
the cop and the anthem

the cop and the anthem is a renowned short story written by O. Henry, a
master of surprise endings and ironic twists. This literary work explores
themes of homelessness, societal norms, and the struggle for dignity through
the experiences of its protagonist, Soapy. The story is set in New York City
and uses vivid descriptions and clever narrative techniques to engage readers
while reflecting on human nature and social issues. Understanding the plot,
characters, and underlying messages of "the cop and the anthem" offers
valuable insight into early 20th-century American literature and O. Henry's
unique storytelling style. This article delves into the story’s summary,
thematic elements, character analysis, literary devices, and its enduring
significance, providing a comprehensive overview. Below is the table of
contents to guide you through the exploration of this classic story.
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Summary of "The Cop and the Anthem"
"The Cop and the Anthem" narrates the story of Soapy, a homeless man in New
York City, who desperately wants to get arrested before the winter begins so
he can spend the cold months in a warm jail. The story follows Soapy's
comical and unsuccessful attempts to commit minor crimes that would lead to
his arrest. Despite his efforts, Soapy fails to attract the attention of the
police officers. The turning point occurs when Soapy hears an anthem playing
in a church, inspiring him to change his ways and seek a respectable life.
However, just as he decides to reform, he is ironically arrested for
loitering. This twist ending highlights the story’s irony and social
commentary.

Plot Overview
The plot revolves around Soapy’s strategies to get arrested, from stealing
apples to causing disturbances. Each plan is foiled either by circumstance or



the police’s indifference. After hearing the church anthem, Soapy experiences
a moment of clarity and resolves to find honest work. Nevertheless, fate
intervenes, leading to his arrest despite his newfound resolve.

Key Events

Soapy’s initial plans to get arrested

Failure of each criminal attempt

Soapy’s inspiration from the church anthem

The ironic arrest for loitering

Main Characters
The story features a limited but impactful cast, with Soapy as the central
figure. Each character serves to enhance the narrative’s themes and deepen
the reader’s understanding of the social environment.

Soapy
Soapy is a homeless man who embodies the struggles faced by the marginalized
in urban society. His desire to get arrested to secure shelter reveals his
desperate situation and highlights issues of homelessness and survival.
Despite his criminal plans, Soapy’s character evokes sympathy due to his
vulnerability and ultimate change of heart.

The Police Officers
The police officers in the story represent societal authority. Their lack of
concern for Soapy’s minor offenses contrasts sharply with the protagonist’s
expectations, emphasizing social indifference and the complexities of law
enforcement.

Other Minor Characters
Additional characters, such as the church congregation and passersby,
contribute to the atmosphere and underscore the social setting of the story,
reflecting the broader community’s attitudes toward poverty and crime.



Themes and Symbolism
The story "the cop and the anthem" is rich in themes and symbolic elements
that offer deeper meaning beyond the surface narrative.

Homelessness and Survival
Soapy’s plight highlights the harsh realities faced by homeless individuals,
including the lack of basic needs and social neglect. His strategies to
secure shelter through arrest underline the absence of supportive social
structures.

Irony and Fate
O. Henry’s signature use of irony is central to the story. The unexpected
outcomes, particularly Soapy’s arrest when he decides to reform, illustrate
the unpredictability of life and the role of fate.

Redemption and Change
The anthem from the church symbolizes hope and the possibility of
transformation. Soapy’s moment of inspiration represents the universal theme
of redemption, though the story’s conclusion tempers this optimism with
realism.

Symbolism in the Anthem
The anthem itself is a symbol of order, morality, and spiritual awakening,
contrasting with Soapy’s chaotic lifestyle and criminal intentions. It serves
as a catalyst for his internal change.

Literary Style and Techniques
O. Henry’s storytelling in "the cop and the anthem" showcases distinctive
literary techniques that contribute to its enduring appeal and effectiveness.

Use of Irony
The story employs situational irony extensively, culminating in the twist
ending that subverts reader expectations and reinforces the thematic message.



Concise and Vivid Descriptions
O. Henry uses succinct yet vivid descriptions to create a clear picture of
New York City’s streets and Soapy’s circumstances, enhancing the story’s
realism and engagement.

Dialogue and Narrative Voice
The narrative voice is straightforward and slightly humorous, with dialogue
that reveals character traits and social dynamics without excessive
exposition.

Structure and Pacing
The story is tightly structured, with a clear progression of events that
maintain reader interest and build toward the ironic climax effectively.

Historical and Social Context
"The cop and the anthem" reflects important aspects of the early 1900s
American urban environment, capturing social issues relevant to that era.

Urban Life in Early 20th Century
The setting of New York City is depicted as bustling yet indifferent, a place
where poverty and crime coexist with wealth and order. This context informs
Soapy’s experiences and challenges.

Social Attitudes Toward Poverty
The story illustrates prevailing social attitudes, including stigmatization
of the homeless and the limited social safety nets available, which
contribute to Soapy’s desperation.

Criminal Justice System
The portrayal of the police and the jail system sheds light on the period’s
law enforcement practices and their impact on marginalized individuals.



Legacy and Impact
"The cop and the anthem" remains a significant work in American literature,
studied for its narrative craft and social commentary.

Influence on Literature
The story exemplifies O. Henry’s mastery of the short story form and has
influenced subsequent writers in the genres of irony and social realism.

Relevance Today
Its themes of homelessness, justice, and redemption continue to resonate,
making the story pertinent to contemporary discussions on social welfare and
human dignity.

Educational Use
The story is frequently included in academic curricula to teach literary
analysis, narrative techniques, and social themes, highlighting its enduring
educational value.

Memorable Elements

Ironical twist ending

Sympathetic portrayal of a marginalized individual

Reflection of societal issues through concise storytelling

Use of symbolism and thematic depth

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Cop and the Anthem'
by O. Henry?
The main theme of 'The Cop and the Anthem' is the struggle for survival and
the desire for freedom, highlighting irony and social commentary on poverty
and the justice system.



Who is the protagonist in 'The Cop and the Anthem'
and what is his goal?
The protagonist is Soapy, a homeless man in New York City, whose goal is to
get arrested so he can spend the winter months in jail, where he hopes to
find shelter and food.

How does Soapy attempt to get arrested in the story?
Soapy tries several methods to get arrested, including breaking a shop
window, stealing a banana, eating in a restaurant without paying, and
disturbing a church service, but all his attempts fail.

What is the significance of the ending in 'The Cop
and the Anthem'?
The ending is ironic; after Soapy decides to reform and find a job, he is
arrested for loitering, which was exactly what he wanted to avoid,
highlighting the unpredictability of life and fate.

How does O. Henry use irony in 'The Cop and the
Anthem'?
O. Henry uses situational irony extensively, especially in Soapy's failed
attempts to get arrested and the twist ending where he is arrested when he no
longer wants to be, emphasizing the story's humorous and critical tone.

What social issues does 'The Cop and the Anthem'
address?
The story addresses issues such as homelessness, poverty, the justice system,
and social inequality, shedding light on the challenges faced by the
marginalized in society.

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 various ways to get arrested so he can spend the winter in jail. The
story explores themes of desperation, hope, and the search for redemption. O.
Henry’s signature twist ending adds a poignant touch to Soapy’s plight.

2. Metropolitan Blues: The Lives of New York’s Homeless by Sarah Jennings
This nonfiction book provides an in-depth look at the lives of homeless
individuals in New York City, much like Soapy in "The Cop and the Anthem."
Through interviews and personal stories, Jennings highlights the struggles
and resilience of those living on the margins of society.



3. City of Thieves by David Benioff
Set during the Siege of Leningrad in World War II, this novel follows two
young men who are forced to commit petty crimes to survive. The story
captures the desperation and moral ambiguity faced by individuals in dire
circumstances, echoing themes found in O. Henry’s work.

4. Down and Out in Paris and London by George Orwell
Orwell’s memoir details his experiences living in poverty in two major
cities. The book provides a raw and honest portrayal of homelessness and
poverty, similar to the struggles depicted in "The Cop and the Anthem."

5. The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton
This novel explores the lives of teenage boys from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds who grapple with identity, belonging, and survival. Themes of
societal judgment and the search for a better life connect it to the
narrative of Soapy’s character.

6. Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America by Barbara Ehrenreich
Ehrenreich goes undercover to experience the challenges of low-wage work in
America. The book sheds light on economic hardship and the struggle to
maintain dignity, resonating with the themes of poverty and societal neglect
in "The Cop and the Anthem."

7. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck
This Pulitzer Prize-winning novel tells the story of the Joad family’s
migration during the Great Depression. It explores themes of displacement,
poverty, and hope, mirroring the hardships faced by Soapy in O. Henry’s
story.

8. The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls
A memoir recounting Walls’ unconventional and often impoverished childhood.
The book highlights resilience and the quest for stability, themes that
parallel Soapy’s desire for security and a better life.

9. Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption by Bryan Stevenson
Stevenson’s memoir details his work as a defense attorney advocating for
marginalized individuals, including those facing homelessness and
incarceration. The book addresses issues of justice and compassion, offering
a modern perspective related to the societal issues in "The Cop and the
Anthem."
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