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WHAT IS ORANGE
IS THE NEW BLACK
ABOUT? A DEEP
DIVE INTO THE
GROUNDBREAKING
PRISON DRAMA

When Netflix  first
released Orange Is
the New Black in
2013, few could have
predicted the cultural
phenomenon it would
become. The series,
which ran for seven
seasons until 2019,
redefined how
television audiences
viewed prison life,
female identity, and

systemic injustice. But
for those who have not
yet watched or are
simply curious, the
guestion remains:
what is Orange Is
the New Black
about? At its core, the
show is a darkly
comedic drama that
follows a diverse group
of women incarcerated
at a minimum-security
federal prison.
However, beneath that
surface lies a layered

exploration of
privilege, survival,
friendship, and the
failings of the
American criminal

justice system.

Created by Jenji Kohan,
the mind behind


https://remodelicious.com/

Weeds, the series uses
its central premise to
tell deeply personal
stories that resonate
far beyond the prison
walls. This article
provides a thorough,
spoiler-light overview
of the show's plot,
themes, characters,
and lasting impact. By
the end, you will have
a complete
understanding of what
Orange Is the New
Black is about and
why it remains one of
the most celebrated
series of the 2010s.

THE CORE
PREMISE: A FISH
OUT OF WATER

The series begins with
Piper Chapman, a well-
educated, wupper-
middle-class woman in
her mid-thirties living a
comfortable life in New
York City. She runs a
successful artisanal
soap business with her

fiancé, Larry Bloom,
and seems to have
everything under
control. However, her
past catches up with
her when she is
convicted for a crime
she committed a
decade earlier:
transporting a suitcase
full of drug money for
her then-girlfriend,
Alex Vause, who was
involved in an
international drug
cartel.

Piper is sentenced to
fifteen months  at
Litchfield Penitentiary,
a fictional federal
prison in upstate New
York. The first season
focuses heavily on her
shock and
disorientation as she
transitions from her
privileged life to the
harsh, rule-bound
world of incarceration.
This  fish-out-of-water
narrative serves as the
audience's entry point,
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allowing viewers to
learn about prison
culture alongside Piper.
Yet, the show quickly
expands its lens to
include a vast
ensemble cast, making
it clear that what
Orange Is the New
Black is about
extends far beyond
one woman's story.

BASED ON A TRUE
STORY

It is important to note
that the series is
adapted from Piper
Kerman's 2010
memoir, Orange Is the
New Black: My Year in
a Women's Prison.
Kerman's real-life
experiences heavily
informed the early
seasons, though the
show took significant
creative liberties as it
progressed. The
memoir provided a
factual foundation for
what Orange Is the

New Black is about
regarding the shock of
incarceration, the
relationships formed
inside, and the
bureaucratic
absurdities of prison
life. However, the
television series
expanded far beyond
one woman's
perspective, creating
composite characters
and original storylines
to explore a wider
range of experiences.

This blend of fact and
fiction allowed the
show to address real-
world issues while
maintaining dramatic
momentum. Kerman
herself served as a
consultant on the
series, ensuring that
the portrayal of prison
life remained grounded
in authenticity even as
the plot grew more
elaborate.
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JUST PRISONERS

One of the most
remarkable aspects of
the series is its vast
and diverse cast of
characters. When
people ask what is
Orange Is the New
Black about, they are
often surprised to learn
that the show features
dozens of significant
characters, each with
their own detailed
backstory. The series
dedicates entire
episodes to exploring
how individual inmates
ended up at Litchfield,
revealing the complex
social, economic, and
personal factors that

S and
Their
Arcs

Beyond Piper, the show
introduces a
memorable roster of
women, including:

e Alex Vause -
Piper's former
lover and the
reason she
became involved
in drug
trafficking. Alex
is intelligent,
guarded, and
deeply pragmatic
about prison life.

led to their

incarceration. * Taystee
Jefferson - A

Key sharp-witted,
compassionate
woman who
becomes a
central figure in
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the prison's
social and
political
dynamics. Her
journey
highlights the
failures of the
foster care
system and the
cycle of poverty.
Sophia Burset -
A transgender
woman who was
a successful
hairdresser
before her
incarceration.
Her storyline
addresses
transphobia,
healthcare
access, and
identity.

Red Reznikov -
The prison's
kitchen manager
and a former
Russian mob
associate. She
wields significant
influence and
serves as a

maternal figure
for some
inmates.

e Crazy Eyes
(Suzanne
Warren) - A
woman with a
diagnosed
mental illness
who struggles to
navigate a
systemill-
equipped to
support her. Her
portrayal is both
heartbreaking
and humorous.

* Poussey
Washington - A
gentle, beloved
character whose
tragic death in
season four
becomes a
catalyst for a
prison-wide
protest.

Each character adds
depth to the answer of
what Orange Is the
New Black is about,
demonstrating that the



prison system affects
women from all walks
of life, and that their
humanity cannot be
reduced to their
crimes.

THEMES
EXPLORED IN THE
SERIES

The show is not a
simple drama about
daily life behind bars. It
is a sharp, often painful
examination of several
interlocking themes.
Understanding these
themes is essential for
anyone seeking a
complete answer to
what Orange Is the
New Black is about.

Privilege
and
Perspecti

VE

Piper's journey is
fundamentally about
privilege. She is white,
educated, financially
stable, and has a
supportive family. As a
result, she receives
preferential treatment
from both staff and
inmates initially, and
she struggles to see
the systemic injustices
that others face daily.
The show forces both
Piper and the audience
to confront
uncomfortable truths
about class, race, and
entitlement.

Systemic
Racism
and
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Inequality

The series does not shy
away from the
disproportionate
impact of the criminal
justice system on
communities of color.
Through characters like
Taystee, Poussey, and
Janae Watson, the
show highlights how
poverty, lack of
opportunity, and racial
bias funnel women into
prison. The
privatization of prisons
is also heavily
criticized, with the
corporation that runs
Litchfield  prioritizing
profit over
rehabilitation.

Female
ldentity

and
Relations
hips

Prisons are often
portrayed in media as
hyper-masculine
environments. Orange
Is the New Black flips
this narrative by
centering women's
experiences. Romantic
relationships,
friendships, rivalries,
and family bonds all
play out within the
prison walls. The show
explores how women
form surrogate
families, navigate
sexuality in a confined
space, and maintain
their sense of self in a

system designed to
strip it away.



Mental

Health

nd
Trauma

Many inmates at
Litchfield suffer from
mental illness,
addiction, or profound
trauma. The series
portrays these issues
with nuance, showing
how the prison system
often exacerbates
rather than treats
them. Characters like
Lorna Morello, who
lives in a delusional
fantasy about her
romantic life, and
Suzanne Warren,
whose mental health
deteriorates without
proper care, illustrate
the cruel inadequacy of

facilities.

Corruptio
n and
Power
Dynamics

The prison staff are not
one-dimensional
villains, but the series
makes clear that the
system itself is corrupt.
Guards abuse their
authority, corporate
interests override
humane treatment,
and bureaucratic
indifference leads to
tragedy. The tension
between inmates and
staff creates constant
drama, but the show
never loses sight of the
structural roots of
these conflicts.

mental health services HUMOR AS A
in correctional
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EVOLUTION GURNIVAI

MECHANISM

SEVEN SEASONS

Despite its heavy
themes, the series is
remarkably funny. The
creators understood
that humor is a vital
coping mechanism in
dark situations. The
dialogue is sharp, the
situations often absurd,
and the characters
quick with witty
retorts. This tonal
balance is a large part
of the show's appeal.
When considering
what Orange Is the
New Black is about,
one must acknowledge
that it is as much a
comedy as it is a
drama. The laughter
makes the moments of
tragedy hit even
harder, creating an
emotional depth that
keeps viewers invested
season after season.

The show's focus
shifted considerably
over its run. The first

two seasons are
heavily centered on
Piper and her

adjustment to prison
life. However, as the
series progressed, the
ensemble cast took
center stage, and
Piper's story became
just one thread among
many. This evolution
was a deliberate choice
by the <creators,
reflecting the belief
that what Orange Is
the New Black is
about could not be
contained within one
character's narrative.

The later seasons
delve deeper into the
immigration detention
system, the
privatization of prisons,
and the struggles of
reentry into society



after release. The final
season deals
extensively with the
challenges faced by
formerly incarcerated
women as they
attempt to rebuild their
lives. This expansion
kept the series fresh
and relevant, even as
some viewers missed
the tighter focus of the
early episodes.

CULTURAL IMPACT
AND LEGACY

When asking what
Orange Is the New
Black is about, it is
also worth considering
what the show meant
for television as a
medium. It was one of
Netflix's ~ first  major
original series and
helped establish the
streaming platform as
a powerhouse of
prestige television. Its
success paved the way
for more diverse,
character-driven shows

10

that centered on
underrepresented
voices.

The show also had a
tangible impact on
public discourse. It
humanized

incarcerated women,
many of whom had
been reduced to
statistics in media
coverage. Viewers who
had never thought
about prison conditions
were suddenly
confronted with the
reality of solitary
confinement,

inadequate healthcare,
and the devastating
effects of mandatory
minimum sentences.
The series sparked
conversations and, in
some cases, inspired
activism around
criminal justice reform.

Furthermore, the
casting was
revolutionary. The

show featured a
predominantly female
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cast that was racially
diverse and included
actresses of varying
ages, body types, and
backgrounds. It
provided opportunities
for actors like Uzo
Aduba, Danielle
Brooks, Laverne Cox,
and Samira Wiley to
showcase their talents
on a global stage,
many of whom have
since become major
stars.

WHY THE SHOW
CONTINUES TO
RESONATE

Years after its finale,
the series remains
relevant. Issues of
mass incarceration,
racial injustice, and
police brutality are still
at the forefront of
public debate. The
show's unflinching look
at these topics means
that it has aged well;
its critiques are as
potent now as they
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11
were when the
episodes first aired.

Additionally, the

characters feel real.
Viewers form deep
attachments to them,
celebrating their small
victories and mourning
their losses. The
emotional investment
is so strong because
the show never
portrays its characters
as mere plot devices.
Every inmate, no
matter how minor, is
given a moment to be
fully human. This deep
characterization is
central to what
Orange Is the New
Black is about: it is a
reminder that every
person has a story, and
that judgment is rarely
simple.

CRITICISMS AND
CONTROVERSIES

No show is without its
flaws. Some critics
have noted that the



early seasons relied
too heavily on Piper's
perspective, which was
the least interesting
part of the story.
Others have pointed
out that the show

sometimes fell into
stereotypes,
particularly in its

depiction of certain
ethnic groups, despite
its overall progressive
intentions. There were
also criticisms about
the handling of
transgender issues in
earlier seasons, though
the show improved in
this regard over time,
largely due to the
involvement of Laverne
Cox and consultants

from the trans
community.
However, these

criticisms do not
negate the show's
overall achievement.
The series was always
willing to evolve and
learn from its mistakes,

12

which is part of why it
maintained such a
loyal fanbase.

CONCLUSION

So, what is Orange Is
the New Black
about? It is about a
woman named Piper
who goes to prison for
a mistake she made in
her twenties. But it is
also about so much
more. It is about the
countless women who
are swept into a
system that was never
designed to help them.
It is about friendship in
the most unlikely of
places, the cruel
absurdities of
bureaucracy, and the
small moments of
grace that make
survival possible. It is a
show that makes you
laugh, cry, and think.

Whether you are a
long-time fan looking
to revisit the series or
a new viewer
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wondering whether to
start, the answer to
what Orange Is the
New Black is about is
ultimately this: it is a

13

story about humanity
in all its flawed,
resilient, and beautiful
complexity. And that is
a story worth watching.



