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In terms of legislative experience Joe Biden is more prepared for the presidency 

than Abraham Lincoln, Woodrow Wilson, John F. Kennedy, and Barrack Obama as well 

as a variety of other presidents.  While he lacks the purely administrative experience that 

a governor, big city mayor, or CEO of a multibillion-dollar organization has, Obama gave 

him unusual administrative responsibilities during his eight-year vice presidency.  He 

carried out his term well despite having to deal with the illness and death of a beloved 

son.  Biden has demonstrated that he is a uniter rather than a divider. While his gaffes and 

political puffery illustrates that he is far from our traditional perfect ideal for the 

presidency, he has proven himself over a 47-year career that he is an empathic individual 

and a solid problem solver who stood out in the field of his Democratic competitors and 

is a better choice than the current occupant of the White House.   

Joseph Robinette Biden’s Family Background and Childhood 

The Bidens arrived in the U.S. sometime in the 19th century.  While Joseph Robinette 

Biden, Sr. (1915-2002), thought the family to be of Irish descent, evidence points to the 

name actually being French and the emigration from England.  There is no question of the 

Irish descent of the future Vice President’s mother, Catherine Eugenia “Jean” Finnegan 

(1917-2010). Joe Biden, Sr., was an enterprising man who lived in the upper class during 

the days of his early manhood, but his entrepreneurial ventures failed.  Nevertheless, as a 

family man, he did whatever he could to make a living. 

  Joseph R. Biden Jr. was born November 20, 1942, in hardscrabble, blue-collar, 

working-class Scranton, Pennsylvania.  This coal-mining city was largely comprised of 

Irish, Italian, and Polish immigrants and their children.  Joe was the eldest of four children 

in a close-knit family, followed by his sister Valerie and his brothers Richard and Frank.  

Joey was the leader of his siblings as well as his friends, one of whom remembers him as 

“an aggressive guy, he was a leader, he was a risk-taker… a good guy, a friend with a sense 

of fairness.  [And] he was one of those people who was just fun to be with.”  Another 

childhood friend declared “He stuck out in the crowd.  He was kind of the go-to guy.”  Joe 

Biden maintained contact with friends from his youth long after he moved away and had 

achieved national prominence.1  In heavily Catholic Scranton, he went to Saint Paul’s 

School.  Although small for his age, he was extremely athletic.  He hung out with his friends 

                                                 
1 Jules Witcover, Joe Biden: A Life of Trial and Redemption (New York City: HarperCollins, 2010), p. 14, large print edition. 
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in their rough Green Ridge neighborhood, roaming the old city dump and playing pickup 

baseball and football on vacant lots.   

Joey was quite the daredevil, throwing water balloons or snowballs at cars or truck 

drivers and sometimes being chased by the recipient.  At one point, on a dare when age 

eight or nine, he ran under a moving dump truck and came out uninjured.2  His friends 

reported that he gave 100% in all his efforts.  His kid sister, Val, a full-fledged tomboy, 

tagged along with him and was readily accepted by his friends.  Val reports that “He always 

told me that whatever he did, I can do it better.”  She went on to say that Joe said, “If you 

like me, you like my sister.”  His friends accepted her, despite her being younger, small, 

and a girl.  She adored her “wonderful, wonderful brother… who always watched out for 

me.”3  She was his campaign manager when at age 29 he successfully ran for New Castle 

County Council, the Senate, and reelection.   

For Joey, it wasn’t all just school, games, and making mischief on the streets.  

Sunday was for church and later on with the men talking politics.  Because of economic 

necessity, the Biden’s moved into the modest home of the Finnegans who had an enormous 

influence on the future vice president.  They were Truman Democrats.  His grandfather, 

Ambrose Finnegan, was a political junkie, who talked to his grandson about politics and 

expressed his distrust of WASPish Republicans.  There was lots of banter in the family; 

college-educated alcoholic Uncle Boo-Boo (Edward Blevitt Finnegan), who had a terrible 

stutter, liked to kid his brother-in-law Joseph Sr.  He came to visit the Bidens in Wilmington 

and “stayed for seventeen years.”4 

Reluctantly, for the sake of a much-needed job, the Bidens had to move to 

Wilmington, Delaware, where Joseph Sr. had some connections, when Joey was 10.  Even 

after the family moved, they returned to Scranton on weekends and whenever possible, 

especially in the summer.  The family of six at first lived in a two-bedroom apartment in a 

dreary neighborhood as their breadwinner initially cleaned boilers.  Then, he sold used 

cars, a job he never liked, and eventually, he went into real estate as more befitting of the 

father of a senator.  Joey, because of his small size and having missed a lot of school as a 

result of the removal of his tonsils and adenoids, at his mother’s request in Delaware, 

repeated the third grade at the Holy Rosary Catholic School.  Perhaps Joey’s stuttering was 

a factor in this decision; his family tried speech therapy without success and his friends 

back in Scranton just accepted it.   

At Archmere Academy, Joey grew considerably in size and overcame his stutter.  

There he was a popular student who had a somewhat steady girlfriend.  Because he couldn’t 

hit a curveball, football became his favorite sport and he excelled at it.   

Most of the nicknames in his childhood and adolescence referenced his stutter.  After 

having been exempted from the mandatory public speaking requirement, in his sophomore 

year he gave the mandatory talk to the student body without a stutter and welcomed guests 

                                                 
2 Witcover, Biden, pp. 18-19. 
3 Witcover, Biden, p. 22. 
4 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 21. 
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at commencement.  Talking became Joe Biden’s strength and he is known for his Irish gift 

of gab.  Biden prides himself in overcoming obstacles.  He proudly declares that “My dad 

always said, ‘Champ, the measure of a man is not how often he is knocked down, but how 

quickly he gets up.’”5  After lingering thoughts of becoming a priest, Joey set his sights on 

becoming a lawyer.   

 

Parental styles of childrearing and discipline have a profound impact on the lives and 

political choices of their children.  The raising of Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. was in most 

respects very different.  What counted in the Biden household was that the children stand 

up for each other, be fair, and practice empathy.  While he could speak to either parent 

about a problem, Joey’s mom was very much present for her son when he faced a dilemma.  

Joe wrote that “When any of us had a problem, we’d go to Mom and she’d set us straight.”6  

When a nun disrespected him by making fun of his stutter, Joey immediately left the 

classroom and walked the two miles to his home.  He proceeded to tell his mother what 

happened, who immediately took him back to school with her toddler in tow to get the nun 

brought to the principal’s office to establish what actually happened in the classroom.  

When the nun acknowledged she said “Bu-bu-bu-bu-Biden,” his little five-foot one-inch 

mother went face-to-face with her and said, “If you ever speak to my son like that again, 

I’ll come back and rip that bonnet right off your head.  Do you understand me?”  She then 

said, “Joey, get back to class.”7  Her sensitivity to her son’s pain and defense of him 

reflected a caring mother who also encouraged her children to stand up for the rights of 

others.  

The Bidens had very clear values.  In Promises to Keep: On Life and Politics (2007), 

the Senator wrote, “The one thing… mother could not stand was meanness.”  Both parents 

shared the same values, although dad was quieter.  At the dinner table, he sometimes 

brought up big issues like “morality, justice, and equality” and occasionally the Holocaust, 

declaring that “We each had a personal responsibility to... speak out when we saw that kind 

of wrong.”8  When at a Christmas party with his wife in the showroom of the car dealership 

his father managed, the boss threw, from above, a bucket of silver dollars on the dance 

floor to watch the mechanics, salesmen, and secretaries scramble for them.  Joe Biden Sr., 

in protest, quit on the spot, with his wife’s support.  Biden, as chair of the Senate Foreign 

Relations Committee, put these familial values into action in the face of atrocities in the 

former Yugoslavia and elsewhere.   

Joey, who was very proud of having been made a lieutenant in the safety patrol in 

grade school, one day faced a dilemma that he took to his “Dad.”  His beloved sister Val 

had behaved badly on the bus and it was his responsibility to report her.  His father listened 

and then said that he had a choice.  The next day Joey turned in the badge of which he had 

                                                 
5 John M. Broder, “Father’s Tough Life an Inspiration for Biden,” New York Times (October 23, 2008).    
6 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 12. 
7 Biden, Promises to Keep, pp. 10-11. 
8 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 13. 
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been so proud.9  That this decision was left to him was an important step in his moral 

development.  Later in life, Joe Biden sits down and listens to people, as his father did with 

him, and proceeds to act after hearing their side of the story.  Modeling moral behavior is 

crucially important in children, and Biden benefits greatly, not only from the advice but 

also the modeling of his parents, who never hit him.  In being very protective of his kid 

sister Val, whom he calls his “best friend,”10 he modeled the type of protectiveness and 

loyalty he shows in his politics.   

Returning to Biden’s childhood and personal development, what made Joe Biden a family 

champ and where did he get the get-up-and-go attitude to become such an ambitious 

person?  Being born the eldest certainly helped.  The children of Joe Sr. and Catherine were 

certainly taught to stick together, and Joe’s job as the oldest would automatically make him 

the leader.  But where did he get the impulse to be a teacher by telling his younger sister, 

you’re going to have to throw the baseball better than I?  The determination he needed to 

work around it and eventually overcome his stutter certainly played a role.  In school, he 

tried to figure out how to avoid situations in which he was likely to stutter and 

consequentially be made fun of by the other kids.  It was an important part of his learning 

to plan, a skill extraordinarily useful for a leader.  He writes that he “wouldn’t wish away 

the darkest days of the stutter….  [It] ended up being a godsend for me… made me a better 

person.”11  In high school, he proved he could overcome the stuttering, even though 

remnants of it continued into his adult life.  Stuttering is a painful issue for him, but it also 

meant he had to watch and figure things out, not fully trusting a situation or himself, and 

judging how people around him would respond.  When he established himself as a go-to 

guy, a daredevil, and a leader in athletics at a fairly young age, he gained the respect that 

translated into leadership.    

Joe Biden loves to connect with other people and includes them in his activities.  

Taking a younger boy to the senior prom along with his date is one indication of this 

inclusiveness.  In high school, he learned to run for office and win the class presidency in 

his junior and senior years, although he was disappointed that he had too many demerits to 

run for another office in his last year.  In his 20s he ran for a county council position and 

then the Senate and won.  After he recovered sufficiently from the tragic death of his wife, 

he played a significant role as a member and chair of the Senate Judiciary and Foreign 

Relations committees.      

Splitting, projection, and denial are mechanisms of defense that abound in politics, 

 

LOVE, LOSS, AND POLITICS IN THE LIFE OF JOE BIDEN  

Joe Biden has an intense love for his family.  His mother taught her children that 

“there is no one in the world you are closer to than your brother and sister.  You have to be 

able to count on each other.”12  Siblings Val and Jimmy always seemed to be there for their 

                                                 
9 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 13. 
10 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 5. 
11 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 4. 
12 Joe Biden, Promise Me, Dad: A Year of Hope, Hardship, and Purpose (NY: Flatiron Books, 2017), p. 153. 
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big brother’s political activities.  Their dad instilled this “Biden code” in his offspring, and 

Joe referred to it often concerning his sons Beau and Hunter, whom he took on his early 

political campaigns.  His family has always been a part of his political activities.   

Joe Biden fell passionately in love with two very attractive women.  The first, Neila 

Hunter, he met in college.  He married her soon afterward while in law school, despite her 

Protestant family’s concern that he was Catholic.  Together they created a close family 

relationship and three children.  They decided to have their children while young so they 

could enjoy middle age, but tragedy struck right before Christmas 1972.  Neila and their 

baby daughter were killed in a traffic accident that left their two young boys badly 

injured—one in a full-body cast.  Biden, newly elected to the Senate at age 29, was 

devasted; “suicide, wasn’t just an option to him, but a rational option.”  Yet looking at his 

sons sleeping in their hospital beds left him knowing that “I had no choice but to fight to 

stay alive.”  Despite the enormous rage he felt at his loss, his life “collapsed into their 

needs.”13   

The Senate was of no interest to him for many months; he tried to resign and was 

barely talked out of it.  The Bidens rallied around him, with sister Val moving into his 

home to care for one son while he stayed with the other in the hospital.  She would stay for 

three years.  Sleep eluded the grieving senator, except when he was on the road 

campaigning for other candidates in the 1974 election.  His brother Jimmy sometimes 

traveled with Joe so he wouldn’t come home to an empty room.  Biden reports that “Finally 

I began to make my peace with God or with myself….  I just got tired of wallowing in 

grief.”14  Joe Biden’s powerful attachment to his three- and four-year-old sons meant that 

he was there for them when they woke up in the morning and when they ate their dessert 

while he ate his dinner after taking the Amtrack train back from the capital.  No matter who 

he was with, he took their phone calls, and if they said “wild card” in the morning, they 

could come to “Daddy’s work.”   

Joseph Biden III, known as Beau, followed him into politics, became the attorney 

general of Delaware, and in his second term announced that he was going to run for 

governor.  The Vice President declared that his son was “a rising star in Democratic 

politics….  [And] was generally regarded as the most popular politician in the state, more 

popular than even his father.  Delawareans saw in him what I did.  Beau Biden at age forty-

five was Joe Biden 2.0.  He had all the best of me, but with all the bugs and flaws engineered 

out….  I was pretty sure Beau would run for president one day, and with his brother’s help, 

he would win.”15  Biden went beyond being a loving father, as reflected by his declaring: 

“I am not sure when it happened, but somewhere along the way I had begun to look up to 

my own sons.”16  After failed attempts in 1988 and 2008 to become president, his hopes 

were turning to his beloved son achieving the goal he had spoken about since age 12.   

                                                 
13 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 80.  
14 Biden, Promises to Keep, p. 96. 
15 Biden, Promise Me, Dad, p. 14. 
16 Biden, Promise Me, Dad, pp. 14, 54.  I wonder if this might be a repletion of what happened in Biden’s relationship with his own father, 

who suffered disappointments in his own life and came to look to his eldest son Joe as the family champion, even moving at his direction.   
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About two years after the tragic loss of his wife and daughter, at age 32 Joe Biden 

was ready to date again and his brother gave him the name of a 24-year-old college student 

who was separated and getting a divorce.  He was smitten with Jill Jacobs, who was 

enjoying living on her own and was slow to commit beyond dating.  When given the choice 

of marrying or breaking off their relationship, she eventually accepted Biden’s fifth 

marriage proposal.  The boys were eager to have their dad marry Jill.  Later a girl was born 

to the family.  In When the Light Enters: Building a Family, Discovering Myself (2019), 

Jill Biden writes a very direct and for a political spouse unusually revealing account of 

their life.  She details at length her supportive husband, of completing her education, 

including earning a doctorate and becoming a professor at a community college, teaching 

even after her husband became Vice President.  Her emphasis is on finding her own voice, 

building family rituals, love, the tragic loss of their son Beau to brain cancer, and 

supporting each other’s careers.  There is a sense of real love and respect among the Bidens. 

Joseph Biden III’s illness and death was a terrible blow to the Vice President and his 

family.  His namesake’s long struggle with brain cancer (glioblastoma) is recounted in 

Promise Me, Dad: A Year of Hope, Hardship, and Purpose (2017) as Biden struggled with 

every parent’s worst nightmare.   

As Vice President, Obama gave Joe Biden an enormous amount of responsibility.  

His major tasks were overseeing the Recovery Act of 2009, budget negotiations, working 

closely with the prime minister of Ukraine and Kentucky’s Senator Mitch McConnell, and 

much more that grew out of his weekly private lunch with the President.  Joe felt that his 

sons had saved his life 40 years before and now he was losing them.  Having to deal with 

his grief, amidst much agonizing about it, comes across as the major reason that he did not 

seek the Democratic nomination in 2016.  He was never entirely free of work, but his 

greatest focus was on his son, who told him “Don’t let them see your pain, Dad,” as he 

struggled with a losing battle. 

Joe Biden is a problem solver who works within the system to improve the situation 

in America and the world.  Although primarily a senatorial legislator, as Vice President 

under President Obama he was given major administrative responsibilities.  He has often 

crossed the aisle to listen to different viewpoints and demonstrates himself to be 

empathetic, both in the family setting and the public arena.  

 

<><><>end of the Journal of Psychohistory Extracted materials<><><> 

 

President Biden Would be an Empathetic Healer and 

Knowledgeable Problem Solver: Not a Disruptive Narcissist 

(Extract from my response to Maccoby’s Clio’s Seminar, “The President We Need”) 

Joseph Robinette Biden has a lifetime of experience as an effective legislator who built alliances 

across the aisle.  His accomplishments are numerous, including the 1994 Violence Against Women Act.  

During his 36-year legislative career, he was a real power in the Senate, especially when the Democrats 

had the majority.  Unlike most vice presidents in our history, Joe Biden only accepted the job, which a 
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predecessor said in the 1930s was “not worth a bucket of warm spit,” on the condition that he would have 

a weekly lunch with the president and be the last person in the room expressing his opinion to the chief 

executive.  Obama gave Biden major administrative responsibilities because he trusted him based on his 

experience, honesty, interpersonal skills, and knowledge.  These included being in charge of the transition 

team in 2008, overseeing the Recovery Act of 2009, negotiating the budget with Senator McConnell, 

being the point person with Arseniy Yatsenyuk (the Prime Minister of Ukraine), supporting the Ukrainian 

Revolution of Dignity, and much else.    

 Joe Biden has character and his policies are geared to the interests of the poor and middle class.  

He grew up in a household that stressed politics was about honor and that he was better than no man and 

that no man was better than him, helping prepare him to lead a democracy of equal citizens.  Growing up 

in a warm home where there was no physical punishment, unlike the cool rigidity and physical discipline 

of his Republican opponent’s household, he earned the trust of colleagues in the Senate and elsewhere 

during his long years as a legislator.  Mitch McConnell even writes in his autobiography, The Long Game: 

A Memoir (2019), that he likes Joe Biden, who “listened” while negotiating (209).   

Former vice president Biden is known to speak his mind, which has proven to be politically 

embarrassing at times.  Some of Biden’s best-known gaffes reflect his basic honesty and political 

perspective.  For example, when he said, “I mean you got [during Obama’s 2008 primary campaign] the 

first mainstream African-American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-looking guy,” it 

represented what millions were thinking.  Barack Obama respected this honesty, chose him for his running 

mate, and the Bidens became close to the Obamas.  Another example of such a gaffe is “‘Poor Kids’ Are 

Just as Bright as ‘White Kids.’”  His thinking when he said it was that Black kids are most identified with 

poverty, though he knows there are millions of poor White kids.  Biden laughs at his gaffes and himself, 

which is quite important.   

What saved Joe Biden’s third campaign for the Democratic nomination, after weak showings in 

Iowa and New Hampshire, was when the African Americans of South Carolina voted resoundingly in his 

favor.  Civil Rights was Joe Biden’s priority when he came to the Senate in 1973, as he told the racist 

John Stennis of Mississippi, and he stayed true to this priority.  Segregationist colleagues in the Senate, 

such as Strom Thurmond and Fritz Hollings, respected him to the point that he gave their eulogies.  Indeed, 

mourning the dead is something that he does very well because of his empathy, based partly on having 

tragically lost both his beloved first wife and infant daughter in a car accident, and in 2015 his namesake 

Joseph Biden III (Beau) to brain cancer.  Although his deceased son had urged him to run for president in 

2016, Joe ultimately decided not to, partly because he hadn’t sufficiently mourned to enter another 

grueling presidential race.   

 Living with another human being is not easy in our complex society.  Biden managed two very 

loving marriages.  He encouraged and supported his wife Jill of 43 years as she earned her undergraduate 

and graduate degrees and chose to continue teaching during his vice presidency.  Last year she wrote a 

moving book, Where the Light Enters: Building a Family, Discovering Myself (2019).  When you go to 

vote on November 3rd, compare the marriages of the Democrat and the Republican who has had prenuptial 

agreements with all of his wives and currently sleeps in a separate bedroom apart from his wife.   

 During the primary process, many of us form strong emotional attachments to the candidates.  It 

hurts when our favorite candidate losses and elections are so often decided in part by those who stay home 

in disappointment or frustration.  Supporters of Elizabeth Warren and especially of Bernie Sander’s 

“Revolution” are tempted to stay home in the face of their favorite’s defeat by the somewhat centrist 

liberal Democrat Biden.  This sort of thinking was one of many factors that led to Hillary Clinton’s defeat 
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in 2016.  

Personally, when voting I have written in candidates but only when I was sure that the country 

would be no worse off based on my not settling for what I sometimes considered the lesser of two evils.  

As an unaffiliated voter in 2016, I was a strong Clinton supporter because of my desire for women 

presidents; but I also would have voted in the Republican primary for Kasich (certainly not my favorite 

politician) if the nomination had not been clinched before the primary in my state.  Joe Biden is not my 

ideal candidate (partly because my preferred president takes office in her/his 50s, not 70s); but when I 

researched him in-depth, I became quite impressed.  Joe Biden is “The President We Need” in 2020 to 

confront the pandemic, our current recession, growing economic inequality, racial unrest, and the 

misgovernment of the last four years. 

 
<><><> 

Honesty is an extraordinarily important character trait in choosing a leader.  The trait 

is to be prized, although it is true that there are moments in national security crises that 

even the most honest president must withhold information.  For citizenry to trust their 

leader in situations of life and death, they must believe in the veracity of what they are 

being told.  Regrettably, since the Nixon years, there has been a considerable decline in 

trusting the government, which is reflected in our current divisive politics. 

Joe Biden was labeled dishonest while running for the presidency in 1987-88, due 

to his carelessness because at the time he was preoccupied as chair of the senatorial judicial 

committee with conducting a very long and thorough vetting of Judge Bork.  The press 

accused him of plagiarism in law school and for not crediting in one instance a British 

politician he had quoted, and every other time cited, during an important primary debate in 

Iowa.  In fact, in Syracuse Law School Biden had to repeat a course because he failed to 

properly cite a source even though there was no intention to hide his use of that source.  He 

apparently did not know the proper rules of citation and the review committee said this was 

not a reflection on his integrity.  In New Hampshire, Biden lost his temper and in anger 

said, “wanna compare IQs?” proclaiming he was in the top half of his graduating Syracuse 

law class, which was not true.  He called this outburst “stupid.”[10]  Biden dropped out of 

the Democratic primary, concentrating on the Bork hearing and proudly blocked a very 

conservative judge from the Supreme Court.  Joe Biden is far from a perfectly honest 

human being, which he readily acknowledges.  

My impression is that Joe Biden is generally at least as honest as most veteran 

politicians.  He exaggerates and misremembers facts, especially in the heat of the political 

moment.  By comparison, his opponent is reported by The Washington Post to have made  

more than 20,000 false or misleading claims during his Presidency.”[12]     

The former vice president’s reputation for gaffes is based partly on his saying what 

many people think but do not state.  Thus, when he said of Obama, “I mean, you got the 

first mainstream African American who is articulate and bright and clean and a nice-

looking guy,” he was literally wrong because there were other blacks who ran before 

Obama.  But he was saying what most people in politics thought and Obama chose him as 

his running mate despite this statement.  Some other Biden gaffes are: “Poor kids’ are just 

https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#m_9037882260089107698__ftn10
https://mail.google.com/mail/u/0/#m_9037882260089107698__ftnref1
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as bright as ‘white kids’” because he and most policymakers have mostly been focused on 

black child poverty.  Most importantly, unlike his opponent, Biden apologizes and laughs at 

himself for his gaffes and often corrects his misstatements.  Biden has a great capacity to 

listen to others and be empathetic.  In the face of the suffering, pain, and fear caused by the 

pandemic and economic dislocation, Americans need a president who can empathize with 

them and focus on solving their problems. 

            Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, a presidential psychobiographer since 1976, is a founding 

member of the IPA who did graduate and postgraduate work in history, political science, 

and psychoanalysis and has about 50 publications on presidential candidates, politics, and 

presidents.  He is also editor of Clio’s Psyche and director/convener of the Psychohistory 

Forum.  He may be contacted at cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com.  ❑ 

<><><> 

My choosing to not include the name of the President in my paper is not based on a failure 

to write about him, indeed, I have about 14 articles and a chapter of a book that are totally 

devoted to him or deal with him significantly. 

mailto:cliospsycheeditor@gmail.com
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