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      A Believer in Fate 

The addicting novel told by Truman Capote, In Cold Blood is based on a murder of the 

Clutter family. Unexpectedly, Capote does not lead the reader to build animosity toward the 

killers and seems to purposely build empathy towards them. Capote seems to favor one of the 

killers, Perry Smith, more than the other, Dick Hickock.  While Smith is obviously troubled and 

is the product of an unfortunate childhood he is also captivating because of his intelligence. 

Capote humanizes Perry through the exploration of his belief in predetermined events and his set 

of superstitions which he always pays mind to. Capote states, “The compulsively superstitious 

person is also very often a serious believer in fate; that was the case with Perry” (Capote, 42). 

Upon arriving in Kansas Perry seems to already possess a sense of foreboding… An awareness 

of an inescapable conclusion to the journey upon which he is about to commence.  “He was here, 

and embarked on the present errand, not because he wished but because fate had arranged the 

matter…” (Capote, 42). This essay will explore Perry‟s belief in fate and the weight he attributes 

to his dreams because of this belief. If Perry had chosen to act against his fate and pay more 

attention to his superstitions, his fate could have been drastically different.  

Before the crime is even committed Perry‟s gut feeling is telling him something is not 

right. When Dick and Perry are on their way to the River Valley Farm, they stop at a gas station 
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and while Perry is in the restroom he receives a „sign‟ which triggers him to simultaneously and 

subconsciously plant the seed of his ill feeling toward the crime in the back of his mind. “…They 

were glue-covered, sticky and thin, and as he inched them on, one tore—not a dangerous tear, 

just a split between the fingers, but it seemed to him an omen.” (Capote, 53) Here, Perry could 

have easily changed his mind and decided not to take part in the murder.  

Perry treats his superstitions with the same degree of seriousness as he treats his dreams. 

Perry admits to and describes a recurring dream in circulation since childhood. In this dream he 

is trying to pick diamonds from a tree which bears them as fruit but is guarded by a snake. 

Although the snake does claim Perry‟s leg in the dream  he is saved by a bird “‟Taller than Jesus, 

yellow like a sunflower,‟ a warrior-angel who blinded the nuns with its beak fed upon their eyes, 

slaughtered them as they “pleaded for mercy,” then so gently lifted him, enfolded him, winged 

him away to „paradise‟.” (93) “Thus, the snake, that custodian of the diamond-bearing tree, never 

finished devouring him but was itself always devoured. And afterward the blessed ascent! 

Ascension to a paradise that in one version was merely a „feeling‟” (Capote, 93). In retrospect 

this brings the reader full-circle before the book is done. The snake itself may actually represent 

Dick who corrupts Perry and utilizes him as a tool in order to carry out his plans at his disposal. 

Despite this, Perry is still a good person and is not completely ruined by Dick by the time of his 

demise. This explains why the snake does not claim Perry‟s entire body in the dream. Although 

he may not have known Dick to be the snake, he could have he had been „on guard,‟ looking to 

identify any snake like figures appearing in his life in order to prevent his fate.   

Perry is not the sole believer in a prewritten fate that follows him. Perry has two sisters 

and one brother, only one sister is living. His other sister, Fern, died from an unclear suicide or 

accident. His brother, Jimmy chose to end his life in addition to that of his wife who he suspected 
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was being unfaithful. While Barbara, Perry‟s only living sibling is home alone, she flips through 

a picture book filled with “pages of childhood snapshots—pictures made in Utah and Nevada 

and Idaho and Oregon” (184). Barbara Johnson concludes that none of „Tex John‟s children‟ are 

capable of escaping the end that awaits them. She states, “They shared a doom against which 

virtue was no defense” (Capote, 185). 

The Earth seemed to have instilled a specific set of characteristics in Perry Smith. Among 

them were the belief in superstitions and a belief in predetermined fate. His awareness of his fate 

convinced him not to go against the grain because he believed the conclusion to his story was 

unavoidable. One can only wonder what his actions would have been had he lacked this belief. 

Capote builds a highly human character that is extremely intelligent in a light which directs the 

reader to sympathize with him. The reader can only wish that Perry had not believed, “Because 

once a thing is set to happen, all you can do is hope it won‟t. Or will—depending. As long as you 

live, there‟s always something waiting, and even if it‟s bad, and you know it‟s bad, what can you 

do? You can‟t stop living,” (92). 
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