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1
Trying to Save 
the Soul of America
Julian E. Zelizer

When day comes we ask ourselves, where can we find light  
in this never-ending shade?
—AMANDA GORMAN, PRESIDENTIAL INAUGURAL POEM, 2021

As I watched President Joe Biden struggle to articulate his thoughts on 
June 27, 2024, during his only debate against Donald Trump and noted 
him sometimes staring into space with a confused look as the camera 
showed a split screen of the two men, the reality started to sink in, as 
it did for many Americans: The odds of a second term for President 
Biden were rapidly fading. The performance was so politically damag-
ing, as the president’s mental and physical deterioration were on full 
display, that the chorus of Democrats calling for him to step down grew 
louder within hours. On July 2, Representative Lloyd Doggett of Texas 
became the first House Democrat to publicly tell the press that Biden 
should exit the race. That evening, one of the contributors to this book 
sent me an email with the subject line, “Time to reserve a space for 
that conference/volume on the Biden presidency?” This person read 
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my mind. My email to the rest of the group was ready. Soon after, the 
message went out to the listserv of my contributors. I wrote, “Hello, 
everyone, and hope you are well. Given the direction of the news, I 
want to tentatively start mapping out the plans for our book. Obviously, 
this still may be four years away, but I think the time has come to get 
a tentative plan together.”

The swift collapse of Biden’s candidacy in the subsequent weeks 
was one of the most shocking developments in recent politics. Just 
weeks before the Democratic National Convention, and after Trump’s 
response following an assassination attempt against him in Pennsylva-
nia (standing up amid his Secret Service agents with blood dripping 
down his ear, pumping his fist in the air and yelling to the crowd, “Fight! 
Fight! Fight!”) conveyed the ultimate image of physical strength, the 
potential costs for Biden to continue seemed too great. In isolation, 
under intense pressure from congressional leaders and Democratic 
donors, and as he recovered from COVID, Biden decided that it was 
time to stop his candidacy. He told his inner circle of advisers as well as 
his family. On July 21, one of our daughters ran into the kitchen, with 
her face pressed close to the screen of her iPhone to make sure the 
news was right, to say that the president had posted a letter on social 
media stating that he was bowing out of the race. Within seconds, I 
had received an email informing me of the announcement, but I didn’t 
believe it was true. Within minutes, online newspapers confirmed the 
story. Shortly after releasing the letter, Biden endorsed Vice President 
Kamala Harris as the Democratic candidate, effectively quashing pro-
posals to hold a shortened primary. With this announcement, Biden 
entered the small club of commanders in chief, including Harry Tru-
man and Lyndon Johnson, who made similar decisions that rocked 
American politics.

Biden’s withdrawal closed a presidency that some had once com-
pared to the transformative administrations of Franklin Roosevelt 
in the 1930s and Ronald Reagan in the 1980s. The immensity of the 
legislative agenda that Biden had moved through Congress during 
his first two years in office, as well as the fact that Senate Democrats 
had increased their majority in the 2022 midterms, had given rise to 
a level of optimism about politics that Democrats had not felt since 
the exuberance surrounding Barack Obama’s election in 2008. What a 
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difference one televised debate had made. All of the feelings of possibil-
ity about Biden’s legacy came crashing down within hours. Even before 
the debate, his approval ratings had hit rock bottom, and top party 
operatives were terrified that legislators were at risk due to his ter-
rible standing. Polling also consistently showed that the public thought 
he was too old for a second term. “Again and again,” wrote New York 
Times columnist Michelle Goldberg in a retrospective piece, “voters 
told pollsters that the president was too old to run for re-election.”1

His closest and most trusted advisers had been doing whatever they 
could to limit exposure of his declining mental acuity to the public. 
They restricted press access to the president and scheduled events dur-
ing times of the day when he tended to be more cogent. At the same 
time, reporters who raised warnings about the effects of his aging were 
often shunted aside. Supporters dismissed videos of him appearing 
impaired as politically manipulated (to be sure, some were, as the con-
servative media ecosystem had a field day with this material).2

But the debate between Biden and Trump rendered all of their 
efforts irrelevant and ineffective. The political floodgates burst wide 
open. His support within the Democratic Party plummeted.

Rather than attempting to conduct a short primary to select the 
next candidate, the Democratic Party observed as Vice President Har-
ris coalesced support around her candidacy before there could even be 
discussions about creating some kind of competition. Her swift success 
caused private consternation among several top Democrats, includ-
ing Obama and former Speaker Nancy Pelosi, who were doubtful that 
she could defeat Trump.3 Not only would she be bogged down by the 
record of the administration, as was the case with almost every vice 
president who ran, but there were several other factors that would 
make her campaign difficult, including her personal weaknesses as a 
national candidate as well as the racial and gender biases in the elector-
ate. She was also contending with an international atmosphere where 
antiestablishment, conservative populists were beating institutionally 
oriented leaders. The Biden team was extremely heavy-handed, main-
taining intense pressure on Harris to avoid breaking with the presi-
dent’s record in any substantive way.4

On election night, Democrats’ worst fears came true. Trump 
defeated Harris: Trump 2.0 would be happening. Over the next few  
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months, many Americans, including dispirited Democrats, saw 
Trump’s victory as evidence that the electorate supported his style 
of politics and agenda. Democrats’ fear leading up to November, of 
an election process that was subverted by the same forces that caused 
January 6 to happen, were replaced by the nightmarish realization that 
a sizable portion of the public endorsed Trumpism.

These perceptions outweighed the underlying reality that the 2024 
election reflected a highly polarized and calcified electorate. Trump 
only won a plurality of the vote (despite early claims that he won a 
majority), and Electoral College totals were 312 to 226. Republicans 
won control of the House and Senate, though the margin in the lower 
chamber was paper-thin, the weakest since the early 1930s: 220 to 215. 
The election was much more like those of 2020, 2016, and 2012 than it 
resembled anything like the landslides of 1936, 1972, and 1984.

Regardless, once the Democrats had lost the White House to 
Trump, the critics turned their gaze toward Biden and his team, who, 
they felt, had not been honest about his condition, who had insisted 
on his running, and who had prevented Democrats from holding the 
kind of primary process that would produce the best candidate pos
sible. Biden’s presidency, some were coming to believe, would not be 
remembered by historians as an era of bold government intervention 
and the reinvigoration of a liberal political coalition in response to the 
first Trump presidency but instead as four years that opened the door 
to the return to the Resolute Desk of a person whom most Democrats 
deemed a fundamental threat to American democracy.

Biden’s Path to Presidential Power

The story that culminated with the election results on November 5, 
2024, began on April 25, 2019, when Joseph Robinette Biden Jr., a 
former vice president and U.S. senator, announced his candidacy to 
become president of the United States. Amid the turmoil and turbu-
lence that President Donald J. Trump had brought to the nation, Biden 
warned Americans, “If we give Donald Trump eight years in the White 
House, he will forever and fundamentally alter the character of this 
nation, who we are, and I cannot stand by and watch that happen.” 
Remembering the neo-Nazis who marched through Charlottesville in 
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2017 chanting, “The Jews will not replace us,” Biden argued, “The core 
values of this nation, our standing in the world, our very democracy, 
everything that has made America, America, is at stake.”5

Although Biden faced a crowded primary, he ultimately rose to the 
top of the pack. Terrified of paving a path for President Trump to win 
reelection, Democratic voters turned away from more exciting voices 
within the party in favor of the safer bet: former Vice President Biden, 
perceived as the most electable choice. Choosing an older white male 
with extensive experience in politics, with a long history of veering 
toward the center—instead of a media-savvy married gay man who 
had been mayor of South Bend, Indiana, or a female Massachusetts 
senator who had galvanized support among progressives clamoring 
for economic justice—felt to voters like the antidote to Trumpism. He 
also seemed to offer the best bet to stave off Senator Bernie Sanders’s 
candidacy, which many Democrats feared would push their party too 
far to the left. Biden boasted of his time as senator and Obama’s vice 
president, which generated respect among many party leaders.

Despite his flawed history as a presidential candidate in 1987 and 
2008, Biden, in the words of campaign chroniclers Jonathan Allen and 
Amie Parnes, was “lucky.” The circumstances of 2019 and 2020 worked 
in his favor. He was the right man at the right time in the right place. 
In certain respects, he was the perfect person to take on Trump.6 Con-
gressman James Clyburn’s endorsement, which carried great weight 
with South Carolina’s Black community, helped to deliver a pivotal 
primary victory in that state.

In the following campaign, the urgency of Biden’s warnings grew 
stronger. Saving the soul of America was only part of the challenge; 
saving America from a devastating pandemic became the most 
immediate concern. As hundreds of thousands of citizens were dying 
from the COVID virus that left people struggling on hospital ventila-
tors and tore families apart in social isolation, the enormous costs of 
President Trump’s destabilizing approach to leadership were painfully 
apparent. The economic shutdown in much of the country and the 
closure of schools left citizens feeling desperate. Rome was burning 
as the president trafficked in disinformation and spread conspiracy 
theories. At the same time, the medical community desperately tried 
to respond to a public health crisis of a magnitude the nation had not 
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experienced since 1918. Chaos up top meant there was no stable or reli-
able leadership from the White House. This contributed to a dysfunc-
tional atmosphere in which scientists, physicians, as well as local and 
state policymakers had to navigate in real time, a flood of sometimes 
conflicting recommendations.7

Enough of the electorate seemed to agree with the judgment 
regarding Biden’s suitability in the general election. Though Trump 
was able to grow his support in the final tally, a greater number of 
Americans decided that Biden was a better person to guide the country 
out of the quagmire than the incumbent. Even the optimism in Decem-
ber about the news that a COVID vaccine was close to FDA approval 
was overwhelmed by the shock and awe produced by the president 
and his allies in their attempts to overturn the results of the election, 
culminating in a violent mob assault on Congress on January 6, 2021, 
while Trump stood by for hours, taking no action to protect the Capitol 
Building or those inside, including his own vice president, Mike Pence.

Standing in front of a sparse, masked, and dispersed crowd at his 
inauguration, Biden announced, “Today, we celebrate the triumph not 
of a candidate, but of a cause, the cause of democracy.”8 Most presi-
dents are measured by how they relate to their predecessors and how 
they build on or reject previous agendas, but the intertwining of Biden’s 
and Trump’s fates was particularly acute. Trump, after not cooperating 
during the transition period, refused to attend.

Biden was an unlikely person to be put in charge of carrying out 
the grandiose mission of saving the nation’s soul. Over the course of 
his life in politics, he had been anything but an ideological figure. As 
an elected official, he rarely deployed the kind of high oratory associ-
ated with these sorts of battles. Instead, since entering the Senate in 
1973, Biden had gained a reputation for being a politician’s politician—
someone who loved the art of making deals on Capitol Hill and was 
energized by the messiness of the legislative process. His strongest 
skill on the campaign trail was connecting with voters by speaking in 
plain language and empathizing with their pain. “Scranton Joe,” who 
commuted between Delaware and Washington every day on an Amtrak 
train rather than in a limousine, had mastered the long political tradi-
tion of delivering goods to his supporters and fighting for the common 
man and woman.
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Born in 1942 during World War II, Biden was a native of Scranton, 
Pennsylvania. His parents, Catherine Eugenia Finnegan Biden and 
Joseph Robinette Biden Sr., were working-class Irish. The family did 
relatively well financially during the war because the father prospered in 
a manufacturing job involving merchant marine ships. The good times 
didn’t last long, however. After the war ended, Joe Sr. took various jobs 
to support his wife, daughter (Valerie), and three sons, Joe, James, and 
Frank. Joe struggled socially due to a childhood stutter but exhibited an 
unyielding determination to succeed. He fought bullies who mocked 
him while privately working every night to improve his elocution. As 
a skilled football player at the Archmere Academy, a private Catholic 
school in the suburb where the family had moved after accepting a job 
selling cars, he became a young man well liked among his classmates.

When attending the University of Delaware in 1961, Biden devel-
oped a strong interest in pursuing a career in public service. Though 
he did not involve himself in the civil rights protests that were taking 
place across college campuses, he did start to gain a better sense of the 
issues that were at stake, including when he worked as a lifeguard each 
summer at a public swimming pool where many of the swimmers were 
Black residents of the nearby housing project. He graduated from col-
lege in 1965, one year after meeting a Syracuse student named Neilia 
Hunter, whom he married in 1966; the couple would have two sons, 
Beau and Hunter, and a daughter named Amy. After graduating from 
Syracuse University Law School in 1968, Biden accepted a job at a 
corporate law firm. He didn’t find the work fulfilling and soon returned 
to his plan of moving into government. In 1970, Biden won election to 
the New Castle County Council. Not long afterward, the 29-year-old 
Biden pulled off a highly improbable upset: He defeated Delaware’s 
two-term senator, Republican J. Caleb Boggs, by just 3,000 votes dur-
ing President Richard Nixon’s landslide victory in which he won the 
state with almost 60 percent of the vote. Not even old enough to take 
office when voters elected him, Biden headed to Washington.

Biden suffered the worst of tragedies when his wife and their infant 
daughter were killed in a car accident on December 18, 1972, just days 
before he was to be sworn into office. Beau and Hunter suffered seri-
ous injuries. Biden considered stepping down from the position, but 
advisers and family dissuaded him from doing so. The young senator 
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proceeded to launch a six-term career in the upper chamber in the 
turmoil of the Watergate scandal and its aftermath. On a personal level, 
he slowly rebuilt his life by remarrying in 1977. His new bride was a 
University of Delaware student, Jill Jacobs, who wanted to be a teacher; 
the couple had a daughter, Ashley, in 1981.

During his tenure in the Senate, Biden emerged as a formidable 
voice for the post–Great Society Democratic Party. He was part of 
a generational cohort of Democrats who sought to push their party 
toward the center in response to the rising power of conservatism, 
focusing on market-based government interventions, middle-of-the-
road solutions on questions of race and gender, and a more interven-
tionist agenda overseas that concentrated in particular on humanitarian 
operations. Sensitive to the criticism that had raged against Democrats 
in response to Vietnam and the limits of Lyndon Johnson’s generation 
of leaders, Biden still wanted to work within the policy framework 
he inherited. Through his service on the Judiciary Committee, Biden 
chaired several high-profile confirmation hearings for nominees by 
Presidents Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush. Under his stew-
ardship, in 1987, Senate Democrats rejected Judge Robert Bork for the 
Supreme Court on the grounds that he was too much of a conserva-
tive ideologue. The defeat of the nomination caused a fierce backlash 
among Republicans, who felt that Reagan’s choice had been unfairly 
treated. In 1991, as the chair of the Judiciary Committee, Biden allowed 
the nomination of Justice Clarence Thomas to move to confirmation 
despite credible allegations of sexual harassment. Biden received 
extensive criticism for failing to take the issue seriously. In terms of 
public policy, one of Biden’s signature achievements was his work on 
landmark anti-crime legislation in 1994 that imposed more stringent 
federal sentences and poured federal funding into constructing prisons.

In the realm of foreign policy, as the highest-ranking Democrat on 
the Foreign Relations Committee, Senator Biden championed a vision 
of internationalism for the post-Vietnam age. He supported humani-
tarian interventions and nation-building efforts in Eastern Europe as 
ethnic conflict wracked the region after the Soviet Union collapsed. 
Biden firmly backed  the continuation of post–World War II interna-
tional alliances, meeting frequently with global leaders and defending 
U.S. funding for institutions such as NATO. In 2002, in the aftermath 
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of 9/11, he joined New York Senator Hillary Clinton and Massachusetts 
Senator John Kerry in taking a controversial vote to support the use of 
military force in Iraq. Years later, Biden acknowledged that his position 
had been a mistake and proceeded to argue against increasing troops 
in Iraq in 2007 and in Afghanistan in 2009.

Biden’s larger ambition to win the White House had never come 
to fruition despite his being viewed by many as a politician with great 
potential, someone who could bridge the different factions in the party. 
In his first run for the presidency, in 1987, his campaign crashed and 
burned when the press revealed that Biden had plagiarized sections of 
his stump speech from Neil Kinnock, the leader of the Labour Party 
in England.

His ascent to the executive branch finally came when Illinois Sena-
tor Barack Obama, the Democratic nominee in 2008, picked Biden to 
be his vice-presidential running mate. Obama hoped that Biden could 
help him secure the support of white Democrats who might still be 
uncomfortable with a Black candidate. He also thought that Biden’s 
extensive work in the Senate could counteract criticism that the young 
presidential candidate did not have sufficient experience to qualify for 
the job, in contrast to his opponent, Senator John McCain. Obama 
integrated Biden into the White House, assigning him substantial roles, 
such as working on economic policies for the middle class.

As vice president, Biden was instrumental in moving Obama’s 
ambitious legislation through the Senate, including the Economic 
Recovery Act of 2009 and the Affordable Care Act of 2010. His time 
as vice president elevated his national stature. However, after the tragic 
death of his son Beau in 2015, Biden was not sure he would run for the 
presidency. He was personally shattered when Obama and his team 
threw their support behind Secretary of State Hillary Clinton in the 
2016 race. On October 21, he announced that he would not run.

Governing After Trump

Biden came into office at an extraordinarily fraught moment in Amer-
ican history. Like Jimmy Carter in 1977, he faced a nation that was 
deeply distrustful of politics, when the health of the democracy was 
under strain, and where there were immense policy challenges that did 
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not have easy answers. Biden inherited a government that had been 
put to the test when Trump exercised executive power in an aggressive 
fashion and a Republican Party that had gone to extremes, weaponizing 
routine processes and governing norms. A pandemic was still ravag-
ing Americans, who were trying to figure out whether a path back to 
social, economic, and cultural normalcy was even possible. Indeed, 
Biden fulfilled his long dream of becoming president in the shadow of 
a violent effort that took place, with his predecessor at the center, to 
overturn the election results.

During Biden’s four years in the Oval Office between 2021 and 2025, 
as the contributors to this book show, the president demonstrated con-
siderable political prowess when handling the difficult task of govern-
ing in a polarized era, one that unfolded after a global pandemic had 
unsettled the United States, leaving its institutions and social fabric 
badly damaged. The administration established an effective process 
to distribute the vaccines and reopen the country after the pandemic 
closure. Biden defied cynics as he pushed through a massive legislative 
agenda during his first two years, which included the American Rescue 
Plan, the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), and the Infrastructure Invest-
ment and Jobs Act (IIJA). He used executive orders to advance other 
climate change measures and to ease restrictions on immigration that 
Trump had put in place. He introduced some of the boldest measures 
that the nation had seen from any White House to deal with racial 
and other forms of social injustice. Some analysts started to compare 
Biden to Franklin D. Roosevelt or Lyndon Johnson, among the most 
successful and highest-impact presidents.

However, legislative success did not translate into political strength. 
What happened?

At some level, his problems should not come as a complete surprise. 
Historically, presidents who have thrived on Capitol Hill are not always 
in good standing by the end of their term, either because of the political 
opposition that policy success can generate or because of mistakes that 
they make as they bulldoze their ideas through the political system 
(e.g., President Lyndon Johnson).

But there was more going on. President Biden’s progress on infra-
structure, climate change, and the pandemic recovery did not sufficiently 
address, and in some respects aggravated, two issues that voters cared 
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a great deal about, which Republicans were able to capitalize on: infla-
tion and immigration. As previous presidents have learned, accom-
plishments in certain areas, no matter how dramatic they might be, 
can quickly be bogged down by other problematic issue areas where 
voters perceive an administration as having failed.

As prices started to rise in 2022, the administration downplayed 
concerns that federal spending was to blame or that conditions were 
very bad, instead insisting that the temporary price increases were 
due to supply problems born out of COVID. The president pushed 
back against taking significant steps to fight the problem early, leaving 
policy decisions to Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell. The other 
concern had to do with a surge in undocumented people coming over 
the border. Biden eased restrictions that President Trump had put in 
place to limit immigration and then failed to act quickly to reduce the 
resulting flood of undocumented immigrants.

In addition, the chaotic withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan 
in 2021, which brought back memories of and comparisons with the fall 
of Saigon in 1975, undermined public confidence in his leadership. The 
images belied the promise that Biden could govern more effectively 
than his predecessor.

Initially, electoral unease about all of these issues, which was mani-
festing itself in a number of other countries as populists brought down 
establishment leaders, was masked by the Democrats’ performance in 
the midterm elections of 2022, when the party focused on the threats to 
democracy and reproductive rights. While Republicans retook control 
of the House with 222 seats, Democrats increased their numbers in 
the Senate. Democrats praised Biden for having been integral to defy-
ing predictions of a red wave and bolstering Democratic strength in 
the upper chamber. Many of the Republican candidates who suffered 
defeat had been endorsed by Trump, which Democrats and pundits 
read as evidence that he was spent as a political force.

The midterms also led Democrats to ignore another significant 
problem, which was not about policy but about the president him-
self: age. Though many believed that Biden would serve for only one 
term, the midterm results left party operatives thinking that Trump had 
been weakened, and that Biden was exceptionally strong. Biden himself 
started to map out a reelection campaign even as, privately, Democrats 
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continued to have concerns about his age. To protect Biden’s image, 
his advisers limited press appearances and claimed that Republicans, 
allied with the conservative media, were putting out manipulated and 
false information to weaken him. As a result, some of the decline that 
was apparent to his inner circle was not known publicly, even to top 
Democrats, at a moment when the party still had sufficient time to 
undertake a primary process.

Age was one problem; political communication was another. This 
predicament undercut the administration’s ability to capitalize on what 
he had done well and effectively respond to the attacks on the issues he 
was struggling with. Biden governed in a period when the communica-
tion environment was rapidly changing, fragmenting, and becoming 
tougher to navigate than ever before, as any sense of a public com-
mons collapsed. While Biden had always had difficulty with his public 
speech, as president, the imperative of efficacious messaging vastly 
intensified. Mounting victories on Capitol Hill could not obviate the 
necessity for his ability to sell himself, his vision, and his record to 
the electorate. Moreover, Democrats faced a Republican Party with 
a titular leader who had developed a strong command of how to fight 
partisan battles in this realm. Trump thrived in a world of fragmented 
and siloed information that enabled him to weaken the connection 
between electoral outcomes and the way that voters perceived the 
reality of their world. In an era when attention was one of the greatest 
forms of political capital, Trump knew how to keep the eyes and ears 
of the media trained toward him.9 He was also extraordinarily comfort-
able in new forms of journalism, such as podcasts and social media, 
in ways that senior Democratic elected officials—including President 
Biden—could not even fathom.

Trump roared back to life in 2023. From the start, Democrats under-
estimated Trump’s ongoing political strength and Biden’s own personal 
struggles. Though Biden’s election in 2020 generated immense excite-
ment, that excitement sometimes papered over the fact that Trump’s 
support had increased from four years earlier despite the destabilizing 
way he had governed. That support remained in place even after the 
January 6 insurrection. Although there had been some chatter from 
Republicans about finding an alternative candidate, support for him 
remained strong.
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When the federal and state investigations into the former presi-
dent accelerated, Trump weaponized them to rally his supporters 
and present himself as pitted against the establishment. At the same 
time that he delayed and obstructed the cases, with the exception of 
the hush money trial in New York, he injected himself back into the 
center of Republican politics. Meanwhile, President Biden struggled 
with increasingly contentious policy decisions, including the war in the 
Middle East, that undercut some of his standing with younger constitu-
encies and made him appear as an establishment figure, but not in the 
best sense of the term, as was the case in 2020. For some Democrats, 
he was committed to institutions and a system that were broken. There 
were ongoing concerns about the president’s age. While his advisers 
continued to dismiss them as the product of conservatives manipulat-
ing images and sound, Democrats still worried that he was not up for 
a campaign. When Trump was able to turn an attempted assassination 
against him in Butler, Pennsylvania, into an iconic image of strength, 
some believed that he had won the contest.

This culminated in the disastrous debate, Biden’s decision to with-
draw from the race, and Trump’s triumph over Harris.

In the short time span available to her, Vice President Harris could 
not put together a winning campaign or separate herself from the unpop
ular parts of the administration’s record (which the president’s inner 
circle would not allow). Trump was also laser-focused on the president’s 
two most significant policy weaknesses, inflation and immigration. In 
his speeches and interviews, every topic was somehow connected to 
these two issues. Despite being notoriously undisciplined and unscripted 
politicians, Trump and his supporters were determined to keep the 
national narrative on these areas. Even in some of the most controver-
sial moments, such as the debate with Harris when Trump brought false 
claims about Haitian immigrants eating pets in an Ohio city, the contro-
versy centered media attention on the issues that worked in his favor.

When Trump emerged as the victor, having increased his margins 
in blue states, won all seven battleground states, and done better with 
Black and Latino male voters than he had in 2020, any notion that the 
new MAGA-Republican coalition had been vanquished went right out 
the window. One could debate how defining the results were, yet the 
outcome was nonetheless jarring to Trump’s opponents.
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The soul of America, if Trump were the measure, had not been 
saved. Biden had failed to fulfill his fundamental promise. In the final 
weeks of his presidency, Biden himself came under heavy criticism 
from fellow Democrats for stretching institutional norms with his lib-
eral use of the presidential pardon power, including to his son Hunter 
from further prosecution, and comments he made claiming that he 
could have won the campaign. “Go back to your Rehoboth condo,” 
Democratic operative James Carville said during an interview, referring 
to Biden’s vacation home on the Delaware shore.10

Given his withdrawal from the campaign, Biden now joins the pan-
theon of one-term presidents, such as Jimmy Carter and George H. W. 
Bush, who were able to achieve significant legislation and move essen-
tial issues onto the agenda but who watched the coalition on which 
they rode into power crumble, sometimes by their own doing, as they 
opened the door to political forces determined to move politics in a 
different direction. The 2024 election suggested that Biden fit into the 
category of presidents whom the political scientist Stephen Skow-
ronek characterized as “disjunctive,” serving as the last gasp of a regime 
whose time was coming to an end.11

In the following chapters, some of the finest historians of the United 
States examine how the Biden presidency unfolded and seek to bet-
ter understand why his mission to dismantle his predecessor’s legacy 
failed.
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