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The Changing Life of Ponyboy Curtis 

 Throughout life, people change because of the experiences they have or because of the 

people they meet.  The novel, The Outsiders by S.E. Hinton, provides readers with an example of 

how and why people can change. The novel is about teenagers from two different social groups – 

the Greasers and the Socials – who are affected by their peers and their surroundings.  The 

Greasers and the Socs are known for always getting into fights with each other because the Socs 

are seen as superior to the Greasers.  Throughout the novel, Ponyboy Curtis changes dramatically 

as a result of the challenges that he faces.  In many ways, The Outsiders is a story about Ponyboy 

growing up and finding his own identity amidst the conflict between two groups known as the 

greasers and the socials (or socs).  At the start of the novel, Ponyboy identifies himself solely as 

a member of the greasers, but by the novel’s end, he has found his own identity as an individual.  

Ponyboy Curtis changes the way that he sees others, his surroundings, and himself as a result of 

the challenges he faces during his formative years. 

 As a boy of fourteen, Ponyboy struggles to formulate his own individual identity because 

of the very specific mold that others expect him to fit into as a greaser.  At the start of the novel, 

Ponyboy is assaulted by a group of socs on the way home from the movie theatre.  As Ponyboy 

prepares himself for a fight, one of the socs shouts, “‘Hey, grease.  We’re gonna do you a favor, 

greaser.  We’re cut all that long greasy hair off’” (Hinton 5).  It is clear from this initial 

interaction that tensions between the socs and the greasers are very high.  The socs have a strong, 
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negative opinion of greasers and apparently often demonstrate this through abusive language and 

physical attacks.  Ponyboy is being told repeatedly that he is not a person.  He is being told that 

he is nothing but greasy hair that can be pushed around.  This negatively affects his ability to 

formulate an individual identity because he is only recognized as a member of a group and one 

that is not highly respected at that.  In yet another conflict with the socs, Ponyboy hears even 

more negative messaging. Bob, a member of the socs, tells Ponyboy that greasers are “white 

trash with long hair” (Hinton 55).  Again, Ponyboy is being identified not as an individual young 

man, but as a part of a larger group that is stereotyped as being unintelligent because of their 

class.  Ponyboy retorts that “socs are nothing but white trash with Mustangs and madras shirts” 

(Hinton 55) leaving the reader to wonder what is so different about these two groups.  He 

struggles to find himself amongst an overwhelming group identity.  Ponyboy is quite reflective 

as a narrator and at a point toward the beginning of the novel, he remarks that some people are 

afraid of greasers, “but most looked at [them] as if they were dirt” (Hinton 15).  The nonverbal 

communication in the way in which others look at greasers speaks volumes for how others view 

Ponyboy as a member of this greaser group.  Ponyboy fits the description of a typical greaser: 

long, slicked back hair, dirty jeans, simple t-shirt, and sneakers.  Fitting this image has 

essentially eliminated the possibility of Ponyboy being seen as a distinct individual outside the 

group.  He feels as though he does not know who he is or how he fits into the world.  Ponyboy is 

significantly limited by the way in which others view him as a member of a large group.   
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Basic Citation Examples:  Please send students to an English teacher if they have specific 
questions you do not feel comfortable addressing! 
 
Non-embedded quote: 
As Ponyboy prepares himself for a fight, the narrator describes, “This is not actually from the 
text, it’s just an example” (Hinton 5). 
 
Embedded quote: 
Ponyboy retorts that “socs are nothing but white trash with Mustangs and madras shirts” 
(Hinton 55) leaving the reader to wonder what is so different about these two groups. 
 
Citing dialogue:  
As Ponyboy prepares himself for a fight, one of the socs shouts, “‘Hey, grease.  We’re gonna do 
you a favor, greaser.  We’re cut all that long greasy hair off’” (Hinton 5). 
 
Citing text that ends in punctuation other than a period or a comma: 
Ponyboy wonders absentmindedly to himself, “Are the socs really just a bunch of madras 
wearing punks?” (Hinton 25).   
 
Mr. Villanueva exclaimed vehemently, “Chairs must remain on the ground at all times!” 
(Thoreau 65).   
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