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WASHINGTON — Mitt 
Romney set up a stark choice 
for voters Saturday by picking 
Rep. Paul Ryan as his running 
mate, resetting the campaign 
in fundamental and potential-
ly risky ways. 

After months of trying 
to make the contest a refer-
endum on President Barack 
Obama’s handling of the 
economy, Romney raised the 
stakes for both sides. Setting 
aside a cautious ambiguity 
about his plans to tackle the 
nation’s fiscal challenges, he 
recast the race as an epic bat-
tle over budgetary and eco-
nomic policy.

Ryan is a dynamic seven-
term policy wonk. As House 
Budget Committee chairman, 
his controversial “path to pros-
perity” has served for two years 
as a touchstone in the partisan 
wars over taxes and spending. 
He would curb taxes on busi-
ness and wealthier individuals, 
impose austerity on most fed-
eral agencies, and transform 
Social Security and other en-
titlement programs that drive 
long-term national debt.

As partisans on both sides 
see it, putting Ryan on the 
ticket elevated the campaign 
debate — which has been in-
creasingly negative and some-
times maddeningly trivial — 
by putting seminal choices 
over spending, tax policy and 
the role of government front 
and center.

Ryan lends youth, conser-
vative intellectual heft, and an 

insider’s knowledge of Wash-
ington. The downside for 
Romney is that he also brings 
fiscal prescriptions far more 
specific and controversial than 
the nominee’s. Democrats 
swung quickly, with Obama’s 
campaign calling Ryan “the 
architect of the radical Repub-
lican House budget.”

“There’s something odd 
about the fact that the ideas 
people are going to talk about 
have the vice president’s name 
on them,” said Joel Goldstein, 
a scholar of the vice presiden-
cy. He was hard-pressed to 
recall a running mate whose 
agenda so instantly redefined 
the nominee and the cam-
paign.

But even with that, when 
the dust settles, the contest 
won’t hinge on the running 
mates.

“Whether Romney wins 
or loses isn’t going to be de-
termined by how people feel 
about Ryan vs. Joe Biden,” 
Goldstein said.

Democrats have sought to 
tar Romney with the Ryan 
budget plan for months. But 
Romney had been careful to 
praise it without embracing 
its particulars — making it 
harder for detractors to define 
him and leaving conservatives 
frustrated at the apparent ti-
midity.

Putting Ryan on the ticket 
cuts through the clutter. He 
can defend the policies.

“If they really play it right, 
Romney won’t actually say, ‘I 
believe everything Paul Ryan 
says,’ ” said William Lacy, 
a strategist on seven GOP 

presidential campaigns and 
director of the Dole Institute 
of Politics at the University of 
Kansas, named for the party’s 
1996 nominee. “He’ll say, 
‘This is America’s best budget 
mind. … but I will be making 
the final decisions.’ ”

Democrats won’t let Rom-
ney off the hook if he tries 
to wriggle free from backlash 
against Ryan’s views, though.

Liberal economists have 
called Ryan’s budget “Robin 
Hood in reverse.” Obama has 
called it “thinly veiled social 
Darwinism.”

“We wanted a national de-
bate on this Ryan budget and 
Mitt Romney just gave it to 
us,” said Jesse Ferguson, na-
tional press secretary at the 
Democratic Congressional 
Campaign Committee, adding 
that in every House district 
where he’s seen polls, the 
Ryan plan is “toxic.”

Although Ryan is well-
known in policy circles, he’s 
never sought elected office 
beyond his own congressional 
district.

That makes him something 
of a blank slate — but certain-
ly less than Alaska Gov. Sarah 
Palin was four years ago when 
Sen. John McCain put her on 
the ticket.

Critics raced to fill in the 
blanks before the Romney 
side’s portrait has time to 
dry.

“The next few weeks are 
going to be pretty important 
in defining him,” said Gold-
stein, a law professor at St. 
Louis University.

Romney seems to have 
mollified the right wing of the 
party by picking Ryan, though 
Richard Viguerie, one of the 
movement’s intellectual godfa-
thers, called the congressman 
“not the bold conservative 

leader or ‘boat rocker’ grass-
roots conservatives and Tea 
Partyers were hoping for.”

At 42, Ryan is among the 
youngest running mates in 
history. He has no executive 
branch experience and no for-
eign policy credentials to of-
fer. But one of Ryan’s closest 
friends in the House, Dallas 
Rep. Jeb Hensarling, shrugged 
off any concern that he’s not 
ready to step in as president, 
or is vulnerable to attack on 
those grounds.

“He is an intellectual tour 
de force,” Hensarling said. 
“There’s no member of Con-
gress, Republican or Demo-
crat, who knows the inner 
workings of the federal govern-
ment and the federal budget 
better than Paul Ryan and has 
the ability to articulate them 
in a way that working people 
who don’t live and breathe 
politics can understand.”
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Presumptive Republican presidential nominee Mitt Romney, left, presented U.S. Rep. Paul Ryan, R-Wis., as his running mate Saturday in Norfolk, Va. Ryan is the House Budget Committee chairman.
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incomes and crushing debt 
is not a new normal. It’s the 
result of misguided policies.” 
He and Romney then began a 
tour that took them through 
Virginia on Saturday and had 
them scheduled to visit North 
Carolina, Florida and Ohio 
next, all states Obama car-
ried in 2008 and that Romney 
must win if he is to unseat 
the president. 

The new Republican ticket 
was well received in Virginia. 
Charlie DeGraw, 63, the owner 
of Charlie D’s Next Day Tees, 
drove to a Romney-Ryan rally 
in Manassas, Va., after watch-
ing the Norfolk event on Fox 
News. He stopped by his shop 
and printed out a neon green 
Romney-Ryan 2012 T-shirt for 
the occasion. “I’m very excit-
ed,” DeGraw said. “He solidi-
fies my support for Romney.”

 Barry Gill, 29, who attend-
ed the Manassas event with 
his wife and three children, 
said the Ryan pick surprised 
him. He preferred Rubio as 
a running mate and thinks 
Ryan could be more effective 
remaining in the House. “I’m 
a big fan of Ryan’s budget,’ 
he said. “It’s a double-edged 
sword.” 

The Obama team wel-
comed Ryan, a seven-term 
congressman, to the campaign 
trail with a blistering critique. 
“In naming Congressman 
Paul Ryan, Mitt Romney has 
chosen a leader of the House 

Republicans who shares his 
commitment to the flawed 
theory that new budget-bust-
ing tax cuts for the wealthy, 
while placing greater burdens 
on the middle class and se-
niors, will somehow deliver 
a stronger economy,” Obama 
campaign manager Jim Mes-
sina said.

Romney’s announcement 
ended a four-month search 
that was shrouded in specu-
lation, secrecy and questions 
about whether he’d play it 
safe and select a steady but 
unspectacular running mate, 
such as Sen. Rob Portman, 
R-Ohio, or former Minnesota 
Gov. Tim Pawlenty, or make 
a bold statement by choos-
ing someone such as Florida’s 
Sen. Marco Rubio, who’s La-
tino, or a woman such as Sen. 
Kelly Ayotte, R-N.H. 

In the end, Romney man-
aged to pick someone who 
was both a safe and bold 
choice, several political ex-
perts said. 

“It’s safe in that Paul Ryan 
fits Mitt Romney’s comfort 
zone. He’s an extension of 
the (Romney) family; he’s as 
young as one of Romney’s 
sons,” said Tim Walch, the 
editor of a book of essays on 
the vice presidency. “And he’s 
the type of person Romney 
worked with at Bain Capital: 
whip-smart, kind of a wonk 
who can break down policy 
to find solutions. It’s bold be-
cause it really energizes the 
right wing of the Republican 
Party at the time Romney 
needs a boost the most.” 
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A little bit about Ryan
Paul Ryan, 42, still lives in his 

hometown of Janesville, Wis., with 
his wife, Janna, and their three chil-
dren, and he sleeps in his congres-
sional office on weeknights. In his 
private life, Ryan sweats through 
grueling “P90x” workouts in the 
House gym. He beats other legisla-
tors in contests to recite the most 
lines from Fletch. And he fishes for 
catfish — with his bare hands. 

At 16, Ryan found his father 
dead of a heart attack. He’s called 
it a defining moment in which he 
decided he needed to step up in 
life. Ryan was class president and 
prom king in high school, with his 
classmates naming him “biggest 
brown-noser” his senior year. 

Ryan interned for then-Wiscon-
sin Republican Sen. Bob Kasten. 
and soon went to work as a speech 
writer for Empower America, a 
conservative research center that 
included the late Rep. Jack Kemp. 
Ryan also worked as a GOP con-
gressional staffer before winning a 
House seat in 1998 at the age of 28. 
He’s been in Congress ever since.
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