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AN ANALYSIS OF “COP OUT”  

 

By Jenna Lynn  

 

 In the poem “Cop Out”, the author presents some cold, harsh truths about how adults tend 

to forget about the true nature of youth, and how detrimental the results are. The author first sets 

everything up by explaining what youth is and is not: “Youth ain’t got nothing/to do/with 

age/Youth is an energy/a/spirit/The refusal to go gently/into that/good night” (qtd. in O’Donnell 

3). To break down this excerpt, first take a look at the first line. This appears to be a deliberate 

usage of a double-negative. What could the author be implying here? There are two possible 

approaches: the double-negative serves as an example of a sort of “cop-out” as the author alludes 

to in the title, or, when put in the affirmative, that first line would say, “Youth has something”, 

and, considering what follows next, seems to make its next points less poignant and impactful 

upon first reading, and a look at further lines in the poem may be the best way to illuminate a 

clearer meaning to the author’s interesting choice of words. The other parts worth noting are the 

last three lines. These echo another classic poem by Dylan Thomas titled, “Do Not Go Gentle 

into That Good Night.” That poem reflects a son’s desire for his father to fight against his illness, 

not quietly giving in and secretly succumbing to it. It is the classic cry to not “go down without a 

fight.” However, the line breaks in this particular phrase are odd, and I am honestly not sure why 

the poet decided to break the phrase up the way he or she did. The author of this poem also 

appears to be implying something deeper in “Cop Out”, but one cannot say for sure without 

reading more.   

 The next lines say, “[Youth] only fades/when you give/in/to the trappings/that clench 

like/cushioned jaws” (qtd. in O’Donnell 3). This passage is filled with powerful imagery. At this 

point, it is not entirely clear what these “trappings” are that the author refers to, but what readers 
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do understand immediately is that they “clench/like cushioned jaws” (qtd. in O’Donnell 3). This 

simile is an odd but intriguing usage of words here. The point seems to be that the real pain of 

losing youth often is not felt as intensely as other experiences might, because unlike the feel of 

“sharp” jaws that might snap down on someone in an instant, like in the wake of a terrible 

emotional trauma or tragedy, these jaws are “cushioned.” The sharp sting is dulled, and therefore 

more bearable and easier to ignore.  

 The poet continues, with the second half of the poem appearing almost like a command: 

“Settle down/become a slave/to a job/Lose some hair/because your kid’s clothes/don’t stack up” 

(qtd. in O’Donnell 3). The first two lines appear to be in contradiction with one another. After 

all, if someone is a “slave”, could he or she really be settled in anything? However, the author 

seems to be building upon the points made in the preceding lines: it is easier to settle because the 

pain of losing youth is not sharp and immediately debilitating. Also, the fact that the author starts 

this “command” with a new line, thereby capitalizing the first letter in “Settle,” it gives the words 

more authority. The author then goes on to explain the common motivation many have for 

sacrificing their youth: for the sake of a job and a family. One goes to a job to make money to 

help provide for a family. It therefore becomes a perpetual cycle commonly associated with 

adulthood. The theme here appears to be that in contrast with childhood, adulthood has different 

priorities, and so one must make sacrifices for the sake of another, greater good; in this case, 

such sacrifices include freedom (“become a slave”) and hair, which also comes off as a more 

authoritative command with its capitalization (“Lose some hair”).  

 The last lines then deliver the negative overarching message of the poem with resounding 

finality: “And soon/the bed you crawl into at night/feels/like a grave/And your blanket/like 

cemetery/Sod” (qtd. in O’Donnell 3). There are consequences for forsaking one’s youth to make 
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a living and raise a family, just as there are consequences for selling one’s soul to the Devil in 

exchange for power to achieve what may at the time seem like a greater good. With this, the 

author uses yet another simile to tell readers that if one forfeits or denies a part of himself or 

herself, then that person will feel empty, until even what may have seemed like a welcome end to 

a long, exhausting day (a bed and blanket) feels closer to death than anything else. And here is 

where more powerful imagery is shown. The lesson here is that one must never forget the 

foundations that helped make them into the person they are today, because it could either make 

them a better person tomorrow, or an empty shell of a human being by the time all else is said 

and done. There is also some alliteration here in “cemetery/Sod”, perhaps to emphasize the 

imagery. Both “ands” are also capitalized; this may be to bring emphasis in a way someone 

might start a new sentence. It is fairly common—if not sometimes frowned upon—to start a 

sentence with “and”, usually to bring emphasis on a final point (“And soon your bed…And your 

blanket”). And now that we have read the poem in its entirety, we can return to the first line: 

“Youth ain’t got nothing” (qtd. in O’Donnell 3). Based on the context of the rest of the poem, it 

does indeed appear to be some sort of “cop-out” after all.  

 Personally, I found the poem incredibly impactful because I believe there is a lot of truth 

to what the author is saying. Every phase of life is an important one, and even though there are 

different expectations and priorities at each stage, that does not mean one should completely 

abandon whatever he or she learned or did or thought during that earlier stage. It is important to 

build upon the foundations we work on all our lives, and all the pieces must be there and 

working together to create a finished masterpiece. If any part of it becomes abandoned or falls 

into disuse, then at least part of the final structure will be decrepit and unusable without at least 

considerable repair done to it. We do not have to start from scratch. We have something to look 
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back on and something to contribute to what is already there at any point in time, no matter what. 

Therefore, though I would say the message itself is not necessarily original or unique, the way in 

which the poet presented it here was.  

The Truth about Youth  

 

We speak of the follies of youth 

As if youth is 

Wild and unruly, 

A force to be reckoned with. 

But no matter what strides we take, 

Youth is always there, 

And takes many forms 

In our phases of life: 

Passion, ambition, 

The simple joys we have. 

We suppress the child 

For the adult, 

But we forget 

The driving forces of 

Early development 

To give us discernment 

Between what worries are worthwhile 

And what makes us 

Slowly wither, 

Robots in routine 

Until it is too late to see 

The Truth 
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