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To revive the economy Joe Biden wants to build his own New Deal. Is he up to the challenge?
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n late April, as COVID-19 panicked the nation and all but paralyzed his
campaign, Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. huddled—virtually, of course—with

his team of economic advisers. Being stuck running for the presidency from the
basement of his home in Wilmington, Delaware, had given the former vice
president a lot of time to think, he told them, and he wanted bigger ideas.

Go forth, he urged his financial brain trust, and bring back the boldest, most
ambitious proposals they'd ever dreamed of to reshape the U.S. economy, with
an eye toward making it more fair for all Americans and less easily unhinged by
a future crisis like the coronavirus pandemic. Should he unseat Donald Trump
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in the November election, the challenge before him would be at least on par
with what Franklin Delano Roosevelt contended with when he came to power in
1933. Biden wanted FDR-sized solutions.

At least a few of the participants on that call hung up in shock and awe. "Did
that really happen?" one texted another in messages shown to Newsweek.
"Yep. Sleepy Joe is awake," the other replied, invoking a mocking nickname
used by Trump—one that feels so absurd to those who know the workaholic
Biden that it's become a standing joke among campaign insiders.

Even accounting for the magnitude of the pandemic-fueled economic
meltdown, their surprise was understandable. Biden had just spent more than a
year arguing successfully to Democratic primary voters that he was the
sensible candidate, the one offering familiarity and experience rather than
radicalism. He was the advocate for incremental not sweeping change and the
one willing to ask his more populist, big-thinking rivals the critical question:
How are you going to pay for all that?
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But as the pandemic gripped the country this spring, sickening or killing nearly
two million Americans and putting tens of millions out of work, Biden began
issuing a raft of new proposals that move his positions closer to the progressive
wing of the Democratic Party, with a promise to unveil an even more
transformative economic plan this summer. Now it's a yes from Joe to student
debt cancellation for large numbers of borrowers and yes to free public college
for lower-income and middle-class families. It's a yes to adding $200 a month
to Social Security benefits and lowering the qualifying age for Medicare from 65
to 60. Yes to trillions in new spending, yes to new regulations on banks and
industry, yes to devil-may-care deficits. ADVERTISEMENT
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As recently as late February, after his definitive South Carolina primary victory
thwarted Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders' takeover of the Democratic Party,
Biden exulted that "talk about revolution isn't changing anyone's life." By mid-
May, though, he took to his Here's the Deal podcast to declare—in a discussion
with former rival and universal basic income champion Andrew Yang, no less
—"We need some revolutionary institutional changes."

Biden's historical reference point these days when he talks about the policy
shifts needed to repair what's broken in the economy is not the Great
Recession but rather the Great Depression. That's true even though his role in
the financial-crisis recovery, particularly when it came to overseeing the auto-
industry bailout and stimulus spending, has been Biden's signature economic
achievement to date in a career more focused on foreign policy and criminal
justice reform. And the leader he most often invokes—in interviews, in public
addresses, on his podcast—is no longer Barack Obama but Franklin Delano
Roosevelt.

VIMERSON HEALTH

Turmeric Curcumin
with Bioperine, Anti-
Oxidant Properties,
Supports Healthy…

Shop nowShop now

https://aax-us-east.amazon-adsystem.com/x/c/Qt-RavWVfSlHYi7GlVKbsB0AAAFydbaj2QEAAA0wAc_e7No/http://www.amazon.com/gp/slredirect/picassoRedirect.html?ie=UTF8&adId=A0261132APGJIY6T2PKU&qualifier=1591112775&id=1031070215916912&widgetName=sp_syn_da_desktop&url=%2Fdp%2FB0112M60KI%2Fref%3Dsyn_sp_syn_da_desktop_169%3Fpsc%3D1%26tag%3Ddradisplay-20%26ascsubtag%3D4c2c0fabd133b7bef0ed92ba56810fb7_CT&tag=dradisplay-20&ascsubtag=4c2c0fabd133b7bef0ed92ba56810fb7_CT
http://www.amazon.com/adprefs/ref=dra_a_ms_mr_ho_xx_P3376_100?pn=1&pg=dra&pp=ms%2Csma%2CB0112M60KI%2CATVPDKIKX0DER%2CB0112M60KI%2CRpYjl2-w2mezDDqdKC0yWFuIt8g&adv=ATVPDKIKX0DER&uh_it=4c2c0fabd133b7bef0ed92ba56810fb7_CT&np=true


6/2/2020 Joe Biden, the Moderate, Plans the Most Radical Economic Overhaul Since FDR

https://www.newsweek.com/2020/06/12/joe-biden-moderate-plans-most-radical-economic-overhaul-since-fdr-1507674.html 9/30

Powered by 

Are Joe Biden's economic plans ambitious?

33K

  Yes

  No

  They are ambitious, but not enough

  I don't know

ADVERTISEMENT

https://1worldonline.com/insight.html#!/97018/23083c1c-d02d-49db-886f-c3314a007f14/en
https://1worldonline.com/
https://1worldonline.com/insight.html#!/97018/23083c1c-d02d-49db-886f-c3314a007f14/en
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvKmMO7mansIRqjy8370FUZKU_AwIq5LQ_-u3R2Eeh6rEIL6pTOpN2WNgtlfmzhj-yyEJ1mfeoFfkvDXBK9Bja2XZ6o-k33yIy6_tPiUUEDsifE31wLGrgdekhzItJDdpIluE6HYYvVsDwnZgAP_l7EiNLgnNJo8GyqKd-R9rP9e6j00svQuIi5m3uB6vOvcQt3983pPAUqN-JlfV87YracMfjg6VTYGvMGYKYAhqBVZebCOBy8-4aDxs-NiYeWgceG1BEWIbg&sig=Cg0ArKJSzCjMVIHa5HkQ&adurl=https://www.newsweek.com/%3Fview%3Dselect%26utm_source%3Dhouse%26utm_medium%3Dad%26utm_campaign%3DtrialB728x90


6/2/2020 Joe Biden, the Moderate, Plans the Most Radical Economic Overhaul Since FDR

https://www.newsweek.com/2020/06/12/joe-biden-moderate-plans-most-radical-economic-overhaul-since-fdr-1507674.html 10/30

"He is looking at similarities between the upheaval of the Great Depression and
thinking about the policy agenda that surrounded that moment," says informal
Biden adviser Jared Bernstein, a senior fellow at the Center on Budget and
Policy Priorities who served as the former vice president's chief economist from
2009 to 2011. "You don't necessarily want to look back there and say, OK, we
have to replicate what they did. But you can look at that era for what is possible
at a moment like this."

Biden's expansive new economic vision is still coming into focus. What seems
clear is that the candidate is recognizing the moment, one in which bold action,
not change around the edges, is required, along with the kind of empathetic,
uplifting leadership tone associated with Roosevelt during the 1930s. What is
still an open question: Can Biden convince voters and the progressive wing of
his own party that he will deliver?

A key challenge for Biden is that it may be
easier to craft policies than to communicate
them. Saying that Biden doesn't rank with
FDR as a communicator doesn't begin to
convey the problem. His fumbling,
stumbling debate appearances were painful
for supporters, and it's not merely that
Biden has no quote as memorable as "We
have nothing to fear but fear itself": It's his

gaffes that linger in the memory. "If you have a problem figuring out whether

One of the signature economic achievement for former vice president Joseph Biden, here speaking to Chrysler
employees in Toledo, Ohio, in 2010, was overseeing the auto-industry bailout during the financial crisis.

JEFF KOWALSKY/BLOOMBERG/GETTY
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you're for me or Trump, you ain't black" was only his latest cringe-making
statement. The pandemic lockdown has been helpful to him in that respect. As
the campaign opens up—or his presidency begins—he'll have to either step up
his game or hope the public is willing to take him on faith.

An Emerging Economic Plan

The most recent data on the economy certainly paints a bleak picture of current
conditions. According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, GDP dropped by an
annualized rate of five percent in the first quarter of the year and the
Congressional Budget Office estimates it will contract at an annual rate of 40
percent in the second quarter before rebounding in the second half of the year.

Meanwhile, from mid-March to late May, more than 40 million Americans filed
for unemployment benefits—10 weeks straight of record-shattering jobless
claims. The most recent unemployment rate for April stood at 14.7 percent, the
highest since the Depression, but the Bureau of Labor Statistics says that many
workers who lost jobs were missing from the count. A more accurate measure
would have put the rate near 20 percent and if those not actively looking for a
job (say, because they're now caring for children at home) or who are working
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part-time but want to work full-time were included, it would have been 22.8
percent. That's perilously close to the all-time high of 24.9 percent hit in 1933,
when FDR took office. Although the rate is also expected to improve in the
second half of 2020, it's still likely to be in double digits by Election Day, White
House senior economic adviser Kevin Hassett told CNN in late May.

The Congressional Budget Office says GDP may tumble by 40 percent in the second quarter, as businesses across
the country (like this museum store in New York City) remain shuttered due to the pandemic.

JOHN LAMPARSKI/GETTY
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It was against this backdrop that Biden in mid-May assembled a new economic
task force—one of six teams put together in key policy areas. In a bid to involve
and assuage the party's progressive die-hards, each of the groups includes five
advisers chosen by Biden and three by Sanders. By Memorial Day, the
economics group, which includes Bernstein, had met only once for a getting-
to-know-you Zoom meeting and it isn't expected to report back to the
campaign until July, in line with Biden's public promises to unveil a detailed
economic plan later this summer.

The broad strokes are already there, though. In an economic address in early
May, Biden (who did not respond to several requests from Newsweek for an
interview) talked about remaking the country's unemployment insurance
system, providing paid sick leave and child care support, guaranteeing access
to higher education and high-quality health care and putting more protections
in place to ensure fair wages among other measures. It's a veritable laundry list
of progressive agenda items, New Deal-like in its intent to strengthen the social
safety net and revive prosperity. And it's likely to lead to what many observers
are describing as the most liberal platform in the history of the Democratic
Party.
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The new economic agenda represents a swift, sharp turn for the typically
moderate Biden, who during the primary debates scoffed at the impracticality
of many of the policy positions he's now adopting. But a pandemic that has
sickened or killed hundreds of thousands of Americans and put 40 million out
of work has a way of changing one's views. So does the need to win over
Sanders supporters.

Advocating for small adjustments won't cut it. "The vice president is asking,
'How do you use this kind of pause in the economy as an opportunity to
transform it," says Democratic Representative Tim Ryan of Ohio, a failed 2020
presidential contender turned Biden surrogate.

Transformation is fast becoming a campaign byword and the notion that the
financial fallout from the pandemic has revealed deep cracks in the system that
must be fixed is a major campaign theme. As Biden said in his May address,
"From this moment, from this crisis, we have an opportunity not just to rebuild
the economy but to transform it, to make our economy more resilient no matter
what comes along in the future."
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Indeed, Biden has already made a series of significant leftward policy shifts
since effectively sewing up the nomination in March. His original campaign
pitch was to make community college free and provide some student debt
refinancing. Now he's pushing free four-year public college tuition for families
making less than $125,000, student loan cancellation for low- and middle-
income borrowers who attended a public college or private historically black
university and forgiveness of at least $10,000 in federal student loan debt for
everyone. He now supports Massachusetts Senator Elizabeth Warren's call to
repeal parts of the federal code that make it harder for people to get out of
credit card debt when they file for bankruptcy, a major capitulation because
Biden himself helped write that law in 2005.

Building on one of the signature programs created by the New Deal, Biden also
has proposed a national "employment insurance" program in which the federal
government would pay wages and health premiums for workers furloughed or
whose hours are cut due to an emergency or crisis like COVID-19. Another
addition to a Depression-era initiative: Biden's plan to enhance Social Security
benefits (the system was created in 1935), along with his proposal to expand
Medicare (a Great Society program enacted in 1965), to help protect older
Americans.
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Biden Condemns Violence Surrounding Protests

Trump's Supporters Are More Excited to Vote, But Biden's Lead is Growing

Economic Collapse Could Sink Trump's Re-Election in Key Swing States

These steps now sit alongside previously announced Biden plans that include
doubling the federal minimum wage to $15 an hour; tripling federal support for
schools in low-income neighborhoods; and making low-income housing
assistance available to all who qualify.

"Whether you're talking to the chairman of the Fed, [or] economic experts
almost across the board, conservative to liberal, there's an overwhelming
consensus that it's critical to, as Nancy Pelosi calls it, go big," says former
Senate Majority Leader Tom Daschle, a Biden campaign surrogate. "Joe is
responding to that appropriately because this is probably one of the most
complicated and challenging [periods] we've had in all of American history."

Yet Biden is in a tricky spot. The same COVID-19 crisis that appears to have
unleashed his inner FDR makes it impossible to predict what will be needed
next year. Will the economy bounce back sharply in the second half of the year

READ MORE
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as some suggest or will a second wave of infections extend the economic pain
for months or years to come? Either way, many key decisions about the
economy and government spending must be made now as the country
attempts to reopen without a vaccine or effective treatments.

Speaker Nancy Pelosi has championed the HEROES Act, which passed the House but stalled in the Senate. Biden
supports the legislation for additional pandemic relief but has been on the sidelines of the discussions.

DREW ANGERER/GETTY
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Biden speaks regularly to House Speaker Pelosi and supports many of the
ideas in the House's stalled-in-the-Senate $3 trillion HEROES Act, such as $1
trillion in aid for states and local governments and $25 billion to bail out the
U.S. Postal Service. But without an official role, and despite all the new policy
proposals announced this spring, the presumptive Democratic nominee often
appears to be hanging out on the sidelines.

Growing Appetite for Change

Biden has yet to convince voters that he is the better choice to fix the economy.
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A Quinnipiac University survey of registered voters in late May found the
Democrat statistically tied with Trump on whom respondents trust more to
manage the economy. That's a stark contrast to Biden's 20-point lead when
respondents were asked who they thought would do a better job of handling
the coronavirus response.

On the one hand, it was a surprisingly dismal showing for Trump given that
economic stewardship is one of the few areas where he has enjoyed approval
from a majority of voters throughout his tenure. On the other hand, it didn't
bode well for the former vice president either that he didn't have a stronger
showing amid soaring unemployment and with the economy at a near
standstill, although he did gain four points from the previous month's survey.
(Trump slipped just two points, well within the poll's margin of error.)

ADVERTISEMENT



6/2/2020 Joe Biden, the Moderate, Plans the Most Radical Economic Overhaul Since FDR

https://www.newsweek.com/2020/06/12/joe-biden-moderate-plans-most-radical-economic-overhaul-since-fdr-1507674.html 20/30

What also seems clear—and Biden supporters hope will ultimately weigh in
their candidate's favor—is that the public, for now at least, seems receptive to
dramatic New Deal-like ideas about what's needed to restore the country to
economic health and open to Congress spending trillions of dollars to get the
job done. "It's fair to say that virtually every American politician has now voted
for additional funds to support the American economy, so we've shattered the
notion that the federal budget deficit is some sort of obstacle to additional
federal spending," says Duke University economist Sandy Darity, referring to
the $3 trillion already spent by Congress in pandemic relief this spring.

Recent polls back up a striking receptivity to big economic thinking, and not
only among Democrats. In late April, the left-leaning Groundwork Collective
reported that 71 percent of respondents agreed with the statement that the
federal government "should take major, sweeping action to address the
economic impact of the pandemic," including 68 percent of independents and
63 percent of Republicans. And in late May, Navigator Research found that 67
percent of Americans supported Pelosi's $3 trillion HEROES Act, including 80
percent of independents and 56 percent of Fox News viewers.

https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CQ2nSSXTWXrf7C46VhAWVjJngBfWs48Rd9_bwmcELv-EeEAEguoj7JWDJxqOKpKTEEaAB4aOl6wLIAQLgAgCoAwHIAwiqBLwCT9C_Cj4psU5NTUu0n6mxIopK_icgZlV2q9iJKVwq6AlfQUo3-gbp3H0JYkhE2TtWNZCY1eT9LQJa00hVr1pNvIqXOZGFdUjUv00qnUvkmhtnORQ1mOT4BAR5nKQuYIUGR8TI2KDOG1SYrdvK5jGc6zW9KGA6GbShDw7YdHZYJOXIgERheIMrglgoBfz8c4I6cvBeaFpZ5OfC2jXCosKmtZkbgziDZZUceLp3FPgoz06G2FMSt9OooiDGcqehdLjnzOA24vMfcTUZ631MvsIAffQl0eSHLzJfxAxTwmVfjYkPj-4ZLwbJ3DCSzcH6GMzag9Xf5Jq5XswXA8Xiy2An-RvuX59ZLXUNczk9qI2ClSSPAL1iFC2g1q0070wVs7Hq09YB1BEbRdG8ypJ1EP1IxZJ5SFCl-_WXoDorCcAElJLjmoYD4AQBoAYCgAf-kvuVAagHjs4bqAfVyRuoB5PYG6gHugaoB_DZG6gH8tkbqAemvhuoB-zVG6gH89EbqAfs1RuoB5bYG6gHwtob2AcB0ggJCIDhgGAQARgd8ggbYWR4LXN1YnN5bi0xMzE0Mzc1MTU0NTA3NDQ3sQkPEMxDNCVBh4AKA5gLAcgLAdgTDA&ae=1&num=1&cid=CAASPeRogvzBJ84OU6bHNZVFlvUGfB8AYBX9GmcT_GJywePvFHK_0C5R5EZEBhc2P6KuOFXC_hIclLoTCg6wU1o&sig=AOD64_2_ugXlOVOpa86uOWuNqsix0XX5Jg&client=ca-pub-6042373951237502&nx=CLICK_X&ny=CLICK_Y&nb=2&adurl=https://roselinlin.com/collections/whats-hot-2019%3Fadp%3D3018715,1602826,1507746,1805468,1295448,1949564%26gclid%3DEAIaIQobChMI98OH_7zj6QIVjgqhCh0VRgZcEAEYASAAEgKjhPD_BwE
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=AB3afGEAAAWCW1tbW251bGwsWzEwXSxudWxsLG51bGwsbnVsbCxbIjgwNDQ1Il1dLFtudWxsLCJodHRwczovL2dvb2dsZWFkcy5nLmRvdWJsZWNsaWNrLm5ldC9wYWdlYWQvY29udmVyc2lvbi8__-R07Dc4tw9xrc1oT1HDAUL3oFpbkaOtCUkRhBeRjWEkFxVevFi80qqkQxUKwGw5Q-PExuqYRIfN2U6M2lz_Gmw1lGJadNkP5Ldo9cDcuONJ_A7SRfp36_OqAA6B0QR2fyj4I7qBceoG3r1-o6DvQteZlFNJUjYwL7m5H3VD2upjwF15xfdoXsY9xc47RdeUAZh2flO5yGUEIHkffQAhBX90-6x6cU4clqr0kSK-rMKtB8fp87s6BXtQQ1fJaN4GOST6Ag,OtzYgSppi6uPEo2lSvnk2g&source=display
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=AB3afGEAAAWCW1tbW251bGwsWzEwXSxudWxsLG51bGwsbnVsbCxbIjgwNDQ1Il1dLFtudWxsLCJodHRwczovL2dvb2dsZWFkcy5nLmRvdWJsZWNsaWNrLm5ldC9wYWdlYWQvY29udmVyc2lvbi8__-R07Dc4tw9xrc1oT1HDAUL3oFpbkaOtCUkRhBeRjWEkFxVevFi80qqkQxUKwGw5Q-PExuqYRIfN2U6M2lz_Gmw1lGJadNkP5Ldo9cDcuONJ_A7SRfp36_OqAA6B0QR2fyj4I7qBceoG3r1-o6DvQteZlFNJUjYwL7m5H3VD2upjwF15xfdoXsY9xc47RdeUAZh2flO5yGUEIHkffQAhBX90-6x6cU4clqr0kSK-rMKtB8fp87s6BXtQQ1fJaN4GOST6Ag,OtzYgSppi6uPEo2lSvnk2g&source=display


6/2/2020 Joe Biden, the Moderate, Plans the Most Radical Economic Overhaul Since FDR

https://www.newsweek.com/2020/06/12/joe-biden-moderate-plans-most-radical-economic-overhaul-since-fdr-1507674.html 21/30

Of course, there are the typical partisan interpretations. Bernstein, the Biden
adviser, asserts Americans are re-evaluating Trump's economic leadership
because the pandemic has shown that the previously booming economy "was
clearly built on sand." The economist says Trump's controversial and odd
remarks, such as his suggestion that household disinfectant might be used
inside the body to cure COVID-19, don't sit well with the public in these times.
"When the unemployment rate is 3.5 percent and the president tells you to
drink bleach, you laugh it off," says Bernstein. "When it's 20 percent and he's
tweeting awful medical advice, that gets in a lot more people's craws."

Some Republicans, though, cackle in delight over Biden's big-spending laundry
list. "It plays well on the conservative side because this is going to make us
more dependent on government," says Vance Ginn, chief economist at the
conservative think tank Texas Public Policy Foundation and, until recently,
Trump's associate director for economic policy of the Office of Management
and Budget. "It is going to keep us from growing as fast as we could."

Jared Bernstein, former chief economist and economic policy Adviser to Biden from 2009 to 2011 during the
Obama administration, is once again counseling the former vice president.
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Yet such traditional conservative economic thinking may not be what
Americans want to hear when there's so much financial hardship, says former
Trump ally and White House spokesman Anthony Scaramucci, a lifelong
Republican who owns the hedge fund Skybridge Capital. Scaramucci pointed
to Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell's comments in May that 40
percent of households earning less than $40,000 had lost jobs in the pandemic
and Powell's recommendation that "additional fiscal support could be costly
but worth it if it helps avoid long-term economic damage and leaves us with a
stronger recovery."

Scaramucci is baffled by Trump supporters like Ginn who are singing from the
fiscal responsibility hymnal right now—and believes that whoever wins in
November will have to make dramatic moves to get the economy going again.

"At the end of the day, Jerome Powell, Donald Trump, Steve Mnuchin, the
secretary of treasury designee for the Biden administration, Joe Biden, [the]
vice president of [a] Biden administration—they are all going to run ridiculous
levels of deficit spending similar to World War II," he says. "There is absolutely
no alternative. Whoever wins the presidency, they're going to adapt the same
policies. Just the fringes are going to change—more state support from Biden,
potentially more infrastructure from Biden, a possible tax increase after the
midterm elections from Biden. No tax increases from Trump, run the deficit to
the moon. The government is going to pay people for a while. They're going to
have to helicopter the money in order to prevent riots."

Winning Over Progressives

To come out on top in November, though, Biden still must persuade the wing of
the party he vanquished with naysaying during the primaries that he's a convert
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to the virtues of government expansion and spending. "There's a need and
desire [for Biden] to get even bolder," says Faiz Shakir, Sanders' 2020
campaign manager and now a member of the former vice president's health
care policy task force. "You've heard him say the words of FDR to suggest he'd
like to be a very progressive president. That's great to hear. Obviously details
will help fill that in and build credibility for him."

Biden's reputation as a centrist was built over his 36 years in the Senate (1973–
2009), where, according to the website FiveThirtyEight, he cast votes that were
more liberal than at least 44 percent of his Democratic colleagues but less
liberal than at least 43 percent of them. So it makes sense that there are
questions about such a seemingly profound transformation in less than three
months. Will he really be the type of president to advocate for bold,
unprecedented initiatives, as Roosevelt did in creating safety-net programs like
Social Security and unemployment insurance from scratch? Or is he more likely
to tinker with existing programs, as he's currently suggesting with Social
Security and unemployment?

Also giving progressives pause: Biden has long been known as a fiscally
responsible Senate dealmaker skilled at finding common ground with
Republicans. That reputation can be traced all the way back to his 1987
announcement to launch his first presidential campaign when he railed against
deficits and debt. The 1988 election, the then-44-year-old Delaware senator
told that crowd at the Wilmington train station from which he commuted to
Washington via Amtrak, was a choice between "the easy path in which we
consolidate our current comforts in a quick and false prosperity by consuming
our children's future and another more difficult task that builds a more genuine
prosperity for ourselves while guaranteeing our children their birthright."
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If the candidate says he's open to costly ideas he didn't embrace before, says
Shakir, he deserves the chance to prove it: "Because of the manner in which
Joe Biden won this nomination—he didn't win it on the backs of a robust policy
platform—he's got a lot of room to run in terms of fleshing out the ideas that
contrast him with Trump and the idea upon which he would govern. Hopefully,
that space there allows us to suggest things that he might entertain and adopt
into his campaign. Can you excite me about an agenda or can you offer a
vision?"

Darity, the Duke economist, is skeptical. FDR proposed a slew of government
work programs, restored faith in banking by federally insuring deposits and, of
course, created Social Security. So far, Biden's pitches are "somewhat tepid"
and amount to some increased spending and heightened enforcement of labor
and banking regulations, but nothing as groundbreaking as, say, Medicare For
All or a federal jobs guarantee, Darity notes.

Darity is a leading proponent of the federal jobs guarantee, which would have
the government promise to find work for anyone who can't find a private-sector
job. "That is one of the policies that people view as radical that has a significant
amount of support across the American public," he says, pointing to a Civis
Analytics poll earlier this year showing 52 percent backing for the concept.

Darity is also looking for details on the initiatives Biden has already gotten
behind, like an income support program. Asks Darity: "How much is it going to
be per month? Is it going to be sufficient to offset the lost income that many,

Vermont Senator Bernie Sanders endorsed Biden at a virtual event together in April, saying that Americans of all
political affiliations should back the former vice president.

ANDREW HARRER/BLOOMBERG/GETTY
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many people are experiencing? If it's something that we continue to keep in
place beyond the [current] situation, would it actually have the effect of allowing
employers to reduce wages because the private sector would know that
everybody's getting a certain amount from the government?"

Many progressives believe Biden could prove his big-think bona fides by
capitulating on Medicare For All. But he's continued to express his opposition
to it, preferring to add a public option to buy health insurance via the Affordable
Care Act's exchanges. "To the extent that there was one policy position that
came to define him during the primaries, it was his opposition to Medicare For
All," Shakir says. "But it cannot be the case that simply because he doesn't
support Medicare For All, we just throw up our hands and walk away. If that
were the case, we would just never be making progress in this country for
millions of people who need it."

Biden supporters say there are other ideas that will show the candidate is
serious about far-reaching, fundamental change. Ryan says he's expecting "an
ambitious agenda item" involving ways to train millions of out-of-work or under-
employed Americans for a rapidly automating economy where many jobs lost in
the pandemic crash may never return. Such efforts would play particularly well
in swing states with high unemployment rates like Michigan (22.7 percent),
Pennsylvania (15.1 percent), Wisconsin (14.1 percent) and North Carolina (12.2
percent), Ryan says.

What It Means to Be FDR Today

Perhaps even more than any specific programs Biden might embrace, living up
to the legacy of FDR in the current environment, observers say, means
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becoming the kind of inspirational leader in an extreme crisis that Roosevelt
was.

Bernstein, for one, believes that Biden has had the potential inside him all
along. The Roosevelt analogy is meant as a template, a signal of how broad
and grave the circumstances are, Bernstein says. Biden's embrace of initiatives
far left of his usual centrist stance, proposals that adopt key tenets of the New
Deal—what historians refer to as the three R's: relief, recovery, reform—shows
that he recognizes the moment and is rising to the occasion.

"He's looking over his shoulder at FDR coming out of a similar economic
cataclysm and thinking about lessons about transforming an economy to be
more resilient," Bernstein says."

Progressive activist Heather McGhee, who originally backed Elizabeth Warren,
is also looking for Biden to help Americans deal with the emotional toll of the
pandemic and the physical and financial hardship that's resulted. Roosevelt,
she points out, revolutionized a president's ability to communicate directly to
the public in his 1930s radio addresses, comforting the nation with his fireside
chats. Biden, McGhee says, should be offering daily commentaries online.

Lately, the candidate has been more prone to verbal gaffes than inspirational
messages. But once upon a time, he won praise for his eloquent oratory (see
sidebar on page 00) and McGhee is looking for that guy to make a
reappearance.

Supporters hope that, if elected, Biden can become the kind of inspirational leader that President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt was during the Great Depression.

BETTMANN/GETTY
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"It is extremely important that Joe Biden offer the vision of a president-in-
waiting who is present and is telling the stories that Trump refuses to tell, is
helping us mourn in a way that Donald Trump is refusing to do and that is
explaining exactly what he would do differently at every point," she says. "To
date, Joe Biden has not yet become the reassuring daily presence that will help
ensure that as Americans turn away from Trump, they turn toward him."

Like many hopeful progressives, though, McGhee seems willing to believe
something fundamental has shifted in Biden and that he will rise to the
occasion as a leader. After all, she points out, "FDR didn't talk like FDR until the
moment made him."

Steve Friess is a Newsweek contributor based in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Follow
him on Twitter at @SteveFriess.
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