberal cuts have not only resulted in a dearth of public housing (cf.
Wacquant 2009, 56), but also entailed subpar maintenance of buildings. African
American women in Baltimore organized a protest in 1993, inviting city council
members to a ‘sleepover’ in their housing projects so that they would take note of the
squalid living conditions: No hot water, flooding, defunct wiring and plumbing, rat
infestations, and a non-responsive building management (Williams 2004, 229-30).

The show's second season explores the consequences post-Fordism and
neoliberalism have had on the lives of blue-collar workers. The plot revolves around a
union of stevedores consisting mostly of Polish American but also a few Black
members. Due to the post-Fordist revolution, Baltimore's harbor chronically operates
below capacity; the stevedores are forced to exist as day laborers, going to the dock
early each morning hoping for freight and hence, work. Since the union operates
according to the seniority principle, young stevedores such as Polish American Nick
Sobotka (Pablo Schreiber) find themselves in particularly bleak socioeconomic
condifions. Nick's uncle, the union’s secretary-treasurer Frank Sobotka (Chris Bauer),
has decided to break the law in light of union members’ financial precarity: With the
help of a few wised-up stevedores, he routinely handles cargo ranging from heroin to
Eastern European women forced into prostitution for a mob boss called The Greek (Bill
Raymond). Frank partly uses the payoff he receives to help out union members in times
of need (for instance, when a member loses a leg due to an injury sustained on the
job, but the employer does not provide a disability pension); mostly, though, Frank
uses the payoff to bribe politicians such as state senator Clay Davis in order that they
lobby for dredging the harbor and reopening the grain pier, calculating that these
measures will bring more shipments and hence, more labor opportunities. Put
poignantly, in light of the catastrophe that post-Fordism has meant for the union of
stevedores, Frank turns to crime in order to create opportunities for wage labor—crime
for work.

Disillusioned by his living conditions, Nick Sobotka, too, turns to crime; although
the young man is in his mid-twenties and has a daughter with his girlfriend, he cannot
afford a place of his own, but lives in his parents’ basement, whose Catholic morals
forbid his girlfriend from staying overnight. The Wire thus also imagines the
socioeconomic crisis that the post-Fordist-neoliberal furn has meant for low-skilled
white men as a crisis of masculinity. Hoping to improve his financial situation, Nicks
steals a shipment of digital cameras, which he sells to The Greek's orbit. The mob boss
then promises big bucks to Nick should he succeed in smuggling a container with

their fitness for caregiving, adolescents are being neglected in group homes in the meantime,
turning to brutality.
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chemicals used to process drugs into the harbor; Nick agrees and upon completing
the job, insists on being paid half in cash and half in heroin; his career as a mid-level
dealer begins. Contrary to his expectations, Nick cannot afford to buy his own place
even with his illegal income; with this subplot, the show comments on just how far
fulfiling bourgeois dreams lies beyond the reach of male blue-collar workers in
postindustrial America.

The major crimes unit finally brings Frank’s and Nick's illegal activities to light;
Nick agrees to a deal with police, who guarantee his impunity and his family’s being
admitted to the federal witness protection program in exchange for his testifying
against The Greek. His uncle isn't as lucky: Tipped off by corrupt FBI agents, The Greek
learns that Frank offered to cooperate with the police, and orders him killed.

In the second season’s iconic closing sequence, a montage alternates shots of
Nick, who is crying while looking through a fence at Baltimore harbor, with shots
illustrating the ongoing smuggling in of human beings and drugs as well as the
commencing construction of luxury condominiums in the location of the derelict grain
pier. As Carlo Rotella (2012) argues, the closing sequence dramatizes the port’s
transformation "“from blue-collar redoubt to drug depot and site of renovated housing
for service professionals” (125). The song accompanying this sequence is “Feel Alright”
by Alternative Country singer Steve Earle. The song’s title stands at deliberately ironic
odds with the diegesis, and the show producers’ choice of a song that alters the
quintessentially American genre of country music suggests that the sequence’s
subject matter (postindustrial ruin and the hegemony of finance capitalism) is
American in a way, but really an aberration from the U.S." economic tradition. The
latter, The Wire suggests, allowed laborers (atf least white ones) to generate prosperity
through their hard work and reach for the American Dream. This ideological position
is quite representative of the show's view of capitalism in general: While The Wire, as
I've discussed at some length, condemns neoliberalism in no uncertain terms, it stops
short of critiquing capitalism per se. In the words of Liam Kennedy und Stephen Shapiro
(2012), “The complaint in the series is not about capitalism, only about a late stage of
capitalism” (159).

The calamity of the postindustrial American city in the early twenty-first century,
the show suggests, is rooted in industrial capital’s exodus to low-wage countries and
the state’s non-regulation of finance capitalism as well as in a hypertrophic state
bureaucracy that is mostly interested in enriching itself and merely performs ‘beauty
corrections’ of social problems such as the “War on Drugs,” while it should, The Wire
opines, regulate capital and create real solutions to social problems aggravated by
deindustrialization. That the “War on Drugs” has greatly exacerbated, rather than
helped solve, social disarray constitutes one of the series’ central ideological
investments.

The Wire's Critique of the “War on Drugs”

According to the show, the “War on Drugs” reproduces the social conditions in the
inner city that its political creators (at least nominally) sought to contain by
implementing it. In Stephen Wakeman's (2014) words, “The Wire depicts a core
paradox of contemporary drug policy; this [drug] market only exists in the form it does
as a response to the legal arrangements implemented to counter it” (230). Through
the ‘parentless’ children Wallace mentors, for instance, the series points to the crime-
reproducing logic of draconian drug policy: Many of their parents, audiences will
assume, are behind bars; the children thus have to secure their means of life
themselves and many do so by warning dealers of the police’s imminent arrival in
exchange for some pocket money. It should be noted that The Wire also repeatedly
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comments on neoliberalism’s ‘crime-reinforcing’ effect: It suggests that Black
teenagers in the inner city quit high school to become dealers because of a lack of
opportunities on the regular job market—these adolescents conceptualize crime as a
form of work. Since many parents are absent due to incarceratfion (or having
succumbed to addiction or even lethally overdosed), these children and teenagers
need mentors who believe in them and point out job perspectives beyond drug
dealing. In light of massive spending cuts in the realms of education and welfare, The
Wire particularly highlights in season 4, it cannot be assumed that schools or social
workers perform this mentoring. Lucky are the adolescents who have a mentor such
as Cutty at their side, who upon his release from prison eventually opens a free boxing
gym for young men in West Baltimore—the rest are on their own.

The Wire reserves special scorn for the police’s transformation ushered in by the
“War on Drugs.” It represents the hyperpolicing of Baltimore’s impoverished Black
neighborhoods as extremely disruptive: When sergeants Carver (Seth Giliom) and
Herc (Domenick Lombardozzi), searching for low-level dealer Bodie (J. D. William:s),
raid his elderly grandmother’s apartment in martial fashion, the show producers
portray the police’'s encroachment of inner-city inhabitants’ privacy as quotidian and
allege that the latter are hardly tfreated as citizens by police, who instead interpellate
even upright inner-city dwellers as potential criminals.

Moreover—and this probably qualifies as the most scathing point of criticism
that The Wire levels at the drug war—the show portrays the “War on Drugs” as
ineffective and the relationship between criminal activity and punishment as arbitrary.
While Baltimore’s police department arrests drug addicts and low-level dealers in
droves, the drug kingpins simply replace the latter from among the sizable pool of
teenagers ready to make money by breaking the law. The staff resources spent on
chasing low-level offenders are then direly lacking in the investigation of drug kingpins,
against whom the major crimes unit has the hardest time building a case, not least
because there’s cronyism between Baltimore's drug cartels and the city’s political
and economic elites.

While deeply corrupt state senator Clay Davis repeatedly evades criminal
investigation and eventually criminal conviction, detectives Carver and Herc time
and again arrest junkies and low-level dealers with pomp and circumstance; The Wire
thus challenges viewers to develop their own perspective on the nexus of morality,
criminal activity, and guilt. The approach to guilt the show portrays as culturally
dominant is branded as flawed and used as a negative foil: Among all individuals
breaking the law—and let’'s not forget the global history of morally unjust laws, in
whose tradition the show producers unequivocally locate drug-possession charges—
merely those count as guilty in the judicial and moral sense who are convicted by a
judge. The probability of a conviction is not equal for everyone, though; while those
enjoying economic and social capital mostly evade criminal prosecution or at the
very least, a conviction, and will go without moral reprimand in spite of their criminal
behavior, those convicted are faced with sweeping social ostracism, which doesn’t
cease with their release from prison. In stark contrast to the principle of social
rehabilitation, ex-convicts are stigmatized for life, regardless of whether they served a
sentence for a non-violent drug offense or for a violent crime; like Cutty in The Wire,
ex-felons are disenfranchised in some U.S. states (cf. Uggen, Shannon und Manza
2012) and thus, deprived of a central civil right for the rest of their lives. Marie
Gottschalk (2015) has critiqued the state’s various ways of discriminating against ex-
convicts as “*condemning people with criminal records to ‘civil death’ (260). As | will
discuss below, convicts in real life often aren’t as forfunate as Cutty, who is released
after having spent fourteen years behind bars, since the neoliberal punitive turn has
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drastically increased the number of convicts locked away for life, rendering the
principle of social rehabilitation a high-minded value with little real-life application.

Disillusioned by the “War on Drugs,” Major Colvin (Robert Wisdom), the African
American commander of the Western District, decides on a course of action with far-
reaching reverberations: Since he has concluded that the drug war keeps him and
his team from doing “police work that’s actually worth the effort” (Simon 2004, E2 0:55),
Colvin clandestinely implements a measure he describes as a “brown paper bag for
drugs” (E2 0:56). In three abandoned residential areas he establishes so-called free
zones, where drug dealers and drug addicts can go about their business under police
supervision but without law enforcement. The plan works: Due to the free zones,
addicts can use drugs and dealers can cut profits with impunity, while the Western
District’s residents are no longer bothered by drug dealing and violence in front of
their doors. Additionally, the police now have staff resources to engage in ‘real’ police
work. Due to the free zones, Colvin succeeds in reducing violent crime in the Western
District significantly, thus fulfiling the directive given out by City Hall, which Police
Commissioner Burrell (Frankie Faison) and Deputy Commissioner Rawls (John Doman)
pass down to district commanders mercilessly and which other commanders seek to
meet by manipulating statistics. However, when Burrell and Rawls learn that Colvin has
met these benchmarks by not enforcing drug offenses, their fury knows no bounds;
they demote him and force him to refire early, his pension reduced. The Wire thus
alleges that police leadership and political elites are uninterested in achieving social
peace and a decrease in violence, but pursue the “War on Drugs” for purely symbolic
reasons.'4

My analysis of The Wire's critique of the interlocking effects of neoliberalism and
the “*War on Drugs"—in short, of the neoliberal punitive turn—has highlighted various
ways in which this regime dehumanizes the poor or renders them surrounded by
inhumane conditions. The show is comparatively silent, however, on a crucial
dimension of the neoliberal punitive turn: the increased locking-away of convicts for
life through harsher punishments for capital offenses, judicial measures such as the
“three strikes” statutes, and an erosion of parole.

Dehumanizing the Poor—Anima-ting the Corporation: The Paradoxical Affective
Regimes of the Neoliberal Punitive Turn

These measures, of course, undermine the ideal of rehabilitation. If we keep in mind
that convicts overwhelmingly hail from the subproletariat (of Color), the neoliberal
punitive tfurn’s predilection for life-long locking away betrays a view of these
communities as devoid of a soul that can be morally reformed—this, | want to suggest,
amounts to the ultimate dehumanization of the poor (of Color). Aware of the potential
pitfalls of naming a criterion that renders humanity unique at a time when studies in
critical posthumanism and decolonial critique have stressed that Western modernity’s
‘rational subject’ depended on the abjection of non-white populations, and have
critiued human exceptionalism (cf. Weheliye 2014; Jackson 2020), | nonetheless
need to engage in this endeavor for the following discussion of the neoliberal era’s
contrastive freatment of the poor (of Color) and corporations. In the Western history
of ideas since antiquity, the notion that human beings possess a soul—or a capability
for morality—has emerged as a central insight of the highly complex discussions of
what renders human beings unique. For Plato, human uniqueness resides in the

14 | should point out that the show does not endorse anarchism. Rather than critique the
police's very existence as an institution, it takes issue with what it sees as the police’s
transformation into a paramilitary organization. In the words of executive producer Ed Burns:
“The police have become an army of occupation” (quoted in Rotella 2012, 127).
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combination of a soul and cognitive abilities. While he posited that all living beings
have a soul, Plato considered the human soul to hold special significance: “Plato
argued that ‘when the person has died, his soul exists’ [...], and in that argument
found man as ‘having a share of the divine attributes™ (White 2013, 74). The Christian
philosophers then came to posit that the difference between humans and animals
was that humans were created in God’s image. St. Thomas Aquinas, for instance,
argues that “the souls of brutes are produced by some power of the body, whereas
the human soul is produced by God"” (quoted in White 2013, 91). While secular thinkers
would later obliterate God / the divine from their explanatory frameworks, even
Charles Darwin resorted to the metaphysical in defining humanity: According to
Darwin (1874), humans' uniqueness resides in their “*moral faculties,” rather than their
“intellectual powers” (699). If a soul—or a moral conscience—is what constitutes being
human, the neoliberal punitive turn dehumanizes the poor (of Color) by
conceptualizing them as incapable of moral reform, and hence, as soul-less.

Simultaneously, neoliberalism has amplified the conception of corporations as
persons, since the Supreme Court’'s decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election
Committee (2010) not only upheld the notion of corporate personhood anchored in
the Bill of Rights, but significantly expanded the rights of corporations (cf. Stefanie
Muller’s contribution in this issue). While the simultaneity of carceral expansion and the
neoliberal revolution should not be considered a paradox, as I've argued at some
length, what is indeed paradoxical is the affective regimes the neoliberal punitive turn
has conjured: Whereas neoliberalism has anima-ted the corporation, the poor (of
Color) are dehumanized, and not only denied empathy, but even punished for their
poverty, for which, the neoliberal narrative maintains, they have no one but
themselves to blame, since they chose poverty.

To elaborate, the publicly funded bailouts in the financial crisis of 2008 index
that corporations in the neoliberal era are rendered as deserving of public aid, which
implies that they are deserving of empathy. In their analysis of the compassionate
conservatism of the Republican party circa George W. Bush, Lauren Berlant (2004)
maintains that this iteration of neoliberalism “resituates who the subject of
compassionate action ought to be” (2): While the welfare state articulated by Lyndon
B. Johnson had deemed "“any member of a historically and structurally subordinated
population” deserving of ameliorative intervention (2), the Bush-era GOP reserves
compassion for “the working citizen” and "“the overtaxed” (2). Berlant explicitly
establishes “people” as the recipients of the conservative state’'s compassion (2);
however, in light of the 2008 bailouts and the Supreme Court’s 2010 strengthening of
the notion of corporate personhood, | consider it appropriate to argue that later
neoliberalism has extended to corporations the homology between financial aid and
empathy Berlant diagnoses in the logic of compassionate conservatism. By positioning
corporations as persons and as deserving of empathy, the neoliberal project
entertains a structure of feeling toward corporations that has traditionally been
reserved for human beings.

By contrast, the neoliberal punitive turn has not only dehumanized the poor (of
Color), but casts them as undeserving of empathy. For one, since the neoliberal
worldview conceptualizes individuals as autonomous and ideologically endorses self-
responsibility, not only is the Wall Street broker owning a penthouse on Fifth Avenue
seen as solely responsible for their position in life, but so is the person living below the
poverty line. Poverty is thus rendered an individual problem, resulting from ill-informed
choices. As John Dixon (2012) maintains, while neoliberalism acknowledges that some
live in poverty due to physiological characteristics they cannot change by acts of will
(e.g. a disability), which it conceives as the deserving poor, who are justly entitled to

-90- Vol. 2. No. 1 2023 Spring/Printemps



welfare benefits (6-7), it relegates the vast majority of the poor to the category of the
undeserving poor, whose poverty “is grounded in the inappropriateness of their
intentional mental states ... their hopes, aspirations, and goals” (1-2). Neoliberalism
thus maintains that the undeserving poor "are responsible for their own poverty” (6—
7). and, presupposing that work is always available, concludes that “they should be
held responsible for ... not working” (1-2).

Moreover, as Khiara M. Bridges (2017) has shown, the dichotomy of the
deserving poor—the undeserving poor is racialized. According to Bridges, “it has been
difficult for indigent black people to access the ranks of the deserving poor—a
category that, within the cultural imaginary, has been peopled predominately by
those with racial privilege” (1092). In fact, the neoliberal positioning of the poor as
undeserving of empathy and public aid occurred at a historical moment when the
percentage of welfare recipients who were Black had strongly increased. Angela
Onwuachi-Willig (2005) writes,

Racist assumptions have turned public opinion and policy against providing

the American poor with welfare benefits as the image of its primary

beneficiaries changed from deserving, chaste white widows [rendered such
by World War Il] to lazy, never-married black baby-makers. As welfare
recipients became racialized as black, standard rhetoric changed to implicitly
blame unwed welfare mothers for the impoverished conditions in which they
and their families live and, consequently, for societal problems that often stem

from poverty (1664).

That is, the dehumanization of the poor by the neoliberal punitive turn was contingent
on a racialization of the poor in the cultural imaginary—and the dehumanization of
Black people, of course, by far predates the advent of neoliberalism. Rather, as
interventions in critical posthumanism and Black (Feminist) Studies have emphasized,
liberal humanism, which undergirds Western modernity and its constitutive institutions
of slavery and colonialism, has generated taxonomies that “discipline humanity into
full humans, not-quite-humans, and nonhumans” (Weheliye 2014, 4). In the social
relations organized around these taxonomies, Black people have time and again
been “relegate[d] ... to the status of western modernity’s nonhuman other” (31).

Conclusion
The Wire opposes the neoliberal punitive turn’s ideological investments and affective
regimes in several respects. Most glaringly, its stance regarding human agency is
diametrically opposed to neoliberalism’s. Whereas the neoliberal narrative views the
individual as autonomous, rendering poverty a choice, the show casts human agency
as impacted to an almost suffocating extent by forces such as neoliberal capitalism,
state bureaucracy, and, in the case of inner-city dwellers, punitive criminal justice. It
thereby poses an interesting problem for posthumanist theorizing: Whereas The Wire
suggests, in line with posthumanist thinking, that human agency is embedded in,
impacted by, and limited by a network of human and non-human forces, all of whom
are agentic, the TV show raises the question whether the agency of structurally
disadvantaged humans is not constricted to a considerably higher degree than that
of socially privileged humans. In other words, my analysis of The Wire underscores the
need for posthumanist theorizing to continue the important philosophical work begun
by Zakkiyah Iman Jackson, Alexander Weheliye, Kalpana R. Seshadri, and other
scholars in the fields of critical posthumanism and Black Studies who have destabilized
the category of ‘the human’ in a multispecies framework.

While the show is relatively silent on the neoliberal era’s tendency to lock up
the poor (of Color) for life, it resists the dehumanization of these populations | have
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identified in the logic of the neoliberal punitive turn. For instance, The Wire does not
represent the squalid living conditions in Baltimore's inner city as a metonymy
suggesting a putative lack of human dignity on the part of impoverished Black
people; rather, the show casts these living conditions as inhumane results of neoliberal
neglect. It's worthwhile recalling here that The Wire critiques the city government for
caring more about animal welfare than about inner-city residents. However, The Wire
positions itself less unequivocally regarding the neoliberal dichotomy of the deserving
versus the undeserving poor. It represents the neoliberal narrative that work is always
available as mendacious, pointing fo the systemic destruction of jobs through the
neoliberal non-response to post-Fordism; and nowhere does the show allege that
Black unemployment is owed to an unwillingness to work. Yet, one can't help but
notice that the show’s producers reserve particular sympathy for the working poor,
that is, the (mostly white) stevedores who can’'t make ends meet despite laboring.

Overall, The Wire's naturalist fascination with the lower classes, particularly the
Black poor, differs from classical literary naturalism’s. Whereas such authors as Frank
Norris and Jack London preferred to set their stories in urban slums due to a belief that
the lower classes or racial minorities were particularly pertinent examples of la béte
humaine, The Wire, as I've shown, represents the social, political, and economic elites
as particularly cunning and avaricious. By contrast, if there are honorable characters
fo be found in the show's universe, one will find them in such inner-city characters as
Bubbles or Omar. Still, there are contradictory desires at work in the show producers’
engagement with working-class and inner-city milieus (as there are in the white
middle-class viewing experience). Kelleter (2014) discerns in The Wire's obsession with
“rough living in urban streets” (63) the “core assumption ... that the life of the middle
class, anxiously seen as slipping away and yet experienced as constricting at the
same fime, is somehow less real than the more elemental struggles elsewhere™ (64).

Finally, despite the heavy incursions on the agency of the racialized poor The
Wire envisions, it deems rehabilitation within the realm of the possible. Through the
character of Cutty, the show disrupts the neoliberal punitive turn’s allegation that the
poor of Color are incapable of ‘moral reform,” which, as I've argued, dehumanizes
them: When he is released after fourteen years of imprisonment, Cutty initially resumes
his former role of ‘muscle’ for the Barksdale crew, but soon realizes that he's no longer
cut out for violence. With the aid of a reverend—and, ironically enough, with Avon
Barksdale's funding—he then establishes a boxing gym in the inner city, seeking to get
male adolescents invested in sports rather than drug dealing. However, whether the
show deems ‘moral reform’ upon release from prison necessary in all cases, is quite
another matter, in light of The Wire's investment in deconstructing hegemonic
understandings of what counts as crime, and in unmooring the culturally dominant
equivalence between a criminal conviction and moral guilt.
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