
the cop and the anthem

the cop and the anthem is a celebrated short story by O. Henry, renowned for
its wit, irony, and insightful commentary on society and human nature. This
story revolves around Soapy, a homeless man in New York City, who attempts
various comical schemes to get arrested and spend the winter months in jail.
Through its narrative, "the cop and the anthem" explores themes of poverty,
freedom, societal norms, and the human desire for security. The story’s
clever plot and unexpected ending have made it a staple in American
literature and a frequently studied piece in schools. This article delves
into the story's background, plot summary, key themes, literary devices, and
its cultural significance. Additionally, we will examine the author’s style
and the story’s relevance in contemporary discussions about homelessness and
societal structure. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview
of these aspects to deepen understanding of this classic work.
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Background and Author

"The Cop and the Anthem" was written by O. Henry, the pen name of William
Sydney Porter, an American short story writer known for his surprise endings
and vivid character portrayals. O. Henry’s works often depict the lives of
ordinary people in early 20th-century America, focusing on the struggles and
humor found in everyday life. He wrote numerous stories set in New York City,
reflecting its diverse population and social dynamics. "The Cop and the
Anthem" was first published in 1904 and is considered one of his most
memorable works because of its rich narrative and social commentary.

About O. Henry

William Sydney Porter was born in 1862 in North Carolina and later moved to
Texas before settling in New York. His personal experiences with hardship,
including a stint in prison for embezzlement, heavily influenced his
storytelling. O. Henry’s writing style is characterized by concise prose,
sharp dialogue, and twist endings that challenge readers’ expectations. His
stories often highlight themes of irony, justice, and human kindness.



Plot Summary of The Cop and the Anthem

The narrative centers on Soapy, a homeless man in New York City who desires
to spend the winter months in jail to avoid the harsh cold outside. Knowing
that prison guarantees food and shelter, Soapy embarks on a series of failed
attempts to get arrested. He tries various petty crimes, including breaking
shop windows, intimidating a restaurant owner, and loitering, but each plan
backfires. Despite his efforts, he remains free and frustrated.

Soapy’s Attempts to Get Arrested

Soapy’s schemes are comically unsuccessful, highlighting his desperation and
the societal barriers faced by the homeless. His attempts include:

Breaking a window with a rock

Threatening a café owner with a gun

Loitering in a restaurant without paying

Causing a disturbance in public spaces

Each action either fails to attract police attention or results in no
punishment, underscoring the irony of his situation.

The Unexpected Ending

After all his failed attempts, Soapy sees a church anthem that inspires him
to change his ways and seek legitimate employment. However, when he tries to
live an honest life and dress respectably, he is arrested for loitering,
ironically achieving his initial goal only after deciding to improve himself.
This twist ending exemplifies O. Henry’s mastery of irony and social
critique.

Major Themes and Motifs

"The Cop and the Anthem" explores several profound themes that resonate
beyond its immediate narrative. These themes provide insight into human
behavior and societal attitudes during the early 1900s, many of which remain
relevant today.

Poverty and Homelessness

The story vividly portrays the struggles of poverty and homelessness in an
urban environment. Soapy’s character embodies the plight of individuals who
lack basic necessities and are forced to rely on the criminal justice system
for survival. The narrative critiques society’s neglect and the limited
options available to the marginalized.



Freedom vs. Security

Soapy’s desire to be imprisoned reveals a paradox between freedom and
security. While most people seek freedom from confinement, Soapy views jail
as a refuge from the dangers of street life. This theme invites readers to
question societal definitions of liberty and safety.

Irony and Human Nature

Irony pervades the story, particularly through Soapy’s failed plans and the
surprising conclusion. The story reflects on human nature’s contradictions,
including the pursuit of security through unconventional means and the
unpredictability of life’s outcomes.

Literary Devices and Style

O. Henry employs various literary devices in "The Cop and the Anthem" that
enrich the story’s texture and impact. His style is accessible yet
sophisticated, making the narrative engaging for a wide audience.

Use of Irony

Irony is the cornerstone of the story’s appeal. The contrast between Soapy’s
intentions and results creates humor and emphasizes the absurdity of his
situation. The ultimate irony lies in Soapy’s arrest occurring only after he
decides to reform.

Symbolism

The anthem itself symbolizes hope, redemption, and societal order. It
triggers Soapy’s moment of self-realization and represents the possibility of
change. Additionally, the police and jail symbolize both oppression and
protection, reflecting complex social dynamics.

Concise and Vivid Language

O. Henry’s succinct prose and vivid descriptions bring New York City and its
inhabitants to life. The dialogue captures authentic speech patterns, and the
pacing maintains reader interest throughout Soapy’s misadventures.

Cultural and Social Significance

"The Cop and the Anthem" holds a significant place in American literature as
a social critique and a reflection of urban life in the early 20th century.
Its portrayal of poverty and the criminal justice system offers a window into
historical attitudes toward homelessness and law enforcement.



Reflection of Urban Life

The story captures the vibrancy and challenges of New York City, highlighting
the stark contrasts between wealth and poverty. It showcases the struggles
faced by the lower class and the indifference or misunderstanding of
mainstream society.

Commentary on the Justice System

By depicting jail as a refuge for the homeless, the story critiques the
limitations of social services and the justice system’s role in addressing
poverty. It raises questions about the effectiveness and morality of
incarcerating individuals for survival.

Relevance in Modern Context

Despite being over a century old, "The Cop and the Anthem" remains relevant
in contemporary discussions about homelessness, social welfare, and criminal
justice reform. Its themes resonate with ongoing debates about how society
supports its most vulnerable members.

Homelessness Today

Modern societies continue to grapple with homelessness and poverty, making
Soapy’s story a poignant reminder of persistent social challenges. The story
encourages empathy and a critical examination of current policies and
attitudes.

Lessons for Social Policy

The narrative highlights the need for compassionate and effective social
programs that provide security without criminalizing poverty. It advocates
for understanding the human dimension behind homelessness and the importance
of offering real opportunities for improvement.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Cop and the Anthem' by
O. Henry?

The main theme is the struggle between individual desire and societal
constraints, highlighting irony and the quest for freedom through
unconventional means.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Cop and the Anthem'
and what is his goal?

The protagonist is Soapy, a homeless man who aims to get arrested



deliberately so he can spend the winter months in jail with food and shelter.

Why does Soapy want to get arrested in 'The Cop and
the Anthem'?

Soapy wants to get arrested to secure a safe and warm place to stay during
the harsh winter, as he has no other means of shelter.

How does Soapy attempt to get arrested in the story?

Soapy tries various petty crimes such as stealing a diamond, breaking a
window, and disturbing a church service but fails each time to get
apprehended.

What is the significance of the ending of 'The Cop
and the Anthem'?

The ending is ironic; after deciding to improve his life and find a job,
Soapy is unexpectedly arrested for loitering, highlighting fate's
unpredictability.

How does O. Henry use irony in 'The Cop and the
Anthem'?

O. Henry uses situational irony, especially in the ending where Soapy’s
effort to live honestly is ironically punished, contrasting with his earlier
failed attempts to be arrested.

What role does the setting play in 'The Cop and the
Anthem'?

The setting, New York City in winter, emphasizes Soapy's desperation and the
harsh realities faced by the homeless, underscoring the story’s social
commentary.

What message does 'The Cop and the Anthem' convey
about society's treatment of the homeless?

The story critiques society’s neglect of the homeless, portraying Soapy’s
desperate measures to find security and how society's system fails to support
vulnerable individuals.

How does Soapy’s character develop throughout 'The
Cop and the Anthem'?

Soapy evolves from a resigned, scheming individual seeking jail to escape
winter, to someone inspired to change and seek honest work before his ironic
arrest.

Why is 'The Cop and the Anthem' considered a classic



example of O. Henry’s storytelling style?

It features O. Henry’s trademark use of irony, wit, and a surprise ending
that delivers a poignant social message within a concise narrative.

Additional Resources
1. The Cop and the Anthem by O. Henry
This classic short story follows Soapy, a homeless man in New York City, who
tries to get arrested before the winter so he can spend the season in jail
with food and shelter. His comedic attempts at committing petty crimes all
fail, leading to an unexpected change of heart. The story explores themes of
redemption, society’s treatment of the homeless, and the search for dignity.

2. Les Misérables by Victor Hugo
Set in 19th-century France, this epic novel centers on Jean Valjean, a former
convict seeking redemption while being pursued by the relentless Inspector
Javert. Themes of justice, mercy, and social inequality resonate throughout
the story. Like "The Cop and the Anthem," it examines the struggles of those
on the margins of society and the complexity of law enforcement.

3. Crime and Punishment by Fyodor Dostoevsky
This psychological novel delves into the mind of Raskolnikov, a poor ex-
student who commits a murder and grapples with guilt and morality. The story
offers a deep exploration of crime, punishment, and redemption. It shares
with "The Cop and the Anthem" a focus on the consequences of crime and the
possibility of personal transformation.

4. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee
Set in the American South during the 1930s, this novel follows young Scout
Finch as her father, Atticus Finch, defends a black man falsely accused of
rape. The book tackles themes of justice, racial prejudice, and moral
integrity. It connects to "The Cop and the Anthem" through its portrayal of
law, order, and the human spirit.

5. The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton
This coming-of-age novel depicts the struggles between two rival gangs, the
Greasers and the Socs, highlighting issues of class conflict and identity. It
explores themes of belonging, loyalty, and societal expectations. Like "The
Cop and the Anthem," it deals with youth facing the challenges imposed by
their social environments.

6. Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens
The story of an orphan boy navigating the harsh streets of London, Oliver
Twist exposes the grim realities of poverty and crime. Themes of innocence,
survival, and social injustice are prominent. Similar to Soapy’s experiences,
Oliver’s plight sheds light on society’s treatment of the vulnerable.

7. In Cold Blood by Truman Capote
A true crime novel that reconstructs the 1959 murders of a Kansas family,
exploring the minds of the killers and the impact on the community. It raises
questions about morality, justice, and the nature of evil. This nonfiction
work complements "The Cop and the Anthem" by examining crime and law
enforcement from a real-world perspective.

8. Rogue Cop by William P. McGivern
This crime thriller follows a police officer who walks the line between law
and corruption, struggling with his own moral compass. The novel delves into



themes of justice, loyalty, and personal redemption. It offers a gritty
perspective on the challenges faced by those in law enforcement.

9. The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger
Narrated by Holden Caulfield, a disaffected teenager wandering New York City,
this novel explores themes of alienation, identity, and the search for
meaning. Holden’s encounters with various figures, including authority
figures, echo Soapy’s interactions in "The Cop and the Anthem." The book
captures the nuances of youth struggling against societal norms.
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