Good afternoon.

My name is Anne Ream and I have the privilege of moderating today’s discussion with Jody Raphael and Tammy Johnson, author and subject of “Freeing Tammy:  Women, Drugs, and Incarceration.” 

This is Tammy and Jody’s hour, so I want to begin our discussion without much editorializing.  But I do want to briefly talk about the power of Jody’s triology of books on women, poverty and violence, of which “Freeing Tammy” is the final volume.

Conventional wisdom, at least in feminist circles, holds that “the personal is political.”   But too often, in the cultural moment we find ourselves in, the personal serves as mass-market entertainment. We bear witness to heartbreaking stories of the reality TV variety, but our storytellers do not often connect the dots, linking the individual suffering we see to the public policies that represent, sometimes damningly, our will as a people.

If it is true that we live in a culture that embraces stories devoid of political challenge, then Jody’s trilogy of books – Saving Bernice, Listening to Olivia, and Freeing Tammy – are truly counter-cultural.  Peter Edelman of Georgetown University Law Center has called “Freeing Tammy” “part great journalism, part thorough research.” I would add that in the tradition of Steinbeck’s “Grapes of Wrath,” “Freeing Tammy” is also the most powerful of stories, where one encounters a courageous, all-too-human woman – Tammy Johnson -- whose experiences not only move us, but demand of us.  

One cannot know Tammy, as you will know her after today, without knowing that our public policies – particularly our incarceration policies – must be challenged.   The beauty of Jody Raphael’s work is that it illuminates problems, and calls us to act upon them.  The wonder of Jody’s work is that it would not exist, at least not in this form, were it not for the three women who chose to share their stories with her, and by extension, with us.

It is a profound act of trust to open oneself up to another – particularly when that other is a writer, and that the three women featured in Jody Raphael’s trilogy have done so speaks volumes about their desire for justice, not only for themselves, but for all of us.

