What Do Women Want: A Literary Exploration
of Female Desire

The enigmatic question of "what do women want?" has plagued mankind
for centuries, inspiring countless works of art, literature, and philosophy.
From the ancient Greek playwright Sophocles to the modern-day novelist
Virginia Woolf, writers have endeavored to unravel the complexities of
female desire, offering a myriad of perspectives on this enduring mystery.

This article presents a comprehensive analysis of the 2009 novel "What Do
Women Want" by Laura Bates, delving into the novel's nuanced exploration
of female sexuality, ambition, and identity in the 21st century.
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Author: Laura Bates

Publication Year: 2009

Genre: Contemporary Fiction

Summary:

The novel follows the lives of four women: Alice, Beth, Clara, and Donna,
as they navigate the complexities of modern womanhood. Alice is a young
artist struggling to reconcile her creative pursuits with her love life. Beth is a
successful businesswoman grappling with the challenges of balancing
career and family. Clara is a single mother facing societal pressures and
stereotypes. Donna is a sex worker who confronts the stigma and
discrimination associated with her profession.

Through the interwoven narratives of these four women, Bates explores the
diverse experiences and perspectives of women in contemporary society.
The novel delves into themes of love, loss, sexuality, ambition, and identity,
challenging conventional notions of gender roles and female fulfillment.

Exploration of Female Desire:

Central to "What Do Women Want" is the exploration of female desire in its
various forms and manifestations. Bates portrays women as agents of their
own sexuality, capable of experiencing pleasure, fulfillment, and
empowerment in intimate relationships.

The novel highlights the importance of female autonomy and consent,
denouncing sexual objectification and violence against women. Through



Donna's experiences as a sex worker, Bates examines the complexities of
power, exploitation, and the boundaries of consent in sexual relationships.

The novel also explores the societal pressure on women to conform to
traditional gender roles and expectations. Through the character of Beth,
Bates critiques the work-life balance dilemma faced by women and
challenges the notion that women must choose between career and family.

Ambition and Identity:

Alongside desire, "What Do Women Want" explores the role of ambition
and identity in shaping women's lives. The character of Alice represents the
struggles of female artists in a male-dominated field. Through her journey,
the novel highlights the obstacles and prejudices women face in pursuing
their creative passions.

The novel also examines the fluidity of identity, particularly in relation to
gender and sexuality. Clara's journey as a single mother challenges binary
notions of femininity and motherhood. Donna's experiences as a sex
worker question the traditional categories of "good" and "bad" women.

Through these characters, Bates celebrates the diversity of female
experiences and perspectives, rejecting the idea of a single, monolithic
definition of womanhood.

Critical Reception:

"What Do Women Want" received critical acclaim upon its publication. It
was praised for its nuanced and insightful portrayal of female characters
and its exploration of complex themes. Critics lauded Bates' ability to



capture the complexities of female desire and identity in contemporary
society.

The novel was shortlisted for several awards, including the Orange Prize
for Fiction and the British Book Awards Literary Fiction Award.

Laura Bates' "What Do Women Want" is a thought-provoking and elegantly
written novel that delves into the enigmatic question of female desire.
Through its interwoven narratives and nuanced character development, the
novel explores the diverse experiences and perspectives of women in the
21st century.

Bates challenges conventional notions of gender roles, female sexuality,
and ambition, presenting a mosaic of female identities that resist easy
categorization. The novel ultimately invites readers to reject simplistic and
limiting views of women, embracing the complexity and multifaceted nature
of female desire and identity.

Alt Attribute for Image: A group of four women sitting around a table,
engaged in conversation. The image captures the diversity of female
experiences and perspectives explored in the novel "What Do Women
Want."
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