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As a film, Traffic tells the stories of family, drugs, and government control in three small-

picture narratives and one bigger holistic narrative. The film raises the ultimate conclusion that 

the war on drugs has already been lost. Soderbergh demonstrates this through the use of a 

multiple narrative format, following main characters, showcasing the different ways in which 

this war affects people across the continent. Javier in the Mexico arc, he lives in Tijuana and 

emerges caught in the middle of the war between the two cartels and General Salazar. Caroline 

and Robert in the Ohio arc, one is a drug addict and the other is preparing to assume the 

leadership of Drug Czar in the war on drugs. Then there is Helena and Carlos Ayala in the 

California arc. Their family is rightfully accused of drug trafficking by DEA agents Montel 

Gordon and Ray Castro. Through these location bound narratives the audience sees multiple 

sides of the “war” on drugs and the effects drugs have on the everyday life of the citizen in 

Mexico and The US. 

When looking at the qualities of the film, the most interesting aspect of the storytelling 

method the producer employed came in the form of color. Anywhere in Mexico had a 

yellow/sepia filter, anywhere in Ohio had a blue filter, while California and Washington DC 

enjoyed no filter. This suggests a variety of things about each of these places. For example, in 

Mexico, yellow can represent honor and loyalty, but it represents also cowardice and deceit. The 

producer has managed to get across an ill-colored yellow demonstrating the deceit that runs 

rampant in both the government and the police. While in Ohio, blue often represents sadness, 

faith, and peace. The producer has made it so that these scenes take on the effects of the drugs 

for Caroline Wakefield. At the same time, the effects of no filter in California and Washington 

DC demonstrate a more ‘real’ reality. Through separate, the settings of these three separate 

narratives, show the intertwinement drugs in everyday life. 
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Another interesting aspect of the story telling that pervades the film comes in the form of 

the metaphor of war and thus the enemies, allies, and battles found on different fronts. One take 

on the US home-front comes from the cocktail party scene in Georgetown Washington DC. Each 

person at the party had an opinion on the war, on what should be done, and on who to fight. Yet, 

Robert Wakefield seems to hear but not to listen until he has to face the war in his own home. 

Even then he decides something new needs to be done. But silence meets this demand and the 

viewer must question, what can be done in a war that is supply and demand economics? 

The film positions the grand narrative as the United States versus Mexico with a peculiar 

Russian influence in the background, while the smaller narratives position themselves as several 

different soldiers within the war. Javier the rebel soldier, Salazar the (corrupted) Mexican 

General, Robert the US General, Carolina the Civilian, and Helena the spy. Moreover the two 

Cartels are nothing but differing armies fighting for control. These characters and their narratives 

truly bring the idea behind the movie’s tagline, “No one gets away clean,” to the forefront. Each 

has the power to upset and influence the system in ways not expected, nonviolent. An example 

comes from Javier in his willingness to play the side that benefits him and those around him the 

most. In the end he makes a deal with the DEA to bring down General Salazar in exchange for  

electricity in his neighborhood so that the kids can play baseball at night. Demonstrating that all 

one needs to win a battle without a fight is information. Another example illustrated by 

Caroline’s continuous use of drugs that spurs Robert to falter in his own part. As he states, “This 

takes not only resources but courage. Not only government but families,” he implies that this 

ongoing war acts as not just a war on drugs, but a war on the families getting caught up in the 

drugs and due to his own daughter’s usage he cannot endorse the war. In essence, he left the war 

at central command to go fight it on another front in another way, the home. The third example 
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that California brings demonstrates that many people in the world of Drugs did not even consider 

Helena a player. Yes, she obtained power and influence due to her husband but she did not know 

of it. Once she knew, the pieces began to fall into place and Helena, herself, changes lanes so to 

speak, transforming into a drug lord. These narratives all work into the larger narrative of the US 

versus Mexico, while each character is small they bring about changes that actually happened. 

This film comes from real life, especially through the characters, specifically in the late 

nineties. The United States was combating the drug lord, Amado Carrillo Fuentes and his ally the 

Mexican General Jesus Gutierrez Rebollo, national anti-drug chief. Who in turn were attempting 

to take out the Arellano Félix brothers. In the film the brothers transform into the Obregón 

Cartel, Fuentes evolves into Porfirio Madrigal, a kingpin who undergoes plastic surgery, and the 

General assumes the role of Arturo Salazar. By taking characters from real life the movie 

furthers itself as a believable story. Making what happens within all the more real. 

This document turns into a platform for numerous entities due to their cameos, including 

politicians, the DEA, and US customs officials. For example, Senator Henry Reid (D, Nevada),  

Senator Barbara Boxer (D, California) and Senator Orrin Hatch (R, Utah), as well as several 

other officials were at the cocktail partyscene. Soderbergh states that this occurred in an effort to 

make certain that the information presented as accurately and procedurally correct as possible. 

As for the politicians, he states, they sent out letters to numerous politicians and “didn't 

discriminate as to who we sent them to, and the ones who showed up we filmed”[1].  Further in 

the interview he states that practically the whole cocktail scene came about through improvising 

on the spot. 

One other thing of note for this film as a historical document comes in the form of a 

consultant, Tim Golden of The New York Times. Golden a member of a Pulitzer Prize-winning 
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team that reported extensively on Mexican drug cartels. This then gives way for the idea that 

many of the story lines came straight from news accounts. Examples might include “Bill to 

Combat Drug Traffic Caught in Lobbying Battle[2],” “Investigators dig for mass graves at 

Mexico Border,”[3] and “Head to Head In Mexico: D.E.A. Agents And Suspects.[4]” The 

assassinations see the torturing of people within the movie, the audience sees Ruiz digging his 

own grave and being killed, the audience sees assassinations. Soderbergh never went on record 

as to where his inspirations for the smaller details came from however due the fact that Tim 

Golden belonged to the production the articles listed can be seen within the movie. 

Overall, the movie Traffic does well as both a movie and a historical document. The 

filmmaker delivered a clear intent to keep the stories authentic. Moreover, as a film, Traffic 

displays unique but not revolutionary film techniques that nonetheless work. The use of color 

grabs the audience's attention and helps to orient them as to what narrative actually comes about 

in the moment. The audience then comes to care for and empathize with each of the characters 

throughout their own story. In not sticking to any one narrative nor intertwining them in an 

obvious way, this allows for Soderbergh to demonstrate his bigger holistic narrative of the 

people behind the ‘product.’ In the end this film concludes that though lost the people can 

accomplish small victories towards the war effort. Javier’s victory of electricity for his town, 

Robert’s victory of getting Caroline clean, even the bitter victory of allowing Carlos Ayala to go 

free reunites a family. Traffic is truly a film that combines harsh reality with bittersweet hope for 

the future. I fully recommend Traffic for its unique use multiple-narrative style storytelling and 

the authenticity it employed when telling those narratives. 

 
 

[1] https://www.salon.com/2000/12/20/soderbergh_4/ 
[2] By Tim Weiner with Tim Golden NOV. 4, 1999 
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[3] By Lowell Bergman and Tim Golden NOV. 30, 1999 
[4] By Tim Golden NOV. 24, 1999 

 
 


