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　　　      In My Life: The Long and Winding Road of Perry Smith
In Truman Capote’s book, “In Cold Blood,” one gets an in-depth, psychological view at 

minds and characters of two murderers. Throughout the story both the murderers, Dick and Perry, are gradually 
unveiled from the initial illusion of two murderers to two men with difficult pasts that lead up to their present 
criminal life. The most sympathetically captivating of these two men is Perry, who has the darkest past of the two. 
Growing up dependent on the approval of others, he lost sight of his true self and got lead astray by trying to meet 

the expectations of those who would acknowledge him. The emotional traumas that Perry endured in his life lead 
up to his one-handed murdering of the Clutter family.

Throughout Perry’s childhood, Perry found himself as he got older to be excluded and unloved by his 

family, especially his father. Without a mother that could take care of him, let alone herself, Perry looked up to his 
father as both his friend and his salvation. However, his relationship between him and his father started to drift 
apart. inflicting Perry with many emotional scars which would eventually set his path for being dependant on the 
approval of others. Perry’s interpretation of his life growing up under his father is very emotionally complex, with 
both feelings of love and resentment. As is described of the biography his father writes of him, “This biography 
always set racing a stable of emotions – self pity in the lead, love and hate running evenly at first, the ladder 
ultimately pulling ahead.” (130) While his father did provide for him what his mother could not, Perry eventually 
grew a hatred for his father as he got older and his many potentialities went unnoticed. His deprivation of an 
education was the lead factor. While the rest of his family was provided a normal education, Perry was forced to 
stick by his father and be his helper. Watching the rest of his family live a life of more opportunity than himself, 
Perry began to resent his father for holding him back. As he says when he lets out his anger on his sister, “I was his 
nigger. That’s all. Somebody he could work their guts out and never have to pay them one hot dime.” (185) As his 
hate for his family grew, he began to lose respect for himself as well, which he continues, “You think I like myself? 
Oh, the man I could have been! But that bastard never gave me a chance. Every damn one of you got an education. 
Everybody but me. And I hate you, all of you – Dad and everyone.” (185) Once his relationship with his father fell 
apart, Perry would then find himself seeking the validation he did not receive from his family elsewhere.
Perry continued to search for the salvation he found in validation and acknowledgement. The path he 
would end up on though would eventually push him to the extreme in shaping himself into the character of others. 

His “real and only friend,” (42) his former cellmate Willie-Jay, was initially the only person he ever considered 
himself validated by. As is described of his vision of Willie-Jay, “Only Willie-Jay had ever recognized his worth, 
his potentialities, had acknowledged that he was not just an undersized, over-muscled half-breed, had seen him for 
all the moralizing, as he saw himself – ‘exceptional,’ ‘rare,’ ‘artistic.’” (45) Perry looked up to Willie-Jay though 
not only as a friend, but a savior. In fear of losing his respect, Perry even went as far as faking a desire to be helped 
by God through Willie-Jay’s religious wisdom, since it was one thing that brought them together. Although he did 
not want to lie to his best friend at first, he tried to win the approval of Willie-Jay by trying to be the man who he 
thought he had hoped. “Yet should he admit this and risk forfeiting the one friend who ever ‘truly understood’ 
him?” (43) Once Perry got out on parole, however, he immediately found himself in the same rut with his new 
friend, Dick. Left with only the friendship of Dick, he would turn the image of his savior over to Dick, and once 
again try to carve himself into the image he thought his savior desired: he gave himself the profile of a murderer. 
“His original interest in Perry, his assessment of Perry’s character and potentialities, was founded on a story Perry 
had once told him of how he had beaten a colored man to death.” (109) With nobody else to turn to, Perry was now 
on a road he could not turn back from.
Although Perry found himself dependent on others, it is not to say that he did not initially have his own
free intentions in life. Perry spent his whole life trying to find the one thing that could make him happy, but his 
dream went unrealized just as it was ignored by others. The ability he seems most proud of is his musical talent, 
which he makes a point of mentioning when he talks about his ignored talents. “Whole sections of me Dad 
was ignorant of. Didn’t understand an iota of it. I had this great natural musical ability. Which Dad didn’t 
recognize. I never got any encouragement – from him or anybody else.” (133) This was a key dream he had hoped 
to see realized one day, but without the encouragement of the people he looked up to, he felt hopeless. The stage 
name he had made for himself, “Parry O’Parsons,” is the representative figure of who he really wanted to be. With 
Dick in the picture though, he yet again found himself dependent on the direction of another. “He was afraid to 
leave Dick; merely to consider it made him feel ‘sort of sick,’ as though he were trying to make up his mind to 
‘jump off’ a train going ninety-nine miles and hour.” (124) With his thought that nothing could happen without 
Dick by his side, he was trapped in trying to stick by someone else’s side again. For what would eventually become 

the last time, he had to drop his life for devotion to someone else’s. “Perry O’Parsons had died without ever having 
lived. What was there to look forward to? He and Dick were ‘running a race without a finish line’ – that was how it 
struck him.” (102)
Perry’s determination to prove himself, and also what would become the goal to disprove his whole past, 
finally drove him to the ultimate limit of his patience. Perry at first is determined to not enter the Clutter house, 
but eventually lets his ego get in the way when he feels disappointed in. He explains what he “saw” Dick saying, 
“Here I’ve set up this big score, here we’ve come all this way, and now this punk wants to chicken out. He said, 
‘Maybe you think I ain’t got the guts to do it alone. But, by God, I’ll show you who’s got guts.’” (235) The threat 
to Perry’s self-confidence was too overwhelming for him. He loses patience with Dick over whether they will leave 
the family alive or not, and decides to take matters into his own hands. “I meant to call his bluff, make him argue 
me out of it, make him admit he was a phony and a coward. See, it was something between and Dick.” (244) But it 
was not just Dick with who he had a point to prove. Although he at the same time did not want to hurt anyone, he 
felt control as he grabbed the knife, the ability to take out his anger on whoever he could. “I don’t think I could live 
with myself. But the way it was, it was like picking targets in a shooting gallery.” (291) Perry enters an emotional 
state of confusion, taking his anger out on his whole past. As the psychologist who analyzes Perry explains, Perry 
saw Mr. Clutter as a representation of a character in his past that he felt a traumatic grudge against. As Perry is 
trying to call Dick’s bluff, he sees harming Mr. Clutter as being his expression of control, his way of proving 
himself as whom he wants himself to be seen. “It is Dr Satten’s contention that only the first murder matters 
psychologically, and that when Smith attacked Mr. Clutter he was under a mental eclipse, deep in a schizophrenic 
darkness, for it was not entirely a flesh-and-blood man he ‘suddenly discovered’ himself destroying, but ‘a key 
figure in some past traumatic configuration.” (302) Perry’s confession of this idea can be seen when he says,  
“They [the Clutters] never hurt me. Like other people. Like people have all my life. Maybe it’s just that the Clutters 
were the ones who had to pay for it.” (302) 
Perry’s many life confusions are traced all the way up to his unforgivable crime, and it is clear that 

he was at heart not a real murderer. Being made dependent on the approval of others and having to make up a new 
identity for himself, he got lead astray from his real self. He may be guilty of taking his frustration out on the lives 
of others, but he is none the more victimized himself for having his life taken away from him even before he was 

ultimately put out of his misery.
