Judith Drake

Judith Drake (1670s-1723) was a prominent feminist author in the late 17th and early 18th
century, whose Essay in Defense of the Female Sex (Hereafter, ‘Essay in Defense’) was one of the most
significant contributions to the early modern debate concerning women.' However, for many years
after its publication, Drake’s Essay in Defense was misattributed to Drake’s close friend and fellow tory
Mary Astell. Along with Astell, Drake was a member of a circle of literary figures that included Lady
Mary Chudleigh, Elizabeth Thomas, Elizabeth Elstob, and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, among
others, who played an important roll in debates concerning gender relationships in the last decade of
the 17th century. As Hannah Smith (2001) describes it, Drake’s “Essay in Defense combines tory ideas
with Lockean philosophy to formulate a vision of sociable, secularized, learning and the role female
conversation could play in settling a society fractured by party politics;” according to Smith,

Drake drew upon John Locke’s An Essay Concerning Human Understanding to construct a rationalist
framework upon which to argue that it was custom and language which engendered the belief that
women were intellectually inferior to men. Drake then proceeded to reject the cult of the ancients and,
in their place, championed the worth of ‘modern ’learning and the value of informal education for
women. Additionally, Drake contended that men shared the character faults of which women were
usually accused. She accentuated masculine follies by sketching satiric portraits of various male types,
such as a ‘Pedant’, a ‘Country squire’, a ‘News-monger’, a ‘Bully’, a ‘City Critick’, and a ‘Beau’, and
she promoted the idea that polite socialization with ladies could help transform men into gentlemen.?

In other words, Drake’s Essay in Defense attempts to bridge a political divide at the time by engaging
with the philosophical arguments of her contemporaries on their own grounds. By doing so, Drake
shows the fault in the arguments of those to whom she was responding, as well as demonstrating how
individuals like herself had an important role to play in social and political conversation.

The central question Drake grapples with in her Essay in Defense is “whether the time an
ingenious Gentleman spends in the Company of Women, may justly be said to be misemployed, or
not?” According to Drake, spending time with others is properly employed when the mind gains either
an “Improvement of the Understanding or a Diversion and Relaxation of its Cares and Passions.”
According to Drake, those who claimed ‘ingenious Gentlemen’ would be misemploying their time by
keeping the company of women could defend their view in one of two ways; Drake claims,

If Women are not qualified for the Conversation of ingenious Men, or, to go yet further, their
friendship, it must be because they want someone condition, or more, necessarily requisite to either.
The necessary Conditions of these are Sense, and good nature, to which must be added, for Friendship,
Fidelity and Integrity. Now if any of these be wanting to our Sex, it must be either because Nature has
not been so liberal as to bestow ’em upon us; or because due care has not been taken to cultivate those
Gifts to a competent measure in us.

In other words, Drake argues if women were not qualified for the conversations of ‘ingenious Men’,
it must either be because the sexes have been ‘bestowed' with different character traits or because
nature has ‘bestowed’ everyone with the same character traits but society has failed to properly
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cultivate those ‘gifts’ in the case of women. If the former of the two were the case, Drake argues, those
differences must be evidenced by the philosophy and empirical sciences of the day. If the latter of the
two were the case, whatever differences existed would be the product of a failure on the part of the
social and educational systems of the 18th century. Furthermore, if the latter of the two were the case
and men were just as likely to be failed by the social and educational systems of the 18th century, one
should take the value of another’s company to depend only on the character of the person with whom
one’s time is spent. Thus, whether or not one properly employs one’s time would depend only upon
the character of the people involved.

Drake begins her Essay in Defense by taking aim at the first of the two possibilities discussed
above—namely, that nature has not bestowed the same ‘gifts’ upon everyone. Following Locke’s Essay
Concerning Human Understanding and the newly developing human sciences of the time, Drake argues
there is no natural distinction between the sexes with a series of simple and effective arguments. First,
she argues there is no distinction between the souls of men and women; Drake claims,

To proceed therefore if we be naturally defective, the Defect must be either in Soul or Body. In the
Soul it can’t be, if what I have hear’d some learned Men maintain, be true, that all Souls are equal, and
alike, and that consequently there is no such distinction, as Male and Female Souls; that there are no
innate Idea’s, but that all the Notions we have, are deriv’d from our External Senses, either immediately,
or by Reflection.

Second, she argues the bodily composition of men and women does not entail that one of the two
sexes is advantaged over the other; she claims,

Neither can it be in the Body, (if I may credit the Report of learned Physicians) for there is no difference
in the Organization of those Parts, which have any relation to, or influence over the Minds; but the
Brain, and all other Parts (which I am not Anatomist enough to name) are contriv’d as well for the
plentiful conveyance of Spirits, which are held to be the immediate Instruments of Sensation, in
Women, as Men. I see therefore no natural Impediment in the structure of our Bodies; nor does
Experience, or Observation argue any: We use all our Natural Faculties, as well as Men, nay and our
Rational too, deducting only for the advantages before mention’d.

After showing that whatever differences exist between the sexes are not the product of nature, Drake
proceeds by investigating how the social and educational circumstances one is in can result in folly.
According to Drake, everyone is susceptible to folly; as such, the value of another’s company should
be judged based only on the character of the person in question. Since the value of anothet’s company
depends only on the character of the person in question, everyone would benefit from greater
education.

Important Sections

No Distinction of Sexes in Souls
No Advantage in the Organization of Bodies
Confirm’d from Experience of Brutes.

Experience of Mankind
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