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"That Was Such A Surprise" - Dr. Jill Biden Reacts To The At…

By Wanda J. Blanchett

Growing up in the South, one of my most distinct memories of white male privilege involved my mother’s

work for an influential white man. He would drive up to our home, get out of his truck and throw a bag of

work at my mother’s feet. For years, his unapologetic disrespect angered me because all women deserve to

be treated with dignity.
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I recalled this disrespect when I read Mr. Joseph Epstein’s recent op-ed in The Wall Street Journal about Dr.

Jill Biden’s Ed.D. title. Much has been said in response to this op-ed and even Dr. Biden has broken her

silence, but what strikes me most about it is that the unapologetic white male privilege that Mr. Epstein

exercised has largely been ignored.
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While he belittles Dr. Biden’s doctorate, Mr. Epstein admits to holding only a B.A. while teaching at

Northwestern University. It is unlikely that any woman or person of color holding only a B.A. with few

exceptions would be hired as faculty at any university, let alone a prestigious one.

It is Mr. Epstein’s white male privilege that allows him to teach at such a university while only holding a B.A.,

and it is indeed his white male privilege that leads him to ignore not only the rigors of an Ed.D. program that

Dr. Biden and countless others have met, but also the fact that like many women, and especially women of

color, she did so while juggling other responsibilities.

Furthermore, Mr. Epstein’s notion that only a person with an M.D. should be called “doctor” is ludicrous for

at least two reasons. First, the title Dr. originated during medieval times as a title for religious educators. In

Latin, it means “teacher” and it was only late in the 18th century that the title Dr. was adopted by medical

practitioners. It was initially intended for those who teach like Dr. Biden.

Secondly, the M.D., like the Ed.D., is a practitioner’s degree. As dean of the Rutgers Graduate School of

Education (GSE), I am proud to say that since the inception of our Ed.D. program, we have conferred this

degree upon 3,125 graduates, whom I proudly call Dr. whenever I meet them as alumni.

I am also struck by The Journal’s editorial page editor Paul Gigot’s defense of Mr. Epstein’s op-ed. Despite

protests from different corners, the Journal stands by it. This illustrates why organizational and leadership

diversity matters. With two men heading up the Journal’s editorial section, I am not surprised they would

publish an op-ed that disrespects women in general and Dr. Biden in particular. If their leadership team was

more diverse in lived experiences with marginalization, misogyny and oppression, I question whether they

would have published and supported such a troubling op-ed.
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Finally, I will share with you that after years of witnessing that influential white man’s disrespect of my

mother, one day when I heard his truck driving up, I ran outside and as he threw his work at my mother’s

feet, I told him to take “his darn work” somewhere else because my mother would no longer do it. To this

day, I recall the shock on his face at being spoken to in this manner by a young Black girl. He responded by

saying, “Girl, I hear you’re really good with your books. Well, you had better be because you’re never going

to make it around here.”

While in those days, and even today, speaking truth to power can be dangerous, his response made me all

the more determined to succeed. My desire to never see my mother or any other woman disrespected in

this way motivated me to rise above my childhood poverty to where I am today as dean at one of the

country’s finest public research universities.

I encourage all women and girls to be proud of their achievements and to stand up to male and white male

privilege. Do not suffer these indignities silently. Call them out for what they are. Finally, to all of the women

and men who have earned an Ed.D. or Ph.D., just like our colleagues who have earned an M.D., you have

every right to be called Dr. if you desire.

Wanda J. Blanchett, Ph.D. is dean of the Rutgers Graduate School of Education, a Distinguished Professor

and special advisor to the chancellor for Academic Affairs and Equity at Rutgers University-New Brunswick.
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