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2012 US PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION: TWO PARTIES, ONE ESTABLISHMENT, 

UNDER GOD 

There are many issues in the 2012 US presidential election campaign that are central to 

understanding American politics generally and American power today: money, national 

security, and religion – specifically the fact that Willard Mitt Romney, the Republican 

contender, is a practising Mormon. America may be suffering from a financial-economic 

crisis featuring stubbornly high unemployment levels, house repossessions, increasing wealth 

and income inequality, and so on, yet the politics of the world’s lone superpower seems 

almost entirely removed from the lives of the mass of ordinary working Americans. On the 

face of it, the United States appears to have fully embraced ‘post-truth politics’, a condition 

in which practically anything may be said and taken seriously about almost any subject 

regardless of its connection with reality.  

The leadership groups of both main political parties are implicated in a politics seemingly 

disconnected from reality. They are both more or less equally committed in practice to a 

politics dominated by Big Finance rather than popular sovereignty, to an economic 

philosophy obsessed with the market mechanism, regardless of its utility to the broad mass of 

Americans, and a foreign and national security orientation more suited to the interests of a 

global imperium than its own, let alone the world’s, people. Both parties are heavily invested 

in the Lincolnian belief that America is the last, best hope of earth. In this sense, Tanzania’s 

former President Julius Nyerere was right: the USA is a one-party state but, given the grand 

scale of all things American, there are two of them! 

Yet, at its heart, US politics has for generations revolved around Mammon, a manifest 

destiny – that America is both wise, and destined, to expand - globally to spread American 

benevolence by force if necessary, in the name of the one true God. What keeps America 
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morbidly fascinating for foreign observers, however, is precisely how these major themes, 

part of America’s DNA, play out during practically every general election. 

In 1912, Woodrow Wilson, Princeton political scientist and Democratic presidential nominee, 

spent less than $400,000 in his campaign for the White House (an election which Lenin 

dismissed as a “spectacular and meaningless duel…” between essentially similar parties).
1
 A 

century later, it is estimated that Mitt Romney and President Barack Obama’s expenditures 

will be counted in the billions of dollars. Back in 2008, candidate Obama raised $745 million, 

having bypassed the public campaign finance system, set up after the Watergate scandal in 

the 1970s. John McCain, his Republican opponent, who opted to take public election funds of 

$84 million was easily outspent by Obama. Up to June 2012, the Obama and Romney 

campaigns had raised $1.2 billion between them. By election day – 6 November 2012 – some 

estimate that a total of $6 billion will have been spent on presidential and congressional races. 

In British politics, it is said, ‘money talks’; in the USA, money screams.
2
 

Cycle Total Cost of Election ($) To Dems ($) To Repubs ($) Dem (%) Repub (%) 

(NOV - 
estimate) 
2012* 

6, 000, 000, 000 ? ? ? ? 

(JULY) 
2012* 

1, 475, 425, 127 678, 507, 753 787, 957, 874 46 53 

2010 3, 648, 232, 683 1, 816, 201, 141 1, 772, 688, 000 50 49 

2008* 5, 285, 680, 883 3, 006, 088, 428 2, 239, 412, 570 57 42 

2006 2, 852, 658, 140 1, 360, 120, 917 1, 444, 816, 900 48 51 

2004* 4, 147, 304, 003 2, 146, 861, 774 1, 963, 417, 015 52 47 

2002 2, 181, 682, 066 977, 041, 618 1, 183, 255, 932 45 54 

2000* 3, 082, 340, 987 1, 311, 910, 043 1, 311, 910, 043 43 54 

1998 1, 618, 936, 265 731, 878, 353 878, 130, 297 45 54 
*Presidential Cycle SOURCE: Figures compiled from data from the CENTRE For RESPONSIVE 

POLITICS (http://www/opensecrets.org) 
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Superpacs are not to blame  

Some observers blame the emergence of ‘superpacs’ (independent expenditure-only 

committees) – political action committees that are now legally permitted to donate unlimited 

funds to campaigns, ‘independently’ of any specific candidate. It has been remarked that US 

Supreme Court decisions, specifically Citizens United and SpeechNow.org have opened the 

way for the corporate takeover of US politics by latter day ‘Robber Barons’. Mitt Romney’s 

background in the financial sector – at Bain Capital, an investment firm that specialised in 

buying and selling companies, outsourcing, moving jobs overseas, and so on - is advanced as 

further evidence of this. Yet, as the Center for Responsive Politics has shown, with excellent 

data over many years, Wall Street money has long influenced election outcomes, including 

Obama’s victory in 2008, when he raised $15 million from Big Finance. Even in the current 

campaign, Obama has raised over $8 million from Wall Street, a sector which his 

administration did so much to shore up and bail out. Romney, conversely, received effective 

support of almost $22 million from Wall Street sources via the Restore Our Future superpac. 

The broader argument is, however, that superpacs have hardly impacted the inexorable rise of 

the money power: of the ca $6 billion likely to be spent on elections up to November 2012, 

around five-sixths will come from publicly disclosed contributions limited by federal law. 

While attention is drawn by what the so-called superpacs might do, too easily elided is what 

the federal regulations continue to permit and empower: Big Finance. 

Obama on a militarist offensive    

It is not often that a Democrat goes on the offensive against a Republican on the use of hard 

military power: but the Obama camapign has gone head-to-head with Romney’s on this and 
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has come out on top, pushing Romney further to the bellicose right. How come? Well, 

Obama’s out-Bushed Bush for militarism, donning the mantle of a ‘war president’. The un-

Bush, as Tim Lynch and Rob Singh put it in their excellent study, After Bush,
3
 has surpassed 

his predecessor, despite claims to be the ‘change candidate’ (remember that?) back in 2008. 

The Obama administration has in all essentials continued and further developed the policies 

of President George W. Bush. 

 

Why does Obama feel he can go on the offensive against Romney? Well, the Nobel Peace 

Prize-winner ordered the successful killing of Osama bin Laden; authorised the launch of 

more drone attacks, i.e. targeted assassinations, than Bush; retained rendition, i.e, kidnapping, 

as a practice; prevented the US Supreme Court from extending constitutional protections to 

Bagram inmates; retained the Guantanamo Bay torture facility; extended anti-terror 

surveillance on a massive scale to the 'homeland'; ordered and maintained the military surge 

in Afghanistan, and in July 2012, committed the United States to arms sales to President 

Karzai’s corrupt and warlordist regime after US/NATO’s withdrawal; continued to defend, 

finance and arm Israel's aggressions against Palestinians; ramped up the rhetoric of inevitable 

military strikes against Iran to limit its power in the region which, itself, gained impetus from 

the war of aggression against Iraq; ordered coercive regime change in Libya; maintained US 

support for corrupt and bankrupt regimes in the Arab world; and so on. President Obama has 

ordered the stationing thousands of US troops in Australia, is concluding military treaties 

with China's border states, securing cooperation - cultural, military and other - between India, 

Japan and Australia: from Beijing, this could look a bit like encirclement.
4
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Obama leaves the Un-Obama with few options 

"Our country today faces a bewildering array of threats and opportunities. As president ...I 

will safeguard America and secure our country’s interests and most cherished ideals. The 

unifying thread of …. national security strategy is American strength. When America is 

strong, the world is safer. It is only American power—conceived in the broadest terms—that 

can provide the foundation for an international system that ensures the security and prosperity 

of the United States and our friends and allies…. The ‘last best hope of earth’ was what 

Abraham Lincoln called our country.”
5
  

 

Tweak it just a bit by adding something about the universalism of American ideals and you 

could hear Obama's dulcet tones uttering those very words. But the quote is from Mitt 

Romney. In the end, the differences between Democrats and Republicans are minimal in 

practice: they are parties of the Establishment that are completely united in their fundamental 

faith in American power.
6
 

There are those, disappointed supporters and 'neutrals', who plausibly argue that the Obama 

administration inherited a veritable mess that no one could have done much about. But it’s 

important to ask what Obama did about those things that were in his control, and he is 

reputedly a demanding, self-assured chief executive,
7
 on issues that arose within his own 

tenure - like the uprisings in Egypt, the intervention in Libya, Bagram, and the Wikileaks 

                                                           
5
 Mitt Romney, An American Century. A Strategy to secure America’s Enduring Interests and ideals; at 

http://www.mittromney.com/collection/foreign-policy; accessed 7 July 2012. 

6
 Inderjeet Parmar, “Foreign Policy Fusion: Liberal Interventionists, Conservative Nationalists and the 

Neoconservatives – The New Alliance Dominating the US Foreign Policy Establishment,” International Politics 

46, 2-3, March 2009, pp.177-209; Godfrey Hodgson, “The Establishment, “ Foreign Policy 10 Spring 1973. 
7
 James P Pfiffner, “Decision Making in the Obama White House,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 41, 2 (June) 

2011. 

http://www.mittromney.com/collection/foreign-policy


6 

 

revelations - remember them, and Bradley Manning's incarceration in military prison? 

Amnesty and the UN investigated Manning's treatment as examples of the use of torture. 

Uncomfortable reading for disappointed liberals who expected so much more, despite 

warnings. 

The Un-Obama’s foreign policy is aligned with neo-cons who think Bush was right 

What might be the likely foreign and national security policies of a Mormon White House 

under Bishop Mitt Romney? Ironically, if Romney were to be faithful to its teachings, a 

foreign policy true to Mormon beliefs would likely see radical shifts – a massive rollback of 

American military forces from Afghanistan, reduction of the threatening attitude to Iran, a 

reversal of blanket support and aid to Israel, and slashed military spending. America would 

‘come home’ and experience a real peace dividend that so patently failed to materialise after 

the end of the Cold War. But there’s a difference between authentic Mormon beliefs and Mitt 

Romney, the Church of Latter Day Saints (LDS) and, it must be noted, the majority of 

American Mormons. So ‘Americanised’ are Romney, the LDS establishment, and lay 

Mormons that a Romney White House would differ little in practice from previous 

administrations – including JFK’s ‘Roman Catholic’ and Obama’s ‘African-American’ ones. 

And that is testimony to the almost overweening assimilating powers of the American Way of 

Life – the subordination of any beliefs that challenge free enterprise, limited government, 

American exceptionalism, and US proactive global leadership.    

A variety of dissenting voices – socialists, conservatives, and others - are heard in the 

Mormon community which, at 14 million strong worldwide, is the fourth largest 

denomination in the United States. There are Mormons, on the left and right, who lament the 

uncritical acceptance among their community of the word from the White House in regard to 

the dangers to the republic from “monsters abroad”. Mormons for Ron Paul argue, for 
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instance, that Romney, the LDS hierarchy and other fellow Christians have forgotten the 

fundamentals of Christian beliefs in peace, diplomacy and compromise. They argue that 

Mormons believe that possessing an overseas empire necessarily leads to the destruction of 

liberty at home. But Romney, so deeply assimilated into the American Way, does not hear 

libertarian or fiscal-conservative Mormons who backed Ron Paul’s campaign to cut military 

spending and foreign military adventures, let alone leftist Mormons critical of the Iraq, 

Afghan and Libyan interventions. 

Mainstream Mormons are quintessentially American, as Leo Tolstoy noted. This explains 

why mere membership of the Church of Latter Day Saints is taken as proof positive by the 

FBI and CIA of patriotic loyalty to the USA. And there is a logical reason: Mormons believe 

the American Constitution to be a sacred document received direct from God – not the work 

of mere mortals. They also believe fundamentally in America’s exceptional character and 

mission. And this aligns perfectly with the missionary character of Mormonism itself. Indeed, 

Mitt Romney spent years in France – and in French bars – trying to win converts to the cause.  

Rejecting critical voices, Romney has drawn his foreign policy advisors from among re-

organised and renewed neoconservatives who backed the Project for a New American 

Century (PNAC) and other militaristic organisations – like Elliott Cohen, William Kristol, 

Robert Kagan, John Bolton- that called for an American war on Iraq as early as 1997. Not for 

Romney, a foreign affairs novice, the counsel of old time Republican internationalists like 

Brent Scowcroft or Richard Armitage, or Reagan-Bush I era former secretaries of state, 

James Baker III or George P. Shultz. The consequence of such advisers is that Romney has 

veered towards bellicose declarations – no negotiations with the Taliban (instead the US 

should “go anywhere they are and… kill them”), greater military and economic pressure on 

Iran, more arms to Taiwan, and declared Russia America’s main geopolitical enemy. 
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Romney has dozens of foreign and national security policy advisors but his inner circle are 

reputed to be similar to Bush’s ‘vulcans’ – neoconservative hardliners who appear to think 

that the Iraq War was a great American victory and that the military budget should be 

increased by $200 billion by 2016 ( the Obama administration had increased military 

spending by $200 billion over that of President Bush in 2008; Romney’s plans project 

spending to increase 38% higher than Obama’s current plans), including an increase of 

100,000 soldiers in the military, from five to nine navy ships built annually, stationing two 

aircraft carriers off Iran’s coast (Obama has ramped up such pressure on Iran too), and 

installing a missile defence system in Europe. At the same time, Romney advocates cutting 

taxes by 20%; in 2010, Obama, it may be recalled, retained President Bush’s planned tax cuts 

to the wealthiest Americans. The Obama administration’s militarism has pushed Romney to 

even greater, politically less credible, extremes. 

Analysis of Romney’s foreign policy advisors shows a heavy concentration among the hard-

core conservative think tanks – Heritage Foundation, American Enterprise Institute, the 

Committee on the Present Danger, and the post-Bush era home of neoconservatives, the 

Foreign Policy Initiative, led by inner circle Romney advisors – Eric Edelman, Daniel Senor 

and Robert Kagan.  

Yet, the ideo-political waters are muddied by the fact that the single most popular think tank 

for Romney advisors, and those of Barack Obama, is the Council on Foreign Relations, the 

grand-daddy of them all, at the very heart of the US foreign policy establishment. This 

suggests that there is a good deal more agreement on the nature and purposes of American 

power than public utterances might indicate and that, as Lenin said a century ago, there is 

more than a touch of political theatre – heat – than there is day-light between the two main 

political parties. Each party, it seems, is engaged in an ultimately deadly end-game of gung-
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ho militarism abroad, big money-dominated elections, and doctrinaire free-market economics 

at home, to the detriment of the bases of democracy, national power and global peace.  

 

 


