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Pre-Debate:

Generally:  The President finally got around to sending his Jobs Bill up to the Hill today.  In spite of the early betting it is almost all paid for with higher taxes on: people making over $200,000; hedge fund managers; oil and gas companies; and, corporate jets.  The candidates’ staff spend the afternoon looking for any language in the bill which will draw applause or derisive laughter from the audience.

Candidates:
Bachmann:   This is do-or-die for Rep. Michelle Bachmann.  Since the departure of Ed Rollins (which the campaign called a “planned reorganization” the campaign has simply disappeared.  If she doesn’t get back into the conversation tonight, the bank account will empty out and the campaign will dribble to an end.

Cain:  Businessman Herman Cain will attempt to show he knows more in this debate about the world than he did in the last debate – when he showed he knew more than he did in the debate previous to that.  He can’t stop himself from sounding like he’s leading a sales meeting “My 9-9-9 program …” He needs to step up another level or go away.

Gingrich: Newt’s plan is obvious:  Attack whomever is asking the questions.  Get a big cheer from the audience.  Raise $10 – 25,000 from donors on the strength of that applause line and live to spend another week on the campaign trail.

Huntsman:  Gov. John Huntsman was far better last week in the Reagan Library debate than in his first appearance in Ames, Iowa.  His problem is he is a Republican of moderate social beliefs with an expertise in foreign policy in an election cycle where Republicans appear to be looking for ideological purity and a passion for domestic economics.

Paul: Much as it pains me to say it, Rep. Ron Paul will stay in this thing all the way to the parade’s next trip to Tampa – for the GOP National Convention.  It is obvious there is not much love lost between Texans Paul and Perry so Paul will continue to nip at Perry’s heels.  Paul can’t win, but he can be a constant distraction to Perry.

Perry: Even as the front-runner Gov. Rick Perry as the easiest task tonight.  He doesn’t have to score major debating points; he doesn’t have to know anyone out of the ring; he doesn’t have to do anything but show steady improvement.  When Romney comes after him on his Social Security stance (“it’s a Ponzi scheme”) he needs to stand his ground and calmly explain that young workers don’t believe they will see a dime of their Social Security payments upon retirement.

Romney:  Gov. Mitt Romney’s campaign has to be shocked at the speed and power of the Perry operation. Romney’s folks pointed to the endorsement of Tim Pawlenty earlier today.  I pointed out (and I like Romney) that Pawlenty lost to Bachmann and the CNN poll which was released at the crack ‘o dawn this morning showed Bachmann polling just behind Gingrich.  The Pawlenty endorsement might be nice to have, but it is far from a tipping point.  

Romney has to continue his drive to prove – not to Republican primary voters, but to Independents – that Perry is dangerous and cannot be trusted with the Presidency. 

Santorum:  Any discussion of each of these debates starts with the question:  Is this Sen. Rick Santorum’s last appearance?  He will, again, point out his Congressional experience but he will have to come up with something special tonight to join the leaders in this campaign. 

Post-Debate:

General:  Everyone seemed to be in mid-season form.  For most of the candidates this was the fourth debate and they’ve become more comfortable with the format – and Wolf Blitzer did a good job letting them have their say.
In the first debate, also sponsored by CNN, the producers thought having each candidate speak for seven seconds (or so) was going to make for a high-energy debate.  In the end moderator John King’s continuing attempts to interrupt was distracting and the debate was almost impossible to watch.

Winners: 
Newt was the big winner.  Blitzer let him speak and no one is better at reducing complex issues to understandable terms than Gingrich.   He was allowed into the conversation on a regular basis and used his time wisely and well.  He will raise a lot of money from this appearance.

Perry more than held his own on the Social Security issue (which was, I’m sure by design, the first question).  Going toe to toe with Romney (“you wrote in your book …”  Oh, yeah?  Well, “You wrote in <i>your</i> book …” was helpful to both men because it separated them from the rest of the field and showed they had both done their homework.  If Perry had shown weakness at the top of the debate, he would have been on defense the whole time.  He didn’t and he wasn’t
Romney’s litany of the seven pillars of economic growth (with apologies to T. E. Lawrence) was very impressive but when he said Texas’ economic position was strong because Perry had “been dealt four aces” it drew groans from the crowd.  Nevertheless, his constant reminder that he has both built companies and taken ailing companies and made them profitable is a strong message.
Losers:

Bachmann was better – far better – than she was in the California debate but her entire story is what she’s been involved with in Congress.  She has no other frame of reference and, despite the hall being filled with Tea Party members who cheered her answers, it is a short story, when the nation is looking for a sweeping novel.

Paul, as I suspected, was focused on taking on Perry but Perry appeared to considered Paul an irritating nuisance, not a troubling opponent.  As the debate wore on, Paul seemed to go farther and farther off the Cliff of Logic.
Huntsman did build on his appearance at the Reagan Library but then he made that “treasonous” crack at Perry.  Say goodnight, Jon.

Cain didn’t move the ball.  He got his 9-9-9 tax policy in, but still falls back on platitudes when the others are quoting specifics.

Santorum nice guy.  Thanks for playing.
· On the <a href = “http://www.mullings.com/dr_09-13-11.htm”><b>Secret Decoder Ring</b></a> today:   An interesting photo taken as I was walking to lunch on Monday, and a photo from the Tampa debate.
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