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One of most amazing behind-the-scenes conversations in American politics took place on a train 
in Indiana in early October, 1948.  It was exactly four weeks before the presidential election and 
Harry Truman was whistle-stopping his way through the Midwest.  He was riding in his private 
car with his trusted aide Clark Clifford.  The buzz those days was about a Newsweek article that 
was about to be published with the predictions of 50 noted political experts on the outcome of 
the Truman-Dewey race.  After one of the early stops, Truman asked Clifford, ÒWhat does it 
say?Ó  ÒWhat do you mean?Ó Clifford replied.  ÒWhat does the Newsweek story say?Ó  ÒI donÕt 
know,Ó said Clifford.  ÒYes you do.  I saw you slip off the train and go buy a copy at the last 
stop.  ThatÕs probably the Newsweek right there under your coat.Ó  Busted, Clifford handed the 
magazine to Truman.  It said that 50 out of the 50 experts were predicting a Dewey victory, most 
by a landslide.  Truman looked at the article for a few minutes and said, ÒI know every one of 
those fellowsÉ and not one of them has enough sense to pound sand down a rat hole.Ó 

 

A lot of people have expressed that opinion toward expert commentary, some that comes out of 
esteemed academic institutions, like Harvard.  TrumanÕs opinion, of course, had the benefit of 
being right, of course.  America liked his forthright style and centrist agenda and independents 
swept him to an improbable victory four weeks later. 

 

In political and government circles, there is the tendency to over-complicate simple truth.  After 
all, we have newspapers and broadcasts and textbooks to fill.  Tonight, I want to express and 
support a simple proposition:  that America is a center-right nation today, as it has been for 
generations, and it is calling out for leadership that is unifying rather than divisive and bold in its 
vision of what America can be. 

 

I was a mayor for eight years and a Senator for six.  I have lived at the top and the bottom of the 
political/governmental food chain.  I have won elections and I have lost them.  So I came to 
Harvard to share a little of what I have learned along that way. 

 

Just to fill in a bit more background Ð I grew up in Brooklyn as a DodgerÕs fan.  I went to 
Hofstra and was a campus organizer against the Vietnam War.  I grew up in a large Jewish 
family and was a DemocratÑ in part because I never met a Republican until I went to college.  I 
worked for John Lindsey until New York went bankrupt.  Then I heard the call of ÒGo west, 
young manÓ and attended law school in Iowa.  After school I headed North, drawn by the 
political magic of Òthe happy warriorÓ Hubert Humphrey, to work in the Minnesota Attorney 
GeneralÕs office.  I eventually ran for Mayor of Saint Paul twice and won as both a Democrat 
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and then as a Republican.  As part of a downtown revitalization, we built the Xcel Energy Center 
as ground zero for the State of Hockey.  In 2008, I had the rare pleasure in politics of completing 
a circle: welcoming my national party to that very building for our national convention.  I served 
in the Senate for six turbulent years and you know the details of how I ended up here today 
rather than in Washington.  LetÕs just say IÕm not one of the people who is criticizing Bill 
Bellichick this week for a last minute decision that cost his team the game.  

 

That education in politics and leadership has led me to my thesis today:  that America is a center-
right nation, which is seeking that kind of leadership today. 

 

First let me go through some fresh polling data that supports that conclusion. 

Slide #1 
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You can see this graph leans a little right.  If you divide it into thirds, it is 28% left, 37% middle 
and 41% right.   
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One of the reasons why I like baseball is that there is a game almost every day.  The same with 
politics:  there is always a new election to analyze and learn from.  LetÕs look at a couple of 
charts from 2008 and just this last Tuesday. 

Chart #2 

"

 

President Obama may in his heart of hearts be a Òmovement liberalÓ but he ran as a moderate, 
post-partisan and the independent voters bought it.  That 8% gap in the middle two bars is almost 
exactly his margin of victory in the popular vote. 

 

I think we could show a similar decisive effect of the independent vote in most of the 
presidential races of our lifetimes.   

 

Now letÕs look at the recent results from Virginia and New Jersey. 
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Slide 3 

In Virginia Deeds slightly outper formed Obama among 
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Here are the 2008 and 2009 results one on top of the other.  You see for Obama/McCain, 
independents are split and Obama gains a slight victory.  But in 2009, McDonnell wins the 
independents 2-1 and wins a decisive victory in state that only flashed blue for one year. 

 

Now on to New Jersey, a solid blue state. 
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Slide #4 
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This is the same comparison:  McCain/ Obama vs. Christie/Corzine.  The story is the same:  a 
narrow victory among independents won the state for Obama in 2008; a lopsided preference of 
those same voters for Christie sent him to a surprisingly easy victory as well. 
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Here is one more national slide that I think captures the national trend we are seeing: 

 

Slide # 5 
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This chart is all about Òis government doing enough or too much.Ó  You can see that through 
most of the Bush years, people thought government was doing enough.  And now suddenly for 
the first time in twelve years, the findings are that government is doing too much.  I would 
submit that there is a center point between Òtoo littleÓ and Òtoo muchÓ in the minds of the 
American people that we must find a way to reach. 

 

Now let me make an attempt to define what I mean by center-right America. 

 

I will start by saying what it is not:  it is not just a Ômeet in the middleÕ or liberal plus 
conservative divided by two.  I am reminded of the guy who encountered a statistician with one 
foot in a pot of boiling water and the other in a block of ice.  He said, ÒThat looks terrible!  How 
are you doing?Ó  The statistician said, ÒWell on average, IÕm doing fine.Ó  ThatÕs not what IÕm 
talking about. 
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My view is that center-right America has certain noble, enduring values which can lead the 
country forward boldly Ð if leaders embrace them and articulate them powerfully. 

 

If you visit Union Station in Washington Ð a magnificent structure -- you may see the plaque of 
dedication to its architect Daniel Hudson Burnham.  He wrote, ÒDream no small dreams, for they 
have no power to stir menÕs souls.Ó 

 

The center-right vision I am talking about may be moderate in tone, but it needs to be bold in 
scope and passion. 

 

Here are five articles of belief that I think capture the heart of center-right America: 

 

1.  They want better government, not bigger government. 

They donÕt agree with either notion that government is the problem or the solution for AmericaÕs 
problems.  But they do believe in an activist role for government, if that action has a few 
important characteristics.  

 

They want government action that reforms the status quo.  As Mayor of St. Paul, all my efforts to 
reform government by merging and consolidating city and county bureaucracy, attempts to lower 
cost and improve quality by privatizing services, and my advocacy for education reform, 
including charter schools, merit pay and opportunity scholarships (vouchers!) were all rebuffed 
by the defenders of the status quoÑ which is in large part why I became a Republican.   

 

The vast majority of the American people arenÕt opposed to government action which is general 
welfare oriented.  They just donÕt want government action which is a sop to entrenched special 
interests. 

 

And they want government action that has good bang for the buck.  They want to have the 
promise of effectiveness and results up front before they are willing to write the check.  (ThatÕs 
why health reform is hitting a bumpy road:  there is broad bi-partisan consensus that health care 
in this country needs reform, that we must strive to bring down cost, and keep up quality and 
access.. but center-right America doesnÕt just want good intentions, they want improvement). In 
Minnesota we all know the Norwegian who loved his wife, he ALMOST told her. My friends on 
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the other side of the aisle may have good intentions, but thatÕs not enough -youÕve got to deliver 
on the promise. 

 

The second item is related to the first: 

2.  Center-right America will only support tax increases if they are convinced it will 
improve the country, and the burden of proof is on the tax raisers. 

 

We have a lot of center-right people in Minnesota.  The key is watching how they spend their 
own money.  They clip store coupons.  They go to yard sales.  They modestly mention to their 
friends how little their cars, clothes and lawn mowers cost.  It drives those people crazy to see 
government take their hard-earned money and waste it. 

 

They believe government is a noble institution and deserves its fair share.  But the way their tax 
dollars are collected, and especially spent, is crucial to their attitude toward taxes. 

 
3. Center-right America has an economic vision of this country as a prosperous, 

competitive nation that generates great jobs and world-changing innovation. 

They embrace an entrepreneurial vision rather than a collectivist vision. Do you know what 4406 
Kingswell Ave., Los Angeles, California; 58 Bagley Ave, Detroit, Michigan; and 2066 Crist 
Ave., Los Altos, California have in common? Out of the garages at those addresses, began 
corporate giants Disney, Ford, and Hewlett-Packard. 

 

They trust markets that usually work over government regulation that occasionally does.  They 
are ready to bet on the fact that we can invent our way out of problems and are slow to accept a 
bigger government footprint in their lives.  They measure progress in job creation, not in 
Washington bill signing ceremonies and the accumulation of debt. 

 
4. Center-right America believes it is the duty of the judiciary to interpret the laws in light 

of the original intent of the Constitution, not use its power to make social changes that 
legislatures are unwilling to. 

 
Certain traditional values and relationships are the anchors of our culture in turbulent times.  
There is a reason that politicians on both sides of the aisle continue to follow the will of the 
voters on such controversial issues as the long standing definition of marriage, the balance 
between the free exercise of religion and the establishment clause of the First Amendment, and 
respect for life. And at least in Minnesota, and most other parts of the country, pity the politician 
who comes between a citizen and his personal Second Amendment rights. And the use of the 
courts as a short-cut to change is wrong, in my view.  When the Founders used the term Supreme 



* "
"

Court, they meant it was supreme among the courts, not supreme in the balance of power among 
the branches. However, although these social issues are the ones that engender the most passion, 
it would be tragic if we let the passionate debate over values issues so damage our unity as 
Americans, that our ability to achieve consensus on difficult issues like heath care, social 
security and national security is destroyed.   
 
And finally, 
 

5. Center-right America believes we are exceptional in the world and view strength as the 
path to peace. 
 

They harbor no illusions that we are perfect but they maintain a strong pride in America as 
having, in ChurchillÕs phrase, Òthe worst form of government, except for all the others.Ó 

 

It may seem like a below the radar thing but I think there is major negative reaction in center-
right America to President Obama bowing to the Emperor of Japan and the King of Saudi 
Arabia.  Courtesy is one thing, but we donÕt willingly surrender, even symbolically, that they are 
better than us. 

 

Center-right America believes in a strong defense to back up aggressive diplomacy to achieve 
AmericaÕs security and economic interests.  Support for Israel, the Middle EastÕs only 
functioning democracy, is part of that as well. 

 

We still believe LincolnÕs words that America is the Òlast, best hope of earthÓ and think our 
leaders should act accordingly. 

 

All these values find expression in the legislative process in fiscal policy, in government 
oversight, in trade policy and in renewable energy efforts.  There are center-right people in both 
parties, especially in the Senate where I served.  There are lots of center-right mayors and 
governors as well:  people who view politics, in Hubert HumphreyÕs phrase, as Òthe art of the 
possible.Ó 

 

Let me offer one example from my time in the Senate where we came together-and almost got 
something done. America needs to end its dependency on foreign oil. Energy independence is a 
national security issue. Hugo Chavez and Achmadinejad would both have less bark and less bite 
if we lessened our dependency on foreign oil. If you are concerned about the Middle East or 
IsraelÕs security, you should be committed to energy independence. And the path is so clear. 
More conservation, more renewables, more environmentally safe exploration-and more nuclear 
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energy. Democrats like Kent Conrad, Mark Pryor, Mary Landrieu and Tom Carper know this. 
And folks like me and John Thune, Saxby Chambliss, Susan Collins and Lindsey Graham get it. 
And we worked together in 2007 to lay out a comprehensive approach that would have done it 
all--- but leadership on both sides couldnÕt find a way to come together. For the sake of our 
country, we must do better. 

 

 And finally, I think a pretty good prediction of the future majority in the Congress will be: 
which party welcomes its center-right people with its more hard core members? 

 

Will the Republicans hold and support both my friends Susan Collins and Tom Coburn?  Or will 
the Democrats hold both Barbara Boxer and Blanche Lincoln?  The one that does will stake a 
legitimate claim to the independents -that will give them a lasting majority with which to govern. 

 

In 2008, American voters spoke loud and clear-- they wanted change. They wanted to change 
Washington--- I donÕt believe they wanted to change America. 

  

Let me close with my favorite story about the hero and expression of the center-right movement I 
have been talking about:  Abraham Lincoln. 

 

On August 13, 1859, long-shot candidate Lincoln was visiting the Omaha, Nebraska area in 
search of a few delegates.  But he had another reason for being there.  Omaha was the terminus 
of the major eastern railroad and the town was filled with the great railroad leaders.  After his 
day of campaigning, he crossed the river to Council Bluffs, Iowa to stay at the Pacific Hotel.  
That evening, he gathered the local rail experts for dinner.  Over cigars and adult beverages they 
sat on the west-facing porch of the hotel and Lincoln asked, ÒWhatÕs the best rail route to the 
Pacific?Ó  They pointed Northwest:  the Platte River valley. 

 

Almost ten years later, Lincoln had died.  The nation had gone through a horrendous civil war.  
But the Union had been preserved and the slaves had been freed.  And on a mountain pass in 
Utah, the Ògolden spikeÓ was driven, completing LincolnÕs dream for the nation. 

 

Lincoln should be our model and inspiration as a nation. 

 

He based his service not on expediency or politics, but on enduring values. 
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He built a team of rivals who had the strength to guide the nation through terrible troubles. 

 

He embraced the noblest vision of America and therefore dreamed great dreams. 

 

That is my hope and expectation for America, because I believe that is our hope and expectation 
for ourselves as nation.  All we need now is the Lincolns to give us the leadership we want and 
deserve. 

 

Norman Vincent Peale put it this way.  He challenged people to see the world this way: 

 
Become a possibilitarian.  No matter how dark things seem, or actually areÉ.  always see the 
possibilities because they are always, always there.   

 

That is the ultimate value of center-right, and all, Americans.  We are always a work in progress, 
but we believe deeply that progress is always being made.   

 

Thank you very much. 


