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What Is The The
Outsiders About

Introduction: A Story That
Speaks Across Generations

First published in 1967 by a teenage author, S.E. Hinton's novel
The Outsiders remains a cornerstone of young adult literature. If
you have ever asked yourself, "What is The Outsiders about?",
the answer goes far beyond a simple plot summary. At its heart,
this novel is a raw and emotional exploration of class conflict,
friendship, loyalty, and the search for identity. It tells the story
of two rival groups—the working-class "Greasers" and the
affluent "Socs" (pronounced "soashes")—and the tragic events
that force a fourteen-year-old boy named Ponyboy Curtis to
confront the harsh realities of social division and loss. Because
the novel is written from Ponyboy's perspective, readers
experience his inner turmoil as he grapples with what it means to
be an outsider in a world that seems determined to label people.
Over fifty years later, the question "What is The Outsiders
about?" continues to resonate because the themes of belonging,
violence, and hope remain timeless.



Plot Overview: The Conflict That
Drives the Story

To understand what The Outsiders is about, it helps to start
with its central conflict. The novel is set in Tulsa, Oklahoma,
during the 1960s. The Greasers are a gang of boys from the
wrong side of the tracks: they wear long, greased hair, leather
jackets, and torn jeans. They are poor, often neglected at home,
and look out for one another because society offers them little
else. The Socs, meanwhile, are the rich kids from the West Side
who drive fancy cars, wear madras shirts, and have everything
handed to them—yet they are still strangely unhappy and prone
to violence against the Greasers simply for sport.

The story begins with Ponyboy Curtis walking home alone from
the movies and being jumped by a group of Socs. His older
brothers Darry and Sodapop, along with the rest of their Greaser
gang—Johnny Cade, Two-Bit Mathews, Steve Randle, and the
dangerously charismatic Dallas Winston—rescue him. But the
tension escalates when Ponyboy and Johnny meet two Soc girls,
Cherry Valance and Marcia, at a drive-in movie. This innocent
encounter leads to a confrontation later that night when the same
Socs, including Bob Sheldon, Cherry's boyfriend, attack
Ponyboy and Johnny in a park. In a desperate act of self-
defense, Johnny kills Bob. Terrified and believing they have no
support from the authorities, the two boys flee to an abandoned
church in the countryside, with Dallas helping them hide.

While hiding, Ponyboy and Johnny read Gone with the Wind and
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discuss poetry, especially Robert Frost's "Nothing Gold Can
Stay," which becomes a key symbol for lost innocence. They
also shave their heads to disguise themselves. However, their
sanctuary is destroyed when the church catches fire while they
are inside. Ponyboy and Johnny heroically rescue a group of
schoolchildren trapped in the burning building, but Johnny is
severely burned and breaks his back. Meanwhile, Dallas is also
injured but survives. The boys become local heroes, yet the
violence is not over. In the subsequent rumble between the
Greasers and the Socs, the Greasers win, but the victory feels
hollow. Johnny dies from his injuries, and a devastated Dallas
goes on a suicidal rampage, robbing a store and being shot dead
by police. Ponyboy is left to recover from his physical and
emotional wounds, but he begins to write his story as a way to
make sense of the tragedy—the very story that becomes the
novel itself.

Key Themes That Define the
Novel

When readers ask, "What is The Outsiders about?", the
answer lies in its enduring themes. The novel is not merely a
plot-driven adventure; it is a meditation on several profound
issues.

Class Conflict and Social Division

The most obvious theme is the chasm between the rich and the
poor. The Greasers and Socs are defined by their economic



status, and the novel shows how society judges people based on
appearance and background. Hinton does not present either
group as entirely good or bad—the Socs also suffer, but the
system privileges them in ways that the Greasers can never
access. The question "What is The Outsiders about?" must
include this exploration of inequality and the futility of violence
born from resentment.

Friendship and Loyalty

At its core, the novel celebrates the bond among the Greasers.
They have dysfunctional families—Ponyboy's parents died in a
car crash, Johnny's parents are abusive and neglectful, and
Dallas has no real home. The gang becomes a surrogate family.
Loyalty is tested repeatedly: Johnny stays with Ponyboy after
Bob's death, and the boys risk their lives for one another. This
theme answers the question of what The Outsiders is about on
a deeply emotional level: it is about finding family where you
can.

Loss of Innocence and the Pain of Growing Up

Ponyboy begins the novel as a dreamer who loves movies and
sunsets. By the end, he has witnessed death, participated in
violence, and struggled with trauma. Robert Frost's poem
"Nothing Gold Can Stay" is recited by Johnny on his deathbed,
urging Ponyboy to "stay gold." This symbolizes the inevitable
loss of innocence that comes with experience. The novel asks
readers to consider how difficult it is to preserve one's idealism
in a harsh world.
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The Heroism of the "Outsider"

The novel also challenges the idea of who can be a hero. The
Greasers are considered hoods and delinquents by society, yet
they perform courageous acts: Johnny saves children from the
fire, Dallas also enters the burning church, and Ponyboy tries to
do what is right. The Outsiders suggests that heroism is not
limited to the powerful or the privileged; it can be found in those
who have been pushed to the margins.

Memorable Characters and Their
Roles

Understanding what The Outsiders is about also requires
getting to know the characters who populate the story. Each
represents a different response to hardship.

Ponyboy Curtis: The narrator and protagonist. He is
sensitive, intelligent, and loves reading and movies. He
represents the possibility of transcending one's
environment through art and empathy.
Johnny Cade: The shy, abused greaser who becomes a
hero and a martyr. His transformation from a scared boy
to a selfless individual is central to the novel's moral arc.
Dallas Winston: A hardened, reckless greaser who has
been in trouble since childhood. His tragic end shows the
consequences of a life without hope.
Darry Curtis: Ponyboy's oldest brother, forced to
become the head of the family after their parents' death.



He is strict and stern out of love and fear for Ponyboy's
future.
Sodapop Curtis: The middle brother, charming and fun-
loving, but also struggling with his own dreams deferred.
Two-Bit Mathews: The comic relief, but also a loyal
friend who represents the value of humor in dark times.
Cherry Valance: A Soc who befriends Ponyboy and
Johnny. She demonstrates that individuals can see beyond
group labels.

Setting and Atmosphere

The novel’s setting is not just a backdrop; it actively shapes the
characters' lives. The Greasers live in the "East Side"
neighborhoods with run-down houses and empty lots. The Socs
live in the "West Side" with manicured lawns and swimming
pools. This geographical divide reinforces the social one. The
novel is filled with sensory details—the smell of hair grease, the
sound of rumbling cars, the feel of broken glass on a dark
street—that immerse readers in the world of the Greasers. The
abandoned church on Jay Mountain becomes a symbol of refuge
and, later, of sacrifice. By grounding the story in a specific time
and place, Hinton makes the universal conflicts feel immediate
and real.

Literary Significance and Impact

When S.E. Hinton wrote The Outsiders at age 16, she used the
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pen name "S.E." to avoid gender bias, because she was writing
from a male perspective. The novel’s gritty realism was
groundbreaking for young adult fiction. Previously, books for
teenagers often dealt with lighter subjects. Hinton tackled
violence, poverty, and death with unflinching honesty, and young
readers responded powerfully. The novel has sold millions of
copies worldwide and is frequently taught in schools. It was
adapted into a 1983 film directed by Francis Ford Coppola,
which helped launch the careers of young actors like Tom
Cruise, Patrick Swayze, Rob Lowe, Emilio Estevez, and Matt
Dillon.

The enduring question, "What is The Outsiders about?", also
leads to discussions about empathy. The novel famously says,
"Things are rough all over," a line spoken by Cherry that
reminds readers that everyone has struggles, even those who
appear privileged. The book encourages readers to look beyond
stereotypes and to recognize the shared humanity between rivals.

Why the Novel Still Matters
Today

Decades after its publication, The Outsiders remains relevant
because class divisions, gang violence, and the challenges of
adolescence have not disappeared. Young people still feel like
outsiders in their own schools and communities. The novel
offers a voice to those who feel invisible or judged. It also
provides a powerful lesson about the costs of hatred and the
redemptive value of storytelling. When readers ask, "What is



The Outsiders about?", they are really asking what it means to be
human in a world that tries to put people into boxes. Ponyboy's
final act—writing the story—is an act of defiance against being
forgotten or dismissed. He becomes the hero of his own
narrative, and in doing so, he invites readers to write their own
stories, too.

Conclusion: A Timeless Tale of
Struggle and Hope

In answering the question "What is The Outsiders about?",
one can summarize it as a story of two gangs, a tragic death, and
a boy's coming of age. But the novel is much more than that. It
is a cry for understanding, a tribute to true friendship, and a
testament to the resilience of the human spirit. It shows that
even those who are on the fringes of society can have dignity,
courage, and a voice worth hearing. For anyone who has ever
felt like an outsider, this novel offers both a mirror and a
window—a mirror to see their own struggles reflected, and a
window into a world where staying "gold" is worth fighting for.
Whether you are reading it for the first time or returning to it
years later, The Outsiders continues to teach us that the most
profound stories come from the people society least expects to
tell them.


