she’s
all that
Orange is the New Black ’s Laverne Cox is an accomplished
actress, outspoken trans-rights activist, and boundarybusting sex symbol whose unique pop-culture platform is
helping her change the world
By Sara Benincasa × Photographed by Danielle Levitt
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’ve interviewed a few celebrities in my
day, but Laverne Cox is the first to mention “cisnormative, hetero-normative, imperialist, white
supremacist, capitalist patriarchy” within the first
ten minutes. Or, you know, at all. By the time we’re
done chatting in N.Y.C., I’m convinced that this actress, advocate, artist, thinker, producer, college speaker, “bell hooksa-phile,” karaoke-slayer (more about that later) and trained
dancer ought to add “intellectual badass” to her business
card. Because while I entered our meeting as a starstruck
fangirl, I left feeling like I’d been taken to church, school, and
possibly intersectional feminist heaven. Quite plainly, the
woman is a fucking whirlwind of smarts, beauty, and guts.
“Three or four years ago I could barely pay my rent,” the
Emmy-nominated star of Netflix’s hit show Orange is the
New Black tells me over lavender mint tea. “So it’s nice to be
in demand.” We’re sitting in a well-appointed, quiet two-story restaurant with bookshelves from floor to ceiling. When
the Alabama-raised actress takes off her sunglasses and
hood—a standard-issue celebrity disguise that looks incredibly chic on her—she seems a little sleepy. She’s just finished
a speaking tour of Ontario; shot a CBS pilot; and is gearing up
to do press for the third season of OITNB. “In demand” seems
like the understatement of the year.
Cox warms up quickly as we delve into the topics that
seem closest to her heart: art and advocacy. The transgender actress, an alum of the Alabama School of Fine Arts and
Marymount Manhattan College, plays inmate Sophia Burset
on OITNB. She received a historic Emmy nomination for
her performance, but her career doesn’t stop there. I tell her
I’ve never seen a speaking schedule as rigorous as hers is—in
one recent month, she crisscrossed the states speaking at six
different universities from Connecticut to California—and
wonder how she balances her passion for acting with her
obvious dedication to trans advocacy. “I’m an actress first
and always an actress first,” she says. “I have to prioritize
that work. At the end of the day, most of what I do in terms
of advocacy is talking. I talk a lot. I’ve also been involved in
elevating some trans people’s stories that maybe didn’t have
the same platform that I’ve had, and I’m proud of that.”
To that end, Cox is a major creative force behind Free
CeCe, a documentary about transgender woman CeCe McDonald, who served time in a men’s prison in Minnesota. The
film, expected to debut in 2016, focuses on trans-misogyny
and violence against transgender women of color.
“I love CeCe,” Cox says. “Her case came to me because
violence against trans women has always been something
that hits me in my gut.” Cox is not unfamiliar with physical

and emotional violence. “I think ‘bullying’ is almost a nice
word for being beat up, held down, and kicked by groups of
kids. ‘Bullying’ makes it all sound nice when it’s straight up
violence. So I have a history. I’ve dealt with a lot of street
harassment, so violence against trans women is something
that’s terrifying.” And then Cox asks the question central to
her work as both an advocate and an artist: “How do we really begin to dismantle a culture of violence, of rape culture?
What does that look like?”
This is the point where Cox mentions what feminist
author bell hooks calls “imperialist, white supremacist,
capitalist patriarchy” and says she amends it to include
“cis-normative and hetero-normative.” It isn’t the only time
she mentions hooks, a longtime influence, and I bring up a
conversation the two had onstage at The New School in the
fall of 2014. The women agreed on much, but hooks called
into question Cox’s presentation of femininity—how her
long blond wigs, dresses, and traditional feminine beauty
embody what some feminist women have attempted to reject
or avoid. Onstage, Cox responded in part, “If I’m embracing
a patriarchal gaze with this presentation, it’s the way that
I’ve found something that feels empowering…I’ve never been
interested in being invisible and erased.”
Cox, who remains in touch with hooks, tells me “everybody” asks her about that exchange. I ask her if it’s insulting
to suggest that her high-femme presentation is, in fact, a
capitulation to the patriarchy rather than an empowered
choice, and she responds carefully. “What bell hooks would
say to that is that we make choices—and this is me being a
huge fan of bell hooks—but there’s something almost binary
that suggests either you are moving against cis-normative,
hetero-normative, imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist
patriarchy, or you are complicit with it. That kind of binary
is really, deeply problematic. I think it’s more complicated.
I’ve gone through all sorts of aesthetic phases. I had a shaved
head in college. I wore makeup and I was gender-nonconformist. I also had box braids and a mohawk in college and a
little bit after. So I’ve gone through all these different phases
aesthetically. I love where I’m at now. I feel like I’ve evolved
into being more myself.” But, she adds, “I think at the end of
the day, I am very much working within the system.”
She contrasts her own experience with that of her twin
brother, the noted musician, composer, singer, and multimedia artist M. Lamar, who played a pre-transition Sophia
on OITNB (and who first introduced Cox to the work of bell
hooks). While he’s received critical acclaim in such esteemed
outlets as The New York Times, particularly for his 2014 multimedia gallery piece Negrogothic, a Manifesto, the Aesthetics
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“I had this fantasy that
once I was famous and
accepted by society, this
guy would be like, ‘Oh, I’m
dating Laverne.’”
are like. But when we meet someone who is trans we can’t do
that. So for me in that moment, I got this crazy anxiety and
asked the question, ‘What does it mean for us to be able to sit
with anxiety?’ A lot of times, we don’t know how to do that.”
In previous interviews, Cox has mentioned that some
romantic partners have not introduced her to their families.
I wonder if it’s gotten any easier now that she’s achieved professional success. “There’s a man that I was involved with
on and off for eight years,” she says. “I never met any of his
friends or family. We barely even went out in public together,
so that tells you the nature of the relationship. What’s deep to
me about that is that I think I had this fantasy that once I was
famous and accepted by society, this guy would be like, ‘Oh,
I’m dating Laverne. I can show her off now.’ And it’s actually
the opposite of that. He’s engaged to someone else now.”
I’m struck by how heartbreaking that must have been,
and also by how clear it is that Cox has done the work to
deal with and understand it. “What I realized is it’s not
about me,” she says. “It’s actually about that man’s shame
around being attracted to me. And his own issues of being
seen as less of a man. He has deep, deep, deep insecurities.
There are many men who date transgender women and
who engage with us only sexually and don’t want anyone
to know about it. They’re straight identified, and there’s a
huge stigma around men who are attracted to and have sex
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genital reconstructive surgery and hormone therapy, would
actually be placed in a women’s prison in real life. Cox explains that in many states, the decision of where to house a
trans person in the correctional system is based exclusively
on surgical status. Which brings us to our culture’s obsession with genitalia, specifically with knowing whether a
trans person has had “bottom surgery.” She admits she hasn’t
always been immune to that curiosity herself, and recalls a
time when she wondered about the surgical status of a friend
of a friend. True to form, she used it as an opportunity to
critically analyze her own way of thinking. “When we meet
someone who is cis-gender or non-transgendered,” she says,
“we generally make assumptions about what their bodies

DRESS: DEADLY DAMES/PIN UP GIRL CLOTHING

of M. Lamar, Cox says outsider work like Lamar’s, “rarely
transfers to financial stability.” She muses about this difference between their work and where it has taken them. “Even
though there’s something about me that isn’t fully mainstream, there’s something about the choices I’ve made that
exists within a system more so than other people.” I get the
sense she doesn’t think this is particularly fair. I also begin to
realize that while Cox is giving me a lot of answers, she also
spends a lot of time asking questions—of herself, of the culture in which she finds herself, and of the world at large.
We talk about the task of being the Laverne Cox: the advocate, the actress, the star of creator Jenji Kohan’s women-inprison magnum opus. I ask what it’s like to have every element of her being analyzed because of what she represents.
Everything from her hair to her career to…. “To my basic
humanity and gender?” she interjects.
“Yeah,” I say. “Your right to exist. Your lipstick. Everything.”
“That’s how patriarchy works,” she says. “We are all constantly scrutinized based on aesthetics and appearance and
judged on that stuff. I think that’s part of being a woman. It’s
a part of being an actress on a popular TV show—thank God.
I’m grateful for that. It’s a lot of spiritual work for me as I deal
with and figure out how to be a famous person who’s recognized. A lot of my work is to stay grounded, is to stay spiritual. It is to disconnect from what other people say about
me, but also to try and be connected to the joy and the love. I
think this is where I’m struggling now.”
This reminds me of something Cox posted on Instagram
recently. It was an image from her recent trip to Canada,
with a caption that read in part, “I am not always open to receive all this love. Sometimes it’s too much. I feel so grateful
to be open today.” I ask her about it—the simultaneous openness and resistance to adulation from strangers. “This week,
I allowed myself to be open and really present with it, which
I’m not always able to do because I’m distracted,” she says.
“Because I think when you let in the good stuff, then the bad
stuff is going to come in, too.”
She grins and adds, “I feel like Mariah Carey when she talks
about how her fans make her feel better. It’s almost corny to
say that, but it’s the truth. Yet in an airport or on the street, I’m
not always able to receive that. As much as I love and am grateful for my fans and supporters, I have to set boundaries with
them. I have to set boundaries with everybody.”
Actually, she may well be an idol of Mariah-like stature to
the rabidly devoted fan base of OITNB. Cox calls the show “a
gift” and says with evident amazement, “It’s like, who gets
famous just from one show?” “The characters are so nuanced
and so profoundly human,” she says, “which is a gift from
Jenji Kohan and all of our writers. She discovered so much
unknown talent—like Uzo Aduba, Samira Wiley, Danielle
Brooks, Yael Stone. There’s just all of these amazing actors
who no one knew about until this show, who are brilliant.”
I ask Cox if her character, Sophia, who has undergone
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with and date trans women. They’re arguably even more
stigmatized than we are.”
“I used to believe that if I was smart enough, if I was good
enough, if I were pretty enough, that this man all of a sudden
would love me and want to fully integrate me into his life,”
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“What I like to say to the
world is that men are just
as hurt by patriarchy as
women are.”
she adds. “What I have come to learn is that it does not matter how successful I am, how accomplished I am, how smart
I am, how good in bed I am. None of that matters if a man
is just not available. I cannot choose those people. I have to
choose differently.”
In reflecting on all that she’s accomplished in her life—
and on all the insights she’s shared with me in the space of
barely an hour—it occurs to me that there must have been
somebody in her early life who held her to high standards.
“My mother,” she says immediately.
Cox speaks admiringly of her mother’s elegance. “My
mother is very put-together,” she says. “She’s the one who
goes out of the house with makeup, a dress, and handkerchiefs. I don’t carry handkerchiefs,” she adds, smiling, “but
that’s what I grew up with. My mother held me to high
standards and I internalized it.” Cox’s mother was also
devoted to educating her children well. She grew up in the
segregated South and plied her children with black history books. It seems there was no question that the twins
would grow up to be outstanding in their fields of choice.
“My brother and I have been talking about this,” she says.
“In black culture, there’s a tradition of excellence. We’ve
had to be amazing to get ahead in a white supremacist
culture. I aspire to be in that lineage of black excellence.”
As examples, she names opera singers Jessye Norman and
Leontyne Price (“my idol”) as well as actress Cicely Tyson,
singer/actresses Diahann Carroll and Eartha Kitt, authors
Frederick Douglass and James Baldwin, and adds “the list
goes on and on and on and on.”
The discussion of race leads to one about Cox’s feminism, an ideology grounded in a combination of academic
theory and lived experience. “When I found critical theory
and I found feminism, it gave me a space to heal and a
way to understand the world around me,” Cox says. “I was
able to look at the world critically. Then, a few years later,
when I needed to go to therapy because of my transition

[after college], I realized I also needed therapy because
of the trauma in my childhood. I wasn’t just having the
therapy and thinking, ‘OK, now I’m leaving critical theory
behind. Now I’m leaving politics behind.’ The trauma that
I was experiencing was happening in this context of cisnormative, hetero-normative, imperialist, white supremacist, capitalist patriarchy—these things were happening
together. So for me, the healing is very political, and the
personal is political as well.”
Speaking of the personal, we circle back to the aforementioned ex-love, this time, in the context of feminism. “What
I like to say to audiences, and to the world, is that men are
just as hurt by patriarchy as women are. That man I alluded
to earlier…I never met any of his friends and was never really a part of his life. He just objectified me sexually. I believe
he was in a tremendous amount of pain because he was not
able to be fully authentic. At one point, he told me he loved
me, [but] his masculinity would have been called into question in a way he was not comfortable with, so he was not
able to live fully authentically, I would argue.”
“He was afraid,” I say.
“He was afraid,” she agrees. “I’ve dated so many men who
I’ve seen patriarchy destroy because they’re not able to really allow themselves to be vulnerable. To lean in to their
vulnerability or the parts of themselves that may be a little
feminine. So patriarchy is a system that not only harms
women, but also harms men.”
We’ve gone through a good amount of that wonderful
lavender mint tea, and our time together is nearly at an
end. But there’s one last question that weighs on my mind,
and it’s one I’ve wanted to ask since I first took a look at
Cox’s jam-packed public schedule. “Do you ever get to relax?” I ask.
She grins. And that’s when I learn that Cox is a huge—
and I mean huge—karaoke buff. She calls it “one of my big
cathartic things.” In fact, the night before, she and some
pals got to a karaoke joint at 8:00 p.m. and stayed past midnight. I ask if she has a go-to jam. Turns out, she’s been into
Phantom of the Opera lately. “I’m not saying I sing it well,”
she says, “but it’s something I’ve been doing a lot. I also
do Frankie J’s version of ‘More than Words’—Frankie J’s
version as opposed to Extreme. I did ‘Listen to Your Heart’
because a girl did it on The Voice this week. I’ve been doing
karaoke since college, so ‘My Immortal’ used to be my goto song by Evanescence. Do you know that song? It got me
through a breakup. It really did.”
I tell her that’s a pretty great place to stop, considering
we’ve gone from bell hooks to Phantom of the Opera. She
smiles, and I turn off the recorder. As we bid each other
goodbye, she puts her disguise back on and I watch her walk
away. She carries herself in the same way that she speaks:
with grace and elegance. I instantly think of a million
more things I want to know about her, but the moment has
passed. Laverne Cox has left the building.
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