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Netflix Lies, Rikers Cries: What Orange Is the New Black Left Behind
Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black (OITNB) is a series created by Jenji Kohan, based on a 2010 memoir written by Piper Kerman, titled Orange Is the New Black: My Year in a Women’s Prison. The series is set at Litchfield Penitentiary, a fictional minimum security women’s federal prison in upstate New York. The show starts off with Piper Chapman, a privileged white woman serving time for drug offenses, entering the prison system. As the series progresses, we are brought on a journey of navigating the prison system along with Piper and the deep stories of many other incarcerated women of different backgrounds who have become an important part of the series. Orange Is the New Black has made a huge cultural impact and continues to spread awareness on the public today. The series highlights diverse experiences of women from different backgrounds, something mainstream television had always failed to achieve. The show was also able to spread some form of awareness on deeper systemic issues, prison reform, and the injustice faced by incarcerated individuals through comedy. Beyond that, it also highlights issues like poverty, foster care system, and issues regarding family along with other social issues.
While Orange Is the New Black offers a simplified insight on the ongoing issues of the prison system, the show also misrepresented the deeper, real conditions of incarcerated individuals.  OITNB makes prison appear like a fun place to be in, almost like a summer camp. Inmates have their own personal space, the freedom to move around, and can live in clean, comfortable conditions. The show has also incorporated elements that are straight up inaccurate for a more dramatic representation such as easy access to weapons (knives in the kitchen), decorating cells with cute pictures, close relationships with guards and staff, and other elements that are never possible in real-life prison due to heavy surveillance and corruption. Orange Is the New Black holds onto a “playful” vibe, and maintains a lighthearted tone about serious issues, failing to provide a prison experience that is realistic enough for its viewers to fully empathize and understand the harsh reality of the prison system. 
In this paper, I will be introducing the key differences between prison life portrayed in Netflix’s Orange Is the New Black, compared to real-life incarceration, with a focus on New York City’s Rikers Island, one of the most controversial prisons in the country. Orange Is the New Black has captured a big audience using its engaging storylines and complex characters. However, its dramatized representation of prison life often overlooks the harsh realities incarcerated individuals face in real-life prison. While OITNB creates a storyline allowing the audience to understand and empathize with the inmates’ lives, the real-life experiences of prisoners, particularly those of Rikers Island go through, differs tremendously. OITNB portrays prison as a perfect system where criminals serve their time and achieve personal growth and obtain close relationships. It also incorporates humor to allow the audience to have a deeper emotional connection with the characters. However, the reality for incarcerated individuals at Rikers Island is not so perfect. A day in prison is not saying good morning to your fellow “Prison Family” but instead filled with violence and fear. In prisons like Rikers, inmates face issues such as overcrowding, abuse, and a lack of basic survival necessities. The portrayal of prison in media is vital to how the public views the prison system. Due to the show’s nature of entertainment, it poses a risk of misinforming the public on how life in prison really is. This creates a distorted understanding of imprisonment and overlooks the harsh reality of mental health issues and long-term abuse, and systemic abuse prisoners have faced for decades in places like Rikers Island. Romanticizing aspects of incarceration leads to misconception of the true nature of prison, making prison appear “fun” in a way. For a popular TV Series like OITNB, it is vital to highlight the real ongoing issues more clearly, working with real prisoners to create a more realistic prison experience while also delivering the same comedic drama. This would allow the audience to better understand the reality of the criminal justice system, and that not everything is “perfect”, impacting discussions around prison reform, rehabilitation, and fair treatment for incarcerated individuals in real prisons. 
Jasmine Garsd, a journalist from an NPR Broadcast covered the ongoing situation at Riker’s Island, a notorious New York City prison complex known for its history of neglect. One inmate from Riker’s Island reported to Garsd that it took a month to receive medical treatment for his broken bone. While on OITNB, patients are easily transferred to medical units with something as simple as a slap. The way OITNB portrays prison healthcare is misinforming to the audience and putting them under the impression that healthcare in prisons is very easy to receive which would make it harder to seek change in the prison system. Other Rikers detainees also report no food, no beds, and inadequate attention from correctional officers. Transgender inmates have also received inadequate care at Rikers, as it has been reported that they’ve been involuntarily transferred 40 miles north of New York City due to the prison’s staffing crisis. By making this move, it lifts the pressure off Rikers Island, but what about the families of these transgender detainees? OITNB features one transgender inmate, Sophia Burset. Although the series does try to highlight transgender issues, it also fails to incorporate transgender input for a more authentic perspective. There are also very limited storylines that reflect ongoing conflict. The series risk reinforcing stereotypes upon the audience by limiting Burset to just a “trans inmate”. It is often criticized that a full spectrum of transgender experiences in prison is not presented. 
OITNB fails to incorporate psychological and emotional tolls it could hold on to an inmate. As mentioned before, the series appears to make prison seem like a fun place to be in. Many may argue that the idea behind a “fun prison” is necessary for a comedy show. However, fans often fail to realize that comedy does not necessitate misrepresentation. It is still possible to produce a comedy show while also highlighting authentic issues clearly, and this could be proven by the show Brooklyn Nine-Nine, praised for blending comedy with serious themes without distorting reality. A show as big as OITNB has a big impact on public perception of how life in prison is like. Characters on OITNB are often faced with immediate struggles they face in the present time such as their relationships with others, their crimes, or their personal growth. However, the series fails to highlight the psychological and emotional state of the inmates. Inmates facing a long sentence who have been dealing with systemic issues experience severe mental health issues. At Rikers Island, there are reports detailing the prevalence of severe mental health issues among the incarcerated population. Some tragic examples that back up the mental health issues include Bradley Bellard, an inmate of Rikers Island who was denied his medicine for schizophrenia and diabetes. As a result, he was later found dead in his cell. Another inmate, Jerome Murdough, was suffering from bipolar disorder and schizophrenia and was “baked to death” after overheating in his cell. This spreads light on the severe neglect caused by the prison system, which results in deteriorating mental health among the prison population. Mooney, J., & Shanahan, J. (2020). Rikers Island: The Failure of a “Model” Penitentiary. The Prison Journal, 100(6), 687-708. https://doi.org/10.1177/0032885520968238 (Original work published 2020). OITNB, on the other hand, fails to spread light on the psychological toll the prison system holds on inmates. By failing to emphasize the psychological and emotional impact, the audience may find it harder to empathize with the inmates emotionally. 
Litchfield Penitentiary has a special perk for its inmates, and that is personal space. Characters on OITNB appear to just come and go in an orderly fashion, completely overlooking the issue of overcrowding prisons in the country. Real prisons, especially Rikers Island, have a history of overcrowding. This leads to heightened violence, poor living conditions, and a lack of resources for its inmates. An NPR news report from 2015 highlighted the problems of delays in the judicial system, concerning the pre-trial detainees of Rikers Island. It is found that many detainees of Rikers are held for extended periods without being convicted of any crime. There are detainees who have been held for six months to two years, and even a few up to six years, simply awaiting their trial. This highlights the problem of overcrowding and the effects it has on pre-trial detainees. Chief Judge Jonathan Lippman has admitted that it is unfair to keep incarcerated detainees for so long before conviction, and former Mayor Bill de Blasio recognized that many inmates end up in prison for the “wrong reasons”, simply because they don’t have the money to pay bail. "New York Mayor Announces Plan To Reduce Rikers Island Jail Population." All Things Considered, 14 Apr. 2015. Gale In Context: Opposing Viewpoints, link.gale.com/apps/doc/A411047163/OVIC?u=cuny_ccny&sid=summon&xid=1b9cbd15. Accessed 10 Apr. 2025. Despite efforts to reduce the inmate population and even close the whole prison complex, the issue persists today as the current inmate population is significantly higher, further highlighting the negligence of the prison system. OITNB does not seem to mention this topic at all, focusing solely on life inside prison and the personal back stories of the inmates failing to address the real, systemic problems like overcrowding and delayed trials. It continues to portray a prison system that is relatively organized, and even “comfortable” for its characters.
Litchfield Penitentiary provides many employment opportunities for its inmates. An example being the kitchen, inmates have access to knives and can self-govern. As a result, they can buy whatever they want in the commissary with no worry. Incarcerated individuals are often forced to work jobs that are undesirable with little to no pay, creating a cycle of exploitation. In the article, “Rooted in Slavery: Prison Labor Exploitation” by Jaron Browne, it examines how prisoners are used as cheap labor in different industries. It is also reported that African American and Latino men who are incarcerated work under conditions like those in “maquiladoras” (sweatshops) where they are not granted rights of minimum wage or the right to organize. The article traces the history of forced labor in US prisons back to the abolition of slavery and explains that prison exploitation is used to “replace” the labor force that was lost after the abolition of slavery. This context could be directly tied to the ongoing exploitation of many incarcerated individuals, including those at Rikers Island today. At Rikers, Black and Latino inmates make up most of the population, and detainees who identify as either-or report experiencing the same level of exploitation as described in the article, with many of them facing racial profiling and systemic inequalities. Forced labor, lack of legal protections, and negative impact on the Black and Latino population are important topics that OITNB fails to incorporate when it comes to prison jobs.
One of the most inaccurate depictions of OITNB has been the portrayal of prison guards and correctional staff. In the series, correctional officers are often associated with having a moral complexity. While there appears to be some element of corrupt officers, it still fails to deliver an authentic perspective to deliver the true horror of prison corruption. Corrupt officers are only associated with drugs and sex on the show. Most correctional officers form close bonds with inmates, examples being the love story of inmate Dayanara Diaz and correctional officer John Bennett and the romantic relationship of officer Coates (Donuts) with Pennsatucky (inmate). In real prisons, correctional officers often exhibit abusive and neglectful behavior. A romantic relationship between a correctional officer and an inmate is simply unachievable in a real-life prison, considering the mass surveillance that is used in prisons (something else OITNB also failed to deliver). Correctional officers on the show were also portrayed as “lazy” and not needing to put in any effort in their jobs. While it does highlight some element of corruption and the idea of “bad guards”, it focuses more on the idea of individual guards who are capable of change, making them appear more emotional than they must be. In reality, prison abuse often results from a history of deeply ingrained institutional practices, rather than a result of a few “bad guards”. By portraying correctional officers in an exaggerated and humorous way, OITNB contributes to a misleading narrative that undermines the severity of prison neglect. The misrepresentation prevents viewers from fully understanding the severity of the prison system’s flaws in real life. Prisoners at Rikers Island experience violence and medical neglect daily, which is deeply embedded in the structural design of the American prison design system. A 2014 investigation by the U.S. Department of Justice found a "deep-seated culture of violence" at Rikers, where correctional officers routinely used excessive force, not as a last resort, but as a means of controlling the prison population. Depicting the true conditions real inmates face by correctional officers and the culture of violence in the prison system. United States Attorney’s Office, Southern District of New York. CRIPA Investigation of the New York City Department of Correction Jails on Rikers Island. U.S. Department of Justice, Aug. 4, 2014, https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/usao-sdny/legacy/2015/03/25/SDNY%20Rikers%20Report.pdf. Inmates at Rikers Island experience systemic violence, which includes physical assault often carried out by correctional officers. Beatings, torture, and other forms of physical form are also reported to be carried out by correctional officers. The issues are often overlooked by the culture of silence and denial by correctional officers, further highlighting the corrupt nature of correctional officers that the series fails to deliver. Along with physical abuse, inmates are also prone to psychological abuse because of being locked up in solitary confinement, often called “The SHU” in OITNB. While the series briefly shows some psychological elements of solitary confinement when Sophia Burset was put in, it still fails to incorporate the deeper psychological toll confinement holds on an inmate. It is described that the violence, abuse, and neglect prisoners face are a direct result of the practice of “security over care” and punishment over retaliation. Bordere, T. C. (2021). “Not Just the Actions of a Few Bad Apples:” Reflections on institutionally sanctioned violence and medical neglect in Rikers Island. Death Studies, 45(8), 665–668. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2021.1915157
Orange Is the New Black undoubtedly succeeded in delivering a prison comedy, attracting a big fanbase and raising awareness in prison reform, racial inequality, and the criminal justice system. However, it still fails to present an accurate depiction of the harsh realities incarcerated individuals face. The show’s portrayal of the prison being a fun place where inmates form close bonds and experience personal growth may risk misleading the audience into having that life behind bars could be like that of the show. As a result, this could lead to the public turning a blind eye to real serious issues. As we’ve seen, the experiences of inmates at Rikers Island differs tremendously to those of Litchfield Penitentiary (OITNB). Issues such as psychological and physical issue, exploitation of labor, lack of medical care, and overcrowding and dirty conditions are a daily reality for those at Rikers Island and many prisons in the United States. OITNB does try to raise some awareness on certain issues. However, it still fails to blend in the element of comedy with serious issues. The conversation regarding prison reform should not be romanticized, as shows like OITNB could be vital in pushing for change in the real world. The real question is, how will the series use their platform and media to make change? While the show is inspired by a memoir of a real woman who was incarcerated, it would be more helpful to engage with real voices. Voices of incarcerated individuals and their families as well as prison reform advocates. By doing so, the series could deliver a more authentic narrative that reflects the true emotional, physical, and psychological toll it could take for an incarcerated inmate. A more responsible portrayal of prison life could change everything. Blending dramatic elements and some realism can help the audience better understand the complexities of prison issues and internal conflict that goes on with incarcerated individuals. 
	
	
	



