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Essay 1 

A Sociopath Revealed 

 Many studies have been done on what causes people to kill. Some studies chalked it up to 

being just plain “evil” and some, more reasonably, explain the behavior with psychological 

imbalances. In the novel “In Cold Blood” by Truman Capote a criminal named Dick Hitchcock 

along with an accomplice, Perry Smith, murdered four members of the Clutter family in 

Holcomb, Kansas. Authorities were unable to understand why they committed this act; there was 

no motive. After reading the novel and researching the two killers, it is evident Dick was the 

mastermind behind the crime. He is a sociopath. A sociopath, as defined by the Merriam-

Webster Dictionary, is a person who behaves in a dangerous or violent way towards other people 

and does not feel guilty about such behavior. Dick is sociopathic in nature and it is this 

psychological disorder that made him capable of committing a heinous crime. 

 There are many criteria that a person needs to meet to be considered a sociopath. Dick 

meets enough to be considered one. Two of the traits he possesses that are part of the criteria are 

being paranoid and having no tolerance for boredom. Dick displays these traits many times 

throughout the novel. One example took place while he was waiting for Perry to use the restroom 

one afternoon. Dick became restless and irrationally believed that Perry was going to chicken out 

and he began to question if he misjudged his partner. “A year ago when they first encountered 

each other, he’d thought Perry, ‘a good guy,’ if a bit ‘stuck on himself,’ ‘sentimental,’ too much 



‘the dreamer’” (Capote 54). His thoughts fueled his paranoia and caused him to go in search of 

Perry. That little bit of fear was all it took to turn Dick’s opinion on Perry for the rest of their 

relationship. Throughout the rest of the novel he was very skeptical that Perry would be able to 

hold strong and not back down from committing the crime. Then later, after they had killed the 

Clutter family, Dick was concerned how Perry would handle himself when he was being 

interrogated by the police. After being interrogated Dick and Perry sat alone in their cells 

wishing that they could just speak with one another. Dick recalled his experience; he was feeling 

pretty secure in his story but was worried about what Perry had said. He was “eager to converse 

with Perry- find out what the punk had told them. Christ, you couldn’t trust him to remember 

even the outline of the Fun Haven alibi…” (Capote 227) Dick’s paranoia often got the best of 

him, but it is only one of many things that makes him a sociopath. 

 One of the key identifiers when trying to find a sociopath is looking for whether or not 

the subject has compassion and empathy for others. Sociopaths are manipulative; they know how 

to be charming and gain your trust. An example of this from the novel took place while Perry 

and Dick were talking after they had committed their crime. The reality of their deeds was 

beginning to take a toll on Perry and Dick wanted to calm him and restore his confidence, so he 

“smiled- and his smile was a skillful proposition. Here, it said, wearing a kid grin, was a very 

personable character, clean-cut, affable, a fellow any man might trust to shave him” (Capote 90-

91). His scheme was successful, and the two then fled to Mexico. As well as being charming, the 

innate cold nature sociopaths possess allows them to abuse the trust they falsely instilled and 

take advantage of people. Dick used these skills to convince Perry to become his partner and kill 

the Clutters. Then, without feeling even the slightest bit of remorse, he blamed the entire act on 

Perry when the police interrogated him. Dick was only worried about himself and when he 



realized there was no way out he confessed. “Hitchcock said, ‘Perry Smith killed the Clutters.’ 

He lifted his head, and slowly straightened up in the char, like a fighter staggering to his feet. ‘It 

was Perry. I couldn’t stop him. He killed them all’” (Capote 230). His efforts were ultimately 

fruitless because he was proven guilty, but his ability to do and say anything without remorse 

definitely slowed down the conviction.  

 To be able to be manipulative and gain trust a sociopath must also be a good liar. 

Therefore, most sociopaths, Dick included, are compulsive liars and highly secretive. This makes 

it difficult for  people in their circle to filter out the truth from the lies. This is exactly what 

happened with Dick’s former cell math, Floyd Wells. Dick would talk to Wells while they were 

cellmates and tell him he “wanted ‘a regular life,’ with a business of his own, a house, a horse to 

ride, a new car, and ‘plenty of blond chicken’” (Capote 55). Knowing this side of Dick and 

buying into his lies Wells didn’t believe him when he said he was going to kill the Clutters. 

When Floyd caught wind of the murders he told the authorities, “He [Dick] described to me a 

dozen times how he was gonna do it, how him and Perry was gonna tie them people up and gun 

them down…I didn’t hardly believe it. Still and all, it happened. Just like Dick said it would” 

(Capote 162). Ironically, the traits that made Dick a killer resulted in his capture.  

 Dick killed the Clutters in cold blood because he is a sociopath. He is paranoid, charming 

and cold natured, and a compulsive liar. The fact that Dick is a sociopath is not an excuse for his 

crimes, merely and explanation. Of course, Dick did not act alone making Perry as equally 

responsible, but Perry did not display sociopathic characteristics. A sociopath acts out violently, 

and commits crimes without any remorse. They will use people and calculate their actions so that 

things always turn out in their favor. Truman Capote did an excellent job painting the character 

of Dick Hitchcock; he captured the thoughts and actions of a sociopath.  


