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HRISHI: Before we get started, we just wanted to give a heads up to any parents out there who 
may listen to our podcast with their children. Our discussion of “The Women of Qumar” gets 
deeper into the subject of human trafficking and prostitution and at times it gets very serious and 
very dark because the realities are very serious and very dark. So, you may want to listen to this 
one on your own first to determine if your children are ready for the entire conversation. Thanks. 

[Intro Music] 

JOSH: Hi, friends! You’re listening to The West Wing Weekly. I’m Joshua Malina. 

HRISHI: And I’m Hrishikesh Hirway. And today we’re talking about “The Women of Qumar.” It’s 
from Season 3, Episode 8. 

JOSH: It aired originally on November 28, 2001. The teleplay is by Aaron Sorkin and the story is 
by Felicia Wilson, Laura Glasser, and Julia Dahl. The episode was directed by Alex Graves. So, 
story by three women because this is “the women’s issue episode.” 

HRISHI: [laughs dryly] A ha! Gotta stack the roster. 

JOSH: Seems like it. 

HRISHI: This episode deals with C. J. taking on the rest of the staff over an arms deal to 
Qumar, a country that’s essentially supposed to be Saudi Arabia. 

JOSH: Yes. 

HRISHI: There’s also a parallel, though not intersecting plotline about Josh and Amy Gardner - 
played by Mary-Louise Parker who gets introduced for the first time this episode - discussing a 
treaty and language around prostitution. Toby meets with a veterans group who are upset about 
a Smithsonian exhibit that deals with Pearl Harbor. And Sam is working on a lawsuit about 
seatbelts. 

JOSH: Am I wrong or do I detect what was just an extempo-hrynopsis? 

HRISHI: [laughs] You can tell I hadn’t written that out before hand, huh? 

JOSH: No, I’m impressed by it. [phone rings] I just sensed it was off the top of your head. Uh oh. 

HRISHI: That’s me calling. [phone rings] 

JOSH: [chuckles] “Stop saying extempo-hrynopsis. You’re embarrassing me!” 

HRISHI: [laughs] 

JOSH: Sorry. That’s my dad. I love you, Dad. Don’t hate me because I’m taking the call later. 

HRISHI: He’ll be a guest on a future episode. 

JOSH: It’s probably my dad saying, “Hrishi’s father was on an episode. I have a charming and 
peculiar laugh as well. Whadda you got for me?” 

HRISHI: [laughs] So, I suspect, Josh, from the way that you said, “This is the women’s issue 



episode” that you might have some mixed feelings about this one. Maybe they aren’t mixed. 
Maybe they’re just negative? 

JOSH: No, no, no. I think I do have mixed feelings. But also I’m sensing a thing... I know we 
talked last episode about... We’re doing a Thanksgiving episode, let’s add two Indians in the 
lobby. I don’t know. It’s just a feeling like unfortunately themed episodes and trying to get 
everything done in one. Like, this is the women’s issues episode, this is Native 
Americans/Thanksgiving episode. By the way, let me acknowledge... Somebody wrote in, or a 
couple people wrote in on the website about our bumping on the two Indians in the lobby being 
referred to as such, rather than Native Americans. And there is a greater discussion to be had 
there. It’s not, I think, even though “Native American” seems to be in vogue as the PC 
nomenclature, not everybody feels that way. So, there’s a greater discussion to be had. 

HRISHI: Yeah. That’s fine. But I feel like my opinion gets to have weight as an Indian about a 
group of people who were mistakenly called Indians and, you know, when people continue to call 
them Indians. 

JOSH: Yes. Fair enough. Here’s what happens sometimes: we express our opinions and then 
sometimes I feel like people respond as if I’m saying, “This is the right thing,” rather than “This is 
what I think,” or “This is what I thought.” 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: People get all worked up. I wasn’t saying, “This is how you must.” I think the way I said 
to you, I said, “Did you bump on the fact that they kept referring to them as Indians rather than 
Native Americans?” I wasn’t trying to create policy or dictate how anybody else leads their lives. 
[HRISHI laughs] It was just one man and his response. 

HRISHI: Well, if it makes you feel any better, Josh, I grant you no authority on any subject. 

JOSH: Yes, well, you know me. [both laugh] I would think people who have listened to this many 
episodes by now would agree. 

HRISHI: And, I take comfort in knowing that you probably feel the same way about me. I’m an 
expert-- 

JOSH: [interrupts] No, I’m not sure I do feel that way. 

HRISHI: Hey, also, let’s not forget that joining us later in this episode... 

JOSH: [imitates fanfare] Duh-duh-duh-duh! 

HRISHI: National treasure, Allison Janney. At last! 

JOSH: Yes! 

HRISHI: But first, let’s get into this episode. 

JOSH: Let’s. 

HRISHI: You know, when we talked about “Isaac and Ishmael,” I think we came to some 
consensus about our ambivalence about that episode. I ended up liking it a little bit less than I 
had and you liked it a little bit more than you had. But, I will say - I think that this episode annoys 
me much more than “Isaac and Ishmael.” There’s something about “Isaac and Ishmael.” The 
thing that you dislike--the sort of lack of dramatization and the didactic quality of it--I don’t mind 



it as much because there’s something so clear about the intention, even if it’s not, for you, the 
most riveting in terms of storytelling because of the way it’s executed. What is happening is, I 
think, a little more clear. Here, it’s highly dramatized, but it’s also supposed to be this really 
didactic message and this actually bothers me a lot more because I feel like it was done in kind 
of a ham-handed way a lot of times. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

C.J.: You know, we have an extra 1.5 billion dollars we weren’t counting on. 

TOBY: What? 

C.J.: There’s an extra 1.5 billion. In Qumar, when a woman gets raped, she’ll generally get 
beaten by her husband and sons as a punishment, so at some point we should talk about how 
to spend the 1.5 billion they’re giving us. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: And, also, I felt like there were a lot of parts - and we can get into the details of this - 
but, I felt like there were a lot of parts where the actual text of the episode got in the way of the 
purported message that they were trying to deliver. 

JOSH: Mm-hmm. I think I understand what you’re getting at. I wrote down a couple places, “It’s 
getting mushy. I’m having trouble working my way through.” I mean, and life can be mushy. 

HRISHI: Mm-hmm. 

JOSH: But, I think you’re right that it tends to be a liability in this episode. 

HRISHI: Hmm. 

JOSH: Yeah, I, too, often was kind of wondering where they were going with this. There are 
long, involved conversations where I felt like viewpoints weren’t particularly clear. 

HRISHI: Yes, exactly. That being said, I do think the execution of the text was fantastic. Allison 
Janney won an Emmy because of this episode. Mary-Louise Parker was nominated for an 
Emmy for this season, in part for this episode. And I think those are highly deserved. I think 
everybody’s really great in it. 

JOSH: I agree with you. Yeah, the performances are on point, as always. 

HRISHI: Yeah, but let’s just start with the title: “The Women of Qumar.” 

JOSH: To me, it was a red flag. It was sort of a broad brush warning. Broad Brush Warning! 

HRISHI: Mm-hmm. 

JOSH: I mean what would you think - “The Women of America.” What would that tell you about 
the episode? 

HRISHI: Yes! So, that exactly goes to my other feelings about this. “The Women of Qumar.” 
Broad brush. One identity. What’s worse is it’s a fictional country. There’s something really 
telling about the fact that it’s a fictional country in the Middle East. We have another example of 
a fictional country in The West Wing. You know, Kundu in Africa. No characters in The West 
Wing are coming from a fictional Western European country. You know, there’s something 
telling about that. 



JOSH: Mm-hmm. Well, look, I think in part we’re dealing with an episode that was written, shot, 
edited, and produced in the immediate post-9/11 United States. And so, I have a feeling part of 
his decision was to create--rather than to invite speculation or have people reading into whatever 
real country he chose to set this in or about, he figured it was an easy way out to sort of create 
this broad stroke Middle Eastern nation. I agree it was a mistake. 

HRISHI: I definitely understand that part, but, you know, the irony is so thick. It’s an episode 
about C.J. being shouted down for not being able to call out a country that she disagrees with, 
to not be able to specifically air her grievances. And they do it in an episode where this is 
obviously based on real grievances. But, by fictionalizing it and turning Saudi Arabia into 
Qumar, it completely does the same thing. You’re not calling out Saudi Arabia. You’re playing it 
safe in the same way that C.J. has to. It feels, like, complicit. Like it’s playing into the idea that 
it’s supposed to be against. 

JOSH: Right. I understand what you’re saying. I think what you’re saying is that the writer fails to 
take a stand that he has one of his characters all worked up because the government won’t take 
a stand. He’s guilty of what C.J., in a sense, is railing about. 

HRISHI: I was thinking about Lord Marbury. So, Marbury comes in when they’re talking about 
India and Pakistan. They’re talking about real countries there and they can talk about the 
conflict with a sense of nuance and reality, and it resonates. And he talks about Northern Ireland 
and England and what they had to do in order to find compromise--centuries-old conflict and the 
difference between a religious conflict there. It made the episode much more poignant because 
we understood the subtleties and the sort of shades of gray within what he was talking about. 
We’re talking about people in a very small geographic area. There isn’t a sense that all those 
people who just live on this one island all think the same way or have the same experience. 
And, one of the things about the title “The Women of Qumar” and also the idea of fictionalizing 
this country that I object to is that it assumes—C.J. assumes--that all these women have the 
exact same experience. And, also, in terms of the show itself, it riles me up a little bit because it 
feels like it creates--it “other-izes” the Middle East. And it essentializes it. Like, those countries 
over there. Broad brush. 

JOSH: Right. This is how they do. 

HRISHI: Exactly. 

JOSH: Might as well have been “The Woman of Qumar” because there is just one, third-world, 
Middle Eastern woman whose experience is... 

HRISHI: Is universal. 

JOSH: Is universal. Right. It’s culturally icky. 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

JOSH: Even that line, ultimately, “They’re beating the women.” It’s so vague. Even as it’s 
moving...even as I’m moved by Allison’s performance, it’s a weird line of dialogue. It’s just this 
situation. There isn’t really a situation. It’s just a broad, you know, it’s a three stroke portrait of 
other-ness. 

HRISHI: Yeah, of barbarous other-ness. I’m not trying to make too much out of this, but I think 



that in small, little doses, things like this contribute to the sense of--Americans’ idea of--what 
Islam is. You know, their definition of an entire religion. And these things bit by bit contribute to 
the idea of what people from the Middle East are like. 

JOSH: Well, here’s where I think you’re right about. And you’re not convincing me that maybe 
this episode is inferior to “Isaac and Ishmael” because “Isaac and Ishmael,” however the lesson 
is communicated, at least is making the argument against this kind of lumping together... 

HRISHI: Yes. 

JOSH: ...different cultures and you know, it’s arguing against this type of episode. 

HRISHI: Right. The Sunni/Shia conflict is so complicated it deserves as much nuance... 

JOSH: Sure. 

HRISHI: ...as the Protestant/Catholic conflict in Ireland and Northern Ireland. I expect more from 
The West Wing. I think that’s why I get upset about it. 

JOSH: Sure. 

HRISHI: Because for so many episodes, they have raised the level of debate and so I felt let 
down by this one. 

JOSH: [cross talk] Sure. Sure. 

JOSH: Right. And this is a fertile and substantive area to explore and, I mean, as I watched this 
episode we’re fresh off the heels of Trump having negotiated a $100+ billion arms deals with the 
Saudis. So, it’s not like we’re not in an area that would be a rich vein for exploration for The 
West Wing. [cross talk] It’s the execution. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] Right. Yeah. 

HRISHI: Also, isn’t it weird? This is what I was trying to mention in the synopsis: that there’s this 
one conversation, one plot line, that C.J.’s having about Qumar. And then, in a completely 
separate plot line, Amy Gardner and Josh are talking about this UN treaty and forced 
prostitution and essentially also talking about women’s rights. And, yet, the two plots never 
come together or coalesce or really even intersect at any point. 

JOSH: I agree with you. It’s odd and that’s why it’s another thing that I bumped on and I felt like 
they’re just, he’s maybe trying to just deal with it and get past it so he can go on to making 
regular West Wing episodes. 

HRISHI: [chuckles] Yeah. We’ve got Amy Gardner introduced for the first time. 

JOSH: As the head of the... 

HRISHI: Women’s Leadership Coalition. 

JOSH: Women’s Leadership Coalition, a fictitious advocacy group. Josh is told by the First Lady 
that he is to speak with her. He doesn’t seem very excited about it. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

ABBEY: I got a letter from Amy Gardner. 

JOSH: Yeah, I was CC’d on that letter. 



ABBEY: She seems pretty irate. 

JOSH: Amy Gardner’s always irate about something. I wouldn’t give it a lot of thought. 

ABBEY: I happen to agree with her. 

JOSH: Me too and I think it deserves a lot of thought. 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: Is this meant to be just a reflection of, “oh, he’s butted heads with Amy before” [cross 
talk] or do you get the sense that he just doesn’t really want to talk to a women’s advocacy 
group? 

HRISHI:[cross talk] I think so. 

HRISHI: I think it’s probably a little bit of both. 

JOSH: It is a little bit of both! I mean, cause he walks in and he’s extremely uncomfortable. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

JOSH: This is interesting art on the walls. Lot of very strong women who could hurt me. 

RECEPTIONIST: Only if you provoke them. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: I’m a little disappointed in Josh, too, in this episode, in this scene. It’s like, really, man? 
I think you’re made of sterner stuff than that. He’s like, “Oh, I’m scared of this art.” Come on. 

JOSH: I know. Dude. 

HRISHI: I feel like this might be where like 17 years ago, I don’t know. Is my expectation that a 
smart, liberal, Democrat in the West Wing would also be an informed, woke feminist, is that too 
much? Am I asking for too much? 

JOSH: [chuckles] Well, I think you’re asking for too much this many episodes into The West 
Wing. 

HRISHI: Ha. 

JOSH: We’ve learned who these people are and they have their flaws. 

HRISHI: Mm-hmm. 

JOSH: And there is a boys’ club. And they are not the wokest of the woke. 

[both laugh] 

HRISHI: It’s also just weird that he would say it. That he would be like, “The art here scares the 
hell out of me.” I mean, come on. 

JOSH: I know. Yes. 

HRISHI: What reaction do you expect to get out of that comment? 

JOSH: Yeah. I mean, maybe think some things and don’t voice them. 

HRISHI: [laughs] Right. But the issue, the substantive issue in this part of this, the idea of the 
language and the UN treaty about forced prostitution versus just prostitution is really interesting. 



And I think it does lead to some great moments from the episode. 



JOSH: Yeah, the discussion is interesting and I’m glad we have a couple guests coming on to 
help talk through it with us because my initial reaction was that I didn’t expect Amy to take the 
position she does. 

HRISHI: Of being an abolitionist and against prostitution everywhere? 

JOSH: Yeah, they took the opposite of... Their positions were diametrically opposed to what I 
anticipated. 

HRISHI: Right, but, you know, I mean, even within feminism there are, I feel like, still very 
different schools of thoughts. 

JOSH: Yes. I’m quite sure that’s true. 

HRISHI: And, the criticism that gets leveled against regulationists, people who are for the 
regulation and legalization of prostitution, is that, you know, people who say women can do 
whatever they want with their bodies, is that that tends to ignore, that position is at the expense 
of, people who don’t have any choice, in the way that Amy Gardner articulates. Anyway, we 
have experts who are coming up who are much better at expressing these things than we are. 

JOSH: I was just going to say that what I anticipated in the pro-legalization argument is, you 
know, health care and taxation and employee protections for women who choose to work in that 
arena. I guess the Amy Gardner argument against is-- 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

AMY: But I know of no little girl, and neither do you, who says, “I want to be a prostitute when I 
grow up.” They do it because they’re forced to out of financial circumstances, and dire economic 
need is a form of coercion. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: Yeah, I thought that line was really well stated. The other one that was my favorite was 
the one about subjugation. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

AMY: Prostitution is about the subjugation of women by men for profit. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: She just cuts through everything and lays it out. Joining us now to discuss this further 
is Ambassador Sarah Mendelson. She represented the United States at the UN Economic and 
Social Council, and earlier in her career she was the first ever director of the Human Rights 
Initiative at the Center for Strategic and International Studies. She also spent four years at the 
US Agency for International Development during the Obama administration. Thank you so much 
for speaking with us. 

SARAH: Sure. 

HRISHI: So, in this episode, there is a UN treaty that says forced prostitution counts as sexual 
exploitation. But the inclusion of that one word, “forced,” diminishes the real issue of sexual 
exploitation according to Amy Gardner. So, we have a bunch of questions to ask you. One, is 
Amy right? And just generally, what did the show get right about this? What did they get wrong? 
And how have things changed in the 16 years since this episode was made? 



SARAH: Sure, well what they got right is, there was in 2000, a UN convention that was being 
put together and agreed to at the General Assembly in New York that legally defined human 
trafficking, specifically as the recruitment of a person through force, fraud, or deception for the 
purposes of exploitation. And it covered all forms of human trafficking: forced labor, debt 
bondage, sex trafficking. But at the time, there was, and for many years after, a big debate 
between people who thought prostitution should be legal and that it wasn’t necessarily forced 
and those who believed that prostitution by definition is exploitative and that it is a form of 
trafficking. It hung up the community in a lot of ways and it made it, I think, very hard for regular 
people to access the issue. In 2000, we came together, and we have a legal definition, right? So 
this conversation about prostitution, forced prostitution, we’ve gone beyond it. These debates 
tended to be quite theoretical. My concern was it was getting us away from people who are 
actually trafficked. It’s a debate that I felt was really taking us away from the very real issues. 
And today, this minute, there’s something like 1,500 women and girls held in slavery by ISIL. 
These are Yazidi women and girls. And so, keeping it real, I think, is the goal here. 

HRISHI: Yeah. The timing of our discussion is a little bit crazy because we’re talking about this 
episode while in reality being right on the heels of a huge arms package being sold by the 
Trump administration to Saudi Arabia. And here we are with this fictionalized version of Saudi 
Arabia getting an arms deal. 

JOSH: And, you know, in addition, today to being in a situation where we’re making $100+ 
billion arms sale to Saudi Arabia, Saudi Arabia was also recently elected to the UN Women’s 
Rights Commission. What do you make of that? 

SARAH: It’s deeply problematic. But... [chuckles] Lots of parts of the UN are quite shocking. I 
served on a committee called the NGO committee: 19 member states that basically decide on 
whether a non-governmental organization (NGO) can get accreditation to the UN. Most of the 
19 member states are authoritarian countries. Iran, Russia, China. And they are intent on 
blocking NGOs from getting access to the UN. So, on some level it’s just another day at the UN. 
But, that’s why it’s so important for the United States and all sorts of like-minded member states 
to push back and be there so that it’s not just the Saudis that are representing so-called 
“women’s rights.” It’s, frankly, why I think we need to stay on the Human Rights Commission. If 
we’re not in the room, it’s much more difficult. So, despite all the ironies and the sort of 
absurdities--and, believe me, there were many days that were quite absurd--it is really 
fundamental that the US stays engaged. 

HRISHI: So, at the end of this episode when C.J. reaches the emotional climax of her conflict 
and she’s confronting Nancy McNally about the sale, she says to her: 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

C.J.: They beat women, Nancy. They hate women. The only reason they keep Qumari women 
alive is to make more Qumari men. 

NANCY: So what do you want me to do about it? 

C.J.: How about instead of suggesting that we sell the guns to them, suggesting that we shoot 
the guns at them? And, by the way, not to change the subject, but how are we supposed to 
have any moral credibility when we talk about gun control and making sure that guns don’t get 



in the hands of the wrong people? God, Nancy! What the hell are we defining as the right 
people? 

NANCY: This is the real world. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: And so I was curious: if someone were to come to you in a situation like that, I wonder, 
what would your response be? I’m wondering if...do you have one pragmatic response as an 
ambassador and another one personally? Or would your responses be the same? And what 
would those responses be? 

SARAH: So, I’m actually one person, not two people [chuckles] and my response would be the 
same. But I’m also in some ways an outlier in the sense that I believe that human rights abuse 
are a real driver of instability and insecurity, and I think that the US ought to always have human 
rights compliance as a main driver of foreign policy. But I do think a road to a more stable, 
prosperous, secure world is one in which we recognize that human rights abuse has security 
implications. I’m saying this because the President’s budget came out yesterday with enormous 
cuts to upwards of 30% to our work on supporting democracy, human rights, and governance 
around the world. At the same time when there’s an enormous jump in the Department of 
Defense’s budget. And that kind of mismatch is not going to lead to more security. It’ll lead to 
more insecurity. 

HRISHI: RIght. And are you a big West Wing fan? 

SARAH: I’m a huge fan! I remember vaguely, this came out not long after September 11, 2001. I 
think a lot of us--certainly Democrats who used to watch the show--thought of it as kind of an 
alternative universe. And, in fact, the day after the election in 2016, we had a town hall at 
USUN. We all gathered and I said to the team, I said, “Listen, I don’t know how many of you 
know the show West Wing, but if you don’t know it, go home and watch it.” 

HRISHI: Well, we really appreciate you letting us come to you for insight about this issue. 

SARAH: My pleasure. I think it’s... We miss the days of West Wing and smart TV that covers so 
many important issues. 

HRISHI: It’s funny because this sort of fantasy world of The West Wing really doesn’t achieve 
that high point here because ultimately C.J. does get shot down. She has to just accept the 
reality that Nancy gives her, which is, “This is the real world. These are our geopolitical 
neighbors and we have to do what we can to work with them.” 

SARAH: But it portrays exactly the kind of dilemma that people face often. You fight really hard 
for something, you lose, and then you have to ask yourself, “Do I stay or do I go?” And 
oftentimes, going doesn’t necessarily result in anything, so most times people say, “I’m going to 
stay on and fight another day.” 

JOSH: Hmm. It’s like you’re arguing for staying in the room at the UN. 

SARAH: Exactly. If you’re not there to make the argument, it’s very unlikely someone’s going to 
come in and make it for you. 

JOSH: Well said. 



HRISHI: Ambassador, thank you so much. 

JOSH: Appreciate your time and your thoughts. Thank you. 

SARAH: Thank you. 

[music break] 

HRISHI: Shall we go straight to our next guest while we’re on the subject? 

JOSH: Sure! We managed to book another exciting guest. 

HRISHI: We thought this would go well with our discussion with Ambassador Mendelson, who’s 
involved, like in the episode, with the negotiation of language in treaties around human 
trafficking, but we also wanted to show someone who had actually been in the trenches. 

JOSH: Tim Ballard, who is a former CIA and Homeland Security agent and who is also founder 
and CEO of Operation Underground Railroad, an organization dedicated to finding and rescuing 
children who are victims of human trafficking. Thanks for joining us. So, Tim, can you tell us 
about how you got involved in this mission? 

TIM: Yeah. Absolutely. I spent 12 years as a special agent working child crimes investigations 
and just becoming, over that 12 year period, just becoming shocked really at how enormous the 
problem was. It’s one thing to read the stats. It’s another thing to go into these dark places and 
watch children being sold. There’s more people in slavery today than ever before in the history 
of the world. Millions of people. It’s estimated that 2 million children are stuck in this. If you add 
enslaved labor, that number doubles. So it’s this enormous thing and I recognize that, man, you 
know, if we’re going to make a difference here, we’ve gotta get more people in the game. We’ve 
gotta recruit more people to fight this fight from different areas and different avenues. And I saw 
a need for a private organization, not to replace, but to supplement and to support the efforts of 
law enforcement throughout the world. 

HRISHI: So, Tim, the reason we wanted to talk to you is because, in this episode, the UN treaty 
has this language, “forced prostitution.” And Amy Gardner says that by having the word “forced” 
in there, it actually makes it harder for prosecutors to go in and make a difference in terms of 
situations where there’s actual exploitation and trafficking going on. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

AMY: In the last two years, 100,000 women - and by women I’m including girls who should be 
playing with Easy-Bake Ovens - 100,000 were brought here and forced to work as prostitutes. 
You know how many of these cases we’ve prosecuted? 

JOSH: Not enough. 

AMY: 250. You guys are about to go to Vienna and make it harder, so, yeah, I dropped the First 
Lady a note. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: Have you found that to be the case? Is something like that - one word in a treaty - does 
it actually make a difference in terms of the work that you’re doing? 

TIM: Yeah, I think it does. And there’s a lot of controversy right now around this topic. Amnesty 
International is a group that I love so much of the work that they do, but I very much disagree 



with their position on prostitution. They feel that there’s a sex worker’s right to work, and they 
want to decriminalize prostitution in areas, so that these women who want to sell themselves for 
sex, it’s their right to do so and let’s make it easier. Let’s allow them to have their handlers and 
so forth. And while I understand the position, what they’re not understanding is the enormous 
amount of children who are being trafficked. By playing with these definitions and by legitimizing 
prostitution. Now, I want to say this: no prostitute should ever be seen as a criminal. I don’t care 
how old they are. Never, ever should that happen. However, what these advocates for 
prostitution want to do is decriminalize the activity of the customers. And what you’re doing is 
you’re providing cover for child traffickers. Because I work in these countries. Our organization, 
we’re in 15 different countries, developing countries. And if they knew that it was legal and it 
was a protected industry, what they would do is they would have their legal storefront, and 
investigators would come in and check the boxes, make sure that they’re doing what they need 
to do to comply with the law. And, these countries don’t have the resources, first of all, to do that 
- to regulate that. And then ask them to investigate deeper into what’s going on. What they won’t 
show you is the 10 kids they have in the back room who go for a premium price. You can sell 
those kids for double what you’d sell the legal prostitutes. And so you can’t separate these 
worlds. You’re just creating a cover story for traffickers to be able to show themselves as 
legitimate businessmen, but really you’re allowing them the infrastructure to continue to exploit 
these children who no one will ever find now because now no one’s going to be looking for them 
because it all seems legitimate. 

JOSH: So, you’re saying, the concept aside, in execution it’s impossible for it to be done in a 
way where it doesn’t end up providing cover for bad things. 

TIM: I know traffickers. I know them very well. They would love this law. That probably sums it 
up. They would love to be seen as legitimate businessmen. They would love it. Because now 
they’re going to be hands off. They’re going to be left alone and they will sell kids on the side. 

JOSH: And I understand that you work closely with US law enforcement. How are you met in 
terms of cooperation with foreign law enforcement agencies? 

TIM: So, it’s a very similar process. We’re not a rogue organization. We always work with law 
enforcement. And so our first step, we go into a country--say we go into Mexico. We’ll first be 
introduced to the top law enforcement agencies in that government, usually through our 
embassy contacts to make sure that we are working with the most trusted law enforcement 
folks. And then we sit down with them and say, “Ok. Where’s your problem and what tools do 
you have? And here’s what we can offer you. If you don’t have this tool or that tool, we’ll provide 
that tool for you.” And then we work together to go liberate children. 

HRISHI: One thing that we end up encountering in The West Wing a lot, one of the major 
themes of the show, ends up being when idealism and realism end up coming into conflict with 
one another. And it sounds like there could be room for an idealistic notion of regulating 
prostitution--that that’s what regulationists believe in. But that’s idealism without a sense of 
reality, from what you’re saying. And so, I was wondering, given what you’ve seen and what 
you’ve witnessed, the work that you do, do you feel like there’s even room for idealism? 

TIM: I think you can start there. I think it’s a good place to start to talk about something. But 
what you said is exactly right. These other people who want to regulate prostitution, they live in 



an idealistic world. And I’d ask them, “Have you been in the trenches? Have you been under 
cover, like I have and my team has? Do you know how many kids are being exploited and how 
they are being exploited?” I mean, there’s studies that show this. There’s a lot of Northern 
European countries that have moved to decriminalize. And all it did was grow the child sex 
problem. And then other countries, in fact some of those very countries, did the opposite. Then 
they said, “Ok. Let’s criminalize the whole thing, make it totally illegal.” And guess what 
happens. The sex hubs, those cities that we call sex hubs, well, the johns stop showing up there 
because it’s criminalized. You know, they stop showing up and then the kids magically don’t get 
sold either. I mean, they are attached to that industry. Anywhere where a woman is being in a 
legal form or selling herself, children are there, too, in the dark corners of that market. And, so, 
you can’t separate them except in an idealistic world. The real world will not let you separate 
them. Because it’s a business. Maybe there’s a couple of more moral pimps that won’t do it, but 
there’s enough that will. So why are we doing it? You know, I get it. That there are some sex 
workers that say, “My rights are being hurt because this is what I want to do.” The libertarian 
side of me says, “Good! You should be able to do that.” But not at the cost of the kids that I 
have seen, I have personally pulled out of hell. You are creating a safe haven for traffickers to 
sell children and have children be raped for money. And, so I weigh those two out and, I’m 
sorry, I’m going to side with the kids who are getting raped. 

HRISHI: So, what can people do? What can ordinary citizens do if they want to get involved and 
help? 

TIM: There’s several awesome organizations people can get involved in. A lot of after care 
programs. If you go to our website, ourrescue.org, there’s a tab that says “Join the Fight” and 
we have all sorts of things you can do. I mean, look at the legitimized form, the legal form of 
slavery that existed in this country, how we got rid of that. It wasn’t the government that just 
woke up one day and did it. It was a movement that was created by abolitionists. They started a 
movement and got so loud that the government, the foundation shook enough, that they had to 
act. And that was the beginning of the end of the legal form of slavery in this country. Well, 
we’re facing a similar problem with slavery. Just it’s reared its ugly head in a different way. It’s 
not going to go away unless we have a similar movement. You don’t have to have the skill set of 
one of my former Navy SEAL operators to get involved. You just have to be on some social 
media outlets and start talking about it. You can get political. There’s 12 pieces of legislation, for 
example, that were just introduced in the House this week: anti-child crime, anti-trafficking. Get 
loud about it. Go learn about it. Call your Congressman. Say, “Hey! Hurry it up on this! Get this 
done!” There’s 100 things people can do on the aftercare, on the adoption side. A lot of the kids 
we rescue get adopted. So, people can get involved in various ways, starting at our website, at 
ourrescue.org is one place they can start. 

JOSH: Yeah, and we will post that link. And, can you throw a little light into, admittedly, a dark 
conversation and tell us a story of a successful extraction? 

TIM: Oh, absolutely. I’m heading down to Haiti tomorrow. We’re going to be seeing some of the 
kids that we rescued. It was our first rescue we did as an organization, about three years ago. 
What was going on was, in Haiti, like in a lot of these really, really poor countries, they had set 
up these fake orphanages. So, when there’s like an earthquake or a hurricane--which, poor Haiti 
seems to keep getting hit with--you know, these kids are abandoned and they’re left in the 



street. And so people just take them to this orphanage because it says “Orphanage” on the wall 
and there’s a cartoon character plastered on the side of the wall. Well, really what it is, is a 
trafficking organization. They take these kids and they sell them out the back door. We had 
found one of those organizations. 28 beautiful little children--youngest was 1 years old, the 
oldest was 13. The Haitian police asked us to go in and check it out, and we did. Within 10 
minutes, we were being offered these kids for $10,000. So, the Haitians just had us buy 
whatever ones. You’ve got to buy with hidden cameras just to go through the sting operation. 
Well, we bought these two little children that were 5 and 6 years old. And they all were liberated. 
The traffickers were in jail, they were arrested, and these kids got to good places. And the one 
reason I’m super excited to go see them and all of the others--because we always follow up and 
see the kids, and they’re all in good aftercare homes now--is those two kids that I bought, I 
couldn’t stop thinking about. And when I told my wife about them and how much I was thinking 
about them and I felt this attachment to them. I just felt bad leaving them in Haiti even though, 
you know, they weren’t being sold anymore. And so my wife said, “Let’s go adopt them.” So, 
we’re in the process right now. We’re about two and a half years into it. They should be coming 
home this year. You know, they’re my kids. They call me “Daddy.” I mean, we’re going to go see 
‘em and... 

HRISHI: That’s amazing. 

JOSH: That’s a beautiful story. Wow. 

TIM: A board member of my organization went down and was inspired by hearing that and 
they’re adopting. His family’s adopting four of those kids. Not every one of these kids can get 
adopted, of course, but those are the stories that we love. When we see new life in these kids 
who were once for sale. Luckily, these kids I’m talking about in Haiti, we got them out before 
they were sold and before they were, you know, exploited in horrific ways, but most of the kids 
we are able to help rescue, they don’t have that luxury, and there’s a lot of damage that needs 
to be undone. We provide the aftercare. But to watch that transformation and watch them 
understand that I’m not a commodity, I can be whatever I want to be. Those are the brightest 
moments for us. We spend a lot of time, like I said, on our aftercare efforts, going back. And you 
can see the development of these kids as they get happier and happier and happier. That’s 
what drives us and keeps us going. 

HRISHI: That’s incredible. 

JOSH: Yeah. Thank you so much for the work that you do and for taking the time to tell us about 
it. 

TIM: Thank you for having me. You guys were awesome. I appreciate it. 

[music break] 

HRISHI: Ok, back to more trivial matters. Josh, so, again my personal annoyance with this 
episode. I found Josh annoying in this scene in the Women’s Leadership Coalition, but also 
“Special J” as his nickname. I don’t like that he just all of the sudden has a nickname that Amy 
Gardner suddenly calls him “J” and...I don’t know. I don’t know why it really bothered me. 

JOSH: I swing. I swing pendulum-like between kind of liking these quick little hits that give you a 
sense that they have a history and also cringing. 



HRISHI: [chuckles] Right. 

JOSH: Those quick little hits like give you a sense that they have a history. Also, it felt to me--
maybe I’m just, I don’t know, maybe I’m being prudish or something. For them to be having this 
conversation in this episode with this issue being discussed, and to feel like there’s also an 
underlying flirtation happening during it, didn’t feel right to me. 

HRISHI: Yes. Both the line and the delivery of the line of: 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

AMY: I didn’t burn my bras, J. In fact, I like my bras. I ring your bell when it’s important. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: I don’t understand that one. It feels like a line that came from somebody who was not a 
feminist. 

JOSH: Yeah, no, I know. I’m all for layered dialogue and subtext and all that good stuff. But, it 
just felt like the second layer being we’re also now flirting with each other ... 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: ...didn’t feel appropriate to the first layer conversation that they were having. 

HRISHI: And also invoking a weird judgment of a particular kind of feminist. That’s like “I’m not 
that kind of feminist.” Like, it’s particularly not a very kind of feminist position to take. To talk 
down how other modes of feminism might be expressed. 

JOSH: Right. It is a bit of a slap at those who came before. 

HRISHI: Right. Anyway, someone needs to brush up on their second wave and third wave 
intersectional feminism. 

JOSH: And it’s not going to be me. [both laugh] I mean, it just seems time-consuming. 

HRISHI: Ok, in Donna’s scene with Josh where they’re discussing this issue... 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

DONNA: You think if you make prostitution legal then prostitutes are going to suddenly want 
everybody to know they’re prostitutes? 

JOSH: Hmmm. The rare valid point. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: I feel like suddenly in this scene it becomes clear that sometimes Donna is smarter 
than Josh. 

JOSH: Yeah, she certainly seems to be during this little interchange. 

HRISHI: The way that Josh credits her with “the rare valid point” while also being an idiot 
reminded me of something I had heard about, or seen in an interview with Michael Richards 
about how he approached the character of Kramer on Seinfeld. Where in the first few episodes 
of Seinfeld, Kramer is completely different from the character that I think people really know 
from the show, if you go back and watch. And the difference was that he read the script and he 
was like, “Ok, I get it: this guy’s an idiot.” And then somewhere between the first and second 



season, the realization was: well, yes, he’s an idiot, but he actually thinks he’s the smartest 
person in the room at all times. 

[Seinfeld episode “The Pony Remark” excerpt] 

KRAMER: I’m getting rid of all my furniture. All of it. And I’m going to build these different levels. 
[laughter] You know, with steps. And it’ll all be carpeted. You know, like ancient Egypt. [laughter] 

SEINFELD: You drew up plans for this? 

KRAMER: No. No. It’s all in my head. 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: That’s great. I can see that. Yeah, I can totally see that. 

HRISHI: [laughs] And now when I watch Seinfeld, that’s what I see. Michael Richards 
calculating that and it’s fantastic. 

JOSH: [laughs] Oh, that’s funny. 

HRISHI: And that’s what I was saying. I feel like that happens with Josh Lyman as well. He’s 
just convinced that he’s the smartest guy in the room regardless of what dumb things are 
actually coming out of his mouth. You know what I did like? 

JOSH: What did you like? 

HRISHI: “Don’t give me the grumbles.” 

JOSH: I don’t even remember that. [HRISHI laughs] “Don’t give me the grumbles”? What is 
that? 

HRISHI: Yeah, the president says, “Don’t give me the grumbles.” 

JOSH: In what, what was the situation? 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

PRESIDENT BARLET: All right, unfunded mandates. 

LEO: This is where the federal government forces localities to stuff but isn’t at all interested in 
paying the bills. 

PRESIDENT BARLET: Don’t give me the grumbles. 

[end excerpt] 

[both laugh] 

JOSH: [cross talk] Oh, Grandpa. It’s so folksy. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] That’s so good. I love it. 



JOSH: That’s funny. [HRISHI sighs] That is funny. 

HRISHI: Ok. I’m only complaining about this episode. I’m sorry. 

JOSH: Please. For a change. People can get mad at you. 

HRISHI: [scoffs] Yeah. 

JOSH: Please do. 

HRISHI: When the president first talking about the situation with Qumar he says, 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

BARLET: Every time we make one of these deals with a place like Qumar, I feel the women 
around here look at me funny. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: So, there’s also something just really quietly but intrinsically offensive about the idea 
that the only people who can be advocates for women’s issues are women. 

JOSH: That’s an aspect of something I wrote down which is that--obviously I didn’t love the way 
C.J.’s argument was articulated--but I also thought the episode was the lesser for having her be 
the one articulating it. Not that it had to be a man, but there’s a sense of Aaron wanting to 
always feed the main characters on this show and this is kind of a little subplot that I think might 
have been better served by having a lobbyist or people there to make their case because they 
have relatives in Qumar who are being mistreated or held, they’re political prisoners, or just 
something. Rather than having C.J., the press secretary, suddenly completely up in arms about 
an area that, in a sense, doesn’t really concern her. I understand on a personal level, it does. 

HRISHI: Right. No, that’s interesting. That’s an interesting take actually and there’s something 
to that, too. There’s this sense that women’s issues have to be argued by women. 

JOSH: By emotional women. 

HRISHI: Sure. And I appreciate the way C.J. starts to unravel a little bit throughout the episode. 
Her strategy becomes a little more desperate. She starts to do more and more questionable 
things. 

JOSH: She barges in on Toby and his meeting with the veterans. 

HRISHI: With the veterans. Yeah, exactly. But where C.J. loses the moral high ground for me, 
where I really stop siding with her, is when she starts to endorse this identity-politics idea that 
only people of a certain background can or should be the advocates for something that 
represents them. So when she talks to Nancy at the end and she says, 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

C.J.: [angrily] If we had sold M1A1s to South Africa 15 years ago, you’d have set the building on 
fire. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: That, like, because of apartheid, that Nancy should somehow be the person who’s 
most upset about apartheid, more than anybody else. And this plays into the idea that, like, 
because Nancy is African-American, she should have issues with South Africa and no one else 



should, but because it’s Qumar, she doesn’t care. 

JOSH: That is a very valid point. Also how did that line sit with you? That whole thing about how 
apartheid was basically a clambake compared to the lives of the great, put-upon Middle Eastern 
woman. 

HRISHI: I don’t know that it’s very useful to compare atrocities. But also I don’t think apartheid 
was a picnic. 

JOSH: That said, you also--I mean, she is unraveling. You know, this is one of those--always 
those fine lines you have to walk when you’re analyzing The West Wing--is how Aaron is 
presenting his argument but he’s also presenting them through human beings who are imperfect 
and flawed and might say something that’s not PC. 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: Or that’s not even necessarily what they would say in a more calm moment when they’re 
this worked up. So, there’s an element of wiggle room I give him for-- 

HRISHI: No, I completely see that and I love those moments on this show when characters’ 
flaws are exposed. But I felt like if Nancy had even just called her on it-- 

JOSH: No, that would have elevated the scene to be sure. 

HRISHI: Yes. Yeah. To call her out on it. Then I probably would have felt very differently about 
it. But nobody does, so it felt like, I guess, the episode was legitimizing that. 

JOSH: Right. Look, this is when it’s usually goes south for me is when I feel like I’m being told 
whom to admire in a scene and I’m being told how to feel. So I agree with you. I think the 
message is clearly, “Go, C.J.! Go, C.J.!” is what the show wants from us at that point. 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

JOSH: And I’ve got ambivalent feelings about that. 

HRISHI: Yeah, she really loses me in the scene with Nancy. 

JOSH: Yeah. Actually one of my favorite moments of the episode is when C.J. takes it to Leo. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

C.J.: Not for nothing, but 3 weeks ago a woman in Qumar was executed for adultery. She didn’t 
need a lawyer because there wasn’t any trial. It was her husband’s word against hers. 

LEO: Yeah. 

C.J.: Later today, I’m going to be announcing that we’re selling them tanks and guns. 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: Leo just shrugs at her like, “What do you want from me?” And I actually thought that was 
a great moment, probably appropriate to that workplace and for that situation. Sort of like, “You 
know, I heard you...but...and? What do you want me to do?” 

HRISHI: There’s something a little bit out of character for C.J. here, too. To suddenly have this 
kind of huge emotional reaction to a very specific geopolitical scenario where her reaction to 
Native Americans in the last episode was: 



[West Wing Episode 3.07 excerpt] 

C.J.: This is going to have something to do with us screwing you out of all your land, isn’t it? 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: Like, where’s her moral outrage there? 

JOSH: Yeah. That was a bit of a frostier reception. 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

JOSH: And those were actual people standing in front of her and making their case. 

HRISHI: Yeah. Exactly. And, so, I know she’s doing her job as the press secretary and so she 
can’t go like screaming because she’s trying to keep it quiet. But, still, she hasn’t been this font 
of like vocal, moral... 

JOSH: The conscience of the show. 

HRISHI: Yeah. Outrage. Like Toby’s been established that way sometimes, but she hasn’t. 
Certainly not to this level where she’s acting irrationally. Or, not irrationally, but inappropriately. 
Like in the scene with Toby and the veterans. Feels like it came a bit out of nowhere. 

JOSH: Mm-hmm. Toby gets a little--as he acknowledges, a very, very little bit of character 
development here. 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

JOSH: Which I thought was funny. It’s a great little moment. 

HRISHI: Yeah, and see this is also part of the reason I like, I’m still down with his “You’re my 
guys” talk because this reinforces my sense that, like, Toby is changing. This was evidence of it. 
Maybe it’s the disclosure of the MS. Maybe it’s the introduction of Bruno. All these things have 
kind of shifted him a little bit and I felt like that scene of him saying, “You’re my guys” would 
have been completely out of character in Season 1 or maybe even early Season 2 but by now, 
they are slowly developing this evolution into his character. Even his gesture with C.J.. His little: 
the hand over the heart. 

JOSH: Oh, maybe the standout West Wing GIF of all time! 

HRISHI: [chuckles] Right. 

JOSH: Yeah. No, I loved that moment. But here’s where I’m going to push back at you. See, I 
think the Toby I know would change at least in the emotional arena with glacial progress. So I 
buy that the President kind of senses a little change in Toby. He acknowledges, yes, a very, 
very little bit. 

HRISHI: [chuckles] Right? 

JOSH: The scene that you want me to embrace is just complete [cross talk] 180 turn around too 
big for me. Yeah. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] Too big? Yeah. Ok. I got it. 

JOSH: But, yeah, let’s talk again about that moment. That is such a quintessential... I don’t 
know whether it was written in for Richard to do what he did or how you would write it in, but 



whatever it is Aaron wrote for him, what Richard does in that moment is very special. [cross talk] 
That’s some magic right there. And I think, you know, I could be told to do that, but I wouldn’t 
have the magic that Richard brings to that moment. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] Oh, it’s so beautiful. Yeah. 

HRISHI: It reminds me of what you said not long ago: his whole body is his face. And at that 
moment his face is so sad and full of compassion, and there’s so much to it. 

JOSH: Oh, and even--I watched it a couple times in order to watch what his eyes do because he 
can’t even keep his gaze on her the whole time. He has to look away twice. I mean, it’s 
just...he’s living it. 

HRISHI: Yeah. Oh, I was excited to see Ty Burrell in this episode. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

TOM (BURRELL’S CHARACTER): I’m a Rotarian. My dad’s a Rotarian. 

SAM: My dad’s an Elk. 

TOM: Elks are ok. 

SAM: Thanks. 

TOM: You won’t catch a Rotarian not wearing his seat belt. An Elk maybe. 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: Oh, yes. He’s quite good in a rather small [cross talk] role. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] Yeah, he is so funny. 

JOSH: Yeah, he really is. He’s very subtly funny in that part. 

HRISHI: Here’s my retroactive note for this episode. Why not give Sam the plotline of the objection 
to the women of Qumar. Doesn’t it feel like Sam’s been sidelined for this whole season? 

JOSH: Absolutely. I’m going to find my note. I wrote, “Sam has been consigned to thin 
subplots.” 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

JOSH: And it’s interesting. I don’t know that we’ll ever get to the bottom of it because I think, you 
know, soon enough Rob Lowe the actor is going to leave so that Josh Malina can scrape by. 

HRISHI: [laughs] This is a spoiler. We apologize for the spoiler. 

JOSH: That’s right. I do join the show. 

HRISHI: But eventually Josh joins the show. 

JOSH: And you need to be warned. [HRISHI laughs] Get out now! No, so, you know, I’ve 
heard... I really don’t know the real story or any of that, but I’ve heard that maybe Rob wasn’t 
happy with the stories being written for him. I mean, look, Brad Whitford as Josh Lyman is 
juggling nine different potential romantic partners and Sam, played by Rob Lowe, has nary a 
one these days. 

HRISHI: Right. 



JOSH: And, you know, Sam can’t seem to find a substantive plot either. And I don’t know if the 
conflict has started here already or this sort of shunting him aside in terms of the main cast is 
the beginning of the conflict, but--something’s going on. 

HRISHI: Yeah. I also think that in another episode, his plot could be the A plot. That someone is 
trying to sue the President for contributory negligence because of something that he said that 
resulted in a fatality. Because it’s a C plot or whatever, it’s kind of played for comic effect. Like 
Ty Burrell is so funny. There’s all this funny stuff in it, but there is still somebody--like, a person 
died. And there’s something glib that’s being done around the grief. 

JOSH: Yeah, I noticed the same thing and thought the same thing, but I wavered between 
feeling that it was an asset and a liability to the show. 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: Because part of it, yeah, sort of offended me on behalf of the family that lost this woman 
and the woman herself who lost her life. But then I also thought, you know, when you’re the 
President of the United States, you can’t deal on the same emotional level with everything that 
hits you [cross talk] and so one person passes away and it’s mentioned to you in a hallway and 
you just kind of wave it off. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] Of course. 

HRISHI: But I do daydream kind of a little bit about how this plot would have been handled if it 
were the real meat of the episode, and if Oliver Babish is brought in as White House Counsel 
and you have to talk about the idea about how you can’t sue the President and really what the 
responsibility is, for people. And here it’s a little more clear cut because they very clearly 
misunderstood what he said. To not wear a seatbelt based on what the President’s actual 
remarks were doesn’t really make any sense. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

SAM: The president says, I’m quoting, “Everything has risks. Your car could drive into a lake 
and your seatbelt jams, but no one’s saying don’t wear your seatbelt.” 

TOBY: Oh, please, don’t tell me-- 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: So that’s a pretty big stretch, but there is a version of this where an off-handed remark 
could, you know, because it comes from the voice of the President and has that authority. I 
would’ve loved to have seen that. I would’ve loved to seen Sam, you know, get to handle that. 

JOSH: Yeah, I totally agree with you. They drape a flimsy little C plot on it and it could have 
been the foundation on which they could have hung a substantive A plot. 

HRISHI: Here’s a little thing about that exchange between the president and Sam that also 
again didn’t quite make sense. Sort of along the lines of other things we’ve noticed recently 
where the line just didn’t work or make sense. Do you remember this part? The President says 
to Sam, 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: You really want to talk about the lawsuit in Colorado? 



SAM: Yes, sir. 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: You hear about the lawyer who opened the chain of dry cleaners? 
Press your lawsuit while you wait. There is a better joke in there someplace, right? 

SAM: Probably not. Sir-- 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: Doctrine of sovereign immunity. You can’t sue the king. We brought it 
over from England. 

SAM: Yeah, but he’s not immune from the court of public opinion. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: Sam makes a perfectly valid point, you know, yes. 

JOSH: Right. 

HRISHI: And then the president says, “Forgot to bring that one over.” 

JOSH: Nope. 

HRISHI: What does that mean? 

JOSH: Doesn’t mean anything. I thought the same thing, too. That doesn’t scan. It’s wrong. 

HRISHI: Right. Forgot to bring over the fact that he is also not immune from the court of public 
opinion? 

JOSH: Right. Which--he isn’t immune. 

HRISHI: Right. They did bring that over. 

JOSH: Yeah. 

HRISHI: It doesn’t make any sense. 

JOSH: Wow. You really don’t like this episode. Let me ask you this: how about the 
Charlie/President Bartlet interactions? 

HRISHI: Oh, I loved those. 

JOSH: Ok. Good. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: What are you doing? 

CHARLIE: I’m sorry, sir. I had a few minutes. 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: I’m not on you. I’m just asking. 

CHARLIE: I’m making notes for a final... 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: And that little exchange, I just, I love that. I love that Charlie feels like he has to 
apologize a little bit for taking this--I mean, he’s trying to go to college while working a job that’s 
20 hours a day and then he steals a few minutes and then feels guilty about it and the President 
like, in this wonderfully casual boss-slash-paternal way says, “I’m not on you. I’m just asking.” 
It’s just-- 



JOSH: Yeah. I like the father/son stuff. It’s all very delicious moments. 

HRISHI: Yeah. Also, man, I thought Charlie was a little... 

JOSH: Harsh. 

HRISHI: Harsh. When he says, 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

CHARLIE: Maybe the guy can wheel himself around in a book by German biologist Ernst 
Haeckel. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: Oof. 

JOSH: Yeah. That comment had bite. 

HRISHI: And you can see the President drops the humor of it when he hears that line, and I 
thought that was so good. 

JOSH: I did, too. He ultimately kind of lets it go, but there’s a moment there where you think he 
might come back at Charlie. Hard. 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: Like, let me put you in your place right now. But he doesn’t. 

HRISHI: He doesn’t. And the thing is... Also, it’s like, Charlie, don’t press your luck. You’ve 
made your point. 

JOSH: Yeah. 

HRISHI: You were right and you sold it. And he’s just like... 

JOSH: Couldn’t resist. 

HRISHI: Yeah: “You know the line you’re not supposed to cross? Look behind you.” 

JOSH: Yeah. Exactly. 

HRISHI: There’s also this part of this that I was thinking about. I was wondering if this is Aaron 
starting to set up some of the effects of the MS on the President. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

CHARLIE: But the man just wanted a wheelchair. Toby’s trying to get him a wheelchair. 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: I forgot. 

CHARLIE: Yes! 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: And the President’s like, “Hey, I forgot.” It makes the President sound like it’s not a big 
deal. 

JOSH: Right. 

HRISHI: But Charlie has this kind of--I think part of reason he’s being a little bit harsh and 
pointed about this is maybe he is very aware of the President’s condition. I mean, he’s the one 



who spotted the thing with the Georgetown application. 

JOSH: Mm-hmm. 

HRISHI: Maybe he’s--in some ways this is an expression of concern about his forgetfulness and 
what it might indicate. 

JOSH: Yeah. I think you’re right. And it’s interesting also to see the difference between how 
Toby and Charlie respond. Toby just drops it and exits. He doesn’t get what he wants. I think he 
sees that his mind drifted off and decides not to further pursue it. And Charlie has actually like a 
slightly more intimate relationship where he can kind of, he kind of gently guides him back on 
track. And, you’re right. There’s almost like a little chiding, of oh yeah, like, this happened. 

HRISHI: And, also, I think it’s reinforced by the little moments around what year did they pass 
the Clean Water Act and the President can’t remember and then eventually does. And it’s eating 
at him that he can’t remember it. Eventually he comes up with it, but I think that this is all, 
there’s some deeper MS subtext to this whole thing. 

JOSH: Yeah. I think you’re right. That’s very perceptive of you. I’m also realizing that you can 
make a very effective commercial for Amazon’s Alexa using West Wing clips. 

HRISHI: How so? 

JOSH: Well you would just use the footage from the episodes where somebody--“I need to 
know. What’s the ZIP code in Fargo, North Dakota?” Is that where it is? 

HRISHI: Right. Yeah. 

JOSH: “What’s the ZIP code in Fargo?” And then you have a voiceover from Martin saying, “Alexa, 
what’s the ZIP code?” [both laugh] And whenever they need a piece of information. “Alexa, what 
year was the Clean Water Act passed?” 

HRISHI: But Alexa probably wouldn’t give him what he actually got, which was not the ZIP code 
for Fargo. 

JOSH: Right! 

HRISHI: 50504. After all that, it’s still not actually the ZIP code. 

JOSH: That’s inexplicable to me. I don’t get that. I understand how you go, you know, the 
telephone exchange is always 555 [cross talk] in movies so you’re not actually calling 
someone’s house, but what? Were they trying to protect the postal integrity of an entire region? 

HRISHI: [cross talk] Sure. 

HRISHI: What did you think about the line, the President’s line... 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: The ones who should be horse-whipped with a horse whip are... 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: Maybe more MS? [both laugh] Yeah. No, I don’t know. It’s somehow very Aaron to me. 
You know, as articulate as he is, I think sometimes he likes to just say something just repetitive 
on purpose for its simple--because it makes you stop and go, “Wait? What?” 



HRISHI: The reason I brought it up is because earlier Amy says, “The more toothless a treaty is, 
the more toothless it is.” 

JOSH: There you go. 

HRISHI: And Josh calls her on that language. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

JOSH: That’s a permeating syllogism, to be sure. 

AMY: Hey! I’m not... 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: Oh--in this episode! Right! 

HRISHI: Yeah. In this episode. 

JOSH: Oh right. 

HRISHI: Hey we didn’t talk about the Mad Cow part. 

JOSH: Oh, that’s true. At all! 

HRISHI: I didn’t even mention it in the synopsis, I realize. What did you think of that subplot? 

JOSH: What did I think of it? [HRISHI laughs]. Remind me what I thought. For I am you. 

HRISHI: For me it was a reminder that it’s been a long time since I’ve heard about Mad Cow in 
the news. But there was a time when we were talking about it a lot. 

JOSH: Yes. Indeed. 

HRISHI: There was an outbreak in 2003 in Canada and at the end of 2003 there was the very 
first US case of Mad Cow. So, we did actually see the reality of what would happen after this 
episode aired. It wasn’t the catastrophe at a level of what the President describes, but there 
were billions of dollars lost. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

LEO: Nobody’s going to buy beef for a couple years. 

PRESIDENT BARTLET: It’s $150 billion industry. What’s the West going to do for a living? 

LEO: Well, this generation of ranchers is done. They won’t get back on their feet. 

[end excerpt] 

JOSH: Well that’s another one of those--it almost ties in, or doesn’t tie in, but it’s reflected in the 
whole minor seatbelt story where you’re weighing potential billions lost and devastating damage 
to a US industry against probably small risk of losing some lives. 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: It’s interesting. The political calculus is interesting. And, you know, watching these 
stories play out makes me not jealous of the people who have to make those kinds of decisions. 

HRISHI: Yeah. You know, I don’t know that there’s a job that I would want less than being an 
actuary. 



JOSH: Well said. 

HRISHI: Or--even worse--I guess than enacting policy based on what an actuary says. Like, “Oh 
yeah. We will lose this many lives if you increase the speed limit.” And then having to say, “All 
right. I’m ok with that.” 

JOSH: Yes. “I can live with that.” 

HRISHI: “It’s worth it.” Before we go to our conversation with Allison Janney, I wanted to give a 
shout out to Borgen, the Danish TV show. 

JOSH: I’ve never seen it. It’s been recommended to me for years. 

HRISHI: I love it so much. And I think it would be great if people wanted to pair this episode with 
the Borgen episode, “Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery.” It’s also an exploration of the debate 
around prostitution. They did it in a different way and I actually really like the way they handle it 
in that episode. People should check it out. The series is fantastic and everyone should watch 
the whole thing. But specifically for “Women of Qumar,” “Thou Shalt Not Commit Adultery” is a 
great episode. 

JOSH: Is it to be watched out of context or? 

HRISHI: The series is great. I don’t know if you can watch it out of context. You definitely miss 
out on some things by not seeing it all the way through. But if you have seen Borgen, it might be 
a good one to revisit. 

JOSH: Fair enough. 

HRISHI: Ok, let’s take a quick break and when we come back we’ll be joined by the scintillating 
and incredible Allison Janney. 

JOSH: That’s my favorite Allison Janney. I’m glad we got that one. [HRISHI chuckles] 

[ad break] 

HRISHI: Joining us now is Allison Janney. She’s a 7-time Emmy award winner, including 4 
Emmys for her role as C.J. Cregg in The West Wing. Allison, thank you so much for joining us. 

ALLISON: I am thrilled to finally be here! If I have one more person ask me, “Why haven’t you 
done that show yet? Why haven’t you been on?” I was beginning to feel like I was committing a 
crime, so I’m really, really happy to finally be here with both of you. 

JOSH: And right now you’re in New York in the hit revival of Six Degrees of Separation. 

ALLISON: Yes. I’m on the Broad Way. Which is not as easy a thing as I remembered it being. 
I’ve been away for 7 years so doing it, it’s exhausting. It’s a relentless schedule. It’s a lot of fun, 
but also, it’s exhausting. 

HRISHI: It’s funny. I always felt like Broadway’s reputation was that it was very easy. I’m 
surprised to hear that. [ALLISON laughs] 

ALLISON: The only West Wing friend that’s come to see me is Richard Schiff, I’m sad to say. I 
wish there would be more of you. Hint, hint. 

JOSH: How long are you committed to this show? 

ALLISON: Through July 16th. 



JOSH: All right. You have until July 16th, people. 

ALLISON: I love you all even if you didn’t show up, but it would be fun. 

JOSH: Maybe if Stockard were doing it. 

[all laugh] 

ALLISON: She came the other night and I--God, I didn’t know she was in the audience. I think I 
would have fainted. And she sent a note. She didn’t come back. I don’t know what she really 
thought of it and I thought, “Maybe I should have reached out to her before I did it.” But I 
thought, “Why would I do that to her? What would I say?” Like, “Stockard, how do you play this 
part?” She’d go, “Figure it out for yourself, Janney. You’ve got to play it.” I felt comforted having 
worked with her on West Wing though. 

JOSH: So she came to see you. She did do the kind thing and not say, “I’m coming Tuesday 
night!” 

ALLISON: Yeah. 

JOSH: And then she just sent a note back? 

ALLISON: She sent a handwritten note back a couple days later and I was really glad she did 
that because I thought, “Oh. She didn’t come back. I bet she hated it and she didn’t want to.” I 
was going all to, you know, dark places in my mind. And then she sent a lovely note, which 
meant a lot to me. Anyway, so let’s talk about the origins of West Wing and how I started and 
how I did it. 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

ALLISON: How I got that part? 

HRISHI: Yes, please. 

ALLISON: I was out in Los Angeles filming American Beauty and this movie called Nurse Betty, 
a Neil LaBute film. I was doing both of those movies and got a call about a pilot called The West 
Wing. And, at the time, I didn’t think I would have any interest in doing television, but it was 
such--I knew about Aaron Sorkin and I thought, “Well.” I read the script and it was really great 
so I went in to audition and was pretty sure that they hated me. I auditioned for Tommy and 
Aaron and I auditioned and they didn’t ask me one thing about myself, what I was doing, you 
know, who the--they just said, “Ok. Thanks.” And I left and I called my agent and said, “Well, I 
didn’t get that one, so.” Then I got a callback and I had to go back in and do it again. Again, no 
chitchat. No “Tell us about yourself.” No nothing. No notes on what I did. It was like, “I don’t 
know what these people want from me. My God, why do they keep pulling me in?” And I 
remember there being a couple other women there who I was up against for the part of C.J.. 
And it was my first time so I wasn’t thinking that I could possibly get it. I remember seeing 
Richard there and a lot of other actors, you know, who didn’t end up doing it. But I remember a 
roomful of actors that I admired and respected and thought, “Well, this is just good experience 
for me.” And then, I was at the Le Montrose hotel in Los Angeles and I got--flowers came to the 
room and soon after a call from Aaron Sorkin saying, “Welcome to The West Wing.” Very 
classy. And I believe the reason I got that role was because of the pratfall I did in Primary Colors 
because Aaron loves Mike Nichols and loved that movie. And I think that’s what--because my 



very first scene in the pilot I do a pratfall. 

JOSH: Yeah. He loves a good pratfall, too. 

ALLISON: He loves a good pratfall. And that pratfall has done more things for my career than 
anything else I’ve done, so. 

JOSH: When Richard told us his West Wing origin story, he said he was very ambivalent as well 
about doing TV and it was seeing you in the room, realizing they were looking at actors of your 
caliber, that put him at ease about doing the project and maybe signing on to something for 7 
years. 

ALLISON: I hadn’t done anything before that! How would he even know what kind of-- 

JOSH: New York theatre? 

ALLISON: I guess, but I hadn’t, I had done a couple of plays in New York. That’s very flattering. 
I like hearing that. 

JOSH: You had read the script, yes? Of the pilot? 

ALLISON: Oh, yeah. 

JOSH: So, was your feeling going in, “This one I could do.” 

ALLISON: Well, yeah. I get cast a lot as the woman, the glue, the woman that holds things 
together. It’s so opposite of who I am, as you know. [JOSH laughs] But I like to play the woman 
who’s like, “No. This is what’s going to happen. We’re going to do this. This.” You know. I just 
played Liz in Pleasant Laughter on Broadway. She sort of holds the whole dysfunctional family 
together. Those roles as women in power, I just gravitate to. I think it’s because I have a longing 
to be that way and I’m so not really in my mind that way. And to play a woman as smart as C.J. 
and just having access to every word or everything she’s ever learned right there in her Rolodex 
to bring it up, where I’m like, “What’s the name of that--? Ugh. What did I do with that--? Who’s 
that guy that--?” You know. That way that I am is so infuriating, to play someone as witty and 
smart as C.J. it’s just--God, I just wish I could--I mean, of all the characters I’ve ever played, I 
wish I was most like her. 

HRISHI: How long did it take for you to get to the place where you felt like you understood your 
way into C.J.? 

ALLISON: I think that was constantly shifting with whatever storyline was coming up, whatever 
Aaron threw at me. “We’re looking at C.J.’s personal life here. We’re looking at--oh, we’re 
looking at this side of her.” I just learned along the way. I just waited for the script to see what 
part of C.J. we were going to look at that week. You know, I did a few, I did some readings of 
some of the former Press Secretaries’ books. And we did a little bit of research on it but mostly I 
just learned along the way. I knew nothing about politics. I learned stuff along the way. 

JOSH: So, was it an easy fit working the way Aaron works? Was that a good fit for you as an 
actor? 

ALLISON: Well, you know, I was always a little terrified of Aaron because sometimes I got the 
feeling that actors were a necessary evil in the process for Aaron. [ALLISON and JOSH laugh] 
And I love Aaron, I love him and respect him. But he has such a specific way he hears a line 



that, you know, I would have to go in and loop things if I didn’t put inflection on the right word. 
So, I would get very nervous when he was watching at the monitor. And I remember one time 
being behind the monitor and I was sitting on a director’s chair and we were watching someone 
else’s scene and Aaron was there and he just looked over and stared at me. And I remember 
putting my hands up over my face because I was like, “What are you doing? Stop looking at 
me.” I think he liked to write for people. He’d find things about who you were in real life and use 
them in his writing. He was looking for clues about how to write for C.J. because I think in the 
beginning the part was, you know, it was a pretty small part dropped in here and there. He didn’t 
know--he said once, “I don’t know how to write for you. I don’t know how to write for you.” And 
then he obviously found a way to do that. Just by the fact that “The Jackal” was in there. That 
was something, you know, where I just remember Richard Schiff being in my trailer a lot and 
doing completely stupid things. Not learning a new language or reading a book, but lip-syncing. 
Learning songs to lip-sync to and play air guitar to, and just being completely ridiculous. And 
Aaron, you know, saw us do that one night and put that in the famous “Jackal” episode for me. 
Which we shot and then they made me reshoot it because Aaron said, “That was Allison Janney 
doing ‘The Jackal.’ I want to see C.J. do ‘The Jackal.’” And then said, “I don’t think C.J.’s as 
good as Allison Janney is at doing ‘The Jackal.’” [JOSH and HRISHI chuckle] And I have that 
footage of me in the Roosevelt Room basically clearing off a buffet of food and, you know, going 
down the length of the table as a lioness and being--I mean, it was the craziest. It was a strip 
routine. I don’t know. It was not C.J.. 

HRISHI: How did that song come into your life? 

ALLISON: I think I was buying--at the time there was still Tower Records. They had tower 
stations of listening to music. 

JOSH: Yeah. 

ALLISON: You know, you could sit there and listen to different things. And I love music so 
much. I always am trying to find the next new song that I want that’s going to change my life or 
make me want to dance or have fun. Make me happy, whatever. And so I’d go there for hours 
and just listen to music. And they’d have a lot of compilation CDs for like “The Chill 
Compilation,” the duh-duh-duh. [HRISHI laughs] And I just started listening to one and I found 
this Ronny Jordan song, “The Jackal.” And I thought, “Oh my God, that would be--I’m going to 
learn that song. That would be a fun song to lip-sync to.” 

JOSH: We have a Cool Sorkin Jams playlist on Spotify. It’ll make you feel homesick. [ALLISON 
laughs] 

HRISHI: But it’s very Aaron-oriented. It’s really his like “Dad Rock” kind of brand. [ALLISON 
laughs] 

JOSH: So, you watched “The Woman of Qumar” to discuss this, right? 

ALLISON: I watched it. I think it was the first time I’ve watched it. I never watched it before. 

HRISHI: Really? 

ALLISON: Yeah. I haven’t watched most of West Wing and it is my goal to get, you know, at 
some point, to just sit down and binge watch the whole thing and really have an appreciation for 
it. At the time, I was so hard on myself. As I always am, but I was like, “Tommy, you’ve got to 



find some way for them to light me better. I look just awful. This is terrible--is this just--?” 

JOSH: Absolutely untrue. 

ALLISON: I was so critical. And then watching it, I’m like, “You know, I looked pretty damn 
good.” I was, like, so young. But I’d never watched it before. And lots of them I’ve just--you 
know, after a while, the hours we worked, the last thing you wanted to do was watch an episode 
of West Wing [cross talk] when you were there all day. And I just stopped watching them. 

JOSH: [cross talk] Sure. 

ALLISON: I loved doing them. I loved that job so much. I have so many moments where I really-
-besides the times when you would make me cry, Josh. 

JOSH: Spoiler alert. 

[all laugh] 

ALLISON: I would be so grateful. I would be like, “This is--” I would just would stop and look 
around and be like, “I am just so thrilled to be part of this.” 

JOSH: Well, now I’m really intrigued. So what was it like to go back and rewatch--or maybe 
watch “Woman of Qumar” for the first time? I mean, it’s a brilliant Emmy-winning performance 
from you. What did you think? 

ALLISON: I was like, what happened to that scene where, I thought I hit the wall in there. Was 
that another episode? I remember having to do this moment where I had to be so frustrated and 
hit the wall in frustration and then turn around and go in to do a press briefing. And I think, “Did I 
do two episodes like that or did they cut the scene?” I don’t remember. I really, I loved watching 
the episode. I was charmed by it all. I loved the Bartlet and Charlie storyline. And, you know, 
Jed feeling--Jed? I called him Jed! I never called him Jed a day in my life. 

[all laugh] 

JOSH: You’ve earned it. 

ALLISON: [laughs] --of him being embarrassed that he couldn’t think of when the Clean Water 
Act happened. I loved that. 

JOSH: I like that little subplot, too. You’re really getting kind of the father and son thing between 
them. 

ALLISON: Yes! Oh my God, it just made me love them so much. And I’m jumping around here, 
but when Toby, when Richard apologizes to C.J. at the end there, it really, I started to cry. It was 
a beautiful moment and it caught me off guard that that made me cry, but it was so lovely. You 
know, that they don’t have to say words. He can just look at her and touch his heart and they’re 
ok. And how, you know, it was the first time--I don’t know if it was the first time because I can’t--
but is it the first time C.J.’s personal beliefs have, you know, not jived with the administration? 
So she has to go out and say something that is against what she truly believes in? 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

C.J.: Sometime Tuesday, you’ll be briefed at the Pentagon. The DoD will be announcing that 
we’ve renewed our lease another 10 years at the Kalifa air base in Qumar. I understand they’ve 
promised to paint and add new carpet. [laughter] 



[end excerpt] 

ALLISON: That’s a difficult thing to watch. Do you think Sean Spicer feels like C.J. does every 
time he goes out to the press briefing like she does in “The Woman of Qumar”? That he has to 
go out and say things that he doesn’t believe in? 

JOSH: Well, with Spicer I think he’s--forget about what he’s objecting to morally. I think he goes 
out there and says things he knows not to be true. Which is a whole other area. 

HRISHI: I think he’s hanging on for dear life when he goes out there. 

ALLISON: [sighs] Ah, I just--I can’t watch it. Except for, you know, Melissa McCarthy. Out of 
terrible things come very brilliant things. I love Melissa McCarthy’s impersonation of him. 

JOSH: This are good days for comedy. 

ALLISON: [chuckles] They are good days for comedy. My God. 

HRISHI: Do you remember the filming of this episode? Like that moment between you and 
Richard Schiff when he puts his hands over his heart. It made you cry while re-watching it. Do 
you remember the actual moment when that happened? 

ALLISON: Nope. I don’t remember. No, I don’t remember it at all. 

JOSH: Maybe you didn’t do off camera for him and you were already back in your trailer having 
a cocktail. [all laugh] It’s possible that this is the first time you’re seeing that moment. 

ALLISON: Oh my God. You’re a bad one. 

JOSH: Just throwing that out there. 

ALLISON: We were all--what season did you join us? 

JOSH: Midway fourth season. 

ALLISON: Midway fourth season. You missed us all getting--I mean we were all so new to 
television. They just, they were like, “We want to use you guys in background, deep background 
on this scene.” “Sure! That sounds like fun!” 

JOSH: Ha! 

ALLISON: And then, you know, cut to every one of us changing blocking to get out. What did we 
call it? The Awful Office? 

JOSH: [chuckles] Yes. Those were long days shooting there for some reason. Those would be 
endless. The more people the longer it took. The amount of coverage you had to do. And 
somehow only Dulé was the master of somehow disappearing. 

ALLISON: Yes! He would always, he knew the camera angles and knew where to stand where 
he would be in the least amount of coverage and I always thought, “Well, he knows--I want 
stand next to him!” [laughs] 

JOSH: Yeah. He was masterful. 

ALLISON: I’m looking at my notes here, because I took notes while I was watching it to 
remember what the episode was about. 

JOSH: That’s awesome. 



ALLISON: You know, C.J. busting into--was it the Mural Room? That was pretty ballsy of C.J. to 
go in there and-- 

JOSH: Oh yeah, during the veterans. Toby’s chat with the veterans. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

VETERAN: We never would have allowed-- 

C.J.: We did it in Cambodia. 

TOBY: C.J., knock it off. 

C.J.: You’re protesting because you think the Smithsonian isn’t paying proper respect to what 
you and the soldiers of the 10th Armored 3rd Army risked and lost your lives for six decades 
ago. How would you feel in the hypothetical I just described if I told you that at my press briefing 
at the end of the day, I was announcing that we were selling tanks, missiles, and fighter jets to 
the Nazis? 

TOBY: Excuse me. 

[end excerpt] 

HRISHI: Can I ask you a question that sort of relates to the episode? You know, one of the 
things that happens here is that C.J. ends up being an advocate for the women of Qumar as 
one of the only women, you know, on the staff, in the senior staff. And I was wondering if that 
storyline felt at all parallel to your experience in the show, being one of the few female stars of 
the show. I mean, there’s you and Janel as the series stars and certainly great guests who 
would come down. 

ALLISON: I did have some good company there, but I did feel very much like I was the only 
woman being in that male-oriented arena of the inner circle, inner sanctum of what Washington. 
That was as very prized position to hold as a woman. It was great. I mean, people who talk to 
me, who love the show, talk about C.J. and how she inspired them to go into public service or 
change their majors in college and do other things. I think it was a very inspirational role to a lot 
of women. That she had that kind of voice in the White House. It was great. 

JOSH: I had occasions on The West Wing were I thought, “Should I ask a couple questions 
about this scene or should I just say the words in this order and see whether anyone comes up 
to me and says, ‘It seems like you don’t know talking about’?” [ALLISON laughs] And I would 
find that most of the times I would say the words in order and nobody would complain. I’m like, 
“Ok, I guess they bought it.” 

ALLISON: I’d do the same thing in press briefings. I know how to sound like I know what I’m 
talking about. That’s what I get paid for. [JOSH laughs] Most of the time I was like, “I have no 
idea what this means, so I’m going to say it and you’re going to believe me and--I don’t know.” 
It’s kind of true. Kind of sad, but true. When I was talking to those men, those veterans in the 
Mural Room. I couldn’t even follow. I had to go back and listen to it three times. What am I 
saying? 

JOSH: Look! As a listener I often have to stop and go back. It is heady stuff and it blows by you 
at steam train speeds. 



ALLISON: My father used to complain like, “I don’t know what--most of the time I missed what’s 
being said, but I find that if I wait ‘til the end, it will all make sense.” 

JOSH: My grandparents, may they rest in peace, used to say, “Could you guys speak a little 
slower?” [ALLISON chuckles] I’d say, “Grandma, no.” [all laugh] “We’re not allowed.” 

HRISHI: We’d heard about your method of memorizing lines. Can you confirm this? That you 
would use the first letter of the words? 

ALLISON: Yeah, it ended up looking like a bunch of hieroglyphics. And for some reason it 
helped me and I learned it from a friend who, she was taught to memorize Shakespeare that 
way. And I thought, “Well I’m going to try it.” And you just write down the first letter of each word 
and you put in all the punctuation that’s there. Even if it’s a plural. You put the apostrophe if it’s 
“it’s” it’s “i apostrophe.” And the period and everything. Then you’re just looking at a bunch of 
hieroglyphics but it somehow, the more you look at it, you can see it. I’ts just it--sometimes it 
spells out things, the first letter. And it helps you. For some reason. I don’t know why it works, 
but it works. 

JOSH: Is it a technique you still employ? 

ALLISON: Yep. I do. I’m not as formal about it now. I don’t really write it out and tape things up 
onto my mirror and stuff. I just do it as an exercise. It helps me if I’m having trouble memorizing 
a certain chunk. I’ll do that and keep looking at it until it makes sense to me. 

JOSH: Have you ever used the Rehearsal Pro app? 

ALLISON: Yes! I love that! 

JOSH: Yeah. Me too. I’m not affiliated with the app. Let me make that clear. This is a free plug. 
[ALLISON laughs] But it’s a great little phone app for actors where you can record the rest of the 
dialogue and practice yours. 

ALLISON: I did it for Six Degrees so I could have it in my car while I was driving to the Mom set. 
I would have it in and you just, yeah, you record everyone else’s lines and leave a space for 
your own. It was really helpful. I like that app. 

JOSH: I do, too. Let me ask you this. Re-watching this episode, you are really wonderful 
throughout. We’re big fans of yours if you haven’t picked up on that. 

ALLISON: Aww. 

JOSH: And then there’s that great moment where you have this very intense scene with Anna 
Deavere Smith as Nancy raging against the sale of arms to Qumar. 

[West Wing Episode 3.08 excerpt] 

C.J.: The point is that apartheid was an East Hampton clambake compared to what we 
laughingly refer to as “the life these women lead.” And if we had sold M1A1s to South Africa 15 
years ago, you’d have set the building on fire. Thank God we never needed to refuel in 
Johannesburg. 

NANCY: It’s a big world, C.J.. And everybody has guns. And I’m doing the best I can. 

C.J.: They’re beating the women, Nancy. 



[end excerpt] 

JOSH: And then you have to, and do, pull it all together and walk out into the press room and 
interact with the press and you are very professional, but we can still see in your eyes that 
you’ve just been through something. Did you film those two scenes continuously? Were they 
different days? Like, how is it so seamlessly emotional? 

ALLISON: I think it had to have been on the same day. I’m maybe confusing another episode 
with this one because I-- 

JOSH: You thought you hit a wall. 

ALLISON: I thought I hit a wall really hard because I remember my hand. 

HRISHI: [chuckles] That’s in Manchester Part 1. 

ALLISON: Really? 

HRISHI: Yeah. That’s when you go, “Damn it!” 

ALLISON: “Damn it!” Yeah. What was that? 

HRISHI: Yeah. 

ALLISON: Oh my God. Hrishi, I can’t believe you--ok. You’re impressive. Ok. So, didn’t I have to 
walk into the press briefing after that and hold it all together? 

HRISHI: No, that’s right after you walk out of the press briefing after realizing you’ve screwed it 
up. 

JOSH: You should watch The West Wing. It’s a great show, Allison. You would like it. 

[all laugh] 

ALLISON: I know we filmed that scene with Anna Deavere Smith all at once. Well, you know, I 
say this and I have no idea. But I can’t imagine we didn’t do it all in the same day. But you know 
that area outside the press briefing was on a separate stage. 

JOSH: Right. That’s exactly what I was thinking. At the best, they had to reset and it was two 
hours later. 

ALLISON: You know what? You’re absolutely right. Yeah, at the very least it was two hours 
later. 

JOSH: That’s what I thought. That’s what I had remembered. That it’s a separate location. So, I 
mean, that’s just, that’s tremendous. What a challenge that must have been. 

HRISHI: Right. So, for a scene like that where you have to--you’re shooting on a separate day 
and the emotion you have to present is someone who is holding it together after having just 
been worked up to tears. Do you, as an actor, actually have to work yourself up to tears and 
then come back down from that to get to that moment? 

ALLISON: I do. Yeah. I’ll use whatever. I mean, there’s so many things to use on a set. 
Sometimes I marvel at how sometimes people don’t understand what actors do. And so like I’m 
standing there maybe trying to prepare and someone comes up and is like, “Hey, Allison! 
What’s going on? How was your weekend?” And then I don’t want to be rude, but I think, “It’s 
good. It’s good.” So I would start to put in headphones or put on headphones so people would 



leave me alone. I think an actor has a hard time on a film set most of the time because people 
are like, people just want to get home. I just remember all the times we would laugh. That was 
my favorite thing, was when we would crack each other up. Either Martin not remembering our 
characters’ names or calling them something different. And laughing so hard that we couldn’t 
stop laughing. And how much the crew must have just hated us because they just wanted to get 
home to their families. And not that we didn’t, but early on I don’t think a lot of us had families 
early on. So, we just wanted to have a great time. And we did. And we laughed and laughed 
and laughed. 

JOSH: Yeah. 

HRISHI: There were a lot of plotlines in the early episodes during Aaron’s years on the show 
where sometimes C.J.’s character gets shut out. You know, where she would get shut out from, 
you know, some kind of inner circle and she has to kind of fight her way to get attention from the 
President or have her voice heard as much as the boys’. And, I’m just wondering, since we 
know that Aaron often draws inspiration from things that are actually happening around him in 
real life, I was just wondering if there was any kind of inspiration that was coming from the real 
dynamics within the show. 

ALLISON: That might have been, maybe he just saw my--’cause most of the time I’m pretty 
quiet. I don’t speak up and fight for--I just kind of watch and--maybe he saw that and it was an 
inspiration and used it. Because I was never, I was always the person just sort of listening. 
‘Cause there were a lot of opinionated and politically minded people on that show: Josh and 
Brad and Richard. And everyone liked talking about politics. I didn’t grow up talking about 
politics in my family. It was not an arena I felt comfortable in. So I just, most of the time, would 
listen. I felt that, you know, a lot of times he got inspiration from Dee Dee Myers ‘cause of her 
experience in the White House. I think less of it came from me and more from her, really. I 
spoke with her during the run of the show. I met her and hung out with her. And she was talking 
about most of the time the relationships. Your job description didn’t determine what relationships 
you had. It was all personal. I do remember her being aware of a kind of boys’ club that she was 
invited in to be a part of it and it was a pretty amazing experience. 

HRISHI: I love hearing that Richard used to hang out and play air drums in your trailer while you 
would do “The Jackal” because there is this subtext sometimes between Toby and C.J.. 

JOSH: Mm-hmm. 

HRISHI: Toby’s the one who comes to get C.J. in the flashback, you know, to bring her in for the 
Bartlet campaign. 

ALLISON: Yeah. Yeah. 

HRISHI: And our listeners sometimes love to point to a promo photo that you guys did in which 
you and Richard are holding hands on it. And-- 

ALLISON: Really? 

HRISHI: Yeah. [all chuckle] And so I was wondering if you guys ever, if you and Richard ever 
discussed, you know, what the chemistry was between your two characters or if that was 
something that just came out of a natural, you know, flirtiness or, I don’t know, just a friendliness 
that you guys had for each other. Or if you felt like that was on the page. 



ALLISON: No. It was not on the page. Richard and I, we--he appreciated my silliness more than 
most people. [laughs] So he got a kick out of me and I of him. Yeah. We all went through a lot in 
the 7 years together. A lot of stuff happened. But Richard and I had a lot of fun working 
together. We always had a subtext going on whether it was, I don’t think they ever, their 
characters never had an affair together and we didn’t ever--you know, we were really good 
friends and enjoyed acting and playing something else underneath. Just to make it more 
challenging for us. We’d come up with like, “Ok. Last night you know that you saw me...duh duh 
duh.” We would make up fun things. We’d always have a secret that we had with each other 
which made the scenes fun and on those long times waiting for setups. We’d come up with little 
acting games to do, so, I think that came across in the episodes. That we had something going 
on. 

JOSH: Yeah. [cross talk] That’s interesting actually. 

HRISHI: [cross talk] That’s fantastic. 

JOSH: That you explicitly had them outside the-- 

ALLISON: Yeah. 

JOSH: That’s kind of awesome. That’s a bombshell. 

ALLISON: Just to layer in some other colors that made it more fun and challenging for us to do. 

JOSH: I think one of the ulterior motives of our podcast is to use it as a cudgel to force Aaron to 
do some sort of revisit. What is your feeling about-- if he were down for it, would you come 
back? 

ALLISON: Yes! I get asked that all the time. Especially now with our current situation. 

JOSH: Mm-hmm. 

ALLISON: With the White House. Everyone is just going back in droves to The West Wing and 
just falling in love with it all over again. And people are always asking me. And I’m like, “I don’t--” 
You know, I’ve given many different answers over the past couple years. One was that we’re 
way too old and what would they do with us. And one was like, “Absolutely. If Aaron says yes, 
I’ll say--” I am in for it. Are you kidding me? I love everyone that we worked with, I love every 
actor on that show. You guys would be the ones to think of the story. What would the storyline 
be? I would do it in a heartbeat. 

JOSH: Well, that was Aaron’s response. Aaron’s response is, and you never know whether he’s 
being coy. But his response is, absolutely he would do it as soon as he comes up with the idea 
that he knows is good. I don’t know whether that means he’s actually pondering it or it’s just a 
way of saying, “This is never going to happen, but I’m going to say it this way.” 

HRISHI: [chuckles] Diplomatically. 

ALLISON: I feel like my instinct is he’s not going to do it. But, if he did, I would be... I think it 
could be a movie, don’t you think? 

HRISHI: Yes. 

ALLISON: Or, what do you think? An hour tv? 

HRISHI: Sure. A Netflix two-hour special. 



JOSH: That’s what I think is a good idea. 

ALLISON: I like that idea. All right, we should craft it. Get together exactly what it is and propose 
it to him and see. A two-hour special. And are we--we’ve already left the White House, so are 
we just getting together for--? What are we doing? 

JOSH: Well, I think the gang gets back together visiting Toby at an old age home. [all laugh] 
And we start having cocktails and lip-syncing. And the rest of us decide to go out on the 
campaign trail. [all laugh] Something like that. 

ALLISON: I love this. Oh my God, I love it. I’m in. Whatever you decide. Just tell me when to 
show up and I’ll be there. 

JOSH: Yeah. We’ll get back to you with an offer. 

HRISHI: And, apparently, you’ll win an Emmy for it. 

ALLISON: [chuckles] Oh. 

JOSH: That goes without saying. 

HRISHI: Right. 

JOSH: Yeah, what do you do with your old Emmys? Is there a recycling bin? 

ALLISON: My old Emmys. 

HRISHI: I imagine you wear them around your wrist like a charm bracelet. 

ALLISON: No, they’re in my office at home. I’m very proud of them. I love every single one. And 
it’s a wonderful thing that happened. And you know, awards are weird, though. 

JOSH: This has been awesome. Thanks, Allison. 

ALLISON: You’re so welcome! I’ll see you soon, I hope. 

HRISHI: I can’t believe we got to talk to Allison Janney. Finally. That was awesome. 

JOSH: And I think she’ll be back. 

HRISHI: I hope so. You can follow her on Twitter, if you don’t already, @AllisonBJanney. You 
can follow Ambassador Mendelson @SarahMendelson. And you can follow Operation 
Underground Railroad @ourrescue on Twitter. You can follow Josh at @JoshMalina and me 
@HrishiHirway and the show @WestWingWeekly. We’re on Facebook. We’re on Instagram. 
And we hope you’ll join us next time. 

JOSH: We’re also a proud member of Radiotopia, a curated collection of the very best podcasts 
available. Made possible by the Knight Foundation. 

HRISHI: You should check out all the shows, including a brand new show that’s joining the 
network. It’s called Ear Hustle. 

JOSH: Woo! 

HRISHI: It’s joining the network on June 14th. You’re going to love it. Check out all the shows at 
radiotopia.fm. 

JOSH: Thanks to Zach McNees and Margaret Miller for helping make the podcast what it is. 



HRISHI: And thanks to our new social media intern, Isabel Malina. 

JOSH: Woo! Much like Tori Spelling auditioned for Beverly Hills 90210 by hiding her identity 
under an assumed name, Izzy also applied for the job like that. Neither of us had any idea that 
she was related to me when we hired her. 

HRISHI: [laughs] I think we’re free from any kind of charges of nepotism because it wasn’t your 
idea. 

JOSH: That’s so true. But welcome aboard, Izzy. As part of Izzy’s job she now has to listen to 
every episode, and so I was so relieved that when I on the spot chose my favorite child, I chose 
Izzy [HRISHI laughs] during the Snuffy Walden interview. Because it would have been awkward 
had I chosen my son. 

HRISHI: Well this was subtle stratagem here on my part to help you out. Now, at least one of 
your children has to watch The West Wing. 

JOSH: There you go. Never thought of that. All right, you can still, although all other merch has 
been at least temporarily pulled down from the site, you can always buy the official West Wing 
Weekly lapel pin. And you can do so by going to thewestwingweekly.com/pin. 

HRISHI: #Bartletsarmy 

JOSH: Is that a thing yet? 

HRISHI: Yeah, it is. 

JOSH: I didn’t even know that. I’m going there now. 

HRISHI: Do it. Ok. 

JOSH: Ok. 

ALLISON: What’s next? 

[Outro Music] 


