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Introduction




This book not only helps fans sort out the
huge cast of characters but puts them in context: Why does Miss
Claudette have such difficulties? How do Taystee and Vee emphasize
the upbringing of many Americans who are disadvantaged from the
start? Race, orientation, class, and gender are major factors of
these women’s lives, inside prison and out. Along with age and
religion, all these factors are brought into relief, as characters
struggle against the dictates of American society inside prison and
out to try to find peace and freedom. Themes are also explored in
this book, from identity and love to the need to take
responsibility for one’s acts and above all manage social reform
for the horrific conditions inside American prisons.

Each character from prison mother Maria to
matriarch Red represents a different archetype of the prison, as
prisoners across the world go through similar experiences. Each
staple character, admittedly exaggerated for television, emphasizes
real world plights as Janae is tempted to blow off her single
scholarship opportunity or Soso’s and Sister Ingalls’ protests go
ignored. Through it all, they navigate the cruelty and often gender
discrimination of prison with bravery and heart.

But how feminist is the show? Does it treat
sexism, ageism, racism, homophobia fairly or are the exaggerated
portrayals in themselves stereotypical? What of religion and class?
As the story branches out from blonde, privileged Piper, it in fact
celebrates many minorities often unseen on screen, from the elderly
to the overweight, to loving lesbian relationships.

 


 


 



Chapter 1: Character Analysis

If there’s a theme to characters, it’s that
appearances are deceiving. Episode two takes Red, apparently
Piper’s implacable enemy, and reveals how she was preyed on by
yuppies in turn. The episode ends, of course, with Red and Piper’s
reconciliation. Other characters reveal shocking backstories, from
Vee’s execution of Taystee’s foster brother to Miss Claudette’s far
from typical immigrant experience. Possibly the most surprising is
Lorna Morello, whose constant plans for her wedding are revealed as
a lie and a delusion. Each time, the flashback reveals the
character to be someone quite unexpected. Showrunner Jenji Kohan
notes that this structure grew rather organically:

 


Right, well, in terms of
the flashback device, you know, when you’re writing a show, this is
your life, and I did not want to spend all my days in prison. It
seemed really oppressive and potentially depressing. And I wanted
to build in a structure where I could get out, and these people
could get out, and we could have some blue skies, wear some actual
clothes as opposed to uniforms.

And the bonus of that
was you get to see a fuller picture of who these people are,
because everyone wears a mask, to a certain extent, in prison. You
take on a persona to survive. And there’s more to these people than
just what they’re displaying in this extreme situation.

So what started out as,
gee, I really just don’t want to write scenes in the same set all
the time, became a way to flesh out these people a lot more.
(Gross)

 


Too many shows, even popular and feminist
ones, reduce their characters to archetypes. Sex and the
City and Game of Thrones both simplify people to the
hopeless romantic or the strong tomboy, reducing the nuances.
Orange characters however are strikingly individual. They
are also numerous, with a cast as large as that of Thrones
but mostly female, with far more racial diversity. One critic notes
that it “may showcase the greatest number of
substantial parts for women of all ages and races ever
assembled. By rough count there are 20-some women with distinct
characterizations, motivations, and personalities, almost all of
whom are as—if not more—interesting than the lead character,
Chapman” (Paskin). She lists
“sweet but racist Italians who sound like lost members of
the Pink
Ladies; transgendered hairdressers who
used to be firemen; street kids who keep lists of everything they
steal; good-girl sprinters consumed by bitterness and anger after
one mistake; child-killers trying to work it through with yoga and
self-administered electroshock; and Latinas who love
the Smiths” (Paskin).

While Piper is obviously the gateway
character, the story doesn’t focus on her entirely or even mostly.
Season two’s villainous Vee tangles most directly with Taystee,
Poussey, Crazy Eyes, and Red, while Piper, after her Chicago visit,
fades away and Alex barely appears. Pennsatucky has reformed and is
sidelined as well. As such, the other women get a chance to
shine.

 


Put simply, this is one
of the most empathetic shows in the history of television, and in
the second season, its ambition and audacity in storytelling grew
to match its already present but quietly revolutionary insistence
on treating every character in its universe like a human being with
oceans of stories to tell. (VanDerWerff)

Central Characters

The Good Girl: Piper

With blonde hair, blue eyes, and a fish
tattoo on the back of her neck, Piper is the ultimate yuppie. She
eats organic produce and enjoys jogging. She runs her own beauty
products business. She is tall and thin, and so typical of the
perfect female stereotype that her nickname in prison quickly
becomes “Blondie.” Or College. The creepy inmate in “Thirsty Bird”
(2.1) who wants her panties calls her “First Class.”

“This book is impossible to
put down because [Kerman] could be you. Or
your best friend. Or your daughter,” The Los Angeles Times notes on the
book jacket. This appears to be the book’s appeal – that
someone “just like” mainstream and privileged America is struggling
through prison. It could be argued the book would not have been
published, or would instantly have been filed in the Ethnic section
if it was written by someone of another race. “She’s an
NPR-listening, Mad
Men-watching, big-city-dwelling, wise-cracking intellectual.
She’s just like “us,” in other words. And none of “us” would ever
expect to go to prison” (Thomas,
“Yes”).

The book is certainly first
person and personal. This is Piper Kerman’s story. It says
right in the subtitle, “My Year in a Women’s Prison.” As the real Piper describes herself
in an interview:

 


Both of my parents are
teachers; they’re both retired now. I was incredibly fortunate to
go to a great college like Smith, but I needed a lot of financial
aid. Many of the privileges that are true for me and for my
character are things that a lot of middle-class folks take for
granted, but obviously are not available to a huge percentage of
the population. (Levintova)

 


Rather than selling fancy, homemade soaps
that got into Barneys, the real Piper Kerman helped major (and
somewhat unsavory) big corporations with their Internet properties.
She explains in the book:

 


I worked hard at
forgetting what loomed ahead, pouring my energies into working as a
creative director for Web companies… I needed money to pay my huge
ongoing legal fees, so I worked with the clients my hipster
colleagues found unsexy and unpalatable — big telecom, big
petrochemicals, and big shadowy holding companies. (25)

 


In the book, show, and real life, Larry wrote
an article describing Piper in prison and (in the real article) he
notes her privilege, admittedly from a rather naïve,
uncomprehending place.

 


I had known Piper for
four years and dated her for two. Brassier, bolder, more
adventurous than anyone I know, Piper is not your average girl. But
she is still a pretty, blond Smith grad who looks as if she
descended from Mayflower stock: the last girl you’d expect to end
up behind bars. I mean, come on, an international drug ring? Didn’t
see that one coming.

 


This is the crux of the book and of episode
one: nice, classy American women aren’t “supposed” to be in prison.
Piper notes in episode one that the guard looked surprised when she
said she had come to surrender, like, “what the hell is she doing
here?” (“I Wasn’t Ready,” 1.1).

The creepy horoscope-obsessed inmate in
Chicago asks, “Have you never made a bed before? Oh, I’m sorry, I
don’t I don’t watch a lot of TV. Are you famous or something? Oh!
You’re Lindsay Lohan” (“Thirsty Bird,” 2.1). As her mother on the
show tells her, “Sweetheart, you’re nothing like any of these
women. Any jury worth its salt would have seen that. Darling, you
were a debutante” (“WAC Pack,” 1.6). Of course, by writing the
article, Larry Smith showed this thought process and how it infects
much of America. Critic Brenda V. Smith notes:

 


The article captured the
stark disparities that poor women and women of color experience in
the criminal justice system. No, the article was not about them —
it was about Piper Kerman, who was pretty, blond and looked like a
Smith grad from “Mayflower stock.” Juxtapose that against the
majority of women serving sentences in prisons who are
disproportionately African-American, Latina and noncitizens. Their
imprisonment is often framed as a casualty in the war on drugs,
while Ms. Kerman’s involvement in an international drug ring was a
brief period of recklessness.

 


She notes that their men don’t visit because
they may be in prison, while the families often can’t afford to
send piles of books and expensive gifts, let alone support them
when they’re out of prison. As she concludes, “In sum, Ms. Kerman’s
imprisonment gets a book deal, while the majority of women are
‘booked’ and forgotten.”

Meanwhile, Mansfield B. Frazier, a Black man
who wrote From Behind the Wall, a similar, less celebrated
book than Piper’s jauntily titled one, shakes his head over the
convicts who feel they should be treated better than “common
criminals” as they don’t belong among them. “These souls live in a
netherworld; they don’t fit in with the other convicts, but can’t
get too chummy with the staff.…In their eyes, crimes are things the
lower class commit, not solidly middle-class defenders of the
American Way like themselves” (19).

On the show of course, Larry’s article leaves
Piper humiliated and the enemy of half the prison as he casts
things in the worst possible light. Piper tries to apologize,
saying that she told Larry about “Crazy Eyes” before she knew her.
Suzanne sadly says, “It’s okay, Dandelion. I used to spend a lot of
time thinking how I could make you love me. The answer is you’re
not a nice person. You’re a mean person. You’re all dried up with
the puff blown off” (“Fool Me Once,” 1.12). While the article
itself was not Piper’s fault, she can certainly be heedless about
others’ feelings. In “Low Self Esteem City,” Big Boo reveals that
Piper only rates a three out of ten in her sex competition with
Nicky – though Piper is attractive, while in prison she’s rated on
her behavior not only her hotness. “You really are a horrible
person,” Boo says bluntly (“A Whole Other Hole,” 2.4). For Piper,
prison is a chance to face who she is, without fiancé or job or
family but only herself, alone. And she’s no longer judged on her
looks and business sense but what lies underneath.

A big part of Piper’s change comes from
having to confront Alex. Piper’s time in the SHU is her long dark
night of the soul. When she speaks to the voice on the other side
of the wall and hears nothing, she fears the other person existed
solely in her head. She’s seen in every position in the stark room,
moaning, making bargains with God. She emerges from the room sure
of what she wants: Alex. She drags her into the chapel and seduces
her.

In flashback, Piper throws a tantrum and
leaves because her girlfriend wants her to go to Istanbul for a
drug deal instead of just a vacation. As such, she appears the
spoiled bored housewife oblivious to her partner’s need to work. On
hearing that Alex’s mother has suddenly died of an aneurysm, Piper
refuses to attend the funeral or help her through it, but instantly
bails. (“Tall Men With Feelings,” 1.11). This episode shows a
less-than-perfect Alex hiding Piper’s passport, and they spend
season one wondering who has betrayed whom…Clearly the relationship
is exciting but lacks trust (adding to the excitement).

By facing the part of herself she was around
Alex, Piper accepts what she did, both drug smuggling and personal.
“I’m an emotionally unavailable narcissist who abandoned you when
your mother died,” she confesses. Meanwhile, the two consider a
future together as Alex asks: “Are we gonna move to Vermont and
open a pottery studio and wear Tevas?” Piper is still torn between
her two loves so Alex gives her a choice: Babies and bathroom
remodeling with Larry or sex on a beach in Cambodia with three
strangers in drag. There’s the safe world and the dangerous one,
and Piper’s no longer certain she’s put the latter behind herself.
Piper admits she loves Cambodia, but when Larry suddenly proposes,
Piper’s eager to accept his lifeline (“Fool Me Once,” 1.12).

She’s also a know-it-all. In “Blood Donut”
(1.7), Taystee makes a passing reference to “the road less
traveled,” prompting a brief lecture from Piper:

 


Everyone thinks the poem
means to break away from the crowd and do your own thing, but if
you read it, Frost is very clear that the two roads are exactly the
same. He just chooses one at random. And then it’s only later at a
dinner party when he’s talking about it that he tells everyone he
chose the road less traveled by, but he’s lying. So the point of
the poem is that everyone wants to look back and think that their
choices matter. But in reality, shit just happens the way that it
happens, and it doesn’t matter.

 


While this ties into show themes of a
choiceless world for many of the characters, it mostly displays
Piper’s more irritating qualities. “I will probably kill her in her
sleep tonight,” Tricia Miller says. “Wake me up so I can watch,”
Taystee responds.

By season two, Piper has changed. She’s a
tutor for Brook instead of the wide-eyed innocent. This becomes
clear in the first episode:

 


Piper’s not the Whole
Foods-eating, Toms-shoes-buying idealist anymore, and it’s
gratifying to see her lose the wide-eyed blondie shtick. Early on,
she must decide whether to tell the truth and testify against a
drug lord, or lie and protect Alex (Laura Prepon), and her decision
makes her want to declare herself “a lone wolf, and a vicious one.”
(Maerz)

 


As she tells the wheelchair teen in the
Scared Straight program:

 


Other people are not the
scary part of prison — it’s coming face to face with who you are.
Truth catches up in here, Dina, and it’s the truth that will make
you her bitch. (“Bora Bora Bora,” 1.10).

 


Piper Kerman explains in an interview,
“Trying to figure out where you fit in isn’t necessarily all about
your class and your race. It’s very much about you as an
individual, and what do you have actually to contribute to this
community. Where will you fit in? Where will you put your energy
and your time?” (Gross). As Kohan adds:

 


She’s trying to discover
who she is. And the big question in prison is: Is she the person
she’s developed — because she thinks she was supposed to have this
life — or is she really that girl who got in trouble and was
reckless and ran around? Will she revert back to the wild child she
was or maintain that equanimity of a semi-adult? I think Piper is
wrestling with the macro and the micro. Like, when you’re in this
microcosm, do you adopt the skills necessary to survive in prison,
or do you keep your eye on the big picture? Because those are
oppositional forces in a lot of ways. The things that are useful to
you to survive in prison hurt you on the outside and the other way
around. (Collis)


Piper’s shifting identity is central in
flashback as she goes from a “Laura Inglis Wilder” lookalike to a
lesbian drug smuggler’s companion. Years later she insists on an
identity of “nice blonde lady,” one who pretends the past never
happened, until it catches up with her. In prison a new set of
identities arrive: everyone sorts themselves into White, Black,
Latina, Others, and Golden Girls. She is also a newbie, indicated
by her orange outfit as well as her attitude.

Later, she creates new identities for herself
– in Chicago she tells inmates she killed someone and when she
returns to Litchfield after Chicago, she insists to Soso that she’s
like a rabid wolf since she’s no longer new to prison. Describing
prison, the real Piper explains in the book:

 


You
still had to resolve not to believe what the prison system – the
staff, the rules, even some of the other
prisoners – wanted you to think about yourself, which was the
worst. When you chose to do otherwise, when you acted like you were
a person worthy of respect, and treated yourself with respect,
sometimes they did too. When doubt and shame or worse crept in, the
letters and books and visits from my friends and lover and
family were powerful proof that I was
okay, more effective than charms or talismans or pills to fight
those terrible feelings. (279)

 


The real Piper considers her time in jail and
her memoir itself an act of taking responsibility for her crime,
even though it took place many years before. As she explains in her
memoir:

 


Everybody who loved me
wanted me to be innocent-tricked, duped, all unawares. But of
course, that was not the case. All those years ago I wanted to have
an adventure, an outrageous experience, and the fact of it being
illegal made it all the more exciting. Nora may have used me all
those years ago, but I had been more than ready to take what she
was offering.

The women I met in
Danbury helped me to confront the things I had done wrong, as well
as the wrong things I had done. It wasn’t just my choice of doing
something bad and illegal that I had to own; it was also my
lone-wolf style that had helped me make those mistakes and often
made the aftermath of my actions worse for those I loved.
(279)

The Boyfriend: Larry

As Larry Smith’s article describes:
“those of us there for our wives and girlfriends
had a special bond. Like at a men’s room at Giants Stadium, where
the hedge-fund manager sidles up next to the pipe fitter, we were
drawn together for a common cause, feeling exposed, and maybe a
little sheepish, but fiercely loyal and basically rooting for the
same team.” The real Larry stood by his fiancée, and finally
married her after prison. They now have a son.

Of course, the TV show
pushes the article in a different direction, using it to reveal
Larry’s blasé lack of understanding of Piper’s experience and
insult all her friends and enemies. One critic notes:

 


Meanwhile, a plot thread in which Chapman’s fiancé Larry (Jason Biggs), a
wannabe writer, capitalizes on her incarceration by writing
about it for the New York Times and talking about
it on a This American Life-like radio
show does a
great job of exposing how skeezy the
outside world can be. Larry’s friends celebrate his achievements,
even though his newfound fame derives from carelessly trading on
other people’s secrets. Ethical standards that win Larry fame and
success would lead to social exclusion in prison—and the prisoners’
attitude seems like the right one. (Thomas,
“Yes”)

 


It’s
Larry’s New York Times article and radio appearances
that begin to drive a wedge between them, while in the book,
Larry’s “Modern Love” essay brings them closer together. Describing
reading Larry’s column in prison, Piper says, “Even here, without
him, I couldn’t imagine any sweeter Christmas present”
(256).

Show Larry is sweet and
loyal in the first episode, from proposal to paperwork. He is the
extension of Piper that remains outside, watering her plants and
updating her website. They share blame and betrayal, as each lies
with good intentions and soon enough Piper has an affair with
Alex. However, the biggest problem in
their relationship, one all the friends
and family can sense, is that Piper is
becoming a far different person than Larry’s fiancée with smoothies
and sweetness. She’s gaining a toughness and experience that make
her far different from Alex’s naïve young
girlfriend, but more like Alex herself. He
proposes, but soon realizes he and Piper cannot truly be together
and he breaks it off.

In season two, Larry is seen dealing with the
demoralizing results of his article and NPR segments—everyone finds
Piper more interesting than him. The journalist investigating Fig’s
corrupt dealings chats up Larry so he can contact Piper (while
Larry shamelessly includes himself in the project, insisting that
he and Piper’s counselor talk all the time). Larry’s blind date
asks about Piper as well, making Larry cringe. When she compliments
his lack of ambition and career, he realizes that in fact he has
nothing going on except for the criminal ex-fiancée.

Finally, Piper forces Larry to face the truth
of their relationship: Even once they’ve broken up, his entire life
focuses on her:

 


Larry: Piper, this
reporter from City Post, Andrew Nance. He, um He asked me about
financial irregularities here. Uh vendors that don’t exist,
buildings that were never built. And I was like, “f*ck that. Why
should he write it? I’ll write it.”

Piper: Write
what?

Larry: An article. With
you investigating from the inside. Freedom of the press shouldn’t
only be a privilege of the free, right? What do you say?

Piper: Oh, my God. Oh,
my God, Larry. Jesus Christ!

Larry: What?

Piper: You’re doing it
again!

Larry: What are you
talking about? We’ll f*cking expose this place, Piper.

Piper: You’re the moon,
Larry. You have got to stop being the moon! What’s wrong with being
the moon? It doesn’t have its own light.

Larry: So, right. So,
what? That makes you the sun? Are you the sun, Piper? Huh? You’re
the center of the solar system and I’m just a dead hunk of crap
rock! How am I supposed to become my own planet, Piper? … At least
people can walk on the moon. Anyone gets near the sun, they burn
right up. (“You Also Have A Pizza,” 2.6)

 


In the finale to season one, Alex and Larry
finally meet.

 


Larry was prepared to
rage on Alex as the sultry temptress who stole his girlfriend and
“worked her over,” only to have Alex gently, expertly remind him
that Piper orchestrated the affair, and that she is supremely
f*cked up and always has been. Larry eventually admits that he
doesn’t trust her before breaking it off entirely, but you have to
wonder how either of them could have approached a marriage couched
in fear and mistrust so willingly. Have they even figured out what
they’re each denying about themselves, and each other? (Henderson,
1.13 Recap)

 


Polly gave Piper some advice at her wedding,
to look for the person you can “spend two weeks cramped in a
timeshare in Montauk” with, the one who “knows when to order
Chinese food,” and not the “hot girls that make her crazy” (“Bora
Bora Bora,” 1.10). Nonetheless, Piper is torn between Larry the
good boy and Alex the bad girl, both lovers who could transform her
if she lets them. Her relationship is a focus of the show, as even
after breaking up with Piper, Larry remains a main character,
transferring his affection to stable housewife Polly.

Polly represents all he had before. Polly is
like a more well-behaved Piper, another yuppie maker of soaps. Yet
as a younger woman, she was repulsed by Alex rather than fascinated
(“WAC Pack,” 1.6). She never committed a crime and didn’t even
think of marketing her soaps before ambitious Piper gave her the
idea. She’d be happy just keeping house if Pete would help with the
baby, and this is who Larry wants – the domesticated goddess (with
her breasts hanging out as both Madonna and whore) who values him
for himself.

They decide to become a couple while Pete is
off “finding himself” and Piper lingers over letters from her
ex-girlfriend. At the end of season two, they accept judgment and
anger from both their ex’s at the betrayal. Despite their desire to
be a happy family, Larry and Polly include Piper in it, quickly
picking up the phone because as Polly says, “We have to, it’s
Piper.” Even if Larry and Polly remain together forever, Piper’s
life will always be part of theirs.

The Bad Girl: Alex

 


“My business was built
on sniffing out girls like her and turning them into drug mules.
You grew up rich so you’re used to easy money, you have enough
stamps on your passport to avoid suspicion, you hate your parents,
you’re in your experimental phase, all you want to do is f*ck




















The Matriarch: Galina “Red” Reznikov

















The Villainess: Yvonne “Vee” Parker (Lorraine
Toussaint)














The Immigrant: Miss Claudette




The New Woman: Sophia Burset (Laverne Cox)
–









The Hippie: Brook
Soso (Kimiko Glenn)










Smart and Perceptive:
Poussey Washington (Samira Wiley)





Screwed by the System: Taystee


















The Unstable Element: Suzanne “Crazy Eyes”
Watson (Uzo Aduba)








































The Redneck: Tiffany “Pennsatucky” Doggett
(Taryn Manning)










Looking for Love: Nicky Nichols (Natasha
Lyonne)








The Romantics: Lorna Morello (Yael Stone) and
Dayanara “Daya” Diaz (Dascha Polanco)













Staff

The Politician: Natalie “Fig” Figueroa (Alysia
Reiner)












The Administrator: Joe Caputo (Nick
Sandow)






The Homophobe: Healy



































The Bad Cop: George “Pornstache” Mendez (Pablo
Schreiber) 











The Good Cop: John Bennett (Matt McGorry)























Responsible Guards: Wanda Bell (Catherine
Curtin) and Scott O’Neill (Joel Marsh Garland)


The Sweet Guard: Fischer



















Checked Out: Joel Luscheck (Matt Peters)



Ensemble Characters

A Romantic Past: Rosa Cisneros (Barbara
Rosenblat) 








The Rulebreaker: Blanca Flores (Laura
Gomez) 


Zen: Yoga Jones (Constance Shulman)






The Real Activist: Sister Jane Ingalls (Beth
Fowler)






Sidekicks: Leanne Taylor (Emma Myles),
Angie Rice (Julie Lake), Loretta (Cristina J. Huie)


She’s Got the Magic: Gloria Mendoza




The Dyke: Carrie “Big Boo” Black





The Flirts: Marisol “Flaca”
Gonzales (Jackie Cruz) and Maritza
Ramos (Diane Guerrero)







Irresponsibility: Black Cindy (Adrienne C.
Moore)







Don’t Show Off: Janae Watson (Vicky Jeudy)




Out in the Woods: Cal Chapman





The Victim: Tricia Miller (Madeleine
Brewer)



Compassionate Release: Jimmy Cavanaugh
(Patricia Squire)



The Golden Girls: Frieda, Irma, and
Taslitz (Dale Soules, Yvette Freeman, and Judith Anna
Roberts)


Prison Mother: Maria Ruiz (Jessica
Pimentel)




The Moms

















Red’s Crew: Gina Murphy (Abigail Savage) and
Norma Romano (Annie Golden)


The Other: Mei Chang
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