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A President Biden Could Be The Real
Progressive Icon

What's Happening: The Democratic primary for president is showcasing a divide
between the so-called progressive icons of Senators Bernie Sanders (I-VT) and
Elizabeth Warren (D-MA) and the moderates of former Vice President Joe Biden
and former South Bend Mayor Pete Buttigieg (D-IN), with many viewing the latter
candidates as a return to normalcy and moderation.    
  
Why It Matters: This view that someone like a President Biden would lead to
moderation is misplaced by investors. In reality, Sanders or Warren are not
needed in the White House for major progressive policies to get implemented.
In many ways, Biden may be in an even better position to facilitate a
successful progressive policy agenda. A Biden presidency could represent in a
similar vein the tenure of House Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA). Both are seen as
transitional figures at this moment in time, keen on taking on President Trump while
also positioning the party for the future, steering the big tent of the Democratic Party
forward on a real progressive agenda. Biden may extol bipartisanship and appeal to
moderate voters, but throughout his career, he has been an adherent to the
Democratic establishment. Thanks to the likes of Sanders and Warren, the
Democratic establishment agenda has shifted noticeably left since the Obama
presidency. While some of the far reaching, politically and legally questionable
policies of Sanders and Warren would not be prioritized, there are real progressive
policies that a Biden administration would push forward that can bring on board the
entirety of the Democratic Party thanks to Biden's support among mainstream and
moderate Democrats. What's more, Biden's position as a transitional figure would
emphasize the importance of personnel within his administration that represent the
future of the Democratic Party. This future is decidedly progressive and willing to
take action on areas such as drug pricing, antitrust, the environment, student debt,
and criminal justice reform at the legislative level (via reconciliation if Democrats win
the Senate) or through executive action. In short, we expect a Biden
administration first term to at a minimum leave a more progressive mark on
corporate America than the second term of the Obama administration.  
  
What's Next: Pronouncing Biden as the Democratic nominee for president, let
alone America's 46th president, is putting the cart before the horse. But if a so-
called moderate like Biden does win the nomination, it will be important to watch
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who will come aboard the campaign and be viable candidates for top spots in a
would-be administration. At the same time, Democrats will come out with a platform
for the convention that will lay out policy priorities that an establishment figure like
Biden would likely not stray far from if he were to win the election.

If Biden Wins, He Needs to be More than Gerald Ford 
  
In his inaugural address after taking the oath of office in August 1974 President Ford said,
"Our long national nightmare is over. Our Constitution works; our great Republic is a
government of laws and not of men. Here the people rule. But there is a higher Power, by
whatever name we honor Him, who ordains not only righteousness but love, not only
justice but mercy. As we bind up the internal wounds of Watergate, more painful and more
poisonous than those of foreign wars, let us restore the golden rule to our political process,
and let brotherly love purge our hearts of suspicion and of hate."  
  
According to The New Republic, one young senator from Delaware was enthralled by
Ford's call for unity. Then Senator Joe Biden (D-DE) said, "I found myself applauding the
new President even when I thought he was all wet about the economy. Sure, there will be
fights, but they’ll be clean, honest fights without bitterness. No one is going to tap your
phone or spy on your office just because they don’t agree with you." 
  
Fast forward to today and former Vice President Joe Biden is harking back to a similar
theme Ford espoused when he was first appointed president. One of the main themes for
Biden is restoring the country from the chaos of Trump. On the campaign trail, Biden says,
"Once the next president is elected, they will have to put the country back together. They're
going to inherit a nation that’s divided and a world that’s in disarray. I think it’s going to take
someone of proven ability to pull people together and do the hard work of getting
legislation passed. I’ve done that. And I can do it again." 
  
One of Biden's main personal strengths is his ability and personal experience in consoling,
something he is seeking to do at the national scale. But while Biden may want to mimic the
ethos of Ford in 1974, he would be wise to not mimic anything else. Ford was beset by
challenges from the Republican base due to policy and personnel decisions that angered
conservatives. This culminated in the strong primary challenge of former California
Governor Ronald Reagan, with the 1976 Republican nomination not being determined until
the convention.  
  
There are already plenty of grumblings from the left about a Biden presidency. In an
interview with New York Magazine this week, Rep. Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez (D-NY)
groaned at the thought of a Biden presidency, saying, "Oh God. In any other country, Joe
Biden and I would not be in the same party, but in America, we are." Ocasio-Cortez is just
a backbencher in Congress, but perhaps the most influential and well-known backbencher
in recent history. By endorsing and actively campaigning for Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT)
this cycle, she is in a position to take the reins of the activist left movement if Sanders were
to lose to Biden. More so than during the Obama presidency, the left is going to flex its
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muscles and is unafraid to go after Biden if he is insufficiently progressive.  
  
As we wrote in a December Spotlight Report, if Biden were the Democratic nominee and
election winner, could he present the gravitas to lead a diverse Democratic coalition into
the future? A 78-year old, whose main appeal was to beat Trump, does not spark a sense
of credibility for leading the Democrats past the election. Can he unite the Democratic
Party to not just beat Trump but to enact a Democratic agenda or is he just an aging
strawman that won't outlast one term? Does his promise to be able to get Republican
support for policy come to fruition or is it just a pipedream of a bygone era? Either way,
Biden will have to walk a fine line of appealing to a restless progressive wing that has been
biding its time for a major progressive policy push. If Biden is more focused on seeking
bipartisanship by appealing to strictly partisan Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell (R-
KY) than the progressive base, it could be a miserable four years for Biden. 
  
 
If Biden Wins, He Needs to be More Like FDR, JFK, and LBJ 
  
It may seem obvious that Biden should be more like liberal icons rather than a never-
elected president of 2.5 years, but FDR, JFK, and LBJ didn't come into the presidency as
the great progressive icons that they eventually became once in office. As a piece in the
Atlantic notes, these presidents turned to progressive policies more from pressure from the
left rather than innate progressive beliefs they were willing to fight for. President Roosevelt
"embraced a more radical agenda" due to pressure from populist movements. President
Kennedy came into office championing tax cuts rather than civil rights. But fierce activism
by civil rights leaders and the greater unrest of civil rights in the country forced Kennedy
and then President Johnson to act.  
  
This may partially be mute if Biden decides to only serve one term. Roosevelt, Kennedy,
and Johnson were swayed by the prospects of reelection and fears of rebellion from their
left. Biden could very well be satisfied with just serving one term. A Politico report last
month noted, Biden is "signaling to aides that he would serve only a single term. While the
option of making a public pledge remains available, Biden has for now settled on an
alternative strategy: quietly indicating that he will almost certainly not run for a second term
while declining to make a promise that he and his advisers fear could turn him into a lame
duck and sap him of his political capital. According to four people who regularly talk to
Biden, all of whom asked for anonymity to discuss internal campaign matters, it is virtually
inconceivable that he will run for reelection in 2024, when he would be the first
octogenarian president. By signaling that he will serve just one term and choosing a
running mate and Cabinet that is young and diverse, Biden could offer himself to the
Democratic primary electorate as the candidate best suited to defeat Trump as well as the
candidate who can usher into power the party’s fresh faces." Biden did not deny this
reporting in last month's debate, saying, "I'm not willing to commit one way or another,"
about running for a second term.  
  
Even if reelection were off the table, Biden has to win this election in 2020, which includes
winning the Democratic primary, unlike Ford, who never partook in a presidential
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primary/general election before becoming president. This means understanding and
hewing to the priorities of the Democratic Party of today. If elected, if Biden were to be a
transitional figure, something akin to what Speaker Nancy Pelosi (D-CA) has been trying to
be since 2016, it means listening and responding to the progressive base while figuring out
a way to enact progressive policies that can have the support of the Democratic Party at
large. Pelosi has been very successful so far in implementing such a strategy. Given the
bona fides of being an establishment Democrat, Biden may be in a similar position, more
so than the likes of Sanders or Warren, to lead Democrats along a thoroughly progressive
path that can resonate with the Democratic Party and not just its leftmost base.   
  
The point of choosing a running mate, Cabinet, and personnel for his administration that
seeks to provide a future of the Democratic Party is particularly important. Gone are the
Obama days where Big Tech was extolled and the administration was filled with people
from Wall Street and Silicon Valley. While a Biden administration would have some
similarities to that of Obama, a transitional president would seek to have an administration
that will lead the Democratic Party into the future. 
  
  
Biden is Not a Moderate 
  
Biden may speak lovingly of past Republicans and hark back to a time of bipartisanship,
but Biden is not a moderate. He was the loyal number two to Obama for eight years and a
Democratic senator for 36 years beforehand with a voting record that was largely in line
with the median Democratic vote. A GovTrack analysis of bills sponsored or cosponsored
between 2003 and 2008 showed Biden right in the middle of Democrats in terms of
ideology and one of the most loyal to Democratic leadership. As goes the Democratic
Party, so goes Biden. The Democratic Party has moved left over the years and so has
Biden.  
  
That doesn't mean Biden is going to put on a frumpled suit and wield a Brooklyn accent to
disparage the billionaires and call for a revolution. The Democratic Party is still a big tent
organization (though maybe "too big of a tent," according to AOC). But the whole tent has
moved left just from when Obama was president and Hillary Clinton was the nominee in
2016. There may be division on something like Medicare for All, but every single House
Democrat voted for Pelosi's drug pricing bill which would allow for direct negotiation of
pricing by the federal government for certain drugs. 
  
A Washington Post analysis of the Democratic presidential campaign spending plans have
10-year costs ranging from $4 trillion to more than $50 trillion. Even $4.1 trillion in new
spending proposed by the Biden campaign dwarfs the $1.45 trillion proposed by Hillary
Clinton's campaign back in 2016. The entire annual federal budget is currently at $4.7
trillion. 
  
As a Vox report notes, "All the lead contenders are running on the most progressive
agendas to ever dominate a Democratic primary. Indeed, by the standards of the
Democratic Party in 2008, the moderates look like leftists. As a result, if Biden or Buttigieg
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actually win the nomination, they will be running on the most progressive platform of any
Democratic nominee in history." Vox analyzed several policy positions of Sanders/Warren,
Biden/Buttigieg, and Obama from 2008 and found even the so-called moderates of
Biden/Buttigieg were well to the left of Obama in 2008 when everyone was scared he
would usher in an era of socialism. Some of the positions include the following:

Health insurance
Biden/Buttigieg: "Achieve at least 97 percent health care coverage via a
public option open to everyone, including those with employer-sponsored
insurance. Increase subsidies by tying them to Obamacare’s more
comprehensive 'gold' level plans and capping premiums at a maximum of 8.5
percent of income, no matter your income."
Obama 2008: "Expand Medicaid to 133 percent of the poverty line, offer
subsidies for private insurance up to 400 percent of the poverty line, and offer
a public plan to those ineligible for employer coverage, Medicaid, or
Medicare." 
 

Climate change
Biden/Buttigieg: "Invest between $1.5 and $2 trillion in federal funding over
the next decade to push the US toward a 100 percent clean energy economy
and hit net-zero emissions by 2050."
Obama 2008: "Invest $150 billion (funded by passing the cap-and-trade bill) in
clean energy research over the next decade to reduce emissions 80 percent
by 2050. Notably, Obama’s plan called for increasing domestic production of
oil and gas in the short-term." 
 

Criminal justice/cannabis reform
Biden/Buttigieg: Abolish private prisons and decriminalize (Biden) or legalize
(Buttigieg) cannabis.
Obama 2008: Obama did not have a criminal justice plan and opposed
decriminalizing marijuana. 
 

Student debt
Biden/Buttigieg: "Biden would reduce the student debt burden by
implementing income-based payment programs that cap payments at 5
percent of discretionary income (Buttigieg’s plan looks similar, but is vaguer
on numbers). Buttigieg would cancel debt from predatory for-profit institutions.
Both would automatically forgive all remaining debt after 20 years."
Obama 2008: Obama did not have a student debt plan

If Democrats are able to win control of the Senate, something certainly possible (although
not our base case at this point), reconciliation will be a likely tool to corral 50 Senate votes
to pass some real progressive priorities that the bulk of the Democratic Party can support.
Medicare for All will not be a candidate for reconciliation from a President Biden but there
are a whole host of major progressive priorities that could come to the forefront.  
  
However, if Republicans maintain control of the Senate, which they are currently favored to



do, a President Biden would be the first president since George H.W. Bush to be first
elected without unified government. But the personnel of the Biden administration would
not hesitate to use executive action to ameliorate the progressive demands that also have
support of the Democratic Party at large. Think of the executive actions taken by the
Obama administration in its second term, but with a more progressive aim.
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