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THE
WIRE:
BIG BROTHER 

Is Not  
Watching You
in Body-more, 
Murdaland

By Joseph Christopher Schaub

Abstract: HBO’s The Wire 
consistently showcases 
high-tech surveillance 
technology, but the 
show is really about 
the vulnerabilities of 
surveillance to particular 
forms of spectacle. This 
article focuses on The 
Wire’s fifth season, which 
critiques The Baltimore 
Sun for following a 
sensationalist story 
rather than serving as a 
responsible civic watchdog. 
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Ironically,  
The Wire’s 
failure to 
attract a 
mainstream 
viewing 
audience was 
a result of 
its being far 
more “real” 
than most of 
the programs it 
was competing 
against in the 
era of reality 
TV.
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[T]hroughout the series  
the technologies of surveillance 
themselves acquire their own 
spectacular appeal.
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[W]hat relevance do The Wire’s
warnings about surveillance have 
for a culture that regards the 
reality TV show Big Brother as 
the next step in a journey from 
Facebook to fame?



!#H% &'()*+&,-./01%,2%',3-10.%(415%0/6%*7178494,/

CQ&('0%P'3+,%'*,;"%!++1',/%&,75+07A%A%A%A%
!"#$%&'#%'*%3+$#%0+2-3#,"&$7%".&,%'"%'*%
0$&3&AGU%R,%*<'"#%+!%".#%3&,7%',2-$*'+,*%
+!% ".#% $#&1% 9&1"'3+$#% ',"+% !"#$ %&'#4%
Q&('0% P'3+,% .&*% (#.#3#,"17% &$/-#0%
',% !$#I-#,"% ',"#$('#6*% &,0% &$"'21#*% ".&"%
!"#$%&'#%'*%!'2"'+,4%&,0%'*%I-+"#0%',%".#%
Q+,+(&,%&$"'21#%*&7',/%".&"4%C!"#$%&'#;*%
#b<1+$&"'+,% +!% ".#% *"$-//1#*% &**+2'&"#0%
6'".% ".#%6&$% +,% 0$-/*% '*% &<<1'2&51#% "+%
&,7%F3#$'2&,%2'"7G%KeXLA

[#% 3'/."% *&7% ".&"% !"#$ %&'#% +!!#$*%
&% *'3-1&2$-3%+!%9&1"'3+$#4% &% 2'"7% ".&"%
$#*"*%*I-&$#17%6'".',%".#%5+$0#$*%+!%6.&"%
P'3+,%2&11*%".#%C+".#$%F3#$'2&4G%$#!#$)
#,2',/% ='2.&#1% 8&$$',/"+,;*% !&3+-*%
5++J%+!%".&"%"'"1#AB?%!"#$%&'#%$#(#&1*%".#%
,&3#%+!%".'*%*'3-1&2$-3%',%'"*%+<#,',/%
2$#0'"%3+,"&/#4%6.#,%&%2-"%"+%&%2',0#$)

'*% C*<++J'17% &-".#,"'24G% '"% 2&*"*% 0+-5"*%
+,%+-$%I-#*"%!+$%&%$#&1%+$%&-".#,"'2%#b)
<#$'#,2#%6.#,%('#6',/%*.+6*%1'J#%;6'0
B&B9'4%8&*$8'9,"#'4% &,0%?=#'&1)+$ C493A%
!"#$ %&'#% *-//#*"*% ".&"% +-$% &""$&2"'+,%
"+% ".#*#% &,0% +".#$% $#&1'"7% <$+/$&3*% '*%
$&".#$% &% I-#*"% !+$% 6.&"% 3#0'&% ".#+$'*"%
O+.,% M+$,#$% 2&11*4% C0+2-3#,"&$7% &*%
0'(#$*'+,G% K>W?LA% R,% &,% ',!1-#,"'&1% #*)
*&7% &5+-"% ".#%9$'"'*.% $#&1'"7% *#$'#*%8&*$
8'9,"#'4% M+$,#$% &$/-#*% ".&"% "#1#('*'+,%
.&*%#,"#$#0%&%C<+*"0+2-3#,"&$7G%<.&*#%
K>V`L4%',%6.'2.%C".#%1#/&27%+!%0+2-3#,)
"&$7%'*%*"'11%&"%6+$JG%&,0%('*'51#%',%*+3#%
"#2.,'I-#*% K1&2J% +!% *2$'<"#0% 0'&1+/-#4%
#"2AL4%5-"%".#%!-,2"'+,%.&*%2.&,/#04%*#$()
',/%3+*"17% "+% <$+('0#% C<+<-1&$% !&2"-&1%
#,"#$"&',3#,"G%K>W?LA%R,%".#%!&2#%+!%$#)
&1'"7%DE;*%+!!#$',/*%+!%0+2-3#,"&$7%&*%

!$&3#G% &*% ".#% 2+.#$#,"% ".$#&0% 1',J',/%
&11%+!%'"*%2.&$&2"#$*A%R,%&,%#**&7%#,"'"1#0%
CF11%',%".#%a&3#S%!"#$%&'#4%P#$'&1%P"+)
$7"#11',/4%&,0%]$+2#0-$&1%\+/'24G%O&*+,%
='""#11%.&*%#b<1+$#0%".#%0#,*#%1&7#$',/%
+!% 1-0'2% #1#3#,"*% $-,,',/% ".$+-/.+-"%
!"#$%&'#;*% ,&$$&"'(#A%8#% +5*#$(#*% ".&"%
2.&$&2"#$*4%C2&,%$#/-1&$17%5#%*##,%<1&7)
',/% 2$&<*% +$% /+1!4% 6&"2.',/% 5&*J#"5&11%
+$% 0+/!'/."',/A% =+$#% 2#,"$&1174% ,#&$17%
#(#$7%#<'*+0#%.&*%&"%1#&*"%+,#%$#!#$#,2#%
"+%q".#%/&3#;%A%A%AG%KYXBLA%F1".+-/.%C".#%
/&3#G% $#!#$*% "+% ".#% 0$-/% "$&0#% ',% !"#$
%&'#% &,0% 21#&$17% !-,2"'+,*% 0'!!#$#,"17%
".&,%'"%0+#*%',%3+*"%$#&1'"7%DE%<$+/$&3*4%
'"%'*%,#(#$".#1#**%+3,'<$#*#,"A%

\'J#%$#&1'"7%DE4%!"#$%&'#%&1*+%2$#&"#*%
<+**'5'1'"'#*% !+$% +$0',&$7% <#+<1#4% +$4% &"%
1#&*"4% ,+,)*"&$*4% "+% .&(#% 1#&0',/% $+1#*A%

Just as The Wire uses real elements 
taken from the city of Baltimore to critique 
the decline of the American city generally, it 
takes elements from reality TV to critique the 
diversionary track that contemporary American 
media has taken.
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By portraying the reality  
of the other America, The Wire 
directly challenges the notion 
of surveillance sold to us by 
new media forms like reality TV.
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