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In Cold Blood 

  In a time and place where nothing ever went awry, the mysterious killings of the Clutter 

family redefined horror. With no apparent motive or enemies, the small community of Holcomb, 

Kansas soon learns the magnitude of damage that abnormalities in behavior can cause. In 

Truman Capote’s “In Cold Blood,” Capote reconstructs the true events of a seemingly perfect 

crime through a variety of angles in order to demonstrate the significance of perspective.   

 Towards the beginning of the story, Capote makes an appeal to pathos and emphasizes 

the change in viewpoints when describing the tragedy’s effect on the community. The daughter, 

Nancy Clutter, had been dating a boy named Bobby before she was killed. Upon the realization 

that she was gone forever, Capote depicts the devastation through the perspective of Bobby’s 

younger brother, “He couldn’t remember ever seeing Bobby cry, and he didn’t want to, so he 

lowered his eyes,” (Capote 73). Throughout time, men have been told—literally and/or 

subliminally—to follow the rules of masculinity: to be tough. However, the refusal to witness 

Bobby’s tears was not because of societal guidelines; rather, it was because he wanted to 

maintain the perception he had of Bobby. Because such disheartening misfortune was a foreign 

agency, the brother lacked the skills of consoling, and more specifically: accepting the unfamiliar 

actions of a familiar figure. Bobby’s sense of stability was shattered; leaving the brother—who 

undoubtedly looked up to him—to discover a certain helplessness that had the power to alter any 
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outlook. Once the town accepted the news of the murdered Clutter family, the shock and despair 

transformed into fear. A detective working late received a phone-call from a worried wife, who 

tells him, “‘…when you come home tonight, you’ll have to ring the bell. I’ve had all the locks 

changed,’” (Capote 87). The impact of this extremely unexpected murder within this small, 

uneventful town left the inhabitants with an unavoidable paranoia, for many believed that the 

perpetrator had to be one of their very own; someone leading a double life as a violent criminal. 

Capote contrasts the radical shift in viewpoints of the townspeople before and after the deaths, 

demonstrating how any perspective can be subject to change.   

  Another method used to form a relationship between the characters and reader is the 

progression of insight Capote reveals about the culprits of the crime. While at the funeral for the 

Clutters, a brother of Mr. Clutter proclaims, “‘The doer of this act is going to find it very difficult 

indeed to live with himself. His only peace of mind will be when he goes to God for forgiveness. 

Let us not stand in the way but instead give prayers that he may find his peace,’” (Capote 107). 

The impression the reader has of the criminal(s) is only intensified by the humility and morality 

Mr. Clutter’s brother expresses. Although his goal is for the townspeople to diminish their anger 

and anguish, the notion of forgiveness seems outrageous at this point in the novel, only leading 

to harsher feelings towards the wrongdoer(s). Capote uses this to his advantage; to make the 

change of viewpoint as drastic as possible. The character development of the two killers—Dick 

and Perry—begins in a vague, dim light that gradually brightens with detail and depth. After 

committing and fleeing the crime, Dick and Perry travel south to escape reality. However, 

Perry—an artistic, complex, yet dangerous man—does not hesitate to confess his concern, 

“’Know what I think?’ said Perry. ‘I think there must be something wrong with us. To do what 

we did,’” (Capote 108). Although this statement does not take away from his cruel actions of 
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shooting four innocent people, his remorse provides evidence for a conscience. This not only 

questions the idea of Perry being a sociopath, but it also portrays a change in perspective of his 

own.   

 The perspectives of the characters are not the only ones evident throughout this novel. As 

Perry goes on to justify his dilemma of being misunderstood, “After all, it was ‘painful’ to 

imagine that one might be ‘not just right’—particularly if whatever was wrong with you was not 

your own fault but ‘maybe a thing you were born with,’” (Capote 110) the reader gets a sense 

that Perry might have a mental condition, such as Autism. The consistent portrayal of Perry’s 

abnormal characteristics provides evidence that Capote is suggesting this notion, which amends 

the reader’s perception of Perry. Another aspect that Capote addresses to reflect his own views is 

homosexuality. Although Dick and Perry were merely cellmates from the start, Dick clearly 

manipulates Perry for his own personal gain while Perry desires respect and companionship. 

Their relationship is never fully unmasked, but Perry’s dependency on Dick is reevaluated when 

Perry explains, “‘Some queers I’ve really liked. As long as they didn’t try anything. The most 

worth-while friend I ever had, really sensitive and intelligent, he turned out to be queer,’” 

(Capote 134). Whether or not this is true, Capote mentions this in order to reinstate his viewpoint 

on this issue, making a greater connection to those who may be able to relate to either Capote or 

Perry in terms of sexuality.  

 The significance of the unique and plentiful perspectives we collectively share should not 

be undermined or disregarded, no matter the situation or circumstance. Although my personal 

outlook on murder may be deeply embedded due to experience (losing a student from my high 

school to a sexual predator), I also know how it feels to know and love somebody behind bars. 

Additionally, I have my own perspective on mental conditions from growing up with a brother 
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with Down syndrome, but I do not look down upon those who are not familiar with handicapped 

lifestyles. Perspectives do not need to remain constant; there are always two sides to a story. 

Sympathizing for the death of the Clutters does not mean a person cannot also understand or pity 

Perry. 
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