KATHERINE (THE TAMING OF THE SHREW)

From the shrew to the obedient wife

Katherine is one of the main characters in The Taming of the Shrew, one of the earlier comedies of William Shakespeare, which was “probably penned in 1593 or 1594” (Wikipedia: 2007). Her role in it is essential since, together with Petruchio, she is the protagonist of this play.


Katherine is not a plain character; she suffers a process of transformation through the play. In the beginning, we have a woman who does not allow anyone to manipulate her. She is a temperamental woman who always contradicts everyone and who is always angry. But in the end, we find a soft and delicate woman who always obeys her husband.

But, what is the reason for this change of attitude? From my point of view, the main reason is her love for Petruchio, together with her growth of self-esteem as a woman in her society. And this is what I want to defend.


I personally think it is clear from the beginning of the play that Katherine is not her father’s favourite daughter, neither the woman any man would like to marry. This idea is supported through the whole play, but especially in the first scene, when we know all the men want to marry Bianca, but none of them want to marry Katherine because of her unfriendliness towards them (I, I).

We can see the contrast between the two sisters in Tranio’s and Lucentio’s speeches, where they refer to Katherine as a “wench [who] is stark mad” (I, I; 69), and to Bianca’s silence as “maid’s mild behaviour and sobriety” (I, I: 72-73); although these are not the only references to the differences between both of Baptista’s daughters.

With these words and many others which appear through the whole play, it is not difficult to think Katherine feels inferior to her sister. It is not easy to feel self-confident if no one seems to be proud of you and no one accepts you such as you are. From my point of view, Katherine’s rude behaviour is just self-defence. It may even be a way of attracting attention in order to be more valued by the men around her.

“Most of the play’s characters simply believe Katherine to be inherently ill-tempered’ (Gardner and Phillips: 2007). As I have said, the reason of this behaviour is her unhappiness, and she acts like a shrew because she feels desperate and miserable. But there may be different explanations for this unhappiness. Maybe she is jealous about her father’s preferential treatment of Bianca, or maybe she thinks she will never find a husband and that makes her feel insecure and behave like a shrew.


In Shakespeare’s time, women like Katherine ‘were strongly disapproved of as the worst possible kind of women’ (Gardner and Phillips: 2007), and this is why she may feel out of place in her society.


Katherine seems to envy her sister not only because Lucentio and Hortensio want to marry her, but also because her father prefers Bianca rather then her, something which Katherine herself recognises in front of Baptista after the fight between the two sisters:

“What, will you not suffer me? Nay, now I see


She is your treasure, she must have a husband;


I must dance barefoot on her wedding-day,


And, for your love to her, lead apes in hell.


Talk not to me: I will go sit and weep,


Till I can find occasion of revenge.”







(II, I; 31-36)


This speech also shows her impotence and her fury in a world where she feels she is nobody. Maybe this is why she accepts being tamed by Petruchio. Katherine may know that the only way to be happy and protected is to have a husband, and her only suitor is Petruchio. Thus, she has no other option. This is what may explain her previous attitude, her previous misery and temper.

At the beginning of the play, she is an independent woman, and she is intelligent. She is not the common docile woman who always accepts the decisions of the men who surround her. Instead, ‘she is unwilling to play the role of the maiden daughter. She clearly abhors society’s expectations that she obey her father and show grace and courtesy toward her suitors’ (Gardner and Phillips: 2007).


Anyway, her attitude changes as the action develops; concretely after her wedding, when she, little by little, starts behaving more tenderly. Because of Petruchio’s orders and instructions, she ends being an obedient wife, the most obedient wife in the play. The most evident proof of that is Katherine’s final speech, in which she defends how every woman must obey her husband:
‘I am ashamed that women are so simple

To offer war, where they should kneel for peace;

Or seek for rule, supremacy, and sway,

When they are bound to serve, love, and obey.







(V, II; 162-165)

This is the result of Petruchio’s taming process on Katherine, having finally succeeded and inculcated a formative bodily dependence and gratitude on her, as we can see some lines before:
Thy husband is thy lord, thy life, thy keeper,
Thy head, thy sovereign; one that cares for thee,
And for thy maintenance; commits his body 
To painful labor, both by sea and land;
To watch the night in storms, the day in cold,
Whilst thou liest warm at home, secure and safe 







(V, II; 147-152)

With these words we see how Katherine has become a much better woman, according to the standards of the Elizabethan era. With this soliloquy, we see the result of her taming process, as much as Petruchio’s victory as a dominant man.

However, ‘feminists have attacked the play, and in particular the play's final scene, as offensively misogynistic. Others have defended the play by highlighting the (frequently omitted) induction as evidence that the play is not meant to be taken at face value and the fact that Petruchio submits himself to the same treatment to which he submits Kate.’ (Wikipedia: 2007).

Petruchio only marries Katherine to get her father’s money. His behaviour seems to be very unreasonable. He is late for the wedding, he carries Katherine immediately afterwards (III, II), and keeps her from eating and sleeping (IV, I) (123helpme: 2005). He seems to be a peculiar character who does not show the rational behaviour that any rational and sane man would show.

On the contrary, Katherine, although being ill-tempered, shows a more rational behaviour; something which Bloom argues by explaining that “Shakespeare, who clearly preferred his women characters to his men (always excepting Falstaff and Hamlet), enlarges the human, from the start, by subtly suggesting that women have the truer sense of reality.” (Cheney: 2004).

Anyway, Katherine’s relationship with Petruchio is not the most common one in a couple. Petruchio is not exactly a gentle man, ‘but he is exactly what Katherine needs’ (123helpme: 2005): a man who has the same temper as hers, who dominates her, and who shows his power in front of her, although he does this in such a way that Katherine may think he is in love with her and wants the best for her.

In a certain way, with this behaviour, “Petruchio produces both Katherine's pain and her pleasure” (Yachnin: 1996). I think she does not feel an inferior woman anymore, but, on the contrary, Petruchio’s behaviour makes her feel more self-confident. She feels she is loved by a man and she does not need to show her ill temper anymore.

I personally think she was actually tamed by Petruchio, as I mentioned before. This is supported by the idea that Katherine is more aggressive at the beginning of the play than at the end of the play, even being an example of a perfect wife for her sister Bianca and the Widow, both of whom have been perfect women till that moment, as it is shown in the final scene, where even Hortensio and Lucentio recognise Katherine has been tamed (V, II; 189-190).

But, of course, as I also mentioned before, Katherine shows no resistance to this taming process because she really loves Petruchio, from my point of view. Otherwise, she did not have cried when Petruchio was late for the wedding (III, II; stage direction between 27-28), even making her father feel sorry for her, for the first time in the play, as it is shown in his speech: “I cannot blame thee now to weep; for such an injury would vex a saint, much more a shrew of thy impatient humour.” (III, I; 28-30). Neither did she have questioned Petruchio’s love by asking him to stay in the feast once they are married after his refusal: “Now, if you love me, stay” (III, II; 105).

The final speech is just one more evidence that Katherine is in love with Petruchio, in my opinion, as much as a way of showing Katherine’s error of her ways to the Elizabethan audience. In the time The Taming of the Shrew was represented on stage, it showed ideas which were extremely popular, this very final speech of Katherine being very sound and sensible to the public, since it shows men’s superiority against women’s submissiveness (123helpme: 2005).


In conclusion, this new Katherine we find at the end of the play is modest, quiet and obedient; a submissive woman, in short. And, in materialistic terms, I would even say she is Petruchio’s product. Through his often rude strategies, he makes her learn how to be a perfect wife at her own pace; and what is more, he makes her fall in love with him; because she must be in love with him to put up with all his peculiarities.


The kiss after Katherine’s final speech is the proof of this love, from my point of view, together with their way to bed at the end of the play (V, II). However, I personally think this is not a proof of Petruchio’s love for Katherine. If he really was in love with her, he would not show his pride and manliness in front of Lucentio and Hortensio (V, II; 186-188). He would neither have bet that her wife would be the first to obey her husband’s orders (V, II; 65-69).

Maybe the whole taming process would not have been the appropriate one nowadays, but taking into account the period of time in which the play was written, Katherine must feel safer as a woman after her taming, and this is due, in part, to her love to Petruchio. Being married to the man she loves, Katherine gets the self-esteem she never had.
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