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This essay analyzes poems and deconstructs binary oppositions in William Blake's Songs of 

Innocence and of Experience. By analyzing a number of poems, the essay exemplifies how 

Blake not only creates binary oppositions, but how he also deconstructs them. The essay focuses 

on the central binary opposition of innocence and experience, but also shows different binary 

oppositions to further show how Blake is setting up and deconstructing binary oppositions. The 

essay will argue that Blake can be considered an early deconstructionist due to his use of binary 

oppositions, as well as Blake intentionally creates binary oppositions. 

 

Denna uppsats analyserar dikter och dekonstruerar binära oppositioner i William Blakes Songs 

of Innocence and of Experience. Genom att analysera ett antal dikter, exemplifierar uppsatsen 

inte bara hur Blake skapar binära oppositioner, utan också hur han dekonstruerar dem. 

Uppsatsen fokuserar på den centrala binära oppositionen oskuld och erfarenhet, men visar också 

olika binära oppositioner för att ytterligare visa hur Blake skapar och dekonstruerar binära 

oppositioner. Uppsatsen kommer att hävda att Blake kan betraktas som en tidig dekonstruktivist 

på grund av hans skildring av binära oppositioner, samt att Blake medvetet skapar binära 

oppositioner. 
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Hierarchies and binary oppositions are something that we all seem to accept as natural even if 

they are human constructs. They are visible in the courtroom, schools, politics, law 

enforcement, and in many more contexts. In literature, binary oppositions are used when 

analyzing contrasts. For example, in William Blake's collection Songs of Innocence and of 

Experience, there is one main binary opposition of innocence and experience. This binary 

opposition comes up in different ways in many of his poems. However, Blake does not only set 

up a binary opposition, he questions it and the hierarchy between the component terms in what 

can be seen as a deconstructive manner. Blake cannot be called an outright deconstructionist 

since the concept did not exist in his time, nor would he agree with all of the assumptions of 

someone like Jacques Derrida, who coined the term. However, by analyzing a number of the 

poems in Songs Of Innocence and of Experience I will argue that Blake is constantly working 

against the idea of binary oppositions, and the essay will demonstrate that Blake can be 

considered an early deconstructionist. 

Deconstructive criticism can be applied in many different areas, with literature 

being one of them. Jacques Derrida coined the term deconstruction for “his own particular 

analytical strategies” (Rapaport 46) and used it in literary criticism, philosophy, political theory, 

and many other areas (Lawlor). Lois Tyson states that for deconstruction, “(1) language is 

dynamic, ambiguous, and unstable, continually disseminating possible meanings; (2) existence 

has no center, no stable meaning, no fixed ground; and (3) human beings are fragmented 

battlefields for competing ideologies whose only 'identities' are the ones we invent and choose 

to believe” (244). Tyson also points to the common denominator unstable, which is also 

reflected in literature, , as deconstruction sees it as ambiguous and unstable (Tyson, 244). 

Within the field of deconstructive criticism, binary opposition is a term that might come up. 

Binary oppositions are two opposing items that are defined by what they exclude (Eagleton, 

114). For example, black and white is a binary opposition since black is defined by excluding 

white, and the other way around. The two colors are also seen as complete opposites of each 

other. However, deconstructive criticism demonstrates how “one term of an antithesis secretly 

inheres within the other.” (Eagleton, 115). This means that one term is dependent on the other 

to be what it is. For example, black depends on the absence of white to be black, and the other 

way around. Therefore, a deconstructionist mean that two linguistic items are not simply 

complete opposites, and one item cannot be ranked higher than the other. In literature, 

deconstruction of binary oppositions can be done in a few ways. One of them consists of taking 

a binary opposition that is set up by the author unknowingly and deconstruct it The other way 

of analyzing literature with binary oppositions could be to show how the author consciously 



 4 

has set up a binary opposition, as well as analyse how the author deconstructs it within the 

literature itself. What this essay will do is a combination of the two. The essay strives to analyze 

binary oppositions made by the author whether or not it was put there intentionally and analyze 

how the author deconstructs certain binary oppositions. 

William Blake was born in Soho, London, in 1757. While Blake had printed Songs 

of Innocence in 1789 already, the collection Songs of Innocence and of Experience was first 

published in 1794, and it combines simplicity with complexity and mystery. He went against 

the institution of Church and the ideas of conventional education and sexual morality, and he 

believed that all things that live are holy (Holmes, vii). Blake lived during a time of social and 

political change, and the American Revolution in 1775 and the French Revolution in 1789 

influenced the way he viewed the state and the established church, and he worked to make a 

change in the social order and how people were thinking at the time (“William Blake”). 

According to the electronic resource of Songs of Innocence and Experience at the British 

Library, Blake did not shy away from discussing what was seen as radical subjects, such as 

“poverty, child labour and abuse, the repressive nature of the state and church, as well as the 

right of children to be treated as individuals with their own desires.” Yet while he went against 

the institutions of church and the ideas of conventional education and sexual morality, he should 

not be seen as a modern secular thinker since his strongly-held political beliefs had their basis 

in his radical religious views. 

The hand-engraved title page of Blake's collection depicts two people, one who 

appears to be female on the ground with their face showing, and one who appears to be male 

standing over the other with their face hidden. The version of the collection uses Blake’s own 

illustrations, and the illustrations themselves offer a greater depth considering that the author 

made them himself. Northrop Frye argues the same point – the design ads a new dimension 

since the illustration does not act as a way to simplify the verbal meaning (37). The illustrations 

complements the poems wonderfully, as well does the titles of the poems and the collection 

itself. Above them is the title: SONGS Of INNOCENCE and Of EXPERIENCE Shewing the 

Two Contrary States of the Human Soul. The title page itself thus offers a binary opposition of 

the human soul, which Blake names “innocence” and “experience”, an opposition which he 

then both exemplifies and “deconstructs” in the poems used in this essay: sometimes he seems 

to reinforce the binaries, and at other times he dismantles them. The most prominent way the 

deconstruction is done is by having the poems of Experience respond to the poems of 

Innocence. Reading William Blake’s collection should be done as a whole, with its original 

illustrations. It offers a greater depth when the poems are contrasted between each other, as well 
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as being complemented by the illustrations. For example, Blake in some cases uses the exact 

same name for poems in both collections, as well as certain comparisons such as making lambs 

synonyms for innocent children while predators become synonyms for experienced adults, to 

clarify the deconstruction. Blake is a very complex author and illustrator, therefore limiting the 

arts to one dimension simplifies the complexities as well as we may lose a deeper meaning 

intended by Blake (David Fairer, 538). For example, Blake has two poems called “Holy 

Thursday”, one in Songs of Innocence and one in Songs of Experience. The two poems seem to 

complement each other but they are written from different perspectives of the same event. If 

one only were to read the joyful poem in Songs of Innocence, one would miss out on a greater 

depth of the poem. As Northrop Frye wrote, it would be best to expose oneself to the whole 

impact of Blake at once (42). 

Throughout the whole collection, Blake uses children as an image for innocence, 

and adults as an image for experience. It might seem obvious in a way, since adults have lived 

longer than children and therefore have more experience in life. Blake seems to believe that 

children are inherently innocent, and scolds the society in which he lived for not looking after 

children in poverty. The poem “Infant Joy” is a good example of a poem that visualizes how 

Blake seemed to believe that children are inherently innocent. The poem is about a newborn 

baby who is only two days old. It does not have a name but it decides to name itself Joy since 

it is full of happiness (ll. 4-5). Since the baby is so young, it can be interpreted as if it is born 

innocent. The children in Blake's poems are constantly connected to innocence, and is often 

compared to lambs and angels. Adults, on the other hand, are constantly representing 

experience, and often the negative effect of experience. In the poem “The Angel”, a female is 

having a dream of being comforted by a mild angel through day and night, but when she “hid[es] 

from him [her] hearts delight”, the angel flies away (ll. 8-9). When the angel comes back, the 

woman, who now has grey hairs on her head, has armed herself against the angel (ll. 13-16). 

The “time of youth was fled”, and the woman has been so severely affected by experience that 

she has hidden her innocence behind armory, and refuses to let it out (ll. 13-16). The woman is 

abandoned by the angel and it leads to her arming her fears with shields and spears (ll. 11-12). 

This can be seen as the woman arming her fears due to her experience that came with being 

alone and unprotected. The woman has grey hair when the angel returns (l. 16) and the “time 

of youth” is gone (l. 15), which points to how experience is something that comes with aging. 

One can also see it as the woman protecting her innocence from her bad experiences. She is not 

only arming her fears with spears, but also with shields (l. 12). Since the woman did not hide 

her innocence behind shields before the angel left her, it can be interpreted as her innocence 
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was allowed to be shown even if she “wept both night and day” (l. 5). The woman was taken 

care of by an angel, and therefor did not have to guard herself or her innocence (l. 3). The 

woman is sad even before the angel left her, but it can be understood that she was not only 

miserable in life since she has some sort of joy (l. 8). She hides her heart’s delight from the 

angel, and even if they are hidden, they still exist (l. 8). Some part of her experience left her 

feeling happy, which shows that experience is not inherently a bad thing. When the angel left 

her, she must guard herself and she does so with spears and shields. She was already 

experienced when the angel was by her side since she was crying and hiding her hearts delight, 

and she gains even more experience once the angel has left her. 

These two poems helps clarify the understanding of what innocence and 

experience is. Innocence is compared to childhood, and experience to adulthood. The child is 

full of joy and is clearly associated with innocence. The woman is in pain after being left on 

her own, which associates her with experience. Blake does not deconstruct the binaries in these 

poems, but uses them to strengthen the belief that many have about this particular binary 

opposition. He describes childhood and innocence as joyful and painfree, and adulthood and 

experience as painful and miserable. However, after setting up this traditional dichotomy, he 

then goes on to question the terms of the dichotomy in many of the other poems. 

The poem “The Little Black Boy” is a good example of how Blake is putting the 

relation between innocence and experience under a deconstructive magnifying glass. The poem 

is about a black boy and his mother who speaks to him about how the difficulties of their lives 

will be beneficial in the end. They are given little space on earth so that they can learn to bear 

the beams of love, and once their souls have learned to deal with the heat, they will hear the 

voice of God. Furthermore, the poem ends with the boy saying that he will be like the white 

boy when they are with God, and the white boy will end up loving him. The black boy represents 

Blake's view of innocence and experience; a child is inherently innocent – which becomes clear 

in other poems – and the color of a child's skin does not influence their innocence. However, 

Blake points to the fact that since the boy is black, he will have a hard experience in life before 

he joins God in heaven and “around my golden tent like lambs rejoice” (l. 20). The boy is put 

on earth and has the odds against him from the beginning. He is “put on earth a little space”, 

which means that since he is black he is not given the same rights as a white boy (l. 13). The 

color of his skin makes him lesser than a boy with white skin. The little black boy cannot go 

through his life with his innocence being untouched by negative experience, which shows that 

Blake believes that the binary opposition of innocence and experience are not complete 

opposites. The black boy is both innocent and experienced, which goes against the idea that 
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innocence and experience are on opposites sides of a spectrum; instead they are combined in 

the soul of the black boy. However, Blake does not seem to blame the white boy in the poem, 

and he also points to how innocence and experience is also combined in his soul. In the last part 

of the poem, the black boy says that he will protect the white boy from the heat until he can 

bear it and the white boy will love him (ll. 25-28). If the white boy would be untouched by 

experience, he would not need protection from the heat. The white boy is leaning on the knee 

of a savior and holds all the attention from the savior while the black boy simply stands straight 

and strokes the white boy’s hair. Christine Gallant points to how the poem, along with the 

illustration, points to the white boy being a slave; not a slave in traditional terms, but a slave as 

in unable to love the black boy who is so unlike him (126). 

In “The Little Black Boy”, the word heat has a deeper meaning. Heat stands for 

the hardship of life, the experience that comes with life. The black boy's skin is a result of the 

heat, and is described as sun-burnt in the poem. God is said to give his light and heat away, and 

it reaches flowers, trees, beasts, and men (ll. 10-11). This includes all men, no matter the skin 

color. As previously stated, Blake created many different binary oppositions in his collection 

other than the one of innocence and experience. For example, in “The Little Black Boy” you 

can also see how he uses light and heat as binary oppositions. While heat stands for the hardship 

in life, light stands for the joy and ease in life. This is connected to innocence and experience 

which can be seen in the sentence “But I am black as if bereav'd of light” (l. 4). Since the boy 

is black he automatically must deal with hardship, and his joy and ease is taken from him 

because of his skin color. There is also a binary opposition created with black and white skin 

color in this poem. It might be the more obvious binary opposition in the poem since black and 

white are stark contrasts. The difference in the life of a black boy and a white boy is visualized 

in the poem. The black boy is “bereav'd of light” (l. 4) and is given little space on earth, and the 

white boy will be sheltered from the heat until he meets God (l. 25). There is also a similar 

binary opposition, also between black and white. This one, however, is between the blackness 

of the boy’s skin and the whiteness of his soul. White is a color that represents “purity, 

innocence and holiness” within Christianity, and that is seen to this day. A bride wears a white 

dress and a child wear white clothes at its christening. Black, on the other hand, represents what 

can be called experience or “sin” in Christianity. The boy’s black skin and his white soul shows 

that the binary opposition can exist in harmony in one human. Black and white are equals, and 

one does not cancel the other. 

By analyzing the poem “The Little Black Boy”, one can find that Blake creates 

several binary oppositions. Blake also deconstructs these binary oppositions within the poem 
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itself. He shows how innocence and experience are connected, and how one is not higher ranked 

than the other. The black boy is inherently innocent since he is a child, and his experience in 

life has been and will be rough because he is black. However, the boy does not lose his 

innocence because of his rough experience since God “gives his light, and gives his heat away” 

(l. 10). This goes against the basis of a binary opposition, since innocence and experience is not 

on opposites sides of a spectrum, but combined within the soul of the black boy.  Even if he 

will go through hard times, it does not mean that experience is lesser than innocence or that it 

is inherently bad. The white boy mentioned in the poem is experienced as well, just in a different 

way. Heat is representing hardship in life, and in the poem, it is said that God gives his heat 

away (l. 10). The heat reaches everything, and the black boy will shade the white boy from the 

hardest of times until the white boy is able to take it (l. 25). This shows that experience is a part 

of every living thing, it just takes different shapes. It is not inherently bad, and it is not lesser 

than innocence. The fact that the boy has a white soul and black skin further show how Blake 

emphasizes that innocence and experience exist together within one human being. 

“The Shepherd” is a fairly short poem in Songs Of Innocence. It gives a brief 

description of how the sheep are at peace since the shepherd is near, and it takes place during 

the day. The shepherd is lucky to follow the sheep throughout the day, and he watches over 

them from “morn to the evening” (l. 2). In his collection, Blake often makes the comparison of 

children and sheep. The children – or lambs – are at peace when the shepherd is near and their 

call has a tone of innocence (ll. 5-8). There is a poem in Songs Of Experience called “Night” 

which not only provides a more broad perspective than the one given in “The Shepherd”, but 

can be seen as a continuation of the earlier poem. “Night” does not narrow the perspective to 

just the shepherd and the sheep, but it also brings in predators such as lions and tigers. 

Combining the two poems enables the reader to see the shepherd from the “The Shepherd” as 

a representation of an angel because of the presence of angels in “Night”. In “The Shepherd”, 

it is the shepherd who looks after the sheep. “Night” describes how the angels look after “every 

beast” to keep them from harm, and if one of the beasts is weeping, the angels would “pour 

sleep on their head”, and they are protectors in the same way as shepherds are (ll. 19-23). The 

similarities of the shepherd and angels can be further analyzed by looking at the engraving that 

surrounds the poem. It shows five angels, and they are also mentioned in the poem. The angels 

try to keep the innocence of the children – or as they are called in the poem, lambs. These two 

poems in combination can be interpreted as being about angels, who serve God, having a 

mission to keep the children safe and innocent, just like a shepherd would keep his sheep safe. 

The angels bring peace to the children, and they follow them around all day with tongues “filled 
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with praise” (l. 4). The wolves and “tygers” in “Night” are representing experience, and the 

angels pity the predators at the same time as they try to protect the lambs from them. This can 

be interpreted as the angels understanding that experience is the way it is, and that it is a 

necessity of life that cannot be avoided. However, they have a duty to make sure that innocence 

does not drown in the presence of experience. The wolves and tigers can be interpreted as people 

affected by life and experience, trying to reach the children and take their innocence. The angels 

try to keep the children safe by being “most heedful” (l. 30). However, “Night” ends with 

someone laying down beside a lamb and being at peace while thinking on “him who bore thy 

name” (l. 43), who most likely is Jesus since he is called the lamb of God in the poem “The 

Lamb” (l. 14). The entity laying down beside the lamb is described as having a bright and gold 

mane, and it is very likely that it is a lion. Lions have been mentioned together with gold shortly 

before the end of the poem (l. 34), and they are predators in the same way as wolves and tigers. 

This means that once the predator reaches heaven they are able to be at peace with what once 

was their prey and their thirst of the children's innocence is gone. When innocence and 

experience can exist in harmony, it ends with peace. 

Another binary opposition that is created in the poems “The Shepherd” and 

“Night” is the one of predator and prey, and in this case, the prey is the lambs. In “The 

Shepherd”, the sheep are described as innocent and peaceful (ll. 5-7), and in “Night” they are 

described as prey for the wolves and tigers. The predators are not mentioned in “The Shepherd”, 

but are in focus in “Night”. They are described as thirsty and hunters (l. 27). The poem, 

however, ends with a lion laying down beside a lamb with no thirst or need to hunt it (l. 41). 

The predator and the prey are not complete opposites or better than each other since they are 

able to co-exist on the same level and in harmony. 

In the two poems “The Shepherd” and “Night”, the co-existence of innocence and 

experience is very straightforward. “Night” ends with a predator, most likely a lion, laying 

down beside a lamb without thirsting for it (l. 41). The lamb is representing innocence, because 

of its connection to Jesus who is called a lamb (“The Lamb” l. 14), and the lion as the predator 

is representing experience. The pair can also be interpreted on a meta level since one part of a 

binary opposition often cancels out the other, which is how the relation between predator and 

prey works. This resemblance of a lion and a lamb is also a direct reference to Isaiah 65:25, 

where the two lie down together in peace. In the same way, the lion in the poem is not evil. It 

is thirsting for the lamb, but it is also crying “tears of gold” which shows some sort of remorse. 

The ending of the poem therefore shows how innocence and experience can exist on the same 

level and in harmony. One is not above the other, and one does not cancel out the other. They 
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are also laying down next to each other without a massive space between the two, which shows 

how innocence and experience are more closely connected to each other than what the idea of 

a binary opposition would suggest. Experience takes many different shapes, some rougher than 

others. For example, in “The Little Black Boy” it takes the shape of heat (l. 10). The lion is 

simply one of the many shapes of experience. In “Night” it is thirsting for the lamb, but there 

is no “end goal” or motivation for destroying it. 

There are two poems called “Holy Thursday”, one in Songs of Innocence and one 

in Songs of Experience. The poem in Songs of Innocence is about children walking to the high 

dome of St. Pauls, with “grey headed beadles” leading them through London (l. 3). The gray 

beadles, as they are called, are the ones leading the children and are therefore most likely adults 

and a part of the church. The children are dressed in color, which sets them apart from the 

beadles in the poem. The poem consistently describes the children as innocent, radiant, and 

mighty, and they are compared to angels in the end (l. 12). The final two lines illustrates how 

experience and innocence are connected. The “aged men wise guardians of the poor” can be 

seen as men who look out for the poor, and in this poem especially poor children and their 

innocence. However, the poem ends with an admonition. It says to cherish pity, in case one of 

the children driven from their door happens to be an angel (l. 12). In a way, it can be interpreted 

as a caution that one should not let their experience blind them from their own and others 

innocence. The people should be connected to their innocence and take care of the children in 

need, and not let their experience make them turn away. Experience, in this case, could be greed, 

fear of losing what they have, or care for their own survival, while innocence could be 

compassion or solidarity. 

“Holy Thursday” in Songs of Experience further explains how the children's 

innocence is connected to the experience of their life. The poem is about the terrible deed of 

turning a blind eye to children in need, and how strange it is for a country so rich not to look 

after children in poverty. The poem can be seen as a scolding to people who turn a blind eye to 

children in need since they live in a country that is “rich and fruitful” but still feed the children 

with a “cold and usurous” hand (ll. 2-4). Poor children often worked as chimney sweepers to 

survive, which can be connected to these lines. The country is rich and could look after the 

children in need, but instead, they prey on their misfortune and innocence to get something out 

of it which in this case would be cheap service. The children in the poem are inherently 

innocent, but life has put them through hard times and their experience has therefore been 

tainted by hardship. The “babes” are reduced to misery and their “ways are fill'd with thorns” 

(l. 11), and the ending of the poem says that children “can never hunger there, nor poverty the 
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mind appall” - “there” being where the sun shines and rain falls (ll. 13-16). This could mean 

that children never should go hungry and poverty is not supposed to make people take a step 

back, but the children are nevertheless forced to go through horrible times of misery and 

poverty. The children who are inherently innocent are put on a way through life that is filled 

with thorns, but since the land is so rich and fruitful, they should not have to. Experience is 

taking shape in the people who turn away from the poor children since they have lived longer 

and have experienced life themselves, but it is also present with the children. They are both 

connected to innocence and experience since they are inherently innocent, while also being a 

part of a miserable experience which will change them. 

These two poems also create another binary opposition, the one between child and 

adult. In the first “Holy Thursday”, the adults are described as “grey beadles” leading the 

children on a walk (l. 3) while the children are dressed in color (l. 2) and are full of radiance (l. 

6). In the second “Holy Thursday”, there is no outright mentioning of the adults, but it is in the 

subtext of the poem. The children are reduced to misery while being fed by a cold and usurous 

hand (ll. 3-4). The land is rich and fruitful, but the children are not a part of that land. Instead, 

the adults keep the riches to themselves and turn the land into one “of poverty” (l. 8). Adults 

have once been children, which obviously brings the two closer in relation to each other. Since 

the adults in the first “Holy Thursday” are leading the children and are described as “guardians 

of the poor” (l. 11), and are feeding the children in the second “Holy Thursday” (l. 4), they are 

still looking after the children, just not as much as the author might want them to. 

In these two poems, it might at first be hard to see how innocence and experience 

are closely related to each other and how one is not privileged over the other. In the “Holy 

Thursday” of Songs of Experience, it seems as if Blake is scolding people for turning their backs 

to the poor children instead of helping them. One can say that their actions are wrong since the 

children are forced to go through a hard time. At the end of the poem, it says that wherever the 

sun shines and the rain falls, “babes” can never hunger and poverty cannot appall the mind (ll. 

13-16). This can be taken to mean that all children will be innocent and experienced, but the 

people who also have been touched by the sun and rain should look after the poor and keep 

them safe from harm. It can further be seen as experience not inherently being a bad thing, but 

if the children are not offered a warm and helping hand they will end up having a hard time. 

Experience in itself, as part of the human soul, is ethically neutral, but it can be tainted by the 

surroundings. Innocence is also simply a part of the human soul, since every human being has 

once been a child. Blake puts emphasis on how children are inherently innocent, but he also 

puts emphasis on how every human becomes experienced. However, he also points to how it is 
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wrong to not look after children in need since they are completely innocent, and that experience 

can be tainted by the surrounding, and scolds society for letting that happen. This shows that 

experience does not equal misery, but there must be something else that brings misery onto the 

poor children. That thing could be greed or some other negative trait, often paired with how 

adults turn a blind eye towards children in need. 

“The Chimney Sweeper” is also a double poem, just like “Holy Thursday”, one 

in Songs of Innocence and the other in Songs of Experience. The one in Songs of Innocence is 

about a young boy who has been sold as a chimney sweeper, and who meets an angel who tells 

him that if he is a good boy, God will be his father. The boy is fairly positive in the poem and 

believes that as long as he does his duty, he does not need to fear harm (l. 24). He is very 

connected to innocence in that he is positive even though he is going through a rough time as a 

chimney sweeper. The line in the poem that says that he would “never want joy”, and have God 

as his father if he is good (ll. 19-20) can be interpreted to mean that as long as he remains 

innocent God will remain by his side when tested by experience. The experience in this poem 

takes shape in the boy's surroundings. Being a chimney sweeper is dangerous and hard, and 

comes with a short life span. However, since this poem is so positive from the boy's perspective, 

his innocence and the presence of angels seem to make it easier for him to meet the experience 

that is in front of him. The boy is still “happy & warm” (l. 23), even if people around him die 

(l. 12). 

“The Chimney Sweeper” in Songs of Experience is far darker than the one in 

Songs of Innocence. In this poem, the boy is described as a “little black thing among the snow” 

(l. 1) who becomes a chimney sweeper because of his happiness (l. 5), and his happiness makes 

the people around him believe that the boy is not injured in any way (ll. 9-10). The boy still 

represents innocence, just like every child of the poems so far, yet he is affected by the 

experience seen in the darkness and misery surrounding him. His innocence is being affected 

by the experience in a negative manner, but it is still present. Before the boy became a chimney 

sweeper, he was “happy upon the heath” and he “smil'd among the winters snow” (ll. 5-6), but 

now he has been negatively affected by the experience as a chimney sweeper. While he still 

seems happy, and still is dancing and singing, it does not mean that “they have done [the boy] 

no injury” (ll. 9-10). This can be interpreted as innocence does not disappear just because of 

the presence of negative experience, it might just take another form or it might just not be as 

clear as before. 

One other binary opposition that can be found in these two poems called “The 

Chimney Sweeper” is the one between positivity and negativity. It is possible to see the second 
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“The Chimney Sweeper” as a window into the mind of the boy Tom Dacre, who is the boy in 

the first “The Chimney Sweeper”. In “The Chimney Sweeper” from Songs of Innocence, Tom 

has a short moment of negativity that is shown when he cries over his shaved head (ll. 5-6). He 

is still positive at the end of the first poem where he is “happy & warm” (l. 23), but if one were 

to interpret the poem from Songs of Experience as a view into his mind it becomes clear that he 

is not only positive. Tom is crying, he is dressed in “clothes of death” (l. 7), and he is singing 

“the notes of woe” (l. 2). It is obvious that the boy is negative in this poem, but it also shows 

that he is positive. He is happy, and he dances and sings, even though he has been hurt (ll. 9-

10). The boy is both positive and negative, which shows that one does not cancel the other. 

“The Chimney Sweeper” in Songs of Experience is a good example of how one 

item in a binary opposition does not cancel the other, as well as show how children often were 

taken advantage of in their time of need. The boy in the poem is both positive and negative, and 

he is both innocent and experienced. He cries (l. 2), but he is also happy and he dances and 

sings (l. 9). His happiness is representing his innocence, and his experience is one of misery. 

The poem shows that experience can be a bad thing if the child is not looked after. The boy is 

forced to work as a chimney sweeper when he is dressed in “clothes of death” (l. 7), and his 

experience is tainted by people who take advantage of him. The children’s experience is one of 

hardship and misery, but Blake does not seem to believe that experience is inherently a bad 

thing in the same way he seems to believe that innocence is a good thing. Experience is 

something that comes naturally with the course of life, but the surroundings have a big influence 

on whether or not the experience is one of misery. “The Chimney Sweeper” in Songs of 

Innocence shows the same thing. The boy Tom Dacre has a moment of negativity when he cries 

over his shaved head (ll. 5-6), but that does not mean that he is not also positive. Tom stays 

happy and warm while believing that he simply must do his duty to not be harmed (ll. 23-24). 

His innocence remains with his happiness while his experience is tainted by the harsh conditions 

of being a chimney sweeper. 

In conclusion, Blake does not only create binary oppositions, he deconstructs the belief 

that they are complete opposites where one is privileged over the other. The term deconstructive 

criticism did not exist in Blake’s time, of course, but he seems to share the belief that binary 

oppositions are a flawed way of seeing things. Even if he cannot be called an outright 

deconstructionist, Blake shares some of the beliefs of deconstructive criticism. He creates 

binary oppositions in many of his poems and then deconstructs them by showing how the 

binaries do not have the relation that binaries are based on. The title page of Songs of Innocence 

and of Experience is an early indicator of his deconstructive perspective, since the title itself 
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continues on with the words: “Shewing the Two Contrary States of the Human Soul”. Blake 

names the two contrary states of the human soul “innocence” and “experience,” and it is this 

binary opposition that he exemplifies and deconstructs throughout the two collections. Blake 

does so by connecting both innocence and experience with children, and occasionally, with 

adults. He seems to believe children to be inherently innocent throughout the poems. They are 

often compared to lambs, connected to innocence due to their biblical connotations. Experience, 

on the other hand, often takes the form of hardship and is most often connected with adults. 

There is a common theme in many of Blake’s poems where he seems to scold the society in 

which he lived for not taking enough care of children in need. The children are often described 

to be miserable and forced onto a hard path in life. 

Furthermore, he depicts experience as not inherently bad but due to how people are 

affected by their surroundings. If children are taken advantage of and are forced to walk a path 

of misery, it is not experience itself that is the problem but the people who took advantage of 

the children's situation. This is especially seen in “The Chimney Sweeper” where poor children 

are forced to do dangerous work, and where their combined innocence and experience are 

tainted by the people around them. Blake describes innocence and experience as a natural effect 

of life, that is a natural part of the human soul. 

He also shows another aspect of a deconstructionist when he seems to show how one part 

of a binary opposition does not cancel out the other, and that they are not complete opposites 

of each other. Neither innocence nor experience is more privileged than the other since they are 

both a natural part of the human soul. This is shown in many ways, but the more obvious one 

is that since Blake seems to hold the belief that children are inherently innocent, the experience 

that comes with living cannot cancel out the innocence of a child. Every adult has once been a 

child, and therefore every adult is a combination of innocence and experience. Innocence and 

experience co-exist on equal levels in the soul of every human being. When Blake’s poems are 

read together, it becomes clear that innocence cannot be understood without experience, and 

vice versa. Throughout his poems, Blake seems to teach that a fusion of the binaries innocence 

and experience is needed to fully understand the complexity of human existence. 
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