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   The two top Democrats in the race for the party’s
presidential nomination, former Vice President Joe
Biden and Senator Bernie Sanders, issued appeals
Thursday to the Trump administration and
congressional Republicans for joint action on the
growing coronavirus crisis.
   The policy prescriptions advanced by Biden and
Sanders were aimed at demonstrating to the US ruling
elite that they took the coronavirus crisis seriously, and
that unlike Trump, they were capable of considering the
interests of American capitalism as a whole, and not
just their short-term personal political advantage.
   Both speeches were hastily scheduled after Trump’s
disastrous nationally televised address on Wednesday
night, which was widely derided in the media and
which touched off a global wave of selling in the
financial markets, including a record one-day fall in the
Dow Jones Industrial Average.
   The two Democrats spoke for about 15 minutes each,
without an audience and without taking questions from
the press. They offered policies that were quite similar
and were likely coordinated between the two
campaigns and House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who is
drafting her own coronavirus emergency legislation.
   Both candidates attacked the Trump administration
for its obvious failure to develop and promote a testing
protocol adequate to the situation, with the US testing
only 11,000 people since the coronavirus epidemic
began to spread, compared to 10,000 people a day in
South Korea, a country with only one-sixth the
population and half the per capita Gross Domestic
Product of the United States.
   Biden proposed a three-point program: free
availability of coronavirus testing to all at no charge; a
surge in capacity to prevent and treat the disease,
including emergency construction of new hospitals; and

accelerated development and treatment of a vaccine. He
did not attempt to explain why American society had
proven incapable so far of such common-sense
measures, other than to blame Trump.
   Biden declared, “The White House should measure
and report each day, each and every day, how many
tests have been ordered, how many tests have been
completed, and how many have tested positive. By next
week the number of tests should be in the millions, not
the thousands.”
   However, the failure to administer millions of tests is
not just due to Trump. It is a consequence of the
subordination of the US health care system to profit
interests to a degree that surpasses any other country, a
subordination that was only intensified by the
Obamacare program that Biden helped push through
Congress and supports enthusiastically to this day. Far
from guaranteeing healthcare as a human right, the
Affordable Care Act guarantees insurance companies
paying customers by forcing the uninsured to buy
policies they cannot afford.
   While criticizing Trump’s response and declaring,
with some justification, “Public fears are being
compounded by pervasive lack of trust in this
president,” Biden sought to reassure the public that
American capitalism is fully competent to address the
coronavirus if only it had a better commander-in-
chief—i.e., himself.
   He called on Trump to order the Federal Emergency
Management Agency and the Department of Defense to
devote their resources to building new temporary
hospitals “to treat patients in any city in this country,”
claiming that the military had to “prepare for the
potential deployment of the resources to provide
medical facility capacity and logistic support that only
they can do.”
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   Why only the military has such capacity, in the
wealthiest country on the planet, Biden did not address.
There has been bipartisan support for decades of
massive military spending, including most recently the
enactment in December of a record $738 billion budget
for war, with majority support from both the Democrats
and Republicans.
   Senator Sanders began his address with the
remarkable declaration, “We have to face the truth, and
that is that the number of casualties may actually be
even higher than what the armed forces experienced in
World War II.” This figure—some 405,000 deaths—is far
greater than any other American politician has
suggested, although it is much lower than the worst-
case scenarios of public health professionals.
   Sanders called on President Trump to declare a
national emergency, but then suggested that this was
unlikely to happen, because “we have an administration
that is largely incompetent and whose incompetence
and recklessness have threatened the lives of many,
many people in our country.”
   The main difference between the two candidates was
the mechanism by which they suggested that the crisis
should be addressed. Biden outlined his program as “a
road map, not for what I will do as president 10 months
from now, but for the leadership that I believe is needed
and required at this very moment. President Trump is
welcome to adopt all of it today.”
   Sanders proposed that Congress, not the White
House, would have to take the lead, “Because President
Trump is unwilling or unable to lead selflessly, we
must immediately convene an emergency bipartisan
authority of experts to support and direct a response
that is comprehensive, compassionate, and based first
and foremost on science and fact. In other words,
Congress, in a bipartisan manner, must take
responsibility for addressing this unparalleled crisis.”
   It is hard to decide which of these two perspectives is
more politically absurd: that Trump will suddenly
embrace science, rationality and a genuine concern for
the health and well-being of the American people, or
that Mitch McConnell and Nancy Pelosi will join
forces on the same basis.
   Sanders put forward in his speech a series of perfectly
reasonable short-term measures, including greatly
expanded testing, with both tests, emergency care and a
future vaccine provided free to all; widespread

diffusion of accurate, science-based information on the
dangers of the coronavirus and how to protect against
it; special measures to protect the most vulnerable
populations, including the elderly in nursing homes,
immigrants held in detention centers, those incarcerated
in prisons, and those not presently covered by health
insurance; and an immediate moratorium on evictions,
foreclosures and utility shutoffs.
   But he had no more idea than Biden of how such
efforts were to be accomplished. He called for
coordination between the federal government and the
private sector, thereby accepting that hospitals and
other medical facilities, drug and medical equipment
manufacturers, and other health-related resources
should remain under the control of the billionaires,
available only with their permission. While claiming
occasionally to be a democratic socialist, Sanders never
calls for public ownership of the means of production
or the reorganization of economic life to serve the
needs of the working people, not private profit.
   While delivered with great solemnity, in an effort to
demonstrate to the American population that they,
unlike Trump, take the crisis seriously, the speeches of
Biden and Sanders were as deeply unrealistic and
irresponsible as Trump’s incoherent ramblings. They
pay lip service to the vast dimensions of the health
crisis and the accompanying economic dislocation,
while they know full well that nothing that they
propose will be put into effect by either the White
House or Congress.
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