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~ What Stringer’s story reveals is not only the unstable nature of the

border that separates the drug trade from the world of legitimate busi-
ness, but the way in which the relationship between the two is sustained
as much by narratives and fictions as by their actual material relations.
. The connection between material relations and the narratives and fictions
- that sustain them is at the center of Kar] Marx’s critique of capitalism,
most famously in his concept of ideology, which reveals the way in which
particular social relations of production are sustained by particular ideas,
narratives and fictions. More specifically, and more relevant to the matter
of the drug trade, is Marx’s critique of primitive accurmnulation.

So-called primitive accumulation is the narrative that classical political
economy offers to account for the historical origins of capitalism. In
order for capitalism to exist, there must be an original difference between
capitalists and workers, between those who have money to invest and
those who have only their labor power to sell. Within capitalism this
situation is always presupposed. Political economy solves this problem
by transforming this difference of class into a moral difference, and the
economic distinction of workers and capitalists is transposed into a dif-
 ference between the wasteful and frugal. As Marx writes,

Stringer Bell’s Lament:
Violence and Legitimacy in
Contemporary Capitalism

Jason Read

In The Wire, the illegal drug trade acts as a sustained allegory for

capitalism. It is at once the outside of the world of legitimate business,
governed by different rules and principles of loyalty, and the dark mirror
of business, revealing the effects of a relentless pursuit of profit on the
community and lives of those caught in its grip. Nowhere is this
tension between “the game” (the drug trade) and the larger world of
capitalism illustrated with greater clarity than in the life and death of
Russell “Stringer” Bell. Stringer is often presented as the character most
enamored of the legitimate world of business, taking economics classes
at community college and applying the lessons to the world of the drug
trade. Stringer is also presented as the character who desires not only
wealth, but the legitimacy of the world of legal business. His story offers
a brutal retelling of the classic “rags to riches” story in which murder,
addiction, and betrayal are as fundamental as hard work and business
acumen. His story ends tragically as well: while Stringer is able to accu-
mulate money, he is unable to acquire security and legitimacy, and he
remains caught between the semi-feudal loyalties of the drug trade and
the ruthless world of capital, until the contradictions between the two
eventually kill him.

This primitive accumulation plays approximately the same role
in political economy as original sin does in theology. Adam bit
the apple, and thereupon sin fell on the human race. Its origin is
supposed to be explained when it is told as an anecdote about the
past. Long, long ago there were two sorts of people; one the diligent,
intelligent, and above all frugal elite; the other lazy rascals, spend-
ing their substance, and more, in riotous living. (Capital 873)

Marx’s irony indicates that such a moral difference is insufficient to
- account for the historical emergence of capitalism. It is not enough to
save money, because the saving of money will not produce the other
necessary condition, the existence of workers. The morality of thrift
does not produce the dispossessed that can be put to work. In order for
this to happen, there must be a corresponding dispossession of peasants
from the land, a destruction of the old feudal system. This destruction
takes place through a complex list of factors that includes the laws that
convert the commons to private property, the accumulation of wealth
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made possible by colonialism and slavery, and practices of debt and

usury, previously outlawed due to religious restrictions.

Marx’s point here is twofold. First, he replaces a moralizing fairy tale

with a historical genealogy that stresses a multiplicity of conditions: ca.pi-
talism is the product of a series of historical transformations, reshaping

Europe and the world, and not the simple effect of a moral difference.

Capital is not the cause of this process, but the effect: “The knights of
industry, however, only succeeded in supplanting the knight.s of the
sword by making use of events in which they had played no part in what-

soever” (Capital 875). Second, whereas the first narrative stressed the

importance of morality, painting the worker as lazy and the capitalist as
thrifty, Marx’s counter-history underscores the importance of violence
and force. In order for capitalism to exist, peasants had to be violently

expropriated from the land. Workers are not born, they are made: “Forci .
is the midwife of every old society which is pregnant with a new one

(Capital 915). On first glance it would appear that Marx is simply invert-

ing the terms of the narrative of so-called primitive accumulation: where-

the first saw the clear victory of moral intention, Marx sees the hazy
effects of unintended consequences tainted with violence. However,
Marx does not simply oppose one narrative to the other, juxtaposing the
image of the capitalist with blood on his hands with that of t1‘16 moral
hero of thrift, because the story of primitive accamulation, the idea that

we could all become rich with a little more thrift or the right investment -

advice, is a functioning element of contemporary capitalism. It is not

enough simply to displace the false, ideological account of the formation -

of capitalism with the true account, because the false account continues

to linger on in the fantasy life of most people in capitalist society. Unlike
previous modes of production (such as feudalism, in which people were

born into specific paths for life), capitalism undoes previous Fonditions
of social hierarchy, replacing the motley ties of birth and title, with money
which is available to everyone. Capitalism does not spread the wealth,
just the idea that we could all become wealthy.

Marx’s critical engagement with primitive accumulation provides ﬂ.1e~
schema from which much of the central allegorical dynamic 9f The ere’
can be unpacked. It outlines the constitutive elements of myth, violence, and

unintended consequences that make up day-to-day life in capitalism.

Stringer Bell's Lament: Violence and Legitimacy in Contemporary Capitalism 125

Right and Money

~ The connection between the drug trade and a certain ideal of capitalism
Is firmly established early in the series. In interrogating D’Angelo
Barksdale, Detective Jimmy McNulty, in an attempt to play off of
~ Barksdale’s guilt over the murder of a “citizen” (i.e. someone not in the
drug trade), clearly states the line of demarcation that separates the drug
- trade from legitimate business. As McNulty argues, “Everything else in
this country gets sold without people shooting each other behind it”
(1.02). Later D’Angelo repeats McNulty’s description to his underlings
in “the Pit}’ modifying it slightly: “Shit, everything else in this world gets
sold without people taking advantage. Scamming, lying, doing each
other dirty. Why does it got to be that way with this?” (1.03). The world of
legitimate business stands apart from the drug world precisely because
of its moral basis. For D’Angelo, guilt-ridden and torn over the human
cost of the drug business, this moral difference constitutes an ideal.
DAngelo initially seems to believe in the ideals and narratives of the
world of business, taking its maxims and slogans, “the customer is always
right” as moral maxims rather than just advertising type (1.03). D’Angelo
believes that the world of business is 2 moral world, in that one can sur-
vive while doing right, and that moral behavior is rewarded. As with the
‘narrative of so-called primitive accumulation, the distinction between
the rich and the poor is a moral distinction, between good and bad.
- The break between the world of business and the world of drugs is
never clean; however, they are both constituted by the same fundamental
economy and the same drive for profit. They are unified by the fact
that in each economy it is money, and not morals or any other measure,
that stands as the highest value. Despite his idealization of the business
world, D'Angelo recognizes this with darkly humorous clarity. This is
reflected when D’Angelo corrects Poot Carr and Wallace about the
workings of the world of business in a discussion about the inventor of
the Chicken McNugget. Against Wallace's and Poot’s naive claim that
the “genius” inventor of the McNugget “got paid” for the idea of serving
chicken in nugget form, D’Angelo argues that the corporate hierarchy
dictates that the man who invented the McNugget would still be working
in the basement of McDonald’s, “figuring out a way to make the shakes
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