Women in Shakespeare’s Time 

Elizabeth 1 lived in a society that restricted women from possessing any political or personal autonomy and power. As queen, Elizabeth violated  and called into question many of the prejudices and practices against women. In a way, her society forced her to “overcome” her sex in order to rule effectively. However, her position did nothing to increase the status of women in England. 

Closely related to Ptolemy’s hierarchical view of the universe is a hierarchical conception of the Earth (sometimes referred to as the Chain of Being). During the Early Modern period, many people believed that all of creation was organized hierarchically. God existed at the top, followed by the angels, men, women, animals, plants, and rocks. (Because all women were thought to exist below all men on the chain, we can easily imagine the confusion that Elizabeth I caused when she became queen of England. 

Elizabeth brilliantly negotiated between domestic and foreign factions — some of whom were anxious about a female monarch and wanted her to marry — appeasing both sides without ever committing to one. She remained unmarried throughout her 45-year reign. In all likelihood, Elizabeth 1 would have lost much of her power and authority if she married. Not marrying allowed her to retain her independence, but it left the succession of the English throne in question. In 1603, on her deathbed, she named James VI, King of Scotland and son of her cousin Mary, as her successor.
The legal status of women did not allow them much public or private autonomy. In fact, the family metaphorically corresponded to the state. For example, the husband was the king of his family. His authority to control his family was absolute and based on divine right, similar to that of the country’s king. People also saw the family itself differently than today, considering apprentices and servants part of the whole family. The practice of primogeniture — a system of inheritance that passed all of a family’s wealth through the first male child — accompanied this system of patriarchy. Thus women did not generally inherit their family’s wealth and titles. In the absence of a male heir, some women, such as Queen Elizabeth, did. But after women married, they lost almost all of their already limited legal rights, such as the right to inherit, to own property, and to sign contracts. Furthermore, women did not generally receive an education and could not enter certain professions, including acting. All actors on the stage during Shakespeare’s lifetime were men. Young boys whose voices had not reached maturity played female parts. 
Although there are only two women in Julius Caesar, Shakespeare my have been quesioning the traditional view of women. Brutus’ wife, Portia, gives the reader an interesting look at Roman women through Elizabethan eyes. In Act II, Scene 1, Portia is concerned about her husband’s recent erratic behavior. Instead of remaining the silent, complacent wife, Portia confronts her husband, asking Brutus to treat her as a respected equal by revealing his secrets to her. She reminds him that she is an honorable and constant woman, strong enough to bear anything her husband may reveal to her. Brutus eventually tells Portia his plans, but by Act II, Scene 4, under the burdens of those secrets, Portia laments, “how weak a thing / The heart of woman is.” Frantic that she will betray her husband, Portia complains that she has “a man’s mind, but a woman’s might. / How hard it is for women to keep counsel.”
