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ANDREA MITCHELL: So, Ali Vitali, we saw the message in Nikki Haley’s video yesterday.
And you have been covering her down there. She’s calling for this new generation of leaders to
step up. Let’s talk about how she made her case today. This is a real, real focus on generation,
people younger than 75, and also saying she’s not playing identity politics, doesn’t believe in
glass ceilings, but, by the way, we have never done this before. Let’s elect a woman.

ALI VITALI: Yes, the way that she contended with gender here, Andrea, is so fascinating to me,
especially because it’s the way that most Republican candidates deal with the general idea of race
and gender on the campaign trail, making a nod to it, but also making clear that it’s not the
defining factor of their candidacy and, certainly, Haley there saying that the road ahead for her
would be hard and would even require voters to do something that they had never done before,
which is, of course, elect a woman to the White House. And so that was striking, in that she’s
playing with gender in a way that most conservatives might expect her to, but also laying herself
out as someone with both domestic policy chops, but also deep experience abroad. I know you
have covered her during her time in the Trump administration as she was on the world stage,
more focus here on the foreign policy front than we typically hear from most presidential
contenders. And it’s something that Haley is one of the few people who can bring to this field. Of
course, if former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo jumps in, he will also be running in that realm,
but, for Haley here, talking both foreign and domestic politics, as she announces her bid. But
what struck me the most, I think, is, as she talked about moving past the stale politics of the past,
she wasn’t focused on the road that she has to go down first, which is against Trump. She was
focused on President Biden. That was clearly where she was trading her focus as she made this
generational argument. But, yeah, she’s Trump’s first official challenger and that’s what she’s
going to have to go through first, Andrea.

MITCHELL: And being first is important in a lot of ways, but it’s — can also be a setback.
Michael Steele —

MICHAEL STEELE: Mmhmm.

MITCHELL: — our NBC News First Read team noting that, when Kennedy’s jump into the race
earlier than their peers, like Ted Cruz in 2016, Elizabeth Warren in 2020, they do tend to do
better in the primary races, but not well enough to defeat the front-runners. So, is this a good
play?

MICHAEL STEELE: Well, it’s an interesting play and — and picking up on — on the idea of
Nikki sort of getting into this race and sort of setting the tone early, I — I find it fascinating that
she — she has kind of put herself in a position where she’s a little bit inside and a little bit
outside. And so, as a consequence of that, she’s trying to have a little bit of cake and eat it as well
politically. So, yes, you know, I was in the Trump administration, but I don’t want to talk about



him right now. This idea of projecting to the general election, going after Biden, not Trump, not
her — not the big problem that she has in front of her —

MITCHELL: Right.

STEELE: — sets — sends the message, I want you to size me up as a presidential candidate in a
general election head to head. This is the message I would take to Biden, so don’t look at and get
confused by the primary dance, alright? You’re going to like me — you’re going to like me in a
general, so therefore, you want to be with me in a primary. It’s going to be interesting to see if
voters look at it that way. Trump certainly won’t let her look at it that way. And so, it’s going to
make — at some point, Nikki Haley, like everybody else whose faces have been up on our screen
as potentials, are going to have to confront the 800-pound elephant standing in front of them
known as Donald Trump.

MITCHELL: Is she making a virtue of necessity, in that her appeal really is, more broadly,
potentially, in a general election? She’s got a broad appeal as a person of color and as, you know,
someone from a completely different background — 

STEELE: Yeah.

MITCHELL: — with a different range of experience. More likely with independents and
moderate Democrats then with the MAGA base.

STEELE: She does and — and the problem, though, is that she’s been on again, off again with
Trump. All those voters you just talked about are largely not aligned with Trump and don’t want
to be aligned with Trump and look very suspiciously of people who were in his administration,
people who said they were against him and are now for him and then against him again, so she’s
got to navigate some very troubled waters, all the while being buffeted by Trump, who is going
to lob some things at her. I think her play may ultimately be vice president, if — if it looks like
Trump really holds that front line to — for the nomination. But, right now, she’s making that
case. And that’s the interesting thing.

MITCHELL: Kim Atkins Stohr, do you think that Haley’s past comments about President Trump
could actually be used as attack lines from other GOP opponents to appeal to the Trump base?

KIMBERLY ATKINS STOHR: Yeah, I think, absolutely, it will be. And I think that highlights
the problem Michael was just talking about, about how she’s going to have a really difficult time
getting through a primary. Look, not only does her past connection with Trump really turn off
Never Trump voters, but the — the times that she has been critical of him makes those who are
part of the core MAGA base distrust her as well. And you could see in her speech she’s trying to
do — you know, have it both ways. She talked negatively about immigration and used the word
illegals, but at the same time told this story about how Venezuelans see American — America as
a country of hope. She opened her video talking about how, where she grew up, it was racially
divided by railroad tracks, but, at the same time, says, but, you know, racism’s over. That’s just
wokeness. She doesn’t seem to have a clear message because she’s trying to please everybody



who she’s going to need to please in this primary, and it just ends up falling flat all around. I
think she needs to try to figure out — she’s the first one out. All candidates have to do that. But
we’re all watching her do it in real time.

MITCHELL: Jonathan Lemire, cue Donald Trump, because the Trump campaign has just put out
a list of things that Nikki Haley has said in the past which would conflict with the MAGA base.
Headline, Hillary Clinton is an inspiration to Nikki Haley. In a 2012 interview with The New
York Times, she said: “The reason I actually ran for office is because of Hillary Clinton.” I can’t
fact-check that — check — fact-check that instantly as to whether that’s out of context, but she
also supported Paul Ryan’s plan for entitlement reform, threatening Medicare and Social
Security, according to the Trump campaign. So, they’ve got a long list already of things that
she’s done that don’t fit with, you know, the MAGA approach.

(....)
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MITCHELL: Michael Steele, how does that work, the mandatory mental competency test?

STEELE: It don’t — you know, it’s stuff like that just tells me you’re not serious. I mean, to sit
there and propose that the government is now going to enforce mandatory mental tests for
politicians over 75, tell me which politician is going to submit themselves to that test. Who gets
to administer it?

MITCHELL: That’s right. I was going to say.

STEELE: And are you including Donald Trump in that? That would be the first question I want
to ask. Were you thinking of Trump, not just Biden, but Trump? So this — you know, you know,
to Ali’s point and — and others, this shows how this campaign is trying to walk a tightrope that,
right now, I don’t think it can walk. You’re going to have — I’m going to continue to say this.
You’ve got to be all in on the proposition of losing this primary in order to win the presidency,
which means you have to lay out clearness and — and — and qualities, but also ability to go after
Trump. This mandatory testing for politicians is just silly.

MITCHELL: When is he going to be 75, Donald Trump? He’s 74.

STEELE: I think his birthday is coming up.

MITCHELL: Well, in time for the election.

STEELE: Yeah, just in time for the election.

MITCHELL: In time for the election. Michael Steele, Ali Vitali, Kimberly Atkins Stohr, and
Jonathan Lemire, thanks to all of you. And with Nikki Haley now joining the presidential race,



one former Trump official thinks she’s running for the VP spot instead and is questioning our
motives.

(....)
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MITCHELL: And let’s turn to Nikki Haley. Why do you think she’s running to be — I mean, you
told Kristen Welker you think she’s running to be vice president. Why do you think that?

BOLTON: Well, I don’t — I don’t think there’s a serious case for her candidacy. I think — I
think it’s a very difficult race for her to run because of the things she said in the past about
Donald Trump. She said expressly, I’m not going to run if he’s a candidate. Her rationale for
running at this point is, things have changed. Well, things always change, but I think this
inconsistency is something that’s exploitable by Trump on the one hand and by her opponents on
the other and I don’t think there’s a convincing case. I certainly listened to the announcement
today and the several videos she put out, one the day before and one last week, and I don’t — I
don’t see what that substantive case is.

MITCHELL: You’ve quoted Mike Pompeo as saying that she is light as a feather. Would you be
saying that about a man?

BOLTON: Let’s — let’s — let’s compare it with another woman. In the video trailer that she put
out last week foreshadowing the announcement this week, she opened up with quotations from
Jeane Kirkpatrick. Now, Jeane Kirkpatrick, obviously another former U.N. ambassador. In the
1980s, I would say Jeane was America’s Margaret Thatcher and a phenomenal person, so the
idea that Nikki is trying to associate herself with Jeane Kirkpatrick, I think, is a little
presumptuous. I mean, I’ll update Lloyd Bentsen’s famous comment. I — I knew Jeane
Kirkpatrick, and Nikki Haley’s no Jeane Kirkpatrick.

MITCHELL: Well, I knew Jeane Kirkpatrick also, but Nikki Haley is running as a former
governor, as someone who has been elected, who’s considered and faced some tough issues in
South Carolina, as well as being U.N. ambassador. Just wondering whether you’re judging her on
a different — in a different way based on gender?

BOLTON: Well, no, of course not. Let’s — let’s compare it again to Jeane Kirkpatrick on the
most important qualification: intellectual ability. Comparing Kirkpatrick to Haley is like
comparing a destroyer to a surfboard, I mean, they both go upon the water, but that’s about it.

MITCHELL: You have said you’re considering, maybe considering a run yourself for president.
Are you close to doing that?

BOLTON: Well, I am considering it. I had not thought initially of looking at it this year, but I
was quite disturbed some months ago, when President Trump said that the Constitution should



be terminated so that he could be declared the winner of the 2020 election. You know, I have
filled out a lot of security applications for jobs in the federal government in my time, and there’s
usually a question in there that says something like, have you ever advocated the overthrow of
the government of the United States? And I dutifully check no. But when you say you want to
terminate the Constitution, that is what you’re advocating. I was disturbed by that. But I was also
disturbed by the lack of a clear rejection of that idea by people who are being talked about in the
run for the — for the presidency and I think it’s got to be clear. No conservative can say the
Constitution should be terminated, period, close quote.

MITCHELL: So you’re still considering it?

BOLTON: Yes, I think it’s a — it’s a very interesting dynamic. Some people have announced,
basically, they’re not getting in. Others have not yet announced. I wouldn’t do this unless I
thought there was a serious chance. As I said, I did look at this and 2016, decided not to. But I —
I think that it’s extremely important that Trump not get the nomination. And I think Republicans
see this overwhelmingly. I think many people are misreading the polls. I don’t really think he has
a chance at the nomination, unless the field gets too crowded and I would certainly not be a part
of an overcrowded field, if I thought that were an issue.


