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INTRODUCTION TO
A MODERN
CLASSIC

In  the  vast  landscape
o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y
American crime fiction,
few  works  resonate
w i t h  t h e  r a w ,
unflinching  honesty
f o u n d  i n  W a l t e r
M o s l e y ’ s  n o v e l ,
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned.
Published in 1998, this
b o o k  m a r k e d  a
significant  departure
from Mosley’s  beloved

Easy  Rawlins  series,
introducing  readers  to
Socrates  Fortlow,  a
c h a r a c t e r  w h o
embodies  resilience,
moral  complexity,  and
the brutal reality of life
on  the  margins.  The
title  itself,  Always
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned,
serves  as  a  powerful
metaphor for the daily
existence  of  many
individuals  trapped  in
cycles  of  poverty,
crime,  and  systemic
oppression. This article
delves  deep  into  the
l a y e r s  o f  t h i s
except ional  work,
exploring  its  themes,
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characters, and lasting
impact  on  literature
a n d  s o c i a l
consciousness.

WALTER MOSLEY:
THE ARCHITECT OF
URBAN NOIR

To  fully  appreciate
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned,
one  must  first
understand  the  mind
behind  its  creation.
Walter  Mosley  rose to
prominence  in  the
early  1990s  with  his
Easy Rawlins detective
series, which brought a
d is t inct ly  Af r ican
American  perspective
to  the  hardbo i led
de tec t i ve  gen re .
However,  with  this
novel, Mosley aimed to
do something different.
He wanted to create a
character who was not
a detective, not a hero
in the traditional sense,
but a man struggling to

find his moral compass
in  a  world  that  had
long since given up on
him.
Mosley’s  writ ing  is
characterized  by  its
lyrical  prose,  sharp
d i a l o g u e ,  a n d  a n
u n y i e l d i n g
c o m m i t m e n t  t o
p o r t r a y i n g  t h e
complexities  of  black
l i fe  in  Amer ica.  In
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned,
he  str ips  away  the
g l a m o u r  o f t e n
associated  with  crime
fiction  and  presents  a
stark, unvarnished look
at the consequences of
v i o l e n c e  a n d  t h e
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
redemption. The novel
i s  a  c o l l e c t i o n  o f
interconnected stories,
each  one  a  vignette
into the life of Socrates
Fortlow,  a  convicted
killer  trying to build a
new  life  after  serving
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27 years in prison.

The Birth
of
Socrates
Fortlow
Socrates Fortlow is one
of the most compelling
characters  in  modern
l i terature.  Named
ironically  after  the
g r e a t  G r e e k
philosopher,  Socrates
is  a  man of  immense
physical  strength  and
intellectual  depth.  He
l i v e s  i n  a  t i n y ,
dilapidated  apartment
in Watts, Los Angeles,
surviving  on  odd  jobs
and the  goodwill  of  a
few  f r iends .  He  i s
haunted by his past—a
past  that  includes
murder,  violence,  and
a  d e e p  s e n s e  o f
shame. Yet, he is also a

m a n  c a p a b l e  o f
profound  kindness,
philosophical  insight,
and  an  unwavering
commitment  to  doing
what is right.
The  nove l  fo l lows
S o c r a t e s  a s  h e
n a v i g a t e s  t h e
treacherous  waters  of
his  community.  He  is
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
by  the  forces  around
him:  the  police,  the
gangs,  the  poverty,
and  h is  own  inner
d e m o n s .  B u t  h e
refuses  to  surrender.
Instead,  he  fights,  not
with fists and weapons,
b u t  w i t h  r e a s o n ,
p a t i e n c e ,  a n d  a n
unyielding moral code.
This  tension  between
his violent past and his
desire  for  a  peaceful
present  is  the  engine
t h a t  d r i v e s  t h e
narrative  forward.
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THEMATIC DEPTH:
BEYOND THE
SURFACE OF
CRIME FICTION

A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always Outgunned is
more than just a crime
novel. It is a meditation
on  some  of  the  most
pressing issues of  our
t i m e :  m a s s
incarceration,  racial
injustice,  poverty,  and
the  poss ib i l i t y  o f
p e r s o n a l
transformation.  Mosley
uses  the  character  of
Socrates  Fortlow  to
explore  these  themes
in  a  way that  is  both
i n t e l l e c t u a l l y
c h a l l e n g i n g  a n d
e m o t i o n a l l y
devastating.

Redempti

on and
the
Weight of
the Past
Central to the novel is
t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f
whether  a  person can
truly change.  Socrates
Fortlow has committed
terrible acts.  He killed
two  people  in  a  fit  of
rage, and he has spent
nearly three decades in
prison  paying  for  his
crimes.  But  upon  his
r e l e a s e ,  h e  i s
determined  to  live  a
different kind of life. He
wants to be a force for
good in his community,
e v e n  w h e n  t h a t
community  is  hostile
and  unforgiving.
Mosley  does  not  offer
easy answers. Socrates
struggles  every  day
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with  his  temper,  his
inst incts ,  and  the
weight of his past. He
i s  A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
by his own history. Yet,
he persists. He takes in
a  young  boy  named
Darryl,  trying  to  steer
him  away  from  the
path  of  violence.  He
confronts a local gang
leader ,  not  wi th  a
weapon ,  bu t  w i th
w o r d s .  H e  s e e k s
forgiveness  from  the
sister  of  one  of  his
victims.  These acts  of
c o u r a g e  a n d
vulnerability  are  what
make Socrates Fortlow
such a memorable and
inspiring character.

The
Urban

Landscap
e as a
Character
Los  Ange les ,  and
specifically  the
neighborhood of Watts,
is not just a setting in
this novel; it is a living,
breath ing  ent i ty .
Mosley  captures  the
heat,  the  noise,  the
desperation,  and  the
unexpected  moments
of  beauty  that  define
life  in  the  inner  city.
The  streets  are  filled
with  people  who  are
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
by  the  circumstances
of  their  birth.  They
struggle  to  find  work,
to  keep  their  families
t o g e t h e r ,  a n d  t o
maintain  their  dignity
in a world that seems
determined  to  strip  it
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away.
Mosley’s  portrayal  of
W a t t s  i s  b o t h
s y m p a t h e t i c  a n d
unflinching.  He  does
n o t  r o m a n t i c i z e
poverty  or  violence.
Instead, he shows how
systemic  forces  shape
i n d i v i d u a l  l i v e s ,
creating  a  cycle  of
despair  that  is  almost
impossible  to  break.
Socrates Fortlow is one
of  the  few  characters
who has the awareness
and the  will  to  try  to
break  that  cycle,  but
even he is not always
successful.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: THE
PEOPLE AROUND
SOCRATES

While  Socrates  is  the
heart of the novel, the
supporting  characters
are equally well-drawn
and  essential  to  the
s t o r y .  E a c h  o n e

represents  a  different
aspect  of  life  in  the
margins  of  American
society,  and each one
i s  A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always Outgunned in
their own way.

Darryl:
The Boy
on the
Edge
Darryl  is  a young boy
who lives next door to
Socrates.  He is  smart,
curious,  and  full  of
potential, but he is also
drawn to the street life
that surrounds him. He
sees  the  money,  the
respect, and the power
that comes with being
a  gang  member,  and
h e  i s  t e m p t e d .
Socrates  takes  Darryl
under  his  wing,  trying
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t o  t e a c h  h i m  t h e
lessons  he  himself
learned the hard way.
T h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p
between  the  two  is
tender  and  fraught,  a
d e p i c t i o n  o f
mentorship that is both
beautiful and fragile.

Right
Burke:
The
Friend in
Need
Right  Burke  is  one  of
Socrates’s few friends.
He is  a man who has
also been to prison and
is trying to stay on the
straight  and  narrow.
Right  is  a  source  of
support  for  Socrates,
b u t  h e  i s  a l s o  a
reminder of how easy it
is to fall back into old

h a b i t s .  T h e  b o n d
between the two men
is  based  on  a  shared
history  and  a  mutual
understanding  of  the
struggle  to  survive.

Luvia:
The
Anchor of
the
Communi
ty
Luvia is a woman who
runs a small restaurant
in  the  neighborhood.
She  is  a  mother  figure
to  many,  including
Socrates. She provides
food,  comfort,  and
wisdom  to  those  who
c o m e  t o  h e r .  H e r
character  represents
the  resi l ience  and
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compassion that exists
within  even  the  most
damaged communities.
She  sees  the  good  in
Socrates  when  others
see only his past.

NARRATIVE
STRUCTURE:
STORIES WITHIN A
STORY

A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always Outgunned is
structured  as  a  series
of  interconnected
stories  rather  than  a
single linear narrative.
This  structure  allows
Mosley  to  explore
different  facets  of
Socrates’s  l i fe  and
character. Each story is
a  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d
episode,  but  together
they form a mosaic of
a  man’s  struggle  for
redemption.
The episodic nature of
the  novel  reflects  the
fragmented  reality  of

life  in  the  inner  city.
T h e r e  i s  n o  n e a t
narrative arc, no clear
beginning, middle, and
end.  There  is  just  a
series  of  challenges,
each  one  requiring
Socrates to draw upon
h i s  s t r e n g t h ,  h i s
w i s d o m ,  a n d  h i s
h u m a n i t y .  T h i s
s t r u c t u r e  a l s o
reinforces the theme of
b e i n g  A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
A l w a y s
O u t g u n n e d — l i f e
comes at you from all
sides, and you have to
be ready to face it one
battle at a time.

LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE AND
CRITICAL
RECEPTION

Upon  i t s  re lease ,
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
w a s  m e t  w i t h
widespread  critical
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acclaim.  Reviewers
praised Mosley’s ability
to  create  a  character
who  was  both  deeply
flawed  and  deeply
sympathetic. The novel
w a s  s e e n  a s  a
departure  from  the
conventions  of  crime
fiction,  elevating  the
genre  to  a  level  of
social commentary and
literary  sophistication
t h a t  w a s  r a r e  i n
American  letters.
The  book  also  won
several  awards  and
was  adapted  into  a
television  film  starring
Laurence  Fishburne,
introducing  Socrates
Fort low  to  an  even
wider  audience.  The
film, like the book, was
praised  for  its  gritty
r e a l i s m  a n d  i t s
p o w e r f u l
p e r f o r m a n c e s .
However, it is the novel
t h a t  r e m a i n s  t h e
definitive  version  of
the story, with its rich

p r o s e  a n d  i t s
unflinching portrayal of
a man who is Always
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
but who refuses to give
up.

THE ENDURING
RELEVANCE OF
ALWAYS
OUTNUMBERED
ALWAYS
OUTGUNNED

More than two decades
after  its  publication,
A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
remains as relevant as
ever.  The  issues  it
a d d r e s s e s — m a s s
incarceration,  racial
inequal i ty ,  po l ice
bruta l i ty ,  and  the
struggle  for  personal
redemption—are still at
the  forefront  of  the
A m e r i c a n
consciousness.  The
nove l  se rves  as  a
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reminder  that  behind
every  statistic  about
crime  and  poverty,
t h e r e  a r e  h u m a n
beings  with  their  own
stor ies ,  the i r  own
struggles,  and  their
o w n  c a p a c i t y  f o r
change.
Socrates  Fortlow  is  a
c h a r a c t e r  w h o
r e s o n a t e s  t o d a y
because he represents
the  poss ib i l i t y  o f
transformation.  In  a
world that often seems
divided  and  hopeless,
his  story  offers  a
glimmer  of  light.  He
s h o w s  u s  t h a t  n o
matter  how  much  we
a r e  A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned,
we can still  choose to
act  w i th  courage,
compass i on ,  and
integrity. He is a hero
for  our  t imes ,  not
because he is perfect,
but because he keeps
trying.

COMPARISONS TO
OTHER WORKS IN
THE GENRE

While Walter Mosley is
often  compared  to
other  great  cr ime
writers  like  Raymond
Chandler  and  Dashiell
Hammett,  Always
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned
occupies  a  unique
space  in  the  literary
landscape.  Unlike  the
hardboiled  detectives
of  the  past,  Socrates
F o r t l o w  i s  n o t  a n
outsider who descends
into a corrupt world to
solve a crime. He is a
part  of  that  world,
shaped  by  i t ,  and
trying to survive within
it.
The novel  also  invites
comparison to works of
social realism, such as
Richard Wright’s Native
Son  or  Ralph  Ellison’s
Invisible  Man .  Like
those  novels,  it  is  a
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searing  indictment  of
the  systemic  forces
that  oppress  black
people in America. But
Mosley’s  work  is  also
deep ly  pe r sona l ,
f o c u s i n g  o n  t h e
internal struggle of one
man  to  find  meaning
and purpose in a world
tha t  o f t en  seems
devoid  of  both.
In  this  sense,  Always
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always Outgunned is
a novel that transcends
genre.  It  is  a  crime
novel, a work of social
c r i t i c i s m ,  a n d  a
p h i l o s o p h i c a l
meditation  all  rolled
into  one.  It  is  a  book
that rewards rereading,
revealing  new  depths
and new insights  with
each encounter.

PRACTICAL
LESSONS FROM
SOCRATES

FORTLOW

What can readers learn
from Socrates Fortlow?
Perhaps  the  most
important  lesson  is
that change is possible,
but it requires constant
effort.  Socrates  does
not  wake up  one  day
transformed. He works
eve ry  day  to  be  a
b e t t e r  m a n .  H e
confronts his anger, his
fears,  and  his  shame.
He admits his mistakes
and  t r ies  to  make
amends. He is Always
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned,
but  he  never  stops
fighting.
Another  lesson  is  the
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
community.  Socrates
does  not  try  to  go  it
alone. He relies on his
friends,  his  neighbors,
and even his enemies.
He  understands  that
we  are  all  connected,
and  that  our  actions
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have  consequences
that  ripple  outward.
This is a message that
is  particularly  relevant
in an age of increasing
i s o l a t i o n  a n d
polarization.
F ina l ly ,  the  nove l
teaches  us  about  the
power  of  storytelling.
Socrates is a man who
uses  stories  to  make
sense of his life and to
connect  with  others.
He  tells  Darryl  stories
a b o u t  h i s  t i m e  i n
prison,  not  to  scare
him, but to teach him.
He listens to the stories
of  others,  offering
e m p a t h y  a n d
understanding.  In  a

world  that  is  Always
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always  Outgunned,
stories  are  a  way  of
creating  meaning  and
b u i l d i n g  b r i d g e s
between  people.

CONCLUSION: A
LASTING LEGACY

A l w a y s
O u t n u m b e r e d
Always Outgunned is
more than just a novel.
It is a testament to the
resilience of the human
spirit.  Through  the
character  of  Socrates
Fortlow, Walter Mosley
has given us a hero for
the ages—


