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Abstract: This paper conducts an in-depth analysis of Oscar Wilde’s poetry to examine the manifestation of the theme 
of love and social gender conflict in his works. Wilde’s poetry presents a wide variety of forms of love, ranging from ro-
mantic and idealized love to tragic love, reflecting the complexity of human emotions while also revealing the tension and 
conflict within social gender relations at the time. Through the interpretation of classic works such as The Nightingale and 
the Rose, this paper explores how Wilde employs Romanticism and symbolism to illustrate the hidden structures of social 
gender power within love. In these poems, male characters are often portrayed as pursuers of love, while female characters 
remain passive objects, reflecting the traditional division of gender roles. Wilde’s poetry challenges the rigid gender norms 
of the Victorian era through gender rebellion and role reversals, proposing a concept of love that transcends the constraints 
of gender. This transcendence is reflected not only in his redefinition of male and female roles but also through the use of 
symbolism and metaphor, which imbue love with deeper spiritual significance. Furthermore, this paper argues that Wilde’s 
work is not merely a reflection on the gender issues of the Victorian era but also anticipates modern society’s reevaluation 
and liberation of gender relationships and the essence of love. Through his poetry, Wilde expresses a yearning for gender 
equality and emotional freedom, imbuing his works with cross-era inspiration and relevance.
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1. Introduction
Oscar Wilde, a renowned writer and poet of the Victorian era, is known for his unique aestheticism and keen observa-

tions of society. The relationship between love and gender plays a significant role in his works. Wilde’s poetry, through its 
diverse representations of love and the symbolic use of Romantic tendencies, reveals the complex interplay between love 
and gender. This relationship is not only reflected in the interactions between male and female characters in his love stories 
but also highlights the conflict and imbalance in traditional gender perceptions of the Victorian period. The aim of this paper 
is to analyze the themes of love and social gender conflict in Wilde’s poetry, exploring the insights it provides into gender 
rebellion and the modern understanding of gender relations.

2. The Forms of Love in Wilde’s Poetry
2.1 The Diverse Expressions of Love in Different Poem

In Oscar Wilde’s poetic works, the forms of love are highly diverse, showcasing his multifaceted understanding of the 
essence of love. From romantic love to tragic love, and even to spiritual love, Wilde presents a multidimensional world of 
love through his poetry. In The New Helen, love takes on an idealized form, expressing an aesthetic admiration for ancient 
Greek civilization, while in The Nightingale and the Rose, love is imbued with a more tragic aspect, reflecting a satire and 
critique of sacrifice in love. Wilde uses different love stories to reveal the complexity of love and its central role in human 
emotional life[1]. He not only portrays the passion and purity of love but also addresses the pain and loss that accompany it. 
These forms of love are not limited to traditional romantic love between men and women; through symbolism and metaphor, 
Wilde also explores the concept of soulmates and transcends the boundaries of gender, presenting his unique perspective on 
love.

2.2 The Romantic Tendencies and Symbolism in Love
Wilde’s poetry is deeply influenced by Romanticism, particularly in his depiction of love. This tendency is especially 

evident in his frequent use of natural imagery and classical mythological symbols, which impart deeper spiritual meaning to 
love. For example, in The Nightingale and the Rose, the rose symbolizes passionate love, while the nightingale’s sacrifice 
reflects the Romantic notion of “love as death.” This use of symbolism not only enhances the melancholic atmosphere of 
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the poem but also makes love a more complex emotional experience. Wilde’s Romantic tendencies are also reflected in his 
idealized pursuit of love, as his characters often express a longing for perfect love, despite the fact that such love is rarely at-
tainable in reality. Moreover, Wilde’s poetry exhibits a detached attitude toward love; the Romantic color gives his depiction 
of love a more poetic and imaginative quality, but it also masks the underlying pain and conflict present in love.

2.3 The Interweaving of Love and Aesthetic Philosophy
As a renowned aesthete, Wilde’s view of love is closely tied to his aesthetic philosophy. In his poetry, love is not only an 

emotional experience but also a form of artistic expression. For Wilde, love and beauty are inseparable. Love in his poems is 
often expressed through an admiration for beauty, and the passion and melancholy of love are transformed into artistic sub-
jects. For example, in The New Helen, Wilde elevates love to an aesthetic level through descriptions of the beauty of ancient 
Greek sculptures[2]. For Wilde, love is not merely a natural outpouring of human emotions but an artistic creation imbued 
with profound aesthetic value. He believes that the essence of love lies in its aesthetic experience, rather than in its ethical 
or social functions. This perspective leads Wilde to downplay the real-life conflicts of love in favor of a pursuit of beauty, 
rendering love in his poetry more as an idealized aesthetic concept than as a reflection of lived experience.

3. Analysis of Gender Roles in Wilde’s Poetry
3.1 The Idealization and Depiction of Male Character

Male characters in Wilde’s poetry are often idealized, portraying a certain romanticized view of love. These male char-
acters are typically presented as pursuers or seekers of love, showing deep passion and desire for it. In The Nightingale and 
the Rose, the male protagonist is a quintessential Romantic figure, filled with a passionate longing for love, but also appear-
ing somewhat naive and unrealistic. Wilde uses this character to reveal the blindness of men in love and how their pursuit 
of idealized love often leads to disappointment and disillusionment. These male characters typically lack practical action, 
serving more as emotional vessels. Their inner worlds are filled with fantasies about love, yet they lack the ability to face re-
ality. Wilde’s poetry also depicts the vulnerability and insecurity of male characters in the context of love, highlighting their 
imbalanced position within romantic relationships. This idealized portrayal not only reflects Wilde’s aesthetic tendencies but 
also his thoughts on the role of men in social and emotional relationships.

3.2 The Image and Limitations of Female Characters
Female characters in Wilde’s poetry are often dual in nature, representing both beauty and limitations. They are fre-

quently depicted as idealized objects of love, imbued with a mysterious and unattainable allure. For instance, in The Nightin-
gale and the Rose, the female character is almost entirely passive; she is the object of the male protagonist’s romantic fantasy 
but lacks any substantial emotion or action of her own. This depiction reveals Wilde’s dual view of women: on the one hand, 
they symbolize beauty and possess an irresistible attraction; on the other hand, they are passive and restricted, unable to 
actively participate in the pursuit of love[3]. The female characters in Wilde’s poetry often lack independent emotional ex-
pression, serving instead as projections of male desire and romantic fantasies. This limitation reflects the oppressive gender 
norms of the 19th century while also revealing Wilde’s ambivalence in depicting women. He venerates feminine beauty but 
cannot fully escape the ingrained societal biases towards women’s roles.

3.3 The Artistic Expression of Gender Reversal and Inversion
Wilde’s poetry often uses gender reversal and inversion to explore the complex relationship between love and gender. 

This artistic technique not only challenges traditional gender roles but also reveals the instability within gender relations. For 
example, through some of his poems, Wilde expresses dissatisfaction with and resistance to fixed gender notions, frequently 
breaking the traditional mold of active male and passive female roles in love by allowing characters to switch roles. This 
gender inversion reflects Wilde’s deep contemplation of gender roles and his questioning of the essence of love itself. He be-
lieves that love should not be constrained by gender roles but should be a spiritual and emotional experience that transcends 
them. Through these poems, Wilde showcases his unique understanding of gender and love, where gender reversal becomes 
a significant component of the theme of love. This inversion not only adds dramatic flair to his poetry but also makes Wilde’s 
works stand out in the literary landscape of the Victorian era.

4. The Conflict Between Social Gender Roles and Love
4.1 The Influence of Traditional Gender Roles on Love

In Wilde’s poetry, the influence of traditional gender roles on love is evident. These norms typically position men as 



Arts Studies and Criticism 442 | Chuyue Wang

the active pursuers of love, while women are seen as passive recipients. Within this traditional gender framework, men are 
granted more power and choice, while women are often reduced to the object of love and an idealized image. For example, 
in The Nightingale and the Rose, the female character is the core of the male protagonist’s romantic fantasy, yet she scarcely 
demonstrates her own will or emotion. This division of gender roles reflects the rigid gender norms of 19th-century society, 
where love becomes an extension of power structures—men seek self-affirmation through love, and women are positioned 
as subordinate[4]. The influence of these gender norms on love not only affects individual relationships but also shapes soci-
ety’s overall perception of love, emphasizing the binary opposition of male dominance and female submission. The presence 
of these traditional gender norms turns love into an unequal emotional expression rather than a mutual emotional resonance, 
further exacerbating gender conflict.

4.2 The Clash Between Love and Gender Power Relations
In Wilde’s poetry, love often becomes a battleground for gender power relations, revealing the struggles and confronta-

tions between genders. Whether it is the young man in The Nightingale and the Rose or other male characters in his poems, 
their pursuit of love is often an exercise of control and domination to fulfill their desires and expectations. This pursuit of 
love essentially becomes an exercise of gender power. Male characters affirm their strength and status through love, while 
women are often placed in passive positions, losing control over the romantic relationship. However, Wilde’s poetry does 
not simply reinforce these power dynamics; instead, through various details, he illustrates women’s resistance and challenges 
within love. For instance, in works like Salome, female characters engage in a struggle of love and gender power, subverting 
traditional gender roles. Love becomes not only an expression of emotion but also a vehicle for gender power struggles, 
reflecting the inequalities between genders in society.

4.3 Gender Rebellion and Challenge in Wilde’s Poetry
Gender rebellion and challenge are common themes in Wilde’s poetry. Through his questioning and subversion of tra-

ditional gender roles, he reflects on the nature of gender relations. In some of his works, female characters are no longer pas-
sive objects of love but become active holders of power. Through their actions, they resist male control and break free from 
traditional gender constraints. For example, in Salome, the character of Salome breaks traditional gender boundaries through 
her agency and control, demonstrating the female desire and struggle for power. This gender rebellion not only challenges 
the moral norms of Victorian society but also provides a deep reflection on gender inequality within romantic relationships. 
Through these challenges, Wilde seeks to find a new balance in the relationship between love and gender, revealing that love 
should not be a continuation of traditional gender roles but a form of emotional exchange and equal dialogue that transcends 
gender.

5. The Integration and Breakthrough of Love and Social Gender Conflict in Wilde’s 
Poetry
5.1 How the Theme of Love Drives the Expression of Social Gender Conflict

In Wilde’s poetry, the theme of love is not merely an expression of emotion but also a driving force behind the rep-
resentation of social gender conflict. Through his depiction of love, Wilde reveals the contradictions and conflicts between 
genders. He does not portray love simply as a romantic or idealized emotional experience but analyzes it within the frame-
work of social gender relations. In his poems, love is often accompanied by the tension and conflict of gender roles, where 
the roles played by men and women in love are not just personal choices but also reflections of societal gender structures[5]. 
Through love, Wilde demonstrates the power struggles and inequalities between genders. For example, in The Nightingale 
and the Rose, the male protagonist’s romantic fantasy and the nightingale’s sacrifice ultimately go unrewarded, reflecting the 
imbalance of gender and inequality of power in love. Wilde uses the theme of love to drive the expression of social gender 
conflict, uncovering the gender issues underlying romantic relationships during the Victorian era.

5.2 Symbols and Metaphors of Love Transcending Gender Boundaries
In Wilde’s poetry, love is not always constrained by gender roles. He elevates love beyond the confines of gender 

through the use of symbols and metaphors. For instance, in The Nightingale and the Rose, the symbols of the rose and the 
nightingale are not just poetic expressions of love but also represent a form of sacrifice and devotion that transcends gender 
boundaries. The nightingale’s sacrifice is not merely for the love between a man and a woman but is a selfless and pure 
emotional act that transcends gender, becoming a universal human experience. Through such symbols and metaphors, Wilde 
expresses his profound thoughts on the nature of love, believing that true love should surpass the constraints of gender and 
social roles, becoming a purer form of spiritual communication. With this technique, Wilde challenges the traditional Victo-
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rian views on love and gender, attempting to express a more free and open perspective on gender through the theme of love.

5.3 Wilde’s Modern Reflection on Gender Conflict and Romantic Relationships
Wilde’s poetry not only addresses the gender conflicts of his time but also contains traces of his reflections on moderni-

ty. His approach to gender and love not only challenges the traditional gender norms of Victorian society but also foreshad-
ows the redefinition of gender roles in modern society. Through his portrayal of love and gender conflict, Wilde introduces 
a new perspective on gender relations: love should not be a battlefield for gender power struggles but rather a harmonious 
spiritual connection between two equals. This modern reflection gives Wilde’s work a timeless significance, as his portrayal 
of gender rebellion is not merely a literary innovation but also a critical reflection on social reality. Today, Wilde’s works 
remain highly thought-provoking; his understanding of gender and love breaks traditional boundaries, offering new per-
spectives on gender relations in modern society. Through his poetry, we can see his forward-thinking views on the future of 
gender relations and the forms that love may take.

6. Conclusion
Wilde’s poetry reveals the close connection between love and social gender conflict. Not only does he expose the 

inequalities in gender power within love, but he also presents a concept of love that transcends gender through the use of 
symbolism and metaphor. Wilde’s reflections on gender roles were innovative in the literary landscape of his time, while also 
providing a forward-looking perspective on modern gender relations. Through an analysis of his works, it becomes clear that 
Wilde challenges traditional gender norms and offers deeper insights into the nature of love, which gives his poetry contin-
ued relevance and significance today.
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