LETTERS

Whom should we really call a
“doctor”?

This is in response to the News article by
Roger Collier.! These days many health
professionals use the title “doctor.”
Indeed, The Canadian Press Stylebook now
decrees that the title of doctor should be
reserved for physicians. Physicians, sur-
geons, dentists, chiropodists, university
professors and, in some countries, phar-
macists describe themselves as doctors.
This raises the question — are they? To
answer this question, one has to examine
that title from both linguistic and historical
standpoints.

The word doctor is derived from the
Latin verb “docere,” meaning to teach,
or a scholar. Only by special arrange-
ment do any of the preceding profession-
als teach. Only university professors with
a doctoral degree normally teach at a
university. Historically speaking, the title
doctor was invented in the Middle Ages
to describe eminent scholars. These doc-
torates date back to the 1300s. Such
people were accorded a lot of respect
and prestige.

The PhD, or Doctor of Philosophy, is
the highest graduate degree awarded by
our universities.

Health professionals receive under-
graduate degrees in medicine. These are
professional degrees, and not really doc-
torates. The MD degree is not a part of
graduate faculties at North American
universities.

It has now become fashionable to
award so-called Doctor of Law degrees
to undergraduate law school graduates in
the form of a Juris Doctor or JD degree,
including at the University of Windsor.
These, too, are merely undergraduate
degrees.

Because of the respect and prestige,
medical schools, particularly in Scotland,
started to address their graduates as doc-
tors in the 17th century. The argument
was that graduates of such schools obtain
a bachelor’s degree before joining med-
ical school. There are problems with such
logic, namely, a degree past a bachelor’s
degree could potentially be a master’s
degree, but not a doctoral degree.

A doctoral degree (PhD) is a degree
that one earns after a master’s degree. A
PhD entitles a person to use the title doc-
tor. These are the social and physical sci-
entists who conduct and evaluate pub-
lished research. A PhD degree is normally
obtained after six to eight years of hard
work past the bachelor’s degree.

When we are asked in a physician’s or
a dentist’s office what kind of doctor we
are, we respond, “the real one.” We are
the ones who teach the others.

We hope that this contribution helpsin
clearing up the confusion in the commun-
ity about the title doctor.

The Canadian Press should change its
policy and stylebook to reflect these facts
and this history.

This contribution should not be con-
strued as an attack on any professional or
group of professionals. The main purpose
here is to educate the public.
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