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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

SERIAL AGENCIES

“Frank Kelleter’s Serial Agencies is a model of the kind of work we dream about but so rarely see in the study of popular serialities—a book that eschews both the easy and threadbare options of by-the-numbers ideological critique and digital age utopianism that imagines unfettered possibilities for readerly agency and empowerment. Kelleter offers a critique of The Wire and its cult that is witty, nuanced, and utterly compelling—from his account of how the text produces the conditions of its own reading as the ‘greatest show in the history of television,’ to his account of the show’s nostalgia for models of labor lost in the post-industrial and digital age. Kelleter’s analysis extends beyond the show’s producers and creators to include the growing army of reviewers, bloggers, and academic critics who all play a role in its circulation. For TV Studies, there is a cautionary tale here very much worth pausing over, wherein the academic celebration of a program confers cultural value with institutional benefits not only to the program’s producers but also to the scholars who underwrite the fantasy that ‘it’s not TV, it’s HBO.’ It is very much TV, Kelleter reminds us, but a 21st - century TV that expertly manages the post-industrial economies of capital, culture, and citizenship.”

Jared Gardner (Ohio State University), author of Projections: Comics and the History of Twenty-First-Century Storytelling (Stanford UP, 2011)

“Frank Kelleter’s Serial Agencies is sharp, savvy, and sophisticated, offering a fresh angle of vision on a much-discussed TV drama. This is a must-read book for fans of The Wire as well as anyone interested in the relations between actor-network-theory and media studies.”

Rita Felski (University of Virginia), author of Uses of Literature (Wiley-Blackwell, 2008) and editor of New Literary History

“Kelleter succeeds in letting us hear what The Wire says about itself, what its readers do in their reading practices, and how scholarship shapes its critical objects of serialized culture. In doing so, this engaging book does more than just illuminate this canonical television text; it provides an original approach to understanding serial media and its critical practices. Serial Agencies will hopefully prove to be a powerful actor on the future of media and cultural studies.”

Jason Mittell (Middlebury College), author of Television & American Culture (Oxford UP, 2009)

“Frank Kelleter’s analysis of The Wire skillfully interrogates the ways in which this TV show has been authorially promoted, journalistically valued, and industrially described. Relating texts to paratexts (whilst cutting across TV Studies and American Studies), Kelleter critically threads together The Wire’s pop-cultural circulations, tapping into its serial ‘outbidding’ and placing its claims to realistic, novelistic, and mythic resonances under the closest of surveillance. Always vigilant and thoughtful, this smart book tackles how The Wire has been used, all in the game of cultural and national status. Serial Agencies is essential reading for scholars, fans, and aca-fans alike.”

Matt Hills (Aberystwyth University), author of Fan Cultures (Routledge, 2002)
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Introduction

What is The Wire to American culture? What work does it perform? Which actions, which actors, does it set into motion? Which discourses and practices are channeled, challenged, or stabilized by this television series?

Such questions, though hardly esoteric, were rarely asked in early analyses of The Wire. Instead, the importance of this text – the importance of its arrival on American screens and the importance of its aesthetic innovations – was taken for granted by most writers. Early commentators on The Wire treated questions about the show’s cultural work as if they were already answered. Much was certain before the various “studies” set out to do their work of explication, even as the show was still running: The Wire, one could read, revolutionizes American television with dense storytelling. It paints an uncompromising image of the institutional, economic, and racial dimensions of inner-city decline. In painstaking detail and epic breadth, it brings to light what the American media have so far kept in the dark. It formulates a sophisticated indictment of post-industrial capitalism. It critiques the state of a nation which thinks it can afford to ignore these harsh realities. In a word, The Wire is “the best television show ever.”

How did everyone know?

By watching The Wire, no doubt. But what does that mean? When Jacob Weisberg, in his influential Slate article on September 13, 2006, called The Wire “surely the best TV show ever broadcast in America,” he (and other commentators making similar assessments at the time) did not, properly speaking, initiate this topos.1 True, a look at the first published reactions to The Wire reveals that journalism and the blogosphere were influential in setting the tone and agenda of many subsequent academic discussions (probably indicating the growing alignment of both spheres, not least in the shrinking time available in either for written reactions).2 But before any so-called external observer ever offered an interpretation of the series, the series did so itself – and not only in the sense of providing an occasion for exegetic follow-up, simply by being itself, but in the more active sense of producing self-descriptions that have steered its cultural work and activated narrative practices outside its textual boundaries, so that the very identification of narrative and text – i.e., the notion that serial storytelling is contained within a bound and clearly addressable composition – loses some of its analytic plausibility.

In the following chapters, I will discuss (1) the ways in which The Wire has been reading itself, (2) the ways in which Anglo-American scholars have been reading The Wire, and (3) the ways in which serial self-descriptions and critical practices have been interacting within the larger system of American (popular) culture. I will argue that the show’s aesthetics and its academic reception fulfill mutually dependent functions – in fact, that they perform mutually dependent actions – within an overarching sphere of national auto-reference. The Wire phenomenon, comprising the media text of the series and its public accompaniments, mobilizes practices and values that help stabilize America’s conflict-ridden conceptualization of itself.






1 
Self-Descriptions

Can a television series watch itself? Can a text read itself? Can a text read anything? Not like an intentional person, for sure, but then the question can be turned around: How many texts, how many readings, are present in a person’s intentions and judgments? And is their presence not an active one – one that produces further dealings and motions, without necessarily determining them? Who is acting when a writer “follows” an aesthetic decision she has made? Effective in that decision, as in its consequences, are always other agencies, some far removed from the person acting, some not known to her, some not even human.

I am, of course, advocating a concept of agency as developed and employed in Actor-Network-Theory (ANT), most notably by Bruno Latour, who declares that “objects too have agency.”3 This counterintuitive statement lends itself to critical caricature – or, conversely, to a certain theoretical bravado. But stressing the agency of objects does not mean to make “the empty claim that objects do things ‘instead’ of human actors.” According to Latour, it means “to accept that the continuity of any course of action will rarely consist of human-to-human connections…or of object-to-object connections but will probably zigzag from one to the other.” As a result, the term “actor” in Actor-Network-Theory simply refers, in Latour’s words, to “something which makes us do things.” This sounds less exciting than post-anthropocentric epistemologies would have it, but the emphasis on doing makes all the difference. If taken seriously, a practice-centered perspective has far-reaching consequences. To begin with, it invites us to understand the term “network” not simply as a figure of people or places or things intricately connected but as that which makes such connections possible: a dynamic of interlocking actions. On this view, to study culture means to investigate specific (historical) processes of assembling, not just the results of certain assemblages. It means to study structure as consolidated action, to redescribe as mobile what has established itself as settled, to examine networks as work-nets of agency.4

So, yes, a text can read itself and describe itself, especially if that text is a serial one – i.e., one that evolves in a feedback loop with its own effects – and if by “text,” we mean not something that is but something that does: not a single outlook or structure waiting to be decoded or uncovered but an entanglement of textual practices. If network analysis is interested in specific acts of connection, not just their material outcome, the very specificity of these interactions encourages us to regard networks as empirically real, i.e., as consisting of plausibly traceable actions rather than random or interesting associations that can be established between, say, a television series and some philosophical perspective we happen to subscribe to. With this thought in mind, I propose a methodological model that attempts to combine ANT’s micro-perspective with a systems-theoretical macro-perspective (relying chiefly on conceptual tools provided by Niklas Luhmann’s version of systems theory).5 ANT stresses the mobility of actors and the domain-independent openness of their exchanges, while systems theory investigates the emergence of improbable stabilities and the self-generation of unlikely boundaries. Trying to do justice, respectively, to the reality of distinct spheres of social action and the existence of constant traffic between them, both perspectives are compatible when they describe culture as something that keeps happening – something that keeps ensuring the continuation of its own existence, enlisting for this purpose different players and products, ambitions and commitments, affiliations and identifications.

But this is better shown than declared. Hence, I will hereafter refrain from addressing the “Theory” part of these critical ensembles, Actor-Network-Theory and systems theory. My aim is neither to show that ANT makes sense to itself nor to refine system theory’s scholastic auto-references. My aim is merely to put these descriptive tools to use as sensitizing concepts, hoping to launch an investigation that will be adjusted to the empirical movements of empirical actors. With regard to a television series – inevitably multi-authored, produced and consumed in many-layered systems of responsibility and performance, always dependent on the material demands of its medium and the constraints of its institutional environments – it seems particularly appropriate to think of agency (and certainly authorship) as something dispersed in a network of people, institutions, technologies, objects, and forms. This is why, in the following, I will refer to The Wire as an actor-network that comprises both the television narrative of the same title and the communicative practices accompanying the discrete television text. The plausibility of this descriptive move should not depend on its agreement or non-agreement with some Theory but should become obvious when it is performed.6

Personal vision and intentional choices are certainly of consequence in serial storytelling, as are copyrights and proper names, but a television series is never authored by any one writer, producer, or even company. There are many reasons for this, among them the fact that serial publication by definition overlaps with serial reception. A series, unlike a self-contained oeuvre, can observe its own effects on audiences as long as the narrative is running. Moreover, it can react to these observations, making adjustments in form and content, just as audiences can become active in a narrative’s development if the narrative is still unfolding – if it is a serial narrative, that is. The commercial framework of such transactions further complicates established distinctions between production and reception, authors and readers, intentions and objects.7

Thus, instead of proceeding from the assumption that The Wire is “David Simon’s The Wire” or “HBO’s The Wire,” we can ask how the show came to be perceived in these ways – and what the practical (i.e., action-bound) consequences of such perceptions are in terms of its evolving relation to itself, to its viewers, and ultimately to the larger cultural system from which it draws and to which it contributes. As befits a work-net of agencies – and as befits a commercial series –The Wire is busy describing itself at different levels of public discourse, setting in motion different actors and deploying different textual modes.8 For one thing, paratextual commentaries by producers (of whatever status), in interviews or on DVD special features, suggest how the series wants to be watched. Moreover, The Wire already interprets itself in its narrative and the very act of telling a story. In fact, any popular series is forced to keep creating identities in reaction to understandings and ascriptions brought forth by its continued existence. To the extent that a long run keeps involving ever more actors in the narrative – or keeps enlisting ever more involved actors – the boundaries between text and paratext are in need of constant revision if a series wants to maintain control of its public actions.9 In the following, I will delineate three identities constructed by The Wire for itself: its institutional identity (as an HBO Original Series), its artistic identity (as a specific type of journalistic fiction), and its narrative identity (as a complex serial). Bound up with these constructions are other modes of self-description that I will touch on, concerning genre, casting, character constellation, and social criticism.

Outdoing HBO

In his introduction to a semi-promotional volume called The Wire: Truth Be Told, edited by Rafael Alvarez (a writer for the show), David Simon reiterates a point often made in early interviews: The Wire, Simon says, “could not exist but for HBO” and its pay-TV model.10 As an expensive premium channel, financed largely by viewer subscriptions, HBO is not in the business of attracting advertisers. Instead, it addresses viewers directly as consumers of its media products. The most visible effect of this subscription model is that there are no commercials on HBO, except for those that advertise the channel itself. Since the 1990s, this business model (with some variation in other pay channels) has proven innovative for American television in a number of ways. To begin with, it allows for different rhythms of storytelling (there is no need for repeated cliffhangers that try to make audiences stay tuned during commercial breaks). Furthermore, as Simon stresses, the absence of commercials creates an altogether different attitude toward storytelling. In selling stories to audiences rather than selling audiences to advertisers, HBO and other subscription channels are more likely to take risks with unconventional material. According to Simon, they are also more writer-centered in their production policies than the networks.11 In addition, a pay-TV channel can ignore the concerns of external parties, such as advertisers, who may not want to see their names or products associated with socially divisive content.

Altogether, cable television is less dependent on the broadcasting model of American television. It no longer has to abide by the ideal of television as a “cultural forum,” i.e., as a medium that offers a wide array of opinions and perspectives within one and the same program in order to appeal to a broad demographic.12 On this logic, designing programs for smaller target groups – narrowcasting – pushes the boundaries of what can be shown and told on television.

Of course, the contemporaneous example of opinion journalism produced by and for homogenous political constituencies casts some doubt on the inherent “quality” of niche programming. Perhaps the progressive feel of HBO productions in the 1990s and 2000s has more to do with the economic and social status of the channel’s customers than with the channel’s freedom from broadcasting ideals. Be that as it may, HBO is first and foremost a commercial institution, even and especially in its elite appeal (as illustrated by the channel’s failure to continue ambitious programs such as Deadwood and Carnivàle). In this sense, each HBO Original Series, while free of commercial interruptions, is in fact an intricate and expensive commercial for the channel itself. “It’s not TV. It’s HBO” was the station’s much-quoted marketing slogan between 1996 and 2009, summarizing a claim of media-historical innovation staggering in its proportions. The aim has been to establish a supposedly new, supposedly oxymoronic phenomenon and to identify it exclusively with HBO: televisual quality.13 In David Simon’s statement about the beneficial results of HBO’s economic model, The Wire participates in this identification.

It should be noted that HBO’s self-positioning owes much to a principle deeply ingrained in popular seriality: one-upmanship, i.e., the tendency of serial narratives to surpass and outbid each other.14 As a strategy of competitive continuity, one-upmanship or outbidding (Überbietung) comes naturally to commercial series, even when they claim distinction by virtue of artistic quality rather than quantitative accomplishments (a more typical form of one-upmanship). Note, in this context, that the label “Quality TV” itself performs an act of outbidding in the field of commercial production: an act of outbidding that points beyond popular culture and mobilizes the highbrow potentials of serial television. The Wire’s insistence on generic innovation, for example, is intimately tied up with the show’s attitude toward network competitors. “Swear to God,” declares Simon, “it was never a cop show…it was never entirely appropriate to classify it as a crime story.”15 He goes on to describe how he pitched the project to HBO:


The show’s emphasis on surveillance would be new, and the tone of the piece was different from network fare, but The Wire, as it began to be called, still appeared to be a cop show. And HBO’s primary concern became apparent: if the networks do cop shows, why are we doing one? The nightmare was to imagine critics across the country finally declaring that this was not in fact HBO, but TV.



A number of points are noteworthy about this statement. First, Simon explicitly affirms that aesthetic agency is dispersed within a set of real and imagined, physical and immaterial actors. The show’s generic shape was made, he says, not by the unilateral intentions of a creator-individual or by the economic interests of an institution, but by a dynamic network which includes genre rules, audience expectations, and even the future actions of absent and hypothetical actors (critics across the country calling it all a sham).

Consequently, and secondly, it becomes clear that one of the most consistently praised qualities of The Wire – its originality in terms of genre – does not result from any one “source” (the creator’s aesthetic vision, the institution’s commercial calculations, the text’s social criticism, the producers’ or consumers’ search for social distinction, etc.) but emerged from often discordant interactions among a variety of players. So while the qualities of Quality TV are inextricably interwoven with economic and institutional concerns, it would be mistaken to think of this insight as one that “uncovers” the true forces at work behind the text’s surface actions. Aesthetic qualities, while certainly not operating in an ontological realm of their own, are no delegates of other, hidden purposes, nor are they simply ascribed from an outside world of social interests. Instead, they perform lively work in connecting and disconnecting the text to and from other practices and practitioners.16

Thirdly, Simon’s reminder that The Wire is an HBO Original Series – an identity central to its aesthetic operations – is part of a larger argument which clandestinely brings into play yet another type of authorship for the series: one that, controversially, understands itself as non-institutional and noncommercial. In a 2006 interview, Simon qualifies his praise of HBO with the following, slyly contradictory sentences:


There were no models for us in TV. I admire the storytelling of The Sopranos, though I don’t watch it consistently. And Deadwood; I don’t watch it, but I admire their storytelling. We certainly weren’t paying attention to network TV.17



The claim of generic originality (“no models for us in TV”) is still conjoined here with a gesture of respect for HBO, but Simon’s admiration for shows he does not watch also disconnects The Wire from the aesthetics of its closest institutional neighbors. The implication is that he and his collaborators were not paying much attention to HBO either. As an HBO Original Series, The Wire explores territory that no network series had explored before. But this statement can be topped: As an HBO Original Series among others, The Wire is still sui generis. It’s not HBO, it’s David Simon & Co.

Simon’s disclaimer of competitive impulses is belied by its competitive performance – a meandering sense of rivalry mostly directed against The Sopranos. Narrative practice shows as much. The Wire takes care to distance itself visually, atmospherically, and by other means from The Sopranos and Deadwood, even as it profits from institutional and artistic associations with these “complex” series. Visually, for example, The Wire uses a traditional 4:3 aspect ratio through all five seasons, relinquishing the more cinematic 16:9 aspect ratio so effectively put to use by other HBO shows. As a result, the series actually looks more like conventional TV than most quality productions of the time. In this context, it is worth mentioning that The Wire apparently started as a project about crime in 1960s Baltimore, to be told as a tragedy that would wed the tone of Shakespeare’s history plays to the style of classic gangster movies. (As reporter for the Baltimore Sun, Simon once wrote “an extended comparison of a convicted drug dealer and Shakespeare’s Richard III.”)18 We might speculate if Simon’s abandonment of this project in favor of a more sociological approach to urban crime had something to do with the conspicuous deployment of tragic modes in The Sopranos and Shakespearean language in Deadwood. Still, Simon is unwilling to surrender the term “tragedy” completely. Pointing to a difference between Greek and Shakespearean tragedy, he associates The Wire with the former:


I enjoy Shakespeare but The Wire is definitely not influenced by the good-evil continuum that seems to begin with Shakespearean drama. It’s more about fate and systematic predestination, with the Olympian gods supplanted by postmodern institutional authority.19



In the same interview, Simon situates HBO’s The Sopranos alongside popular network series such as 24 and Desperate Housewives to argue that the successes of these programs originate in their “whiteness,” whereas The Wire is simply “too black” to achieve comparable ratings. Concerning their aesthetic consequences, both descriptions are related to each other: If the tragic model of The Wire is different from the tragic model of Shakespeare (as understood by Simon) and if the series hearkens back to the older heritage of Greek drama, updating it for postmodern times, this marks The Wire as a program that does not exactly compete with other prestigious productions, including HBO’s own, but transcends the commercial bounds of Quality TV altogether. To underline this point, Simon suggests that the show’s non-institutional identity is clearly evidenced by its economically counter-intuitive decision to tell a story largely centered on the black underclass of a city as unglamorous as Baltimore.

This may well be the most powerful, certainly the most influential description The Wire has produced about itself: that it is a racial minority drama in which the city of Baltimore is rendered so authentically that it becomes a virtual character in the narrative. I will disregard for a moment the racial dimension of this statement and concentrate on The Wire’s self-understanding as a show not so much about but of Baltimore. Despite Simon’s repeated claims that The Wire represents, on a more abstract level, the post-industrial city worldwide, the series works hard at various levels to make us understand it could not be set in any other place – that Baltimore is, in effect, not simply its setting but its home. The casting of locals, the employment of insider anecdotes later explained in the national press, on-location shooting, cameos, and especially the much-publicized biographical involvement of David Simon – these actions serve to produce an all-important effect: this is real.20
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