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ABSTRACT • The present article examines Judith Drake’s important contribution to the dissemination 
of scientific discourses in England in the long eighteenth century. Celebrated as one of the most 
influential protofeminist thinkers, she deserves no less attention for her engagement with new sciences. 
Medical practitioner, wife of a Fellow of the Royal Society (the eminent anatomist James Drake) and 
mother of a physician, Drake forcefully endorsed and propagated the principles and methods of 
experimental sciences in her polemical pamphlet An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex (1696) and 
in her contribution to her husband’s anatomical tract Anthropologia Nova; or a new system of Anatomy 
(1707). A passionate advocate of the moderns in the ancient versus modern learning quarrel, she was 
a very vocal champion of rationalist and empirical approaches to knowledge and learning. Fully 
endorsing John Locke’s rationalism and sensationalism, Drake campaigned for the reform of 
education: the pedagogical model she proposed for girls and boys alike is based on logical reasoning 
and direct observation of nature. 
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1. Introduction 

The foundation in London on 28 November 1660 of the Royal Society, the world’s first 
national scientific society, emblematizes the relevance and vivacity of scientific debates in England 
in the second half of the seventeenth century, as well as the crucial role played by English scholars 
within the wider frame of an international engagement in the development of new sciences. 

Founded by natural philosophers inspired by Francis Bacon’s idea of experimental science, 
the Royal Society gathered the most brilliant minds of the day. Women were excluded from this 
incubator of scientific excellence: this is emblematic of women’s more general exclusion from the 
institutional and academic world of science in the long eighteenth century and well beyond.1 
Women could not be elected as members of scientific societies, could not contribute to prestigious 
journals like the Philosophical Transactions published by the Royal Society, were barred from 
university education, and, if they chose medicine as a profession, could only act as unlicenced 
practitioners treating women and children.2 Women’s presence on the scientific scene was mostly 

RiCOGNIZIONI. Rivista di lingue, letterature e culture moderne, 25 • 2026 (XIII)

1 Women were first admitted to the Royal Society as Fellows in 1945. 
2 Women authors had to wait until the 1890s to have their contributions published in the Society’s 
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peripheral and orbital, and their scientific contributions were mainly limited within the sphere of 
applied or “kitchen”, not theoretical, science, by and large circulating in manuscript form as general 
literature, or going to press after their death or in the name of male authors.3 

My article examines how, against this unfavourable backdrop, one remarkable woman, Judith 
Drake (c. 1670-post 1723), managed to make her scientific voice heard by both common readers 
and established scientists. Medical practitioner, member of London’s intellectual élite, wife of a 
Fellow of the Royal Society, and mother of a physician of the Royal College of Physicians of 
London, Judith offered her important contribution in the field of new sciences in two widely 
circulated and influential publications characterized by dissimilar genres and readerships: a 
reformist pamphlet titled An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex (1696) and an anatomical tract, 
Anthropologia Nova; or a new system of Anatomy (1707). 

2. Judith Drake and her scientific voice in print 

Biographical details regarding Judith Drake are scant. Probably born in Cambridge around 
1670, Judith became a protagonist of London’s cultural life and a very active member of the literary 
and philosophical circle of intellectuals comprising Mary Astell, Elizabeth Thomas, Lady Mary 
Chudleigh, Elizabeth Elstob, and Lady Mary Wortley Montagu.4 The amount of surviving 
documentary evidence in relation to Judith is also limited, but its character is very significant for 
the purpose of the present study because it attests her interest in, knowledge of, and engagement 
with the world of science as medical practitioner, medical author and wife and mother of two 
physicians named James Drake. 

Judith’s medical practice is evidenced by a signed letter dated 1 September 1723 and 
addressed to Sir Hans Sloane, president of the Royal College of Physicians of London: in this 
letter Judith defends herself against an accusation of medical malpractice.5 Material evidence also 
exists to establish Judith’s relation to doctors James Drake the elder and James Drake the younger. 
That Judith was the wife of James Drake (1667-1707), a prominent tory pamphleteer, literary critic, 
physician and Fellow of the Royal Society, is confirmed by an entry for 17 September 1700 in the 
christening record of St. Andrews, Holborn, which registers the birth of “Ann daughter of James 
Drake Dr of Phisick and Judith” and by a reference to Judith as the “relict of Dr Drake” in the 
Annals of the Royal College of Physicians for the year 1723 (Smith 2001: 737, n. 65). Judith also 
confirms in her own voice that she was James’s wife when in the dedicatory letter to Henry, Duke 
of Beaufort in her edition of James Drake’s important anatomical tract Anthropologia Nova she 

Philosophical Transactions. Regarding university education in England, a group of nine women first gained 
access to it in 1868 (at the University of London). https://royalsociety.org (accessed 24-01-2025); 
https://www.london.ac.uk/about/history/leading-women (accessed 24-01-2025). 
3 See Watts 2007 (chapter 3), Jones et al. 2022, Hunter and Hutton 1997, Phillips 1990. 
4 See Hill’s entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biographies. See also Smith 2001 and Devereaux 
2008. References to Drake are included in most works dealing with Mary Astell, early English feminism, 
and seventeenth century philosophy. 
5 The letter is in the Sloane collection of the British Library, BL, MS Sloane 4047, fols 38-39. A man had 
accused Judith of poisoning his lover who, in reality, had fully recovered from her illness thanks to the 
medicaments received from Judith. Referring to her accuser in her letter to Sir Sloane, Judith wittily points 
out that “the only Poison (as he terms it) I administer’d was to his Ears – in a demand for Money”. On the 
difficulties faced by women who practiced medicine, see Pelling 2003 and Mendelson 1998: 314-321. 

CrOCEVIA • Women Writers, Textual Genres and Scientific Knowledge



Judith Drake’s Dissemination of Empiricism and Rationalism 15

refers to herself as a “Retired Disconsolate Woman” who suffers from an “unspeakable Grief” 
caused by James’s premature death.6 As regards Dr James Drake the younger, in a letter to Sir 
Sloane in connection to the aforementioned episode of Judith’s summons before the Royal College 
of Physicians, a Dr James Drake refers to her as his mother.7 

The relation of Judith to science is tight and multifaceted, characterizing as it does both her 
personal and professional life. Regarding this last, she engages with science on a practical level 
as an unlicenced physician and on a theoretical level in Anthropologia Nova and An Essay in 
Defence of the Female Sex, two works I shall briefly introduce before I move on to discuss how 
they communicate Drake’s discourse of science.8 

 
2.1. Anthropologia Nova 
 
Upon his premature death in 1707 physician and Fellow of the Royal Society James Drake 

left a rich legacy of published and unfinished writings including scientific studies, historical essays, 
political pamphlets, and theological reflections.9 Among his unpublished works, an anatomical 
treatise, Anthropologia Nova; or a new system of Anatomy, completed, edited and published by 
his wife Judith, stands out as his preeminent contribution to science. Indeed, as some physicians 
and historians of medicine notice in a very informative article, James “authored one of the most 
deservedly popular medical treatises of his time, Anthropologia Nova, which remained a valuable 
resource to physicians and anatomists alike for decades” (Tubbs et al. 2012: 295). Judith wrote 
two dedicatory letters, edited the whole manuscript, completed its preface,10 and oversaw its 
publication. Some scholars think that Judith was also a co-author of the tract, contributing sections 
about conception, reproduction and heredity.11 

By taking in her hands this challenging scientific undertaking, Judith shows that besides the 
practical medical skills needed to work as an unlicenced professional, she also possessed 
remarkable theoretical knowledge of medicine in general and anatomy in particular. In light of 
her role in the preparation and publication of Anthropologia Nova, her remark in the Essay about 
her own modest knowledge of anatomy which comes after the accurate references to anatomical 
evidence she uses to disprove views of women’s inferior rational capacity (she says she cannot 
list all the parts of the human body because she is not “Anatomist enough”, ED: 12) can be 
variously interpreted as follows: at the time of the composition of the Essay she had not yet gained 
credit in the field of theoretical medicine, hence in her argument based on anatomical findings she 

6 The Dictionary of National Biography inaccurately indicates Judith as James’s sister, while the Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biographies includes the correct information. 
7 This letter is dated 4 September 1723, three days after Judith’s own letter to Sir Sloane, and is part of the 
same Sloane collection, BL, MS Sloane 4047, fols 42. 
8 All quotations from An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex are from the first edition (except one quotation 
from James Drake’s commendatory poem attached to the second edition) and will be given as ED followed 
by page number. Quotations from Anthropologia Nova are from the first edition and will be given as AN 
followed by page number. I use capitals and italics wherever they are used in my source texts. 
9 On James Drake’s life and works see Hill’s entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biographies and 
Tubbs et al. 2012. 
10 James had drafted the first four pages of the preface; Judith’s text begins with these words “thus far went 
the Learned and Ingenious Author” (AN: v). 
11 Some bibliographical references are found in Tubbs et al. 2012: 296. 
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duly invokes the authority of “learned Physicians” (ED: 12); she employs the rhetorical convention 
of modesty and self-effacement typically adopted by authors in her day (a convention used by 
both male and female authors, but especially suited to women writers);12 her avowal of anatomical 
ignorance is one of the many expressions of Judith’s mastery use of the ironic and sarcastic tone 
which characterizes her pamphlet, especially when she ridicules those who disparage women’s 
talents and learning abilities. 

When she prepares the manuscript of Anthropologia Nova for the press and signs its 
dedicatory letters Judith enters the male-only public space of institutional and academic science: 
it is noteworthy that, despite her exclusion from university education because of her gender, she 
played an important role in relation to an authoritative anatomical text used by generations of 
university students and licenced physicians. 

 
2.2. An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex 
 
An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex was anonymously published in 1696, two years after 

the very popular A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, for the Advancement of their True and Greatest 
Interest, also published anonymously, but very soon consistently attributed to Mary Astell, a close 
friend of Judith Drake and a co-member of the London élite of progressive intellectuals. 
Unsurprisingly, some contemporaries hastily attributed the Essay to Mary in view of her status as 
the most prominent advocate of the female cause and “the most celebrated femme savante of the 
1690s” (Devereaux 2008: 22). The attribution of the Essay to Drake was then established by 
specialists of Drake’s and Astell’s work on solid grounds, including the circumstances of the 
Essay’s publication, the direct involvement of Judith’s husband in its publication and his 
contribution of signed paratexts, the very substantial philosophical and epistemological distance 
between Judith and Mary, the utter difference of the educational projects proposed in the Essay 
and in the Serious Proposal.13 

The Essay was widely circulated, with three editions in a short span of time, the second in 
the same year of its publication, the third after one year, and a fourth in 1721.14 It is a polemical 
and witty pamphlet in the form of a letter addressed by Judith to a female friend in the wake of a 
“private Conversation, between some Gentlemen and Ladies” (ED: sig. A6v). Mainly included in 
anthologies of women’s writings and mentioned in encyclopedias of philosophy as one of the 
earliest and most influential texts of English protofeminism, Drake’s Essay is characterized by a 
broader spectrum of themes and aims: to careful readers it appears, first and foremost, as a great 
project for the thorough reformation of society which can happen only if men amend their behavior, 
if women gain awareness of their intellectual capacity and of the injustice of their subjugated 
condition, and if the focus of the educational system shifts from received knowledge to rational 
observation. 

12 In the opening of the Essay Drake asserts that she is not “sufficiently quallified” to defend women’s cause 
(ED: 3) and after her accurate account of Cartesian and Lockean theories she comments that “[t]hese 
Metaphysical Speculations […] require much more Learning and a stronger Head, than I can pretend to be 
Mistress of” (ED: 12). 
13 In her well documented 2008 study of the Essay Devereaux surveys the history of its misattribution to 
Astell and offers a detailed examination of the evidence for its attribution to Drake. 
14 For an account of the popularity of the Essay, see Devereaux 2008: 20-21. 
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Regarding the discourse of a much needed amendment of men’s behavior, the Essay 
denounces the alarming degeneration of society: totally guided by men, it is fractured by religious 
and political disputes in the aftermath of years of civil war and of the more recent Bloodless 
Revolution.15 Drake’s argument develops along two parallel and complementary lines: general 
identifications of the vices and attitudes of men which disrupt civil coexistence – pride, vanity, 
susceptibility, aggression in religious and political debates, tyranny towards women – and satirical 
characterization in the emblematic portraits of a Country Squire, a Pedant, a Bully, a Scowrer, a 
Beau, a Poetaster, a Coffee-House Politician, a Vertuoso, and a City Critick. Spotlighting Judith’s 
effective criticism through caricature, in his signed commendatory poem attached to the second 
edition of the Essay James Drake comments that she finds “in Fools Instructours” and compares 
her wife’s work to a “Glass” in which men see their “foul defect[s]” and “may not only see, but 
may correct” (ED: 1696, 2nd ed.: B3v). A crucial step in the corrective process proposed in the 
Essay is men’s recognition of women’s intellectual and moral worth, of the civilizing effect of 
polite heterosexual socialization, and of the benefits of a common learning path based on the 
principles of empiricism and rationalism. 

Direct observation and rational thinking are the foundations of Drake’s refutation of received 
views of women’s inferior intellectual capacity. Using evidence from anatomical and psychological 
studies, and relying on logical reasoning instead of theological and classical authorities, Drake 
lays bare the groundlessness of current conceptions of women’s deficiencies and forcefully affirms: 
“We use all our Natural Faculties, as well as Men, nay, and our Rational too” (ED: 12). “The 
Tyranny of Custom” (ED: 3) rather than innate physical and mental impairments is the source of 
women’s disadvantaged condition: men should become aware of the “weakness and illegallity of 
their Title to a Power they still exercise so arbitrarily” (ED: 23) over women and women should 
get rid of interiorized notions of their rational inadequacy. Men and women should strive together 
to acquire what the Essay consistently proposes as true learning based less on passive study of the 
classics than on direct observation and the use of reason. 

3. Judith Drake’s endorsement of empiricism and rationalism 

Describing the methodological instruments she uses to make her points in the Essay, Drake 
declares that in her “little Book […] there is nothing […] which was not drawn from the strictest 
Reason I was Mistress of, and the best Observations I was able to make” (ED: sig. B). It is worth 
noting that in her preface to Anthropologia Nova Drake equally points to empiricism and 
rationalism – “Observation and Reflection” (AN: vii) – as the methodological mainstays of her 
husband’s scientific undertaking. 

The recurrence in the Essay of terms in the semantic area of experimental science confirms 
that one of the main aims and functions of Drake’s pamphlet is the description and propagation of 
a rationalist and empirical approach to knowledge and learning. Nature is a key term in the Essay: 
it is at once the source and the object of learning, and the only trustworthy authority. Since nature 

15 My reference is to the English civil wars of 1642-1651 between Royalists and Parliamentarians, and to 
the Glorious Revolution (also known as Bloodless Revolution or succession crisis) of 1688-89 which ended 
with the deposition of the Roman Catholic James II and the accession of his daughter Mary and her husband, 
the Protestant Prince of Orange (William III). 
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is “the great Book of Universal Learning”, it follows that the greatest scholar is the “Enquirer into 
Nature” (ED: 47, 104). Drake gives effect to her conviction that “Nature is our best guide” when 
she uses anatomical observations, which she defines as an “Argument from Nature” (ED: 66, 18), 
to argue that all the body parts which relate to the mind are the same in men and women, and 
consequently male and female rational faculties and learning potential are also the same. 
Knowledge of nature is gained through direct observation and experiment, not through aprioristic 
assumptions: forcefully endorsing John Locke’s sensationalism, Drake asserts that “there are no 
innate Ideas” and “all the Notions we have are deriv’d from our External Senses” (ED: 11).16 
Unsurprisingly, observation and experience are consistently used by Drake especially in some key 
argumentative passages of the Essay, as for example when she elaborates on the Cartesian theory 
of a sexless mind to argue for men-women intellectual equality (ED: 12-15) and vehemently states 
that “all Souls are equal, and alike” and “there is no such distinction, as Male and Female Souls” 
(ED: 11).17 Therefore, if they wish to acquire true knowledge, both men and women can, and 
should, use the “Art of Reasoning”, whose “greatest Master”, Drake says, is “Mr. Locke” and 
whose textbook is his “Essay on Human Understanding” (ED: 54).18 

The stark opposition between reliance on received notions and rational inquiry is a thematic 
cornerstone of Drake’s discourse of knowledge and learning. The Essay repeatedly contrasts two 
antithetical positions, one held by those who rely on tradition, precedents, and classical authorities, 
the other by those whose knowledge is the product of reasoning, observation, and experiment. In 
her typical aphoristic style, Drake stigmatizes those who “rake and tumble the Rubbish of 
Antiquity” instead of having recourse to “Sense or Argument” (ED: 5). Drake writes her Essay in 
the 1690s, a period characterized by the heightening in England of the ancient versus modern 
learning quarrel which developed from the literary querelle des Anciens et des Modernes:19 she 
takes a clear stand through her forceful championing of knowledge acquired via logical reasoning 
and direct observation – the driving forces of new sciences – and her spirited exposure of the 
shortcomings of classical education. 

 
3.1. The shortcomings of classical education 
 
Two amusing caricatures, one of Pedants, the other of a Country Squire, give substance to 

Drake’s general denunciation of the narrowness and futility of learning based exclusively on 
“Books”, “Old Authors”, and “the Sense of the Learned Dead” (ED: 27). 

16 Locke’s sensationalism is the theoretical opposite of the Cartesian innatism endorsed by the so-called 
Cambridge Platonists (and embraced by Astell), see Hutton 2015 and 2024, and Broad 2015. 
17 On the early modern usage of the term soul to indicate the mind (by the likes of Bacon and Descartes, for 
instance), see Garber 1998: 757-95 and OED 1.2.a. “the principle of intelligence, thought, or action in a 
person”. 
18 The full title is An Essay Concerning Human Understanding; this work first appeared in 1689 bearing the 
date 1690 on the title page. Interestingly, a copy of Drake’s Essay was found in Locke’s library (Harrison 
and Laslett 1965: 131). Smith notices that Drake is the only English author to use Locke’s rationalist 
epistemology in a pro-woman tract (Smith 2001: 728). 
19 Two protagonists of the English scientific quarrel were Sir William Temple who in his 1690 essay Upon 
Ancient and Modern Learning argued for the preeminence of ancient learning and attacked members of the 
Royal Society, and William Wotton who championed modern learning and the methods of scientists of the 
Royal Society in his Reflections upon Ancient and Modern Learning (1694). 
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Pedants are totally ignorant of and unconcerned about the world around them, so much so 
that “they appear like the Ghosts of Old Romans rais’d by Magick” (ED: 27). A severe judgement 
and an evocative simile close Drake’s three-page satiric description: these scholars are 
“Superstitious, bigotted Idolaters of time past” who “are Children in their understanding all their 
lives”; indeed, because they “hang so incessantly upon the leading Strings of Authority”, their 
“Judgements like the Limbs of some Indian Penitents, become altogether crampt and motionless 
for want of use” (ED: 29). 

Drake’s censure of uncritical appraisals of classical studies is further expressed through the 
humorous portrait of a representative product of this type of education. The Country Squire 
emblematizes individuals whose ancestors have “rais’d Estates by their Ingenuity and Industry, 
and given all their Posterity after ‘em Means, and Leisure to be Fools” (ED: 30). Following a well-
established custom, after his “Apprenticeship to Letters” and his “Tour of Latin, and Greek 
Authors” (ED: 30), the Country Squire goes back home to enjoy his class privileges. Having 
forgotten all he has learned – the boys who receive this kind of education, Drake maintains, “drudge 
away the Vigour of their Memories at Words, useless ever after to most of them” (ED: 58) – he 
talks exclusively about his horses, his dogs and his hawks, and when, out of ambition and in 
consideration of his class prerogatives, he engages in the administration of local affairs and national 
politics, his contribution is at best irrelevant and often pernicious: “he shews his Wisdom best by 
his Silence, and serves his Country most in his absence” (ED: 34). 

In light of the deficiency of an education based solely on classical studies, Drake concludes 
that she cannot find a “good Reason” for the assignment of the title “Learned” to people “skill’d 
in Latin, and Greek, and vers’d in the Authors of Ancient Times”, while those who are “well vers’d 
in the Modern Philosophy, Astronomy, Geometry and Algebra” are not “allow’d that honourable 
Title” (ED: 45). The educational model proposed by Drake aims to give women and men direct 
access to “the great Book of Universal Learning” (ED: 47), viz, nature: the pedagogical reform 
she champions clearly owes a lot to Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (1693), 
centring as it does on experiential learning. 

 
3.2. Empirical science and its practitioners 
 
Within the wider perimeter of Drake’s discourse of what constitutes worthy knowledge – a 

discourse which develops throughout the Essay and which is at the core of her contribution to the 
preface of Anthropologia Nova – her exposure of the frail foundations of the preeminence of 
classical studies is complemented by a no less harsh critique of misconceptions of the aims of new 
sciences and of misapplications of their methods. 

Having denounced the folly of blind reliance on ancient authorities at the expense of 
reasoning and direct observation, Drake employs her satirical pen against those practitioners of 
empirical science who, failing to grasp its authentic nature and worthy ends, mistake it for sterile 
erudition. In keeping with the argumentative pattern which characterizes the entire Essay, Drake 
shows what a “sincere, and intelligent Enquirer into Nature” (ED: 104) is by creating a satirical 
antithesis in the character of the Vertuoso. 

The Vertuoso has sold his landed estate – hence abdicating to his socio-political 
responsibilities – “to purchase one in Scallop, Conch, Muscle, Cockle Shells, Periwinkles, Sea 
Shrubs, Weeds, Mosses, Sponges, Coralls, Corallines, Sea Fans, Pebbles, Marchasites, and Flint-
stones” (ED: 96). He has abandoned “the Acquaintance and Society of Men, for that of Insects, 
Worms, Grubbs, Maggots, Flies, Moths, Locusts, Beetles, Spiders, Grasshoppers, Snails, Lizards 
and Tortoises” (ED: 96). His discovery and classification of new herbs and unknown animals, 
though laudable in principle, are characterized by flawed aims: in regard to his interest in botany, 
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“for fear of being suspected of any useful design by it, he employs his curiosity only about Mosses, 
Grasses, Brakes, Thistles, &c. that are not accus’d of any vertue in Medicine, which he 
distinguishes and divides very nicely” (ED: 98). His Pole Star is sterile erudition, not the common 
good in terms of additions to the general knowledge of the world and to the store of remedies for 
illnesses: he finds “no other Fruit of his labour, than the charging of his Memory with abundance 
of superfluous Names” and the satisfaction of his vanity in giving his name “to some yet 
unchristen’d Shell or Insect” (ED: 102). 

The methodology and purpose of the Vertuoso’s theoretical endeavours are as flawed as his 
field researches: “he sets up for a grand Philosopher, and palms Hypotheses upon the World, which 
future Ages may (if they please) expect to hear his Arguments for; at present he is in no humour 
to give ‘em any satisfaction than his own word, that he is infallible” (ED: 100).20 

Judith’s criticism of the Vertuoso, indeed, the many Vertuosos of the contemporary scientific 
scene, is blunt: two rhetorical questions stress the futility of their undertakings, “what Knowledge 
is it; What Discoveries do we owe to their Labours?”, and an evocative metaphor highlights their 
foolishness, “These Men are just the reverse of a Rattle Snake, and carry in their Heads, what he 
does in his Tail, and move Laughter rather than Regard” (ED: 102-103). Drake deals her final 
blow to the Vertuosos by ridiculing their vanity and unwarranted self-esteem: they may “Dignifie 
and Distinguish themselves from the rest of the World by Specious Names, and Pompous Titles”, 
but they “continue notwithstanding as very Reptiles in Sense, as those they converse so much 
with” (ED: 104). 

From her difficult standpoint as a woman discussing science, Drake clarifies that her critique 
is not aimed at institutional and academic science as such, but at the methodological approach and 
motivations of some of its practitioners. Aware that her readers would have easily guessed that the 
institution alluded to in her text was the Royal Society, Drake first acknowledges that the Society 
fully deserves the “Esteem, Respect and Honour” bestowed on it by “the Lovers of Learning all 
Europe over”, then elucidates her view: “though I have a very great Veneration for the Society in 
general, I can’t but put a vast difference between the particular Members that compose it” (ED: 
105). Some are just like her Vertuoso: they are arrogant (Drake’s irony is sharp when she suggests 
that they would need to “borrow of their Fellows merit enough to justifie their Arrogance”, ED: 
105) and their motivation is vanity, not genuine love of learning: their main concern is the 
publication of unproven theories and descriptions of undocumented discoveries in thick volumes 
with bombastic title pages (ED: 105-106). 

Drake’s Vertuoso is clearly the antithesis of what she views as a “sincere, and intelligent 
Enquirer into Nature” (ED: 104). As with the other caricatures in the Essay, contemporaries were 
very likely to identify Drake’s model for the Vertuoso.21 As for the model for the “sincere, and 
intelligent Enquirer into Nature”, the text offers only Drake’s concise praise of scientist Robert 
Boyle,22 but I think that the first and foremost implied paragon is Judith’s husband. James Drake’s 

20 Swift’s caricatures of experimental scientists in Part 3, chapter 1 of his Travels into Several Remote Nations 
of the World. By Lemuel Gulliver (1726) are remarkably reminiscent of Drake’s satirical portrait of the 
Vertuoso. 
21 Smith (2001: 746) mentions two likely patterns for the Vertuoso and the Beau. In the preface of the Essay 
Drake reports that some contemporary readers recognized themselves in her characters: “there are (as I am 
inform’d) already some, so forward to interest themselves against me, that they take Characters upon 
themselves” (ED: sig. A8). 
22 “You can be my Witness, Madam, that I us’d to say, I thought Mr. Boyle more honourable for his learned 
Labours, than for his Noble Birth” (ED: 104). 
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scholarship, methodology, and aims, as described by Judith in her preface to Anthropologia Nova, 
perfectly match those she proposes as exemplary throughout the Essay.23 

With regard to Judith’s forceful and recurrent advocacy of empiricism and rationalism, in 
the preface she points out that James’s knowledge was not “confin’d only to Books, for he had 
Read and Study’d Men with the same Care and Exactness” (AN: ix). She lays great stress on the 
fact that Anthropologia Nova is based on “Observations in Practice” (AN: vi): she reports that 
James would endorse the hypotheses of fellow scientists only “upon the best Grounds of 
Observation and Reflection” and stresses that in his own scientific research James “never depended 
upon any [hypothesis] […], not grounded upon Observations and Experience” (AN: vii, viii). 

Concerning Judith’s juxtaposition in the Essay of sterile erudition and fruitful scientific 
inquiry, in the preface to Anthropologia Nova she underlines that her husband’s ultimate aim was 
“doing Good to Mankind”; she praises the “Usefulness” of her husband’s research area, anatomy, 
“to the Practice both of Physick and Sargery” and stresses its crucial contribution to the “Art of 
Curing Diseases” (AN: viii, v, vi). Judith reflects that since the utility of anatomical studies does 
seem “a Truth too evident to be deny’d”, it is astonishing that some people “endeavour to represent 
Anatomical Enquiries, as Trifling Curiosities only to amuse Mankind” (AN: v). 

Despite his eminence as an anatomist and his “considerable progress in all the Liberal 
Sciences” for which he “truly deserv’d the Character of an Universal Scholar”, James “had arriv’d 
to that difficult Perfection, of knowing how to make use of his Learning without Pedantry or 
Ostentation” (AN: ix). James is without doubt the antithesis to the Pedants and the Vertuoso of the 
Essay and the epitome of the “sincere, and intelligent Enquirer into Nature” (ED: 104) who 
champions Judith’s ideal of rational, empirical, and fruitful learning. 

4. Conclusion 

My discussion of Judith Drake’s writings has hopefully contributed towards a more accurate 
definition of her place in British culture. Drake is usually mentioned along Mary Astell as an 
authority of English protofeminism and an inspiration to Mary Wollstonecraft, as well as a 
forerunner of Enlightenment projects of reform through polite socialization. Regrettably, her 
personal engagement with new sciences and her notable role in the propagation of the principles 
of experimental science have not received the attention they deserve. 

Drake communicated her compelling endorsement of Bacon’s experimental methodology 
and Locke’s sensationalism and rationalism at a time when the scientific method based on rational 
thought and direct observation was not fully established. As Hunter and Hutton point out, in the 
decades following the founding of the Royal Society with its accent on Baconian empiricism, “the 
principles of experimental methodology were still in the course of elaboration” (Hunter and Hutton 
1997: 2). At this crucial moment for the definition and establishment of modern science and from 
her disadvantaged position as a woman, Drake made her own scientific voice heard by common 
readers in An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex, and by established scientists in Anthropologia 
Nova, forcefully disseminating ideas of the dignity of scientific learning and proposing a thorough 
reformation of learning based on rational thinking and experiment, rather than on passive 
absorption of aprioristic notions. 

23 It is surprising that critics have failed to indicate James as Judith’s paragon of scholarship. Smith only 
comments that James’s “rationalist beliefs […] may have influenced Judith Drake” (2001: 740).
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Unlike other champions of the female cause, Drake did not campaign for women’s access to 
men’s classical education: indeed, she argued that current ideas of women’s cultural inferiority 
were produced by misconceptions of what learning really is and by an unreasonable preference 
for knowledge of “words” over knowledge of “Things” (ED: 47). Drake’s disproval through 
anatomical evidence, direct observation, and rational arguments of traditional views of female 
intellectual and learning inadequacy functions very well as a logical foundation for her warm 
appeal to women and men to become aware of their great intellectual potential and contribute to 
the advancement of scientific knowledge through an unmediated reading of the “great Book of 
Universal Learning” (ED: 47), nature, relying less on glasses borrowed from ancient sages than 
on their own eyes empowered by the force of reason. 
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