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under uncommon scrutiny, especially when she takes on a more overtly political role, as 
did Rosalyn Carter, who even attended cabinet meetings at her husband’s request. Public 
objections to her activities and her position as informal presidential adviser showed that 
the role of the first lady was controversial even in the late 1970s. Hillary Rodham Clinton 
shook up public expectations of the first lady’s role even more. A successful lawyer who 
essentially earned the family income while her husband, Bill, served four low-paid terms 
as governor of Arkansas, Hillary was the target of both public acclaim and public hatred. 
Her nontraditional tenure as first lady was capped in 2000, at the end of her husband’s 
second term, by her election as the junior senator from New York, followed by her own 
nearly successful run for the Democratic nomination for president in 2008 and her 
appointment as Obama’s secretary of state.

The politically safest strategy for a first lady appears to be to stick with a noncontro-
versial moral issue and ask people to do what we all agree they ought to do. Lady Bird 

Joe Biden

Vice President Joe Biden’s rise from working-class, Irish-Catholic kid to 
the president’s right-hand man is an unlikely story but in some ways a 
quintessentially American one. It was in his “Grandpop” Finnegan’s kitchen 
in Scranton that he learned the first principles of politics: that no one and no 
group is above any other and that politics was a matter of personal honor.1 
Biden sat down with us on December 6, 2010, in Washington, D.C., and 
explained how those themes have guided his more than forty years 
of public service. Here are some of the vice president’s words of wisdom 
for students. 

On the importance of confidence:

[P]eople don’t all show up on the playing field with the same equipment, 
and I’m not talking intellect. The great advantage I had is that I don’t ever 

remember a time my parents not drilling into me—“You’re a man of your word, without your word you’re not 
a man. Joey, nobody is better than you in the whole world, you’re no better but nobody is better than you.” My 
mother gave me absolute confidence. It was a gigantic, gigantic asset.

On keeping the republic:

I’d tell [students] to be engaged. . . . [Y]ou know that old quote from Plato, the penalty good men pay for not 
being engaged in politics is being governed by men worse than themselves. [Students] have nobody to blame 
but themselves, zero. My dad used to say never complain and never explain, and . . . that’s exactly what I’d tell 
them . . . stop whining, get engaged. Number two, the political system is so wide open you can drive a Mack truck 
through it, so the idea that “Oh, God, I have to come from influence and money to have an impact?” Simply not 
true.

1.  Joe Biden, Promises to Keep (New York: Random House, 2007), xv.
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