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One of the most striking phenomena in the upcoming presidential election in the United States is 

probably the increasing role played by big business, even though records had already been broken in 

the previous race for presidency. Of course, this trend prevails in about every Western country, but 

it is of much higher proportions in the US. 

That American democracy widely differs from European ones in many aspects is a known fact since 

the publication of Democracy in America by Alexis de Tocqueville (1835/1840). The mere idea that in 

the US judges and sheriffs are also elected by the people is not obvious to us. Democracy in America 

goes also deep into the entrepreneurial spirit that pervades the whole American culture, and, as 

such, the American political culture as well. And, in the past 170 years, this has not changed in the 

least. 

This e-Note begins with a brief overview of the procedure for the election of the US president. It 

then addresses the way this process is financed, to finally come to the question whether the US is 

not threatening to evolve from a democracy (power of the people) into a plutocracy (power of the 

richest). 

The electoral process 

The Americans are notorious for their pragmatism, at odds with archaic traditions and cumbersome 

procedures, but this does not always apply to politics. The road to the White House is anyway long… 

in the literal sense as well. In his time, Jimmy Carter had been campaigning about three days for 

each four days as US president.  

As is well-known, the American presidential campaign as such is preceded by primary elections, in 

which each party designates its candidate for the highest office. These primary elections can take 

the form of a caucus or a primary according to the state. They are held in order to select delegates, 
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who will in turn vote for their candidate at the parties’ national conventions. At caucuses, there are 

neither pooling booths nor ballot papers. In every county2 of the States party supporters meet in a 

festive mood in community centres, schools or back rooms of churches or libraries, where they hold 

discussions in view of deciding together who will be their county delegate. In contrast, a primary fits 

much better with the idea that we, Europeans, have of elections. Additionally, both Democrats and 

Republicans have unelected delegates; top party officials who are supposed to stand in the way of 

potential populist candidates.  

The same person can only serve two consecutive terms as US president. The party of an outgoing 

president seeking a second term in office could hardly push another candidate forward as this would 

amount to an admission of failure of the president’s (and thus the party’s) policy. Yet the outgoing 

president’s party almost always holds primaries too. The head of state has then to run against 

sometimes eccentric candidates, such as the anarchist Vermin Love Supreme (who promises a free 

pony for every American in case of victory), the Tea Party Democrat Warren Mosler and Keith Russell 

Judd, who announced his candidacy from a Texan prison. The local newspaper The Beaumont 

Enterprise wrote about him: “This is the kind of hope and change we need manning the White House; 

with unfettered access to the nuclear launch codes, Air Force One and Monica Lewinsky.” 

At the national party conventions, the delegates choose their party’s official candidate, even though 

it was beforehand already a mathematical certainty that Mitt Romney would become the Republican 

presidential nominee, with Paul Ryan as running mate, while, on Democratic side, the Obama-Biden 

ticket would run for a second term. These party conventions mark the costly start of the actual 

presidential campaign.  

Even though Republicans and Democrats have had a “duopoly” in American politics for over a 

century, there still are many other parties. Moreover, this “duopoly” is imperfect. For instance, in 

the presidential election of 2000, the outcome was so close between George W. Bush and Al Gore 

that it was speculated, even before the elections, that Ralph Nader (from the Green Party) could 

have tipped the balance by dropping out of the race. This withdrawal would have mainly benefited 

Al Gore. But other parties are also running in the current presidential election: Trotskyist parties (the 

Freedom Socialist Party and the Socialist Equality Party), a Marxist-Leninist one (the Party for 

Socialism and Liberation) and a social democratic one (the Socialist Party USA). There are also groups 

advocating white supremacy (the American Third Position Party), libertarianism (the Libertarian 

Party) or the environment (the Grassroots Party, the Justice Party and the Green Party), etc. Each of 

them has its own nominee and running mate. The chosen presidential candidate’s running mate de 

facto becomes vice president and, at a later stage, when the incumbent president can no longer take 

part in the race, he becomes one of the main favourites for the primaries.  

The media refer to 6 November 2012 as the day of the next presidential election, yet it is not the 

president himself who is elected on that day, but the 538 electors. Together they form the college 

that will choose the president later on. However the results of Election Day will already let us know 

the name of the next president, since no faithless elector has ever impacted the final outcome. A 

new House of Representatives, one third of the Senate and, in some states, a new governor are also 

elected on that very day. While the election of these members of Congress receives little media 
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coverage, its result is significant for the new president’s room for manoeuvre to implement his 

programme.  

The indirect election of both the nominee and the president is a legacy of the past which today 

partially has the opposite effect from the one desired. The initial goal was to avoid that the voter 

would not know well enough whom he was exactly voting for. At a time when mass media did not 

exist yet, the voter generally did know the local candidates, whom he often even had shaken hands 

with. But today, it is precisely these local candidates who have to fight hard to receive media 

coverage, while the big guns appear daily on almost all channels. Another objective was to keep the 

electoral procedure relatively short. As a matter of fact, in a federal state, people have a tendency to 

cast their vote for a candidate from their own federated state. It was feared that this would give rise 

to countless candidacies, which would lead in turn to several ballots. Moreover, this would leave 

candidates from smaller states with little chance of success. Anyway this indirect system has a major 

advantage when the outcome of the ballot is disputed, which generally only concerns the election of 

one delegate. Indeed, in a direct election system, each challenged result could affect the ballot 

outcome at the national level. 

On 17 December the Electoral College effectively decides who are to be the next president and vice 

president (each elector has to cast separate votes for both of them). The candidates who get at least 

270 votes out of 538 become president or vice president.3 In early January those votes are solemnly 

recounted in a joint session of Congress, after which the president of the Senate officially announces 

the names of the new president and vice president. Both of them finally take the oath of office and 

are inaugurated on 20 January following each election year.  

The correlation between campaign spending and the probabilities of victory 

Over the past few decades, the idea that, in the US, the candidate with the biggest campaign budget 

wins the elections has caught on. The correlation between the scale of spending and the chances of 

winning is indeed high, yet this provides no evidence that the presidential nominees’ programme is 

of secondary importance, nor that the candidate who a priori has the highest campaign budget, is 

the most likely to win.4 Besides, the choice of private donors (companies, lobbies or individuals) to 

invest in one or the other candidate is a well-considered decision.  

Firstly, the sponsor assesses to what extent its interests match the ideas promoted by the candidate. 

No wonder that, a few years ago, the Texan oil industry financially supported a Texan candidate who 

did not care much about the environment or that the health sector is currently investing heavily in a 

candidate who recently imposed a health insurance on all Americans. Secondly, backers have every 

interest to put money into a candidate who wins. Some of them even provide financial support to 

both the Republican and the Democratic nominees, so as to have friends in the White House 
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whatever happens. That is why even though the chief executives of the powerful American arms 

industry know well that they have more to gain with a Republican president, many of them still 

support the Democratic campaign too. Consequently, the cliché according to which the candidate 

with the biggest budget wins can somewhat be reversed: the candidate with the most far-reaching 

influence gets the highest campaign budget.  

The fact that the primaries are held over a period of several months creates an important dynamic in 

the campaign funding process. They traditionally start in Iowa, a small state which elects few 

delegates. But whoever fails there can generally fight tooth and nail to catch up with his opponents. 

On the other hand, whoever unexpectedly scores high in Iowa (and/or in New Hampshire)5, can 

count on massive cash injection from donors. For instance, a peanut farmer who was virtually 

unknown to the wide American public opinion stood in the Iowa caucus of 1976. He nevertheless 

scored high. Although his local campaign was already in full swing, this result marked the true start 

of the national campaign that brought him – Jimmy Carter was his name – in the Oval Office in 1977. 

Halfway through the primaries, there is “Super Tuesday”, during which at least nine states vote at 

the same time (in 2008, there were even 24 states). The next day, the budget of the candidate with 

the most delegates behind him skyrockets to such a point that this contender becomes the favourite 

to be picked as the nominee of his party. 

The target group 

The groups of voters targeted by American candidates standing for public office are not quite 

obvious for us. The mere fact that Belgium is one of the few countries where voting is still 

compulsory makes a big difference. Moreover this country has been ruled for decades by coalition 

governments made up of numerous parties. Besides, as a result of the loss of political influence in 

our civil society, the Belgian voter has become very inconsistent in his party preference. Of course, 

there are many “swing states” in the US – states where the majority is the one time Republican and 

Democratic the other. But this has relatively little to do with the voter’s individual preference for a 

party. In the US, it is actually not so much a matter of convincing citizens to vote for the one or the 

other party as of getting them to go to the polls anyway. Compared with the Belgian citizen, the 

American remains very loyal to the party of his choice, while his willingness to turn out for an 

election is inconsistent.  

In the United States, the very acute problem of poverty is quite left out of the election debate. This 

can be explained by the fact that it is very difficult to get the poor to cast their ballots. That 

Democrats pushed forward an Afro-American nominee in 2008 – Barack Obama – was one of the 

umpteen attempts to change this. Conversely, the reason why tax increases for the wealthiest 

remain a tricky issue is that nobody wants to risk the wrath of big donors. It is therefore more 

profitable for the candidates to target rich Americans than the less fortunate.  

Political Action Committees (PACs) 

The United States does offer public subsidies for candidates, both for the primaries and for the 

presidential campaign as such, but in this case, the allowed private donations are limited. That is 
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why most top candidates have spurned public financing in the past decade, all the more because a 

growing number of Americans feel that it is not right to run a campaign with tax money. 

In 2010, the very influential US Supreme Court ruled that donors could from then on pour unlimited 

amounts of money into the parties’ campaigns. The judges (each with their own political persuasion) 

considered indeed that those financial contributions were a form of freedom of expression – even 

though the views expressed by the rich carry much more weight than the poor’s opinions. In the 

United States, donations to parties have to go through political action committees or PACs. 

However, these unlimited contributions may only be poured into “Super PACs” (officially 

“independent-expenditure only committees”), which may not use it for direct support to the 

presidential candidate. But there are loopholes. For instance, it is allowed to directly lay into a 

nominee (e.g. by running TV commercials), as a direct attack on the one candidate is not quite the 

same as direct support to the other. 

We are thus now witnessing the first presidential election in which the effect of Super PACs is felt, 

but its impacts will be even bigger in 2016. The decision particularly benefits the Republicans6, 

because they mainly address the upper classes, while Democrats especially target the middle class 

(no camp really aims at the lower classes). However, there is another cliché, according to which a 

sitting Democratic president is more likely to be re-elected.7 Such a belief discourages many 

Republican sponsors; consequently, whatever the outcome of the upcoming presidential election, 

this Super PAC effect will be even more favourable to Republicans in 2016.  

Towards a plutocracy? 

Mitt Romney tries to persuade his supporters that a good CEO has all the qualities required to 

become a good president. And the noticeably mild criticism of his poor geopolitical expertise 

suggests that he is achieving that goal. Moreover, it is becoming increasingly important for each 

presidential nominee to play up to high earners. Of course the reason why private sponsors invest so 

much money in political campaigns is that they think it will pay off. This inevitably impacts on the 

president’s policy. Consequently, there is very little room left in the policy programme for aid to 

people and organisations that do not make contributions – for example, the scores of Americans 

living in tent cities in the woods. And, as mentioned before, Super PACs will have an even bigger 

effect in the 2016 campaign. It seems thus that there is every reason to believe that the US is 

heading for a plutocracy. The American Dream appears to be a thing of the past; rising from rags to 

riches seems to have become impossible. That is at least the European perception. Across the 

Atlantic, even many of those who live in tent cities think that the super-rich should not pay more tax, 

because they too continue to believe that they or their children will one day join the club of the well-

off. Besides, the action groups against such expensive elections are relatively small. As a matter of 

fact, Obama won his first term in office with a record budget of 700 to 800 million dollars (11 dollars 

for each vote), while he too comes from a modest background. As for Romney, the fact that he was 

born rich is rather seen as a minus. The Americans always have been relatively sceptical against the 

state, but they have always held those who fulfil the American Dream in great esteem. Moreover, 
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their conception of democracy has been in living memory quite literally “power to the people”. As a 

result, as long as the people will subscribe to this plutocratic tendency, the US will remain a full-

fledged democracy. Democracy remains an institution with many faces.  

 


