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Jones: It‘s all over. The congressman has been murdered. (Music and singing.) Well, it‘s all over, 

all over. What a legacy, what a legacy. What the Red Brigade doin‘ that once ever made any 

sense anyway? They invaded our privacy. They came into our home. They followed us six 

thousand miles away. Red Brigade showed them justice. The congressman‘s dead. (Music only.) 

Please get us some medication. It‘s simple. It‘s simple. There‘s no convulsions with it. It‘s just 

simple. Just, please get it. Before it‘s too late. The GDF
1
 will be here, I tell you. Get movin,‘ get 

movin,‘ get movin.‘ 
2
 

 

__________________ 

 

 

Jones: I looked at this television today, and all white audiences teaching people to hate black – 

right on this television – and they were doing it in the name of Jesus. That’s why you better have 

a living, real righteous and holy Jesus that teaches equality– that will cause you, like Brother 

Crane says, to go down into the ghettos– down where they‘re in the gap, in the hedge, in the 

highways, in the hedges where there‘s no one to help them but will take in all colors of the 

rainbow, and serve all people.
3
 (voice drops, then rises throughout) There are many Jesuses. I 

don‘t require that you see Jesus in me, as long as you see the right kind of a Jesus. A Jesus that 

loved the whole world. A Jesus that fought against the establishment. A Jesus that took on the 

system and refused to be involved in war or capitalism. That said the people must be free! He said 

they‘re going in the prisons, into the highways, and going to the stranger in the season. Clothe the 

naked. That was the law of the prophets through Jesus. That was a demarcation line that he set. In 

the day of judgment, he said ―I was hungry‖ – and he wasn‘t personally hungry – but he said in 

the– any black or Indian, or poor white was hungry, he said ―I there go– there go I hungry.‖ 

(voice calms, then rises) He said if that one is naked, then you must clothe them. If that one is 

hungry, you must feed them. If that one is in prison, you must go to them.
4
 
5 

 

                                                           
1
 Guayanese Defense Force (This is Mary McCormick Maaga‘s footnote.). 

2
 Transcript from ―The Death Tape‖ (FBI No. Q042, 1978), a recording of the last moments in Jonestown, 

taken from Mary McCormick Maaga, Hearing the Voices of Jonestown (Syracuse: Syracuse University 

Press, 1998), 163-4. Jones here is describing why the community must commit suicide, and is urging his 

followers to drink the cyanide-laced Flavor-Aid. These final moments in Jim Jones‘ life are those that were 

best remembered by the media in the aftermath of the Jonestown tragedy. 
3
 Reference to Luke 14:23 (Revised Standard Version). 

4
 Reference to Matthew 25:34-46 (Revised Standard Version). 

5
 Jim Jones, Transcript of FBI Tape No. Q357, 1973, from "Alternative Considerations of Jonestown and 

Peoples Temple," http://jonestown.sdsu.edu. This is part of a sermon given by Jim Jones while Peoples 

Temple was located in California, before its move to Guyana. This message of social outreach and love is 

one that was easily forgotten in the sensational aftermath of 18 November, 1978. 
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Chapter One – Introducing Mr. Jones 

The Evil in Mr. Jones 

Jim Jones, Peoples Temple, and Jonestown are three terms that have haunted the 

religious studies community since local and national media sensationalized the terms one 

fateful November Sunday in 1978. The subsequent response in popular and academic 

literature was also sensational and highly reactionary. Churches that also were affiliated 

with the Disciples of Christ
6
 wanted to assert that they shared no similarities to this tragic 

cult. The public at large wanted to be reassured that the suicides were committed by 

people who weren‘t like them or their neighbors and loved ones. The religious academic 

community found Jonestown to be extremely difficult to explain, and it gave their 

departments a bad name. And everyone wanted to locate themselves as far away from 

Jim Jones—that manipulative, brainwashing, coercive devil—as possible. 

 Who can blame them? The images of bloated, wasted bodies sweltering in the hot 

South American sun marred the front page of every newspaper for weeks after the 

tragedy and were enough to give anyone nightmares. The natural response of most who 

beheld them was to try to find ways to distance themselves from the threat these 

disturbing images posed to ―normal‖ life. No one wanted to admit that such a tragedy was 

something that could occur in regular circumstances with ordinary people. The only 

informative materials available to the public after the incident portrayed Jonestown as a 

terrible aberration to be avoided. In the wake of this reactionary response, Jonathan Z. 

                                                           
6
 Peoples Temple Church was an affiliate of Disciples of Christ for most of its time located in the United 

States. John R. Hall, Gone from the Promised Land: Jonestown in American Cultural History (New 

Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2004), 61. 
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Smith published a revolutionary essay that called for a reevaluation of Peoples Temple on 

the basis of academic responsibility. In the main argument of his essay, ―The Devil in Mr. 

Jones,‖ he says, ―…if we do not persist in the quest for intelligibility [of Peoples 

Temple], there can be no human sciences, let alone, any place for the study of religion 

within them.‖
7
  J.Z. Smith argued that the study of religion was to encompass all human 

activity, and if academic scholars of religion were unable to cope with Jonestown, they 

did not deserve to claim competency in their field, for they were not willing to examine 

all human expressions of belief. In other words, refusing to understand Jonestown was 

refusing to fully commit to the study of religion. 

J.Z. Smith‘s work inspired a multitude of books, essays, and articles that 

investigated and interpreted Jim Jones, Peoples Temple, and its members. In many of 

these works, a common goal has been to correct the once-popular belief that Peoples 

Temple members had been brainwashed, and to seek to better understand the central 

beliefs and motivations of the individual members. Significant investigations of the 

theological, historical, and sociological aspects of Peoples Temple have been produced 

with exceptional diligence and thoroughness. These works do Peoples Temple members a 

great justice and truly right many of the wrongs of the initial materials on Jonestown that 

J.Z. Smith criticizes. 

However, I believe there is still a significant gap in the literature surrounding Jim 

Jones. Authors that investigate him either continue to demonize him as a madman who 

had a propensity for evil deeds from birth, or to exonerate him from the implications of 

                                                           
7
 Jonathan Z. Smith, Imagining Religion: From Babylon to Jonestown (Chicago: The University of Chicago 

Press, 1982), 120. 
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his actions by laying blame on other actors involved with the Peoples Temple, especially 

its opponents. It is still quite a popular stance to seek to humanize everyone in Peoples 

Temple but Mr. Jones. In spite of the fact that the materials produced as a result of J.Z. 

Smith‘s essay take a significantly more balanced perspective, I feel that they still are 

flawed. Most authors continue to approach Peoples Temple research with the heinous end 

in mind and consequently need to find something or someone to blame. With this 

teleological approach to studying Jonestown espoused by so many authors, research is 

limited and molded to somehow point to a source of evil in order to explain the tragedy 

that ensued. The use of the concept of evil is problematic because it assumes that in some 

aspect of the events and members of Peoples Temple, there was an unalterable, negative 

force that drove 913 people to commit suicide. Be it the pressure of Peoples Temple 

opponents, be it the madness of Jim Jones, or be it the pressures of group mentality, each 

author approaches Peoples Temple with the intent to locate the evil force that deserves 

the blame for the tragedy. And more often than not, Jim Jones gets the brunt of the blame. 

Instead of observing Jim Jones and Peoples Temple from a teleological perspective, I will 

investigate in a manner that does not presuppose some ultimate source of evil to be 

blamed. Instead, I will examine evidence that shows the complexity of a man like Jim 

Jones: aspects of his personality and his actions that are more complicated than merely 

―good‖ or ―evil.‖ In the following chapters, I will take an empathetic approach in order to 

find the humanity—the complex inconsistencies—of Jim Jones, and to stop assuming that 

some ultimate source of evil will explain the tragedy in Guyana. 

In the following section, I will examine three main types of publications that deal 

with Jim Jones and the problems he poses: academic scholarship, personal accounts of his 
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followers and defectors, and Jones-specific biographies. Each of these three genres in 

their own way continues to limit itself from constructing a complete picture of Jim Jones 

by supposing some force of evil in one way or another. 

The Scholarship on Mr. Jones 

Jonathan Z. Smith‘s chapter on Jonestown in his book, Imagining Religion, is the 

precursor of most subsequent work on Jonestown, and thus it is where I will begin my 

analysis. As mentioned above, this chapter, ―The Devil in Mr. Jones,‖ first points out the 

popular rejection of association with Jonestown. He notes that ―For many, Jones‘ 

declarations that he was a Marxist, a communist, one who rejected the ‗opiate‘ of 

religion, were greeted with relief. He was not, after all, religious. Hence there was no 

professional obligation to interpret him.‖
8
 One reason he notes that scholars of religion 

desired to distance Peoples Temple from religious studies was that Jonestown revealed 

the not-so-glamorous underbelly of religion ―—that religion has rarely been a positive, 

liberal force. Religion is not nice; it has been responsible for more death and suffering 

than any other human activity.‖
9
 J.Z. Smith argued that Jonestown was a catastrophe for 

those in the academic field who wanted to ignore or downplay the unpleasant aspects of 

religion, and thus the reaction was to reject Peoples Temple‘s religiousness. If Peoples 

Temple was not religion, then the scholars in Religion did not have to deal with the 

problems it posed. J.Z. Smith goes on to argue that to ignore or turn a blind eye to 

Jonestown was irresponsible, and unrealistic. 

                                                           
8
 Ibid., 110. 

9
 Ibid., 110. 
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Therefore, J.Z. Smith states that it is necessary for more research to be done. He 

argues that it was necessary to look past the shocking, commonly-known details and 

begin to understand the bigger, more complex picture: 

Our task is not to reach closure. Indeed, at present this is factually 

impossible, for we lack the majority of the necessary data. We know the 

pornography of Jonestown; we do not know its mythology, its ideology, 

its soteriology, its sociology—we do not know almost everything we 

would need to know in order to venture a secure argument.
10

 

 

J.Z. Smith recognizes that the majority of the interpretations of Jonestown up to that point 

were based on limited sensational media coverage, rather than actual facts. He proposes a 

new method, a new perspective, and a new approach to interpreting Jonestown in which 

one must: 

Remove from Jonestown the aspect of the unique, of its being utterly 

exotic. We must be able to declare that Jonestown on 18 November 1978 

was an instance of something known, of something we have seen before. 

We must perform an act of reduction. We must reduce Jonestown to the 

category of the known and the knowable.
11

 

 

 

However, even in this welcome and necessary evaluation of the state of the material 

available about Jonestown at the time, J.Z. Smith perpetuates the already-forming trend 

of demonizing Mr. Jones. His title alone, ―The Devil in Mr. Jones,‖ makes it easy to see 

where J.Z. Smith believes the blame of the tragic outcome rests. And since it became 

                                                           
10

 Ibid., 111. 
11

 Ibid., 111-2. J.Z. Smith says, ―We must perform an act of reduction,‖ to suggest a shift in perspective on 

the part of both popular and academic understandings of Jonestown. He notes that due to significantly 

sensational media coverage, the exposure that most people had to Jonestown was so removed from reality 

that it was nearly impossible to come to some sort of rational understanding of its mission, members, and 

leader. Thus, J.Z. Smith calls for the public to reduce the sensational conception of Jonestown to known 

and knowable aspects of rational life.  He is not using this concept of reduction to suggest that one should 

reduce Jonestown to a phenomenon removed from the scope of religion and religious studies. In other 

words, this is not a ―reductionist‖ claim, in the scholars-of-Religion sense of the term. Instead, he is 

promoting an understanding of religion that, in fact, takes Jonestown down from its pedestal beyond 

understanding and into the conversation of religious studies. 
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such an influential work, his essay set the precedent for vast numbers of studies with 

similar assumptions to be produced. 

J.Z. Smith‘s call for responsible scholarship brought forth a significant amount of 

more objective research on Peoples Temple. One especially provocative work was the 

anthology, Peoples Temple and Black Religion in America, in which twelve authors‘ 

essays offer compelling and diverse perspectives on the movement. Of special interest is 

an essay by C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya that begins the complex process of 

locating Peoples Temple in the historical and sociological context of other similar 

movements that also focused on black empowerment and spirituality, including the 

International Peace Mission led by Father Divine.
12

 This essay begins the task of rooting 

Jones within his historical circumstances, noting Father Divine‘s significant influence on 

Jones‘ own beliefs and message. Essays such as this reverse poorly-founded conceptions 

of Jones as an incomprehensible madman by noting important influences in his life, 

especially early in his career. By recognizing where he learned some of his methods and 

ideas, readers can see that Jones and his message did not spring from some unfathomable 

source of evil, but instead from reasonable and popular notions. This essay focuses on 

one aspect of Jones‘ development as a leader, but is by no means comprehensive on the 

subject of his development and subsequent popularity. However, it and others like it sets 

the tone of beginning to understand Jones beyond his common identity as a monster 

beyond understanding. 

                                                           
12

 C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, ―Daddy Jones and Father Divine: The Cult as Political 

Religion,‖ in Peoples Temple and Black Religion in America, eds. Rebecca Moore, Anthony B. Pinn, and 

Mary R. Sawyer (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2004), 39-42. 
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Also especially important in this anthology is the sermon by J. Alfred Smith,
13

 a 

pastor who knew Jones and who ministered to similar communities in California at the 

same time as Jones. J.A. Smith‘s work acknowledges the sorts of personal and social 

needs that Peoples Temple met. He notes that Peoples Temple‘s emphasis on a social 

gospel interpretation of Christianity was a refreshing and distinct message from what 

other Black churches were centered on at the time. Instead of a focus on the individual‘s 

empowerment by turning inward and caring for only its members, Peoples Temple 

looked outward with its significant emphasis on community outreach. J.A. Smith 

acknowledges that Jim Jones was able to offer something through Peoples Temple that 

other churches were not offering during his time. For this reason, argues J.A. Smith, 

people chose to follow Jim Jones because he resolved many of the hypocrisies that some 

disillusioned church-goers attributed to churches that claimed to love thy neighbor 

without taking any action. Where other churches merely advised their members to care 

for the poor, Peoples Temple actually did so. Thus J.A. Smith calls for Black religious 

authorities to ―question what it was within the Black church that Jim Jones addressed that 

we didn‘t.‖
14

 J. A. Smith argues that instead of pushing Jim Jones away as simply bad 

press for black churches, black leaders should strive to understand what made him so 

popular that members from their churches left to follow him. This essay strongly implies 

that Jones was a corrupt leader whose message drew in otherwise good people, who 

would not have joined up with Jim Jones had ―real‖ churches offered what he had 

offered. Ultimately Jones is reduced to the bad guy, in spite of J.A. Smith‘s call for a 

                                                           
13

 J. Alfred Smith, ―Breaking the Silence: Reflections of a Black Pastor‖ in Peoples Temple and Black 

Religion in America, eds. Rebecca Moore, Anthony B. Pinn, and Mary R. Sawyer (Bloomington, IN: 

Indiana University Press, 2004). 
14

 Ibid., 157. 
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better understanding of him and his message, because he should be understood only in 

order to prevent someone like him from gaining power in the future. J.A. Smith‘s sermon 

implies that Jim Jones would never have been able to spread so much evil had he not 

been given so much power. 

Finally, Mary R. Sawyer‘s essay, ―The Church in Peoples Temple‖
15

 discusses the 

ways in which Peoples Temple recruited its members and used ―masterful deception‖ in 

order to further its cause, allowing the ends to justify its means. Sawyer does a thorough 

job of outlining and investigating Peoples Temple‘s presence in politics and society, as 

well as ways that it was successful in gaining and caring for its members. Yet Sawyer 

makes a patently deliberate distinction between Jim Jones and Peoples Temple. When she 

describes the positive influence of Peoples Temple in the community, Jones is not 

mentioned, or else his beneficial community action is portrayed as a deceptive strategy, 

rather than as a well-intentioned practice. It is as though to Sawyer, any positive action 

either was unrelated to Jones, or was just a façade to distract from his behind-the-scenes 

misbehavior. Meanwhile, any discussion of the less savory aspects of Peoples Temple is 

pointed directly back to Jim Jones. Thus, Jones only gets blame, and any ―good‖ action is 

attributed to the more abstract Peoples Temple as a whole. Sawyer‘s decision to attribute 

all blame to Jones indicates her choice to ultimately have an explanation and source of 

the tragic ending to Peoples Temple. 

 

                                                           
15

 Mary R. Sawyer, ―The Church in Peoples Temple‖ in Peoples Temple and Black Religion in America, 

eds. Rebecca Moore, Anthony B. Pinn, and Mary R. Sawyer (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 

2004). 
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The Followers of Mr. Jones 

Another genre of Peoples Temple literature are survivor narratives and recovered 

victim voices. Books published by defectors, such as Deborah Layton‘s Seductive 

Poison
16

 and Thomas Layton and Min Yee‘s In My Father’s House
17

 are two such 

narratives
18

. Works such as these must be read noting a significant amount of bias, for 

they often add to sensational and hyperbolic accounts of Jim Jones and Peoples Temple, 

because they reflect dissatisfied and sometimes defensive post-tragedy interpretations of 

membership. These survivor narratives often are ways that defectors explain both to 

themselves and to those who read them why they chose to follow and stick with such a 

controversial movement for a time. These narratives often emphasize coercion, abuse, 

and other atrocities to distinguish themselves from those members who stuck with Jim 

Jones to the grim end. It almost goes without saying that accounts such as these do little 

to provide an objective and non-teleological account of the life and work of Jim Jones. 

However, their sensational qualities aside, these accounts are still very helpful in order to 

understand many of the day-to-day experiences of membership in Peoples Temple. They 

just must be read with the understanding of the biases that the author may be bringing to 

her or his words. 

Often more academically relevant works are those written by authors who 

research the publications, writings, and voice recordings of those members who perished 

                                                           
16

 Deborah Layton, Seductive Poison: A Jonestown Survivor's Story of Life and Death in the Peoples 

Temple. (New York: Doubleday, 1998). 
17

 Min S. Yee and Thomas Layton, In My Father’s House: The Story of the Layton Family and the 

Reverend Jim Jones. (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1981). 
18

 Other survivor narratives include: Ethan Feinsod, Awake in a Nightmare: Jonestown, the Only 

Eyewitness Account (New York: Norton, 1981), and Laura Johnston Kohl,  Jonestown Survivor: An 

Insider’s Look (Lincoln, NE: iUniverse, 2010). 
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with Jones. Mary McCormick Maaga‘s Hearing the Voices of Jonestown is one of the 

best-known and most well respected of these, for it thoroughly compiles and analyzes the 

previously-undisclosed accounts of members of Peoples Temple. In her introduction, 

Maaga argues that too much scholarship focuses on Jim Jones at the expense of the other 

912 people who perished along with him
19

 and that by focusing too much on Mr. Jones; 

we inherently discriminate against the other members, especially the small group of 

women who served as members of his inner circle of leadership. She emphasizes this 

opinion by rarely calling Jim Jones by name, but rather referring to him as ―their leader‖ 

or ―him.‖ While she makes a good point that a solid investigation of other members of 

Peoples Temple—especially within the leadership structures—is necessary, I find that her 

arguments still ultimately had to come back to Jones. In spite of her rejection of Jones-

centered scholarship, it is impossible for her to discuss the other members without 

describing them in the context of or in relation to Jones. Thus Jones‘ voice is lost in her 

slightly overzealous analysis of everybody else. Jones becomes the elephant in the room 

that stands at the center of every other member‘s action Maaga investigates. Additionally, 

Maaga‘s desire to understand and hear the voices of Jonestown residents shows her belief 

in their humanity and normalcy.
20

 Implied, then, is that Jones does not deserve such 

analysis. Jones is once again left as a general source of evil that does not need to be 

understood beyond someone who preyed upon reasonable, understandable, normal 

humans with his corrupt methods and schemes. 

                                                           
19

 Maaga, Hearing the Voices of Jonestown, 14. 
20

 Humanity and normalcy: Here understood to stand in opposition to evilness. Maaga clearly does not see 

the source of evil coming from the members of Peoples Temple, and goes to great lengths to discover the 

rational reasons for their beliefs and actions. In the context of my thesis, this implies that Maaga sees the 

members being driven by something that is not irrational evil. However, I argue that by not including Jones 

in the conversation of reason-driven decision making, she implies that he must have, indeed, been the 

source of the evil. By attempting to put everyone but Jones into a rational framework, she implies that 

Jones is beyond the scope of rationality. 
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The Biographies of Mr. Jones 

Finally, the Jones-specific scholarship that has been produced has missed the 

mark as well. Raven, a novel by Tim Reiterman, is a biography of Jones that does its best 

to firmly lock Jones into one safe and satisfying dimension of pure evil. From peeing 

contests and pranks pulled on his friends as a child to unconfirmed rumors of public 

exposure in later years, Raven helps the reader sleep easily; knowing that the evil found 

in Jones‘ very DNA was far beyond the scope of normal humanity. Other such works 

abound,
21

 twisting every action of Jones‘ life to reflect the awful and tragic end of his 

crooked, corrupt life.  

One exception to this common perspective is John R. Hall‘s Gone from the 

Promised Land. In his preface, Hall voices many of the same concerns that I have, noting 

that ―justifiable public shock at mass carnage prevented the parade of books from 

offering anything much deeper than a ‗devil‘ or ‗psycho‘ story.‖
22

 Furthermore, he 

criticizes authors like Reiterman, who ―are given full opportunity to place their 

recollections [of the early years of Jim Jones] within the context of the murders and mass 

suicide.‖
23

 In other words, authors such as Reiterman anachronistically place all events of 

Jones‘ life in the context of his tragic demise. They pick through all of the details of 

Jones‘ life, finding ways to assign dark motives and inclinations to otherwise benign 

events. Finally, Hall makes the convincing argument that an author‘s assumption of 

Jones‘ evil nature makes every other reasonable argument or interpretation of Peoples 

                                                           
21

 See: Jeannie Mills, Six Years with God: Life inside Rev. Jim Jones’s Peoples Temple (New York: A&W 

Publishers, 1979) and James Reston Jr. Our Father Who Art in Hell: The Life and Death of Jim Jones 

(Lincoln, NE: iUniverse.com, Inc., 2000). 
22

 Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, xv. 
23

 Ibid., xxii. 
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Temple unsubstantiated: ―By reducing history to a superficial atrocity tale, the writers 

who claim to reveal the true story instead place Jonestown beyond the reach of historical 

analysis. They trivialize an ambiguous tragedy by forcing it into the framework of an 

‗evil-man‘ theory.‖
24

 Hall agrees with my perspective that by assuming some force of 

evil, the author and readers do not have to investigate and contend with the actual facts 

and circumstances. 

Hall makes an excellent argument about how best to investigate Jones, but I 

believe he then goes too far in his analysis of the situation, and ultimately does what he 

criticizes other authors of doing: assigning evil. In his (warranted) defense of Jones, he 

oversteps his bounds. His eventual argument is that it was the actions of the Concerned 

Relatives
25

 that drove Jonestown to its gruesome end.
26

 While this argument is 

compelling and there is truth to his analysis of the influence that Jones‘ opponents had 

upon Jones and other members of Peoples Temple, I believe he falls into the same trap as 

other authors, finger-pointing. Hall‘s arguments suggest that Jones was merely the pawn 

of the Concerned Relatives‘ unreasonable and inflammatory actions. This is flawed 

because Hall too tries to establish the source of some evil to explain the horror that 

ensued. This, in my opinion, is just as irresponsible as those authors who place the blame 

on Jones. Blame must be removed from the equation in order to best understand Jim 

Jones, Peoples Temple, and the tragedy at Jonestown. No matter how it is distributed, if 

                                                           
24

 Ibid., xxiii. 
25

 The Concerned Relatives was a group of relatives of members, defectors, and ex-associates of Jones who 

opposed Peoples Temple and Jim Jones. The most serious battle between Peoples Temple and the 

Concerned Relatives was over the custody of John Victor Stoen, a child whose father was undetermined, 

but was either Jim Jones, or defector Tim Stoen. For more information on the Concerned Relatives and 

their clashes with Peoples temple, see Hall, Gone from the Promised Land, 210-253. 
26

 Ibid., 210. 
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blame even enters into the investigation, otherwise strong research is limited and altered 

by the author‘s decision to investigate with the grisly end in mind. 

Finding the Man in Mr. Jones 

Therefore, instead of finding some source of evil that drove the residents of 

Jonestown to their sensational demise, it is better to seek to understand Jim Jones as the 

human he was, locating him somewhere in the middle of the spectrum between evil 

madman and persecuted [albeit mentally disturbed] martyr. I find it to be unproductive 

and limiting to approach research on Jim Jones with the belief that somewhere in the 

background lurked a force that drove him and his followers to their death. I therefore 

return to J.Z. Smith‘s original argument, with four slight changes: 

We must remove from [Jim Jones] the aspect of the unique, of [his] being 

utterly exotic. We must be able to declare that [Jim Jones] was an instance 

of something known, of something we have seen before. We must perform 

an act of reduction. We must reduce
27

 [Jim Jones] to the category of the 

known and the knowable.  

 

 

Jim Jones wasn‘t special, however talented he was. Jim Jones wasn‘t inhuman, however 

inhumane some of his actions were. Jim Jones wasn‘t extraordinary, however influential 

he was. And Jim Jones wasn‘t a devil, as easy as it is to demonize him. 

In the following chapters, I will analyze Jim Jones from an empathetic perspective 

that does not presuppose some source of evil, and instead do my best to find the humanity 

in Mr. Jones. I will pursue a balanced understanding of Jim Jones that considers both 

                                                           
27

 Again, this concept of reduction must be understood in the context of J.Z. Smith‘s specific meaning: 

removing the ―hype‖ around Jim Jones, and seeking to understand him as a human who embodied good, 

bad, and in-between qualities. I argue that one must reduce the notion of Jim Jones from the impossibly 

corrupt to merely complex humanity. 
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what he did that was beneficial to others and what he did that was harmful. Rather than 

subscribe to the dualism of good and bad, I will instead locate the complex man who 

cannot be given such simplified, descriptive labels. Humans are complicated, 

multidimensional creatures who cannot be reduced to simple designations. In addition, I 

reject any assumption of some underlying source of evil that eventually produced the 

final tragedy, and my research will not seek to explain the end, but rather will investigate 

the living man, Jim Jones.  

To begin, Chapter Two – The Public Faces of Mr. Jones will examine the many 

faces that Jones showed to the public—both to his followers and to outsiders. He 

preached a complicated message that sometimes contradicted itself. He wore many hats 

depending on the time and place, and his broad message of apostolic socialism attracted 

thousands of diverse followers. Next, Chapter Three – The Private Side of Mr. Jones will 

complicate the picture to include the less-public aspects of his rise to power and the 

methods of social control he utilized as the central figure in Peoples Temple and 

Jonestown. I will also look at how Jones‘ increasing paranoia and deteriorating mental 

health affected the movement. Finally, in Chapter Four – The Man in Mr. Jones I will 

conclude with what this complex and contradictory character means for us as readers and 

scholars, and how an empathetic approach is paramount to understanding such a 

controversial figure as Mr. Jones. 

Instead of assigning blame for the ultimate tragedy in Jonestown, I seek to 

understand Jones‘ complex decisions that produced both beneficial and detrimental 

effects on his followers, on the Peoples Temple movement, and on himself during his 

lifetime, up to his death. I will then exorcise the notion of the man who was Jim Jones. 
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Instead of searching for the devil in Mr. Jones, I will reveal his humanity and leave the 

conceptions of devils at the door. 
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Chapter Two: The Public Faces of Mr. Jones 

 In this chapter, I will take a close look at the ways in which Jim Jones appealed to 

his followers, potential converts, politicians, and other actors in his and Peoples Temple‘s 

life. Much of the discussion will cover ways in which people were drawn to Jones, and 

what he offered to those around him—both members and non-members of Peoples 

Temple. I separate these different faces he showed to society into the following four 

areas: a visionary, a preacher, a politician, and a charismatic leader. In a lot of ways, 

these areas overlap and often Jones was simultaneously being all of these things at once. 

As I investigate the many roles that Jones assumed, I will show the ways in which Jones 

attracted and maintained Peoples Temple members. A teleological perspective on Jones 

often overlooks or downplays the engaging and commendable public face and works of 

Jones during the years Peoples Temple was flourishing pre-Jonestown. This chapter 

recovers the Jones who was overwhelmingly popular and admired during his time. 

Mary McCormick Maaga‘s labels of three main types of people who followed 

Jones demonstrate that Jones appealed to diverse people with diverse needs and wants. 

First, there are those who joined with Jim Jones during his early days in Indiana: those 

who were attracted to his message of ―authentic Christianity reflected in the ministry of 

Jesus Christ to the outcasts of society.‖
28

 During the preliminary days of his career as a 

preacher, Jones‘ main focus was racial and social equality and integration in his Indiana 

church. He later continued this rhetoric of equality and inclusion as his message became 

more complicated.  

                                                           
28

 Maaga, Hearing the Voices of Jonestown, 76. 
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The second main group of followers that Maaga identifies is the group of young, 

idealistic white members who joined up with Jones after he relocated his church to 

California. Here, Peoples Temple took a more significant political stance than many 

churches. In this way, it appeared more revolutionary, like other new religious 

movements that were emerging during this time. This attracted a relatively small number 

of new disciples, but they were educated members of the white elite class that ultimately 

became the organizational backbone of Peoples Temple and composed much of the 

leadership in the years to come.
29

 These members were attracted to Jones‘ rhetoric of 

socialism and radical social change.  

The third and most substantial group of members that Maaga identifies is the 

urban Black community that joined once Peoples Temple began outreach efforts in San 

Francisco and other large cities. Maaga‘s analysis of what attracted these members points 

to a number of different factors, but overall, Jones‘ ability to offer a combination of 

spiritual and physical services drew in a large number of Black urban members, 

especially families.
30

 Beyond weekly religious services, Peoples Temple also offered 

housing, job opportunities, drug rehabilitation programs, and many other physical 

services that only added to the spiritual resources it offered. Jones‘ ability to wear 

multiple hats simultaneously, meeting the needs and worldviews of so many different 

members is one of the ways that he was a very successful leader, and one of the reasons 

he gained such significant popularity as he increased his following and his public 

influence. In the following sections, I will explore these different faces and how he was 
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successful in utilizing them to gain power and influence during the height of his 

popularity. 

The Visionary in Mr. Jones 

 For many, Jim Jones was an exciting man. He unabashedly stood for new, 

revolutionary ideals and principles. His perspective was fresh, his rhetoric was optimistic 

and filled with belief in positive social change, and his follow-through was evident. He 

walked the walk and he talked the talk, and people liked that. People who got involved in 

his ministry got to be a part of this movement, and soon were able to see themselves as 

missionaries working toward something significant. Deborah Layton says in her 

account
31

 of her membership in Peoples Temple that ―There were always promises that 

greater responsibilities and excitement were in store for me.‖
32

 Layton later discusses her 

role as a member of Jones‘ inner circle of leadership, and her increasing sense of 

importance and value. When Jones asks her to take on a confidential financial 

assignment, her description of her response encapsulates the sort of feelings inspired by 

allegiance to Jones: 

                                                           
31

 In spite of my criticism of Layton‘s portrayal of Jones in her account, Seductive Poison, her perspective 

and commentary are still valid and very useful in understanding the personal experience of day-to-day 
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accounts as detailed as hers are few and far-between and thus warrant examination and reference in the 

search to discover who Jones was to his followers. In my subsequent reference to Layton, I will do my best 

to support these references with other sources, and discuss why or why not bias may have influenced her 

words. 
32

 Layton, Seductive Poison, 57. While Layton may be using this comment to explain why she was so 

devoted to Jones, David Chidester in his book, Salvation and Suicide, also discusses this sense of 

responsibility that followers of Jones felt. Chidester describes how members believed that they were 

working alongside Jones to realize their utopian dreams, and that ―Peoples Temple located a space of 

human potential that promised to be realized through socialism. That was a space filled with the inherent 

goodness of human nature, the healing of mind, body and social relations, and a humanitarian ethics of 

reciprocal sharing, concern, and service to others. This was what it meant to be a fully human person within 

the system of classification generated within the Peoples Temple.‖ (Chidester, Salvation and Suicide, 72). 

As claimed by Layton and reaffirmed by Chidester, members of Peoples Temple took meaning and saw 

direct results of their adherence to the message and tasks that Jones gave them. 
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My panic subsided and was replaced by pride. Father was entrusting me 

with a very important task. I was being addressed personally. He was 

asking for my allegiance! I was being asked to join the brotherhood of the 

most trusted, the chosen few…I saw myself rising above the ashes of my 

former self and toward the apex of success.
33

 

 

 

Layton belongs to the second group designated by Maaga, the young white elite members 

who comprised much of Peoples Temple leadership. Her sense of involvement reached 

beyond just that of mere group membership; it was also linked to a sense of higher 

purpose.  

Layton emphasizes this as she describes why she and others followed Jim Jones. 

She explains that belonging to Peoples Temple was a commitment to altruism and social 

outreach, and it was one way that Jim Jones was unique: 

No other minister I could think of had opened his heart and pocketbook to 

these forgotten brethren…My work for the poor and needy made all my 

questionable deeds for Father seem worthwhile. I reminded myself 

constantly that even though life seemed hard, my sorrows were nothing in 

comparison to those of the impoverished populace.
34

 

 

 

                                                           
33

 Ibid., 82-3. Although Layton‘s description of her response is a bit hyperbolic and her flowery language 

may serve to enhance it on a literary level, the fact that Layton had been initiated into Jones‘ inner circle 
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extent of the power afforded the women in the inner circle (I disagree that they were able to control Jim 

Jones), it is evident that Layton had been offered a significant and exclusive position that increased her 

sense of importance and worth within Peoples Temple. 
34

 Ibid., 98. Archie Smith Jr. also discusses Jones‘ unique role as a minister who actually reached out and 

got his hands dirty, so to speak. In his analysis, Smith states that ―the appeal of Peoples Temple was not 

only its charismatic leader but its interpretation of religion, its sense of family and social outreach 

programs. Peoples temple was concerned with black unemployment, problems of poverty, juvenile 

delinquency, criminal justice, welfare dependency, alcoholism, drug addiction, and related social 

problems‖ (Smith, ―An Interpretation of Peoples Temple and Jonestown,‖ 53). He goes on to make the 

argument that the black church should be more like Jones in order to avoid the tragedy that ensued at 

Jonestown. His description of the selfless image that Jones presented completely supports Deborah 

Layton‘s justification for her attraction and loyalty to Jones.  
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From Layton‘s perspective, Jones offered something that other ministers did not, and it 

made him an extremely influential and well-liked man.  

Even in the early days of his movement, before his significant work reaching out 

to urban communities in California, Jim Jones presented himself as a revolutionary with 

new, exciting, radical ideas. During this time as a pastor in Indiana, he advocated for 

racial integration in his previously-all-white church.
35

 This was met with significant 

protest and opposition, both from within and without. From members leaving the church 

in response to Jones‘ progressive agenda to bomb threats on integrated services,
36

 Jones 

quickly set himself up as a fighter who stood for equality, even when no one else did. He 

also responded to criticisms that many churches took hypocritical stances on community 

outreach. His rhetoric of ―applied Christianity‖
37

 focused on working with the 

impoverished communities in Indianapolis that other churches ―didn‘t know how to 

reach.‖
38

 It is evident that even in the early days of Peoples Temple, Jones portrayed 

himself as a revolutionary voice in the darkness, one of the front-running advocates for 

the marginalized of society.  

In his essay, ―An Interpretation of Peoples Temple and Jonestown,‖ Archie Smith 

Jr. also saw this as a significant reason that followers were so dedicated to Jones: ―many 

found in the Peoples Temple movement a place to belong, an outlet for their religious and 

political aspirations, a social program, and a cause to which they could give 
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themselves.‖
39

 Smith‘s words capture another aspect of the feeling of community with 

direction that Layton reports. Not only were members of Peoples Temple able to reach 

out and serve others, but they did so with a sense of group membership, unity, and 

solidarity. Jones didn‘t just offer the opportunity of altruism, he also offered camaraderie 

and belonging through this opportunity. Members felt that they belonged to something 

bigger than themselves, and it was this revolutionary, Jim Jones, who made it possible. 

However, membership in a movement such as this was only the first step. Once 

members identified with and took up with Jim Jones, the next step was to reject those 

who were against them. As Layton notes, ―Only opinionated outsiders who could not 

open their minds to the strife of people less fortunate than themselves had hateful 

suspicions. They were selfish and their convictions could not be trusted. This was what 

Jim had always taught us.‖
40

 Through mistrust of outsiders and their criticisms, members 

of Peoples Temple not only identified themselves as a part of something new and 

revolutionary, but also perceived themselves as working against those who wished to 

thwart or condemn their actions. Through this perception of opposition, Jones enhanced 

his own image as a visionary radical working against selfish dissidents who didn‘t value 

social outreach and equality. 
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 Archie Smith, Jr. ―An Interpretation of Peoples Temple and Jonestown‖ in Peoples Temple and Black 
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The Preacher in Mr. Jones 

It may appear to be obvious, but it should be stated that Peoples Temple was, 

officially, a church. Affiliated with the Disciples of Christ--an organization known for the 

diversity and variation amongst its myriad congregations—Peoples Temple enjoyed the 

benefits and reputation of an institution that was legally just another church.
41

 Therefore, 

whatever names or titles are given to Jim Jones, he was first and foremost a preacher. 

Commonly called The Reverend Jim Jones, he was unarguably the leader, main orator, 

and head decision-maker in an organization officially recognized as a church. However, 

after this general acknowledgement that Jim Jones was indeed a preacher, what he 

preached and how he preached must be examined in order to understand what made him 

so magnetic to so many of his followers.  

Many scholars of Peoples Temple criticize Jones,
42

 claiming that he preached a 

contradictory message that was more concerned with saying what people wanted to hear 

than with being consistent or at least non-contradictory. Referring for a moment back to 

Maaga‘s designation of members of Peoples Temple, there were potentially three distinct 

groups of Jones‘ followers with three distinct needs. A different scholar, Mary R. 

Sawyer, recognizes not three, but only two distinct groups: ―a smaller and predominantly, 

                                                           
41

 Interestingly, Peoples Temple‘s status as a legally recognized church has become one of the most 
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political leanings. See U.S. Congress. House. The Assassination of Representative Leo J. Ryan and the 

Jonestown, Guyana Tragedy. 96th Cong., 1st sess., (Washington, DC: H. Doc, 1979), 36. 
42

 See Tim Reiterman, Raven: the Untold Story of the Rev. Jim Jones and His People, (New York: The 

Penguin Group, 2008), 156-7. 
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though not exclusively, white group which was committed to social justice but that was 

essentially secular in orientation, and a larger and predominantly, though not exclusively, 

black group that was religiously oriented.‖
43

 Regardless of whether there were three or 

two groups, Sawyer continues,  

Jim Jones gave to each according to their need. To the secular group he 

spoke the language of Marxist ideology and declared that religion was 

indeed ‗the opiate of the masses.‘ To the religious group he spoke the 

gospel language of community, neighborliness, inclusivity, and justice, 

invoking the names of God and Jesus and eventually claiming that he, 

himself, was Christ returned.
44

  

Critics of Jones are quick to jump on the obvious discrepancies noted above by Sawyer. 

Even Hall, one of the most sympathetic scholars on Jones, notes that he had the ―uncanny 

ability to mingle elements of dialectical opposites,…mapping the forces of good and evil 

onto the cultural grids of anticommunism, capitalism, fascism, and ‗apostolic‘ socialism 

in convoluted and contradictory ways‖
45

 Other scholars, including Sawyer, don‘t see this 

complicated message to be as contradictory:  

The economic and political objectives and the religious rhetoric came 

together in Jones‘ program of ―apostolic socialism,‖ a central component 

of which involved drawing black religious members—―the least‖ in the 

eyes of larger society and so the most exploited—away from an escapist, 

otherworldly version of Christianity to a set of social principles that 

mandated activism in order to create more just conditions in this world. 

Always the political program was given religious status and was framed 

by claims of special powers of perception and healing on Jones‘ part.
46
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From Sawyer‘s perspective, the blend of political and religious rhetoric supported Jones‘ 

complicated message of apostolic socialism. This concept combined Christian notions of 

the social gospel with the socialist concepts of reciprocal communities and group 

membership. In other words, Jim Jones combined political concepts of social 

organization with religious concepts of social outreach to form the fundamental basis of 

Peoples Temple ideology.  

 Duchess Harris and Adam John Waterman share similar sentiments about Jones‘ 

ideology in their essay, ―To Die for the [sic]
47

 Peoples Temple.‖
48

 Their analysis locates 

his message in its historical-political timeframe:  

As confused as it is often described, at the time [it] mirrored the confusion 

of the [political] left as a whole, as its many organizations struggled to 

build a unifying perspective that could navigate the changing currents and 

political fortunes of movements around the world.
49

 

 

 

Ultimately, it was the complexity of Jones‘ message that made him so popular. He had 

something for everybody. Not only that, but he was able to say it all at the same time. He 

didn‘t have a service for one particular group where he preached one message and then 

followed with a separate service with a different message entirely for another group. This 

concept of apostolic socialism was something that everyone could get behind, in one way 

or another. Whether the follower was more focused on the apostolic aspect or on the 

socialist aspect, Jones could appeal in one way or another. 
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Few scholars who study Peoples Temple and Jim Jones have failed to comment 

on Jones‘ unlikely popularity as a white preacher to black populations. Lincoln and 

Mamiya in their essay, ―Daddy Jones and Father Divine,‖ point out the critical historical 

question that emerged: ―Why, in this era of black consciousness and black liberation…so 

many black people did in fact give their allegiance, their money, and finally their lives to 

Jim Jones, a white, self-proclaimed apostle to America‘s disinherited?‖
50

 Jones first came 

on the scene in Indiana in the early 1960‘s, but by 1972 he was well-established in 

California and was gaining many (predominantly black) converts. During this time in 

America‘s history, the Civil Rights movement had created a consciousness among Black 

populations with a focus on human potential and worldly attainment and success. 

Without going into a comprehensive account of the African-American cultural experience 

as a result of the Civil Rights movement, suffice to say that at least two prevalent 

worldviews emerged. The first, commonly recognized as Black liberation theology, had a 

conception of a God who liberated and advocated for the oppressed.
51 

In addition, 

Anthony B. Pinn argues that a second, less widely recognized worldview that emerged 

was an atheist, humanist perspective that focused on the will of the people to change their 

circumstances.
52

 For both theist and atheist African Americans in the post-Civil Rights 

era, Jones‘ rhetoric of apostolic socialism was compelling and engaging.
53

 For this 
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reason, Pinn goes on to note that ―the increase in African American converts [to Peoples 

Temple] in the early 1970s coincided with Peoples Temple‘s move away from 

theological Christianity (while maintaining an affiliation with the Disciples of Christ).‖
54

 

Thus, in content, Peoples Temple ideology coincided nicely with emerging African-

American worldviews, drawing many converts and supporters. Apostolic socialism 

attracted both theist and atheist African American followers because it blended the 

rhetoric and values of Civil Rights movement with the socialist ideals of community 

outreach that Jones also promoted. The content of Peoples Temple‘s politically charged 

theology was appealing even to what Maaga would designate as the most church-oriented 

of Jones‘ followers, as well as his more politically radical members. Therefore, in spite of 

the fact that Jones was white, the content of his message moved Black populations due to 

its focus on social improvement. 

However, Jones did not just appeal to black populations in content alone. He also 

acted the part. In spite of his white, Midwestern upbringing, Jones did not preach like a 

white Midwesterner. Influenced during his childhood by the revival circuit and 

Pentecostal churches,
55

 Jones was famous for his fire-and-brimstone, boisterous style of 

preaching. J. Alfred Smith discusses the differences between what he classifies as 

―Anglo‖ and ―Black‖ preaching styles, noting that the ―Anglo‖ style is cognitive, 

organized, and linear, while Black preaching is an experience: ―a call and response 
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between preacher and congregation‖ that reflects Black oral tradition.
56

 Smith also likens 

the art of Black preaching to the act of playing a musical instrument and that:  

Jim Jones knew that. He felt it. He understood it. He captured it. He 

worked his story and his message, and he worked his congregation. He 

asked for his followers to respond, and they responded, and he gave them 

more, just like any black preacher would. In fact, if you closed your eyes 

and just listened to him preach, you would swear you were listening to a 

black man.
57

 

 

 

Jones indisputably had a gift for preaching, and used his abilities to stir the hearts 

and minds of his followers, and these strengths deeply added to his charismatic 

leadership of Peoples Temple. Those who heard him were inspired not only by 

what he was saying, but how he was saying it. 

Beyond ―traditional‖ black preaching styles, Jones also utilized other emotionally 

expressive religious practices in his services. Three of these were glossalia (speaking in 

tongues), healings, and prophecies. In Milmon F. Harrison‘s essay, ―Jim Jones and Black 

Worship Traditions,‖
58

  Harrison notes that Jones not only employed such practices, but 

deliberately incorporated them by ―invit[ing] members to participate in the public 

ministry of prophesying in tongues and provid[ing] the accompanying ‗interpretations‘ of 

such prophetic messages.‖
59

 Not only did Jones employ these practices, but he 

encouraged members of his congregation to participate.  
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However, it should be noted that not all of Jones‘ followers were culturally and 

socially predisposed to this emotional and effusive worship style. Referring back for a 

moment to Maaga‘s three separate types of followers of Jones, I will now consider how 

the members who were not raised in a Pentecostal Christian atmosphere were responding 

to such emotive services. What is interesting is that Jones was sensitive to these 

differences in backgrounds, and was also deliberate not only in his invitation to 

participate, but also in his subsequent shaping of the participation itself. Harrison goes on 

to describe how Jones would quiet those who would have interrupted, and would 

encourage those speaking in tongues to use specific phrases such as prefacing the word 

―socialism‖ with ―Christian,‖ or begin interpretations with ―the Lord hath declared.‖
60

 In 

these and other ways, Jones ―allowed the charismatic gifts of the Spirit to become part of 

the behavioral norms in the services at the same time he shaped the acceptable means by 

which they would be experienced.‖
61

 Through this deliberate and educative 

implementation of non-mainstream worship practices, Jones was able to include and 

instruct all of his members, making them comfortable participants in previously 

unfamiliar acts. 

It takes an immense amount of charisma and intelligence to develop such an 

intricate and comprehensive message and style, but Jones was able to successfully 

implement it for over a decade. Because his message was not linear, he was able to 

combine complex concepts all at once. The Reverend Jim Jones was a highly successful 

and influential presence in the religious sphere in which he operated, and masterfully 
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utilized the structures and public conception of church to build a strong and well-

functioning movement.  

The Politician in Mr. Jones 

Outside of his primary involvement with Peoples Temple, Jones also spent a bit of 

time in the California political sphere during the 1970‘s. While this was by no means his 

primary role, it did serve an important purpose. Jones‘ political involvement, often 

concerning civil rights, greatly reinforced his image as a revolutionary visionary. Just as 

he ―walked the walk‖ as shown by the numerous social outreach resources provided by 

Peoples Temple under his supervision (including nursing homes, orphanages, substance 

abuse counseling, food banks, and homeless shelters),
62

 Jones took one step further with 

his somewhat peripheral involvement in politics, specifically in San Francisco between 

1972 and 1977.  

Jones was able to promote his image as a freedom fighter through his involvement 

with the housing politics in the Fillmore district of San Francisco, where one site of 

Peoples Temple was located. Because of overpopulation, high crime rates, and low 

employment in this neighborhood, the city of San Francisco was planning to demolish 

many buildings in the area in order to build some high-rise condos as part of a larger 

project to remove the ―blight‖ from areas of the Fillmore district—namely unsafe and 

unsanitary apartments that were home to many poor Black residents. Peoples Temple, 

although it was located in the Fillmore starting in 1970, did not get directly involved until 
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Jones‘ appointment to the position of Housing Commissioner in 1976.
63

 Even then, 

Jones‘ political activity was cautious and not as radical as some might imagine, given his 

significantly more radical role within the church. Tanya M. Hollis comments that 

although Peoples Temple‘s minimal political involvement was met with great optimism 

by many in the Fillmore district, its actions were primarily narrowly focused and self-

serving.
64

  

However, this did not stop Jones from using his minimal political involvement to 

the greatest advantage possible. During the height of his political popularity, Jones was 

rubbing elbows with many politicians, including ―senior members of the Democratic 

Party (San Francisco mayor George Moscone accepted Peoples Temple and its work on 

the recommendations of Walter Mondale and Rosalynn Carter) as well as local Black 

Panther activists.‖
65

 One way that Jones had gathered so much political support was 

through the mobilization of his members. Although not all of them could vote in the 

particular local districts of one politician or another, they could be bused to locations 

where they swelled the numbers of rallies to significantly increase candidates‘ popularity. 

Jones was able to offer numbers of able bodies that were otherwise hard to come by:  

He had lists of people who attended Temple services, and he had a ready 

legion of workers who could carry out the essential activities of urban 

machine politics—canvassing, getting voters registered, and getting them 

to the polls with slate lists in their hands.
66
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Deborah Layton states that in July 1977, Jones was reporting a 20,000 person voting bloc 

to the press.
67

 Because of the resources and support he offered, Jones in turn received 

serious political support for Peoples Temple. After the tragedy in Guyana, many officials 

were put in a very thorny position to explain their considerable affiliation with Peoples 

Temple and Jim Jones. Their public renunciation of Peoples Temple undoubtedly 

augmented already negative media coverage. 

Jones also utilized his political popularity to maintain membership and discourage 

defectors from going to the police. Harris and Waterman point out that as part of its 

ministry, 

The church donated money to families of policemen killed in the line of 

duty and gave bulletproof vests to officers in Ukiah. According to some 

Temple apostates, however, Jones had ulterior motives for forming and 

maintaining good relationships with local police forces. ―Jim always said 

he had an in with the police,‖ a New York Times reporter quoted Deanna 

Mertle as saying, ―so we thought going to the police would be suicide.‖
68

 

 

This is not the only testimony asserting that Jones used his powerful political affiliations 

to maintain membership and encourage good behavior. In Jonestown, potential defectors 

experienced the same fear mentioned above of local authorities‘ affiliation with Jones. 

Deborah Layton reports substantial feelings of paranoia and mistrust of authority that she 

experienced during her escape from Jonestown. She also reports that Jones went to the 
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trouble of having one of his members become the mistress of the Guyanese ambassador 

to the U.S. so that Jones could mollify him and exercise his influence on other officials.
69

 

Despite the political success and power that Jones wielded, it is evident that he 

was not politically inclined. Hall notes that by early 1977, ―Jones was considered a 

potential political candidate.‖
70

 However, he said, ―I have no political ambitions. I‘d 

never make it.‖
71

 This was a smart response because ―For all the political support [he] 

peddled in California [and] for all the Temple‘s PR finesses, they also cultivated 

opposition.‖
72

 Rather than looking outward to potential political power, Jones held 

complete power inside Peoples Temple. In fact, when his political career began to meet 

with significant criticism, he made the relocation to Guyana to avoid further opposition. 

Involvement in the greater political sphere was a tricky and significantly more difficult 

way to gain power and popularity. Jones‘ disinterest in pursuing more widespread 

authority through politics was a good decision because the control he held within Peoples 

Temple was significantly more intense and consolidated than the widespread and 

potentially tenuous power he could gain from politics. His subsequent move to Guyana 

gave him almost complete command over a small group of people rather than the less 

secure power over a larger group of people that a political career could offer. 
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The Charisma in Mr. Jones 

The term, charisma, in a discussion of a new religious movement such as Peoples 

Temple, has a specific and important definition that distinguishes it from its use in 

everyday conversation. As Meredith B. McGuire puts it,  

[Max] Weber proposed that charisma was the authority basis of leaders 

such as prophets. Charisma refers to ―a certain quality of an individual 

personality by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men and 

treated as endowed with…specifically exceptional powers or qualities… 

[which] are not accessible to the ordinary person [sic].‖
73

 The authority of 

the charismatic leader rests on the acceptance of his or her claim by a 

group of followers and on the followers‘ sense of duty to carry out the 

normative pattern or order proclaimed by the leader. Thus, the charismatic 

leader is a source of both new ideas and new obligations.
74

 

Lincoln and Mamiya describe the phenomenon of a charismatic leader in similar, but 

slightly different terms:  

The charismatic leader is typically a man of uncanny sensitivity. He has a 

near clairvoyant ability to sense out and give dramatic verbalization to the 

most private yearnings of his followers, sometimes before even they 

themselves are fully conscious of what it is they want or need.
75

 

 

Whatever definition one chooses to use, Jim Jones oozed charisma. It has been noted 

extensively that Jones‘ innate ability to sense the needs and thoughts of those around him 

made him a relevant and influential leader. The ways in which he established, reinforced 

and exercised this charisma were sometimes ingenious, occasionally all-too predictable, 

and other times downright disturbing.  
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Without calling it charisma, Deborah Layton also attests to Jones‘ tremendous 

ability to understand her very thoughts and desires. During their first interaction, she 

claims to have felt an charming force that drew her to him and made her ―trust him 

completely‖
76

 Hall also reports that ―Many followers respected [Jones] because he knew 

ego strategies, and he could produce dramatic changes in attitudes and actions. Even a 

Temple defector, Mike Cartmell, would admit that ‗Jones could be a tremendous 

counselor.‘‖
77

 Jones certainly understood human sensibilities, and could simultaneously 

understand and manipulate these sensibilities to gain followers‘ admiration and 

allegiance. 

One way that Jones established and reinforced his charisma was through his 

―father‖ status with his members. Jones often did not give direct orders to his followers, 

but instead had an inner circle of staff who ―gave ‗instructions‘ rather than direct orders, 

and couched them in language to the effect that ‗this is the way we‘re going to please 

Father.‘‖
78

 Rather than dictating to or even begging members to act in certain ways, he 

portrayed himself as a benevolent father figure, and that they in turn should sacrifice for 

him. Lincoln and Mamiya link this concept of fatherhood with charisma: ―Here the father 

image is authenticated by the leader‘s prior knowledge of the needs of his flock and his 
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identification with them.‖
79

 When fulfilling their beloved ―Father‘s‖ instructions, 

members intimately identified with him and could increase their favor with him by 

sacrificing even more. Deborah Layton notes how members compared how few hours 

they had slept due to their increasing dedication to Jones and that, ―Whenever my inner 

voice began to caution me, Jim would intuit my doubt and quickly dispel my ‗capitalistic‘ 

anxiety…Father was teaching us that doubting him was a sign of conceit and selfishness, 

vestiges of the material world that I was struggling to shed.‖
80

 Here, Layton shows how 

Jones was able to combine a number of complex ideas into one message. Layton links the 

charisma of the leader to his status as a Father that she did not want to disappoint and that 

by deviating from his wishes she was clinging to capitalist weaknesses represented by 

doubts about Father‘s authority. Through this complex message, deviation represented 

capitalist selfishness, which represented weakness and failure to please the father figure. 

The more complicated aspect of Jones‘ charisma was the sexual (although not 

always consensually sexual) nature of his relationship with some of his followers, 

especially—but not exclusively—the women of his inner circle. Similar to the mental 

self-regulation that members went through attempting to quash their selfish, ―capitalist‖ 

inclinations in day-to-day proceedings, the mental turmoil underwent by those who had 

sexual encounters with Jones revolved around their confusion and love for him.
81

 Prior to 
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Layton‘s first sexual assault by Jones, she reports that the content of his sermon that day 

was how difficult his life was in that he didn‘t have enough time to give to all of his 

followers. Then, during the assault, Layton at first felt bad for taking some of his precious 

time. After Jones was through with her, she apologized to him for tempting him sexually: 

―I‘m sorry, Father.‖
82

 This strange juxtaposition of father figure and sexual partner (if 

one can call it that) shows the power of Jones‘ charisma. Even as she was being violated, 

Layton still perceived Jones to be ultimately a figure of goodness and she continued to 

respect his authority.  

Maaga‘s interpretation of Jones‘ sexual relationships with many of the women in 

Peoples Temple points to ways that women gained power within the movement. Her 

analysis shows that sexual relations with Jones increased some women‘s status in Peoples 

Temple.
83

 Take, for example, the complicated triangle of Jim Jones, Marceline Jones (his 

legal wife), and Caroline Layton
84

 (his mistress and closest adviser). Early in the 

movement, Marceline Jones had to sacrifice sole claim to Jones and was soon somewhat 
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marginalized as his attachment to other women and to his own personal power grew.
85

 

Marceline Jones‘ sacrifice of her status as the sole woman involved with Jones indicates 

the amount of power she still retained by being one of Jones‘ women. Whether she 

agreed or not, Jones was going to have other women, and it was better to be still a part of 

Jones‘ inner circle than to rebel and be rejected entirely by Jones. Maaga‘s interpretation 

of Jones‘ sexual relations seems convincing in the cases in which the sex between Jones 

and a woman was consensual. Even in the cases of those who felt violated or used, such 

as that of Deborah Layton, Maaga‘s analysis seems to hold up. Whether consensual or 

not, these sexual encounters alone did not result in defection.
86

 Whether a positive or 

negative response was produced, it appears that the member continued to be affected by 

the charisma of Father Jim Jones at least to the point of continued membership and 

conception of Jones‘ power and influence. Since Layton was a member of Jones‘ inner 

circle, she evidently at least tolerated the sexual encounters as a cost of status and power 

in Peoples Temple. 

Another way that Jones manifested his charisma was through his vulnerability. As 

already mentioned above, Jones would often remind his followers of how hard he was 

working for them, and how much of a strain they put upon him. When members acted in 

ways that appeared deviant from values espoused by Peoples Temple,
87

 their loyalty to 

Peoples Temple and Jim Jones was publicly questioned by Jones and became a very 
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intense and public issue that often resulted in a group catharsis session.
88

 Oftentimes 

members‘ actions were punished on the basis that they were acting in selfish, capitalistic 

ways that impeded the group‘s communal principles. In addition, selfishness was not just 

hurting the overall cause of Peoples Temple, it was also hurting Jim Jones personally and 

intimately. Maaga notes this in her analysis of Jones‘ sometime erratic or inappropriate 

behavior:  

Because Peoples Temple was charismatically led, loyalty to the group‘s 

ideals became entwined with loyalty to Jim Jones himself…Even 

outrageous behavior on the part of Jones was interpreted as a lesson, and 

the people around him would ask ―what is he trying to show us?‖
89

  

When this loyalty faltered, ―Dad‖ suffered the most. Thus members were doubly 

punished: for their irreverence to their group and also for their disrespect and the hurt 

they caused Jones. Therefore, Jones‘ charisma was enhanced by the vulnerability that his 

followers perceived him to have. 

As part of the Jonestown educational system, members sometimes had to write 

essays on various topics. One such prompt, ―Dad‘s worst pain,‖ produced this response 

from Pam Bradshaw:  

I feel the most painful thing to dad is to see people who know and 

understand socialism, who have been highly trusted in the movement, turn 

back on all that is good and try to tear the cause down. Apathy, waste and 

unwillingness to change or to learn is painful and frustrating.
90

  

Bradshaw obviously was well-instructed to understand the fundamental link between 

member action and Jones‘ own personal well-being. When someone let the community 
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down, it was not just the cause that suffered, but their own charismatic leader who took 

the damage.  

The Provider in Mr. Jones 

Jim Jones showed numerous faces to a variety of people. He preached a complex and 

attractive message that promoted hope, change, excitement, and meaning. His personality 

was magnetic and he exuded charisma and extraordinary powers. He stirred the hearts 

and the minds of those who heard him, and he gathered significant public and private 

support. He sought power, admiration, and obedience from his followers, and had the 

skills to earn all three. Mary Sawyer sums up the attractiveness of Jim Jones and Peoples 

Temple to others: ―People joined the Temple for one of two reasons: in order to give 

help, or in order to receive it.‖
91

 The temple‘s mission of apostolic socialism created the 

possibility to serve oneself by serving others. Members found meaning through their 

outreach to others and their dedication to Jones. They were a part of something 

meaningful and fulfilling, and their own personal needs were met through their devotion 

to the cause that was inextricably linked to Jim Jones.  
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Chapter Three – The Private Side of Mr. Jones 

 Chapter Two creates a partial understanding of Jim Jones. It begins to piece 

together the complex puzzle of who Jones was, and in many ways highlights what was so 

attractive and inspiring about what others saw in him. However, this is not yet the 

complete picture of him, because beyond all of the faces that he showed to the public, 

everything that happened ―behind the scenes‖ must be considered in order to understand 

the full picture. Beyond what he did, how he did it is also very important because his 

controversial methods of implementation show the reasons why Peoples Temple was 

criticized. In addition, how Jones managed Peoples Temple shows some of his 

motivations and priorities. This can be a tricky subject to consider, because it is easy to 

get lost in the controversial details, instead of putting them into the context of the larger 

picture. In fact, it is precisely these details that prevent most scholars from pursuing a 

more complete picture of Jones. The means of control that he utilized were often non-

traditional, sometimes controversial, and occasionally disturbing. On top of this, Jones 

also suffered from significant personal debilitations and fears. Many of the topics that I 

cover in the following chapter are those upon which anti-Jones scholarship primarily 

focuses, because they showcase some of Jones‘ most extreme actions. In addition, I will 

discuss how his seemingly controversial decisions can be understood from non-traditional 

points of view, and what reasons he may have had for implementing actions that were not 

commonly accepted in mainstream U.S. culture. And so the task at hand is to consider the 

facts as best as they can be understood, and begin to locate them within an understanding 

of other circumstances.  
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In this chapter, I will investigate the nature of the tactics that Jones utilized to 

maintain order in the organization, the external pressures put upon Jones, how he reacted 

to them, and how the organization‘s Jones-centered ideology was ultimately problematic. 

These aspects of Jones‘ life serve to complicate and nuance the picture of him that was 

drawn in Chapter Two. It is necessary to examine all angles of who Jones was, what he 

did, and how he did it in order to create a complete understanding of him. It is only 

through this complex, contradictory, and controversial picture of Jones that we can begin 

to have a total understanding of who he was. As put forth in my introduction, one main 

goal of this thesis is to see Jones as someone knowable, not unique or exotic. In order to 

accomplish this, a responsible scholar must take account of all of Jones‘ actions and 

motivations, and perceive them in a context in which they can be understood from Jones 

and his followers‘ perspectives. Jones‘ humanness is best understood through a complete 

understanding of both his strengths and his weaknesses. 

The Iron Fist of Mr. Jones 

 In this section, I will outline the methods of social control utilized by Jones, with 

a focus on those most criticized by outside sources. The charges in the congressional 

report issued directly after the tragedy in Jonestown help to highlight the most 

controversial tactics Jones used. Using the congressional report as a lens, I will 

investigate these tactics in their specific context and also in the context of how many non-

traditional groups, like Peoples Temple, are likely to be disapproved of for actions that 

pass without comment in more widely-accepted institutions. These selective and biased 

criticisms prove to designate Jones as an evil criminal, and they fall into common 

mistakes and judgments found in broader discussions of new religious movements. 
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By this point in my thesis, it should almost go without saying that the tragedy at 

Jonestown was a situation that was significantly more complicated than a brainwashed 

collective who followed a madman into the jungle to their demise. However, according to 

the U.S. House report on the tragedy in Jonestown, Jim Jones was ―first and foremost a 

master of mind control. Among the tactics he practices with engineered precision are the 

following recognized strategies of brainwashing.‖
92

 These strategies include imposed 

participation in non-traditional family structures; required donations; a demanding daily 

regimen requiring absolute obedience; physical pressure such as food deprivation, 

exhaustion, and severe beatings; interrogation and confrontation; and isolation.
93

 For a 

government agency hurrying to prove its innocence in a disastrous and controversial 

situation where finger-pointing could easily occur, it was in the government‘s best 

interests to quickly place the blame firmly on Jones. The publication‘s use of topics such 

as mind control and brainwashing explains away most of Jones‘ action through words 

that put all of the blame onto him, and make him abstract and evil, rather than 

understandably acting within his circumstances. These ―brainwashing tactics,‖ as defined 

by the U.S. House report, must be examined in the contexts of their own particular 

circumstances and situation. Part of the task of this chapter will be analyzing these so-

called atrocities and understanding the circumstances in which they took place, as well as 

the motivations behind their implementation.  
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Many of the primary criticisms of Peoples Temple are linked to its collectivist, 

socialist worldview and subsequent discipline and social organization. Because most of 

the members lived in a communal space (especially in the movement‘s later years), 

specific behaviors were encouraged and sometimes enforced that deviated from 

commonly accepted norms in broader society. For example, it is well-established that 

Temple sexual relationships were non-traditional. It is difficult to summarize these 

relationships, for there was a lot of variation, from Jones‘ wife-plus-mistresses situation 

to arranged marriages.
94

  

In addition, the concept of family in Peoples Temple deviated from societal norms 

of the nuclear family. They embraced a communal concept of family where designations 

of spouse, child, and parent were not necessarily based on blood relations. Often the 

formula for social relations was driven by what Jones saw to be best for the organization 

and the community as a whole.
95

 Likewise, when the Temple‘s aims were potentially 

threatened by a relationship, Jones closely monitored and sometimes undermined it. Hall 

notes that ―Like many other communal groups, both historical and contemporary, the 

Temple leadership believed intimate monogamous relations between individuals could 

undermine collective solidarity.‖
96

 For this reason, it encouraged non-traditional relations 

and family structures. Similar to concern about intimate monogamous relations between 

adults, the rules about relations between parent and child also warned against overly close 

attachment impeding the overall progress of the communal society.  
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Due to these values promoted by Peoples Temple ideology, outsiders believed 

that members were forced into strange and inappropriate lifestyles. The House document 

claims that in order to consolidate power over the people, Jones regularly dictated 

marriages between unwilling partners and undermined and broke ties between children 

and parents.
97

 This criticism of Peoples Temple shows that the House document valued a 

traditional, nuclear family as the ―appropriate‖ model for family structures, and 

understood the types of families in Peoples Temple to be a way that Jones controlled his 

members. However, scholarship on new religious movements points to many types of 

non-traditional family structures.  Lorne L. Dawson describes the ―spiritual family‖ that 

can become more important than the real family,
98

 Janet L. Jacobs goes as far as to claim 

that conversion to a movement similar to Peoples Temple ―reflects the failure of the 

middle class family to meet the needs of contemporary family.‖
99

 This scholarship 

suggests that among the many services Jim Jones offered, one of them was, 

―symbolically and experientially, a highly personal and integrated way of life‖
100

 through 

a new communal family. Unfortunately, this rejection of the typical family structure, on 

personal levels, angered and hurt spurned family members outside of the movement. In 

addition, on a greater scale (as evidenced by the congressional report), this deviance from 

the norm was considered to be proof of Jones‘ coercion and brainwashing, rather than as 

intentional and meaningful decisions on the part of him and his followers. 

                                                           
97

 U.S. House, the Assassination of Representative Leo J. Ryan, 18. 
98

 Dawson, Comprehending Cults, 50-2. 
99

 Janet L. Jacobs, Divine Disenchantment: Deconverting form New Religions, (Bloomington, IN: Indiana 

University Press, 1989), 5. 
100

 Dawson, Comprehending Cults, 51. 



Lorente 46 

 

 

 

Another way that the socialist nature of Peoples Temple came under criticism was 

through the material donations that members made as a demonstration of their loyalty and 

as a part of their communal lifestyle. This is also noted in the U.S. House document, 

which alleges that a form of Jones‘ social control was the requirement that members give 

―as much as 25 percent of their income and sign over to the Peoples Temple their 

properties and other assets.‖
101

 This sentence stands alone as the only piece of evidence 

validating the document‘s claim of Jones‘ corruption. However, Peoples Temple and its 

offering requirements should be understood in the context of how it defined itself.  In 

communal groups such as Peoples Temple, in order for all members to benefit from the 

rest of the group, they must offer (in some cases) the majority of their possessions for the 

betterment of the whole. In the collectivist mindset of Peoples Temple, extreme types of 

donations were a reasonable and necessary part of membership in order to uphold their 

communal principles and allow the group to properly function. Specifically communal 

groups aside, it also appears to be a gross oversight on the part of the U.S. House report 

to conveniently forget about the plethora of more ―mainstream‖ churches and other 

organizations that require tithes and other forms of dues. Thus, Jones‘ demonization was 

based on broader, misguided criticisms of communal groups as a whole. Evidence such 

as that provided by the House document does not nearly serve to prove Jones‘ evil nature, 

or even evidence of coercion. 

On the other hand, to an outside investigator, members appeared to be forced to 

give up all of their possessions as a method of considerable social control. Without any 

sort of personal belongings, members were therefore completely dependent on Peoples 
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Temple for everything from food to clothing to protection, and it is easy to see why 

critics noted that members gave up personal power and agency in a communal lifestyle. 

When she was making her escape from Jonestown, one of the main difficulties that 

Deborah Layton experienced was that she had no personal belongings or privacy in order 

to make plans for departure. Instead she had to rely on outside help to leave Guyana.
102

 

For reasons such as this, communal groups like Peoples Temple are easily criticized by 

the public because the high level of members‘ dependence on the group makes dissent 

and disagreement very difficult.  

Another main criticism in the government report is that members were subjected 

to an extreme lifestyle of exhaustion, food deprivation and severe beatings.
103

 As 

mentioned in Chapter Two, ex-member Deborah Layton recalls members comparing how 

few hours of sleep they had gotten as an indicator of their level of dedication to the 

cause.
104

 Likewise, during their stay in Jonestown, members were working long and 

arduous days clearing Guyanese jungle brush in order to create farmland. Their task was 

very strenuous and back-breaking,
105

 and it was noted that not even local Guyanese 

people had ventured that far into the jungle due to the strenuous and demanding physical 

conditions of establishing livable territory.
106

 Therefore, it was a back-breaking task set 

before the Jonestown residents to forge and build their living space. For this reason, 

Jonestown members worked long, difficult days in the South American sun, clearing and 

burning dense brush. In addition, according to Mary Maaga‘s statistics on the 
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demographics of Jonestown, sixty-five percent of the residents of Jonestown were either 

under 20 or over 50.
107

 Considering the relatively low number of able-bodied adult 

members who were able to put in this kind of strenuous work, the picture becomes clearer 

why some of the members appeared overworked and seemingly subjected to exhaustion.  

However, I question the extent to which members wanted to put in such hard 

work. It is highly probable that many were inspired by the idea of a sustainable socialist 

community that was isolated from their corrupt, capitalist enemies, and were willing to 

put in the time and effort to establish it. Much of this is made evident by the fact that 

Jones did not arrive in Jonestown until a full three years after members had begun to 

build it.
108

 Although  it is impossible to interview most of the (now deceased) members 

who were there, this evidence strongly suggests that they were not forced to work, for 

Jones was still in the United States during the most difficult years of Jonestown‘s 

development. Indeed, one survivor, Mark Blakey, wrote in a letter to Deborah Layton 

that ―The early days of Jonestown were really exciting too, it‘s just a pity that you had 

not been here then.‖
109

 It is easy from a removed perspective to blame Jones for 

overworking his followers to exhaustion, but the evidence points to significant personal 

fulfillment that members gained through their dedication to a cause that they felt was 

worthy of such toil. 

Similarly criticized was the use of public discipline as a part of daily Temple life. 

Layton goes into grisly detail about various forms of disciplinary structures both in 

California and later in Jonestown. Hall‘s analysis of them focuses primarily on those 
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present in California, including public beatings and humiliation (known as catharsis 

sessions).
110

 Hall makes a persuasive point that based on the high numbers of defectors 

over the years while Peoples Temple was still located in California, people were not held 

against their will.
111

 Therefore: 

We are left to wonder how chafing and how unusual the Temple‘s 

―confinement‖ of members in California actually was. Clearly, sexual 

programming, humiliation, and general psychological intimidation occur 

in communal groups more widely, to say nothing about other kinds of 

―total institutions,‖ including mental hospitals, prisons, armies, and even 

nunneries.
112

 

According to Hall, although it may appear to those outside of the movement that some of 

the forms of punishment were excessive and unnecessary, in their context, they can be 

understood to be reasonably implemented given the particular circumstances in which 

they were utilized to advance the goals of group solidarity in Peoples Temple.  

 Hall‘s analysis falters, however, when confronted with Layton‘s assertions about 

other forms of social control that were found at Jonestown, including: The Box: ―a small 

underground cubicle to which even children would be sentenced if they had thought or 

done something Father thought punishable;‖
113

 The Well: ―a punishment used especially 

for children. They would be taken to the Well in the dark of night, hung upside down by a 

rope around their ankles, and dunked into the water again and again while someone 

hidden inside The Well grabbed at them to scare them;‖
114

 and finally, The Medical Unit: 

―There, they were involuntarily drugged into acquiescence and maintained in that state 
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indefinitely. These punishments effectively silenced all outward dissent.‖
115

 These 

terrifying and unusual forms of maintaining social order are highly problematic and point 

to serious methods that Jones utilized to keep order. Hall accounts for these forms of 

punishment,
116

 but his defense of them is unsatisfying and leaves many questions 

unanswered. He notes that some residents of Jonestown had previously been in prison, 

and that the majority of punishment was in the form of work sentences for ―freeriders 

[sic] and petty offenders. The more vexatious problem and the more disturbing solutions 

centered on dissidents.‖
117

 Therefore those who did, in fact, leave were those who 

consequently reported the most sensational atrocities. Dawson also provides commentary 

on the violence based on the loyalty that often occurs in isolated, charismatically-led 

groups. He notes that ―turned in on themselves and feeling threatened, the members may 

have become preoccupied with hiding or destroying any signs of weakness, perhaps 

suppressing individuals with complaints or simply alternative views.‖
118

 Jim Jones did 

just that: employing methods of social control in order to preserve loyalty and eradicate 

weakness within the group. 

First, it is evident that Jones used non-conventional forms of punishment in order 

to preserve group cohesion and quash dissent. Second, defectors were subsequently some 

of the most poorly-treated and most disenchanted, and thus had serious grievances with 

Peoples Temple and Jim Jones. Third, these grievances were then brought to the attention 

of the Concerned Relatives and used to fuel the already-growing case against Jim Jones 

and Peoples Temple. Therefore the government document that was produced directly 
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after the tragedy in Jonestown focuses on the most appalling details and quickly links 

them to anti-cult rhetoric of brainwashing and mind control. It is possible that some of the 

most atrocious forms of social control were utilized only rarely, rather than on the daily 

basis implied by defectors‘ reports. 

Loyalty tests were other controversial practices of social control utilized by Jones. 

These could range from simple tasks to suicide drills called White Nights. In Jonestown, 

Jones would sometimes make announcements over the loudspeakers of upcoming tests of 

loyalty. One such example is as follows:  

―I‘ve assigned a few of you to act as if they want to leave. Anyone 

observing their odd behavior or overhearing them speaking disloyally is 

required to report these conversations to me immediately. This is a test of 

loyalty. Those who report will be rewarded.‖
119

  

 

Through tests such as these, dissent was quashed not only by Jones and his inner circle of 

leaders but by every member monitoring one another. More serious were the loyalty tests 

in which members were told that the enemy (capitalists, the CIA, the Guyanese 

government, or other ambiguously defined mercenaries)
120

 was directly outside of their 

camp and the only thing to do would be to commit suicide. Members obediently lined up 

and drank the liquid provided, only to learn later that it had been a test, or that the enemy 

had been defeated and had retreated.
121

  

These tests, ranging from inconvenient to life-threatening, reflect the ideology and 

mindset of the later years of Peoples Temple members‘ worldviews. Anthony B. Pinn 
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describes the motivations for such tests in the context of space and its centrality to 

Peoples Temple beliefs. He argues that communal groups often have a distinct notion of 

the space which they inhabit, and that the very foundations of their self-conception and 

their broader understanding of the group are defined by the boundaries of the physical 

space which they inhabit.
122

 Thus, threats external to their community are not just 

detrimental to their physical well-being but also harmful to the very fabric of the world as 

understood by members of this space.
123

 Pinn goes on to warn that: 

It becomes dangerous when protection of physical and metaphorical space 

is so consuming that it requires a compromise of the very principles that 

sparked its initial creation, when the welfare of the individual members of 

the community is sacrificed for the preservation of ―space.‖
124

 

The importance that Jones and his followers put on the sacredness of their space explains 

how the end (preservation of this space) justified the means (extreme tests of loyalty 

focused around the maintenance of their community). Thus Jones employed radical 

tactics as integral means of maintaining the very stability of the group, both physically 

and symbolically. Regardless of whether or not Jonestown was actually invaded by 

enemies (aside from finally Congressman Leo Ryan‘s party), the fact that members 

believed it was being threatened was enough to create this atmosphere of sacrifice for the 

protection of their space. 
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Jones implemented all of these tactics and more to preserve the community. In 

many ways, these tactics increased the value members assigned to the group and 

heightened their sense of membership in something worthwhile and meaningful. Because 

they were required to withstand and participate in such extreme ways of proving their 

dedication, it is easy to see how membership was an intense and, in a lot of ways, 

fulfilling experience. Rodney Stark and William Bainbridge describe this phenomenon of 

religious involvement through a theory of exchange, in which ―Religious rewards are 

used as ‗compensators‘ for the trials of life.‖
125

 Members believed that they received 

religious rewards and meaning through the ways in which they sacrificed for the 

community and endured the physical and emotional trials they experienced. Therefore 

even when they were suffering, there was a beneficial exchange taking place. Meredith B. 

McGuire also discusses this concept of sacrifice, arguing that it ―gives observable 

evidence to the group that the member is committed, and it ‗weeds out‘ members who are 

not sufficiently committed. Religious groups further encourage sacrifice by signifying it 

as a consecration, so the act of sacrifice gains sacred status.‖
126

 Both of these theories 

point to ways in which members who submitted to the demands and tests put on them by 

Jones derived meaning and significance from the experience.  

It is impossible to conclude with any certainty the extent to which Jones 

understood how effectively his methods of social control functioned from a sociological 

perspective. Some scholars believe that Jones acted in a highly intentional manner, 

knowing exactly how much power he wielded. In Tim Reiterman‘s Raven, Reiterman 
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comes to this conclusion
127

 and also claims that ―In the end, Jones‘ people were subjected 

unwittingly and gradually to sophisticated mind control and behavior-modification 

techniques borrowed from postrevolutionary [sic] China, North Korea, and perhaps other 

cults.‖
128

 This type of account assumes that Jones was thoroughly cognizant of the 

implications of all of his words and actions and was deliberately manipulating his 

followers. This is an unsubstantiated claim to make because it assumes that some evil 

force drove Jones‘ every action from the early days gaining power over his congregation 

in Indiana to the last tragic drop of Flavor-Aid.  

In addition, Hall argues that many of the tactics employed by Jones that seem 

extreme out of context are actually very similar to tactics used in socially accepted groups 

such as the military, prisons, convents, and other ―acceptable‖ institutions throughout the 

United States.
129

 For this reason, it is impossible to assign purely evil or sinister 

intentions to Jones and to his methods of social control in Peoples Temple, both in the 

U.S. and in Jonestown. Although Jones is a character with whom it is difficult to 

sympathize, even some of his most drastic and upsetting decisions can be understood  

both in their specific context, and in comparison to similar groups at the same time. To 

designate Jones‘ controversial choices as signifiers of his evil nature is to fail to grasp the 

larger, more complicated picture of who he was. Jones made unpopular, difficult, and 

upsetting decisions. They were perceived as ―good‖ by some, as ―bad‖ by others, and 

how he perceived them cannot be known. Regardless, they were complex decisions that 
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do not simply fall under one particular moral designation. Human decisions are more 

complicated than that. 

The Fears in Mr. Jones 

Many of Jones‘ controversial and highly criticized actions were worsened in his 

final years by his failing physical and mental health. There is significant evidence that in 

the later years of Jones‘ life, he became significantly less stable as he abused prescription 

drugs and was increasingly consumed with paranoia. Mary Maaga closely documents 

Jones‘ deterioration, citing heavy prescription drug use,
130

 ―erratic behavior, slurred 

speech, and mental confusion.‖
131

 In addition, the postmortem autopsy showed that Jones 

―had been ingesting pentobarbital, a tranquilizer, for a long-enough period before dying 

that his body had built up a resistance to its potentially lethal effects.‖
132

 His son, Stephan 

(a Jonestown survivor), in an interview with Maaga reported that he believed that ―it was 

only a matter of time before the drugs [Jones] was taking would kill him.‖
133

 Maaga even 

goes as far as to speculate about how Jones‘ potentially imminent death would have 

affected the outcome of Congressman Ryan‘s visit had it occurred after Jones passed 

away.
134

 This indicates her belief in the severity of the sickness that consumed Jones. 

It is unclear when Jones began abusing prescription drugs. Maaga speculates that 

it could have been as early as during Jones‘ days in California, as she notes that some of 

the residents of Redwood Valley called it ―the drug capital of California,‖
135

 due to the 
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ease with which drugs could be obtained. Regardless of when he began to use these 

drugs, it is evident that both the quantity and the frequency increased after his move to 

Guyana. Deborah Layton reports that upon arrival at Jonestown for the first time, 

members‘ luggage was searched and most belongings were confiscated with the alleged 

intent of communal distribution. In some cases, this included medication that was never 

seen again by its owner.
136

 It is probable that Jones received the majority of his drugs 

from the suitcases of his followers—many of whom, as has already been noted, were 

elderly and thus more likely to have brought strong prescription medication to Jonestown.  

In addition to the mental effects of prolonged drug abuse, it is quite clear that 

Jones also suffered from serious paranoia. Hall uses Jones‘ deep-seated paranoia as the 

main basis for his controversial argument that, as I mention in my introduction, 

ultimately places the blame for the tragedy on the Concerned Relatives, who exacerbated 

and validated Jones‘ fears through their reaction to Jones‘ action. His paranoia was rooted 

in his perception of the various groups that did and potentially could oppose Peoples 

Temple ideology. These groups show the complex and seemingly contradictory fears that 

Jones both struggled against personally and also imparted to his members. A good way to 

understand and approach these varied, seemingly irrational forms of opposition against 

which Jones envisioned himself struggling is to consider the complexity of the message 

Jones preached.  The complexity of Jones‘ message is what attracted the wide range of 

opposition that Jones experienced. 
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As noted in Chapter Two, Jones had a politico-theological message that mixed 

Christian theology, Marxist theory, socialist ideologies, and Black liberation theologies. 

As with most theories, there are bound to be opponents. This was unequivocally the case 

for the complex ideology preached by Jim Jones. As also noted in Chapter Two, Jones 

was perceived by many—including himself—as a revolutionary who preached new and 

sometimes controversial ideas. Starting in his early days as a preacher criticized and 

threatened for his racially integrated church and family up to his final years as the leader 

of a socialist commune with significantly more controversial practices, Jones had been 

the target of opposition in one way or another throughout his entire career. In all of the 

ways that he appealed to some as a visionary man who preached ideals of social change, 

he also stood in opposition to many other ideologies and influential persons. 

Therefore, the foes (imagined and real) who persecuted Jones were a varied mix 

of capitalists, racists, government officials, defectors, and worried family members who 

all posed threats to his popularity and Peoples Temple‘s success over the years. Hall 

makes the convincing argument that the amount of persecution and criticism that Peoples 

Temple received in its final years seriously exacerbated Jones‘ already-existing fears and 

paranoia.
137

 However, Hall‘s argument that the blame for the tragic outcome lies 

primarily with the Concerned Relatives takes the situation a step too far. Jones was 

already reacting to serious feelings of persecution and discrimination that had been 

plaguing him for his entire career and these feelings probably were seriously intensified 

by his heavy drug use in his later years. Thus the actions of the Concerned Relatives may 
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have confirmed his fears and suspicions in many ways, but they already existed in Jones 

and had been festering for quite some time. 

Catherine Wessinger‘s analysis of Jones‘ fears and paranoia leads her to a broader 

understanding of the subsequent violence in Jonestown. She defines Peoples Temple as a 

fragile millennial group
138

 and shows how the serious fears and sense of persecution that 

Jones felt translated into violence and tragedy in Jonestown:  

The stresses internal to Jonestown…were exacerbated by the activities of 

outside opponents…that caused members…to feel persecuted. The 

response within…Jonestown…was to turn inward and give up on the 

outside society as being hopelessly corrupt and sinful…Their 

revolutionary suicide in protest of corrupt capitalism was meant to prevent 

the further disruption of their community by defectors and outside 

opponents.
139

 

 

Wessinger also discusses the idea of an ―ultimate concern‖ for a group, and the ends to 

which a group will go in order to preserve this concern. She notes Jones‘ failing health 

and attributes the group‘s fragility to ―internal weaknesses, many of which were caused 

by their leaders and their experience of cultural opposition.‖
140

 Therefore, members 

―initiated violence to preserve their ultimate concerns…Violence was directed both 

inwardly against members and dissidents and outwardly against enemies.‖
141

 Thus as 

Jones got sicker and his fears worsened, the sense of persecution throughout Jonestown 

worsened, to the point that members were convinced that even their central beliefs and 

understandings of their world within Jonestown were being threatened.  
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 Jones‘ personal fears and paranoia translated on a large scale into the group‘s very 

understanding of itself, its mission, and its own existence. As Jones‘ health and mental 

abilities deteriorated, so too did the group‘s stability and sense of purpose. His personal 

health had substantial influence on the community‘s health primarily because of the 

centralization of power in Peoples Temple, and the strong link between Jones as a person 

and Peoples Temple as an institution.  

The Focus on Mr. Jones 

 Peoples Temple was organized with a supposed hierarchy of leadership in which 

several (primarily female) ―lieutenants‖ oversaw its day-to-day operations. While Mary 

Maaga argues that there is too much scholarly focus on Jones and not enough research on 

the women of his inner circle, evidence shows that although Jones appeared to delegate 

tasks and responsibility to others, much of the decision-making came back to Jones. This 

is evident in Deborah Layton‘s account of her experience in Peoples Temple. The 

majority of the orders she was given during her time as one of Jones‘ closest aides were 

given to her directly and overseen closely by Jones. Rather than being asked for ideas or 

given an aspect of the organization to run, all major, and many minor, decisions came 

directly from Jones. Hall reports that in Jonestown,  

There was an overall steering committee and Jones himself reserved the 

right to sign off on even petty decisions, subjecting the already hobbled 

decision-making process to his second guessing. That way, everyone 

would have to thank ‘Dad‘ for their blessings.
142

  

Jones, although probably unqualified to oversee much of the day-to-day agricultural 

decisions, insisted on having control over nearly every aspect of life in Guyana. 
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 Rebecca Moore notes this centralization of power in her essay, ―Demographics 

and the Black Religious Culture.‖ She cites an intricate flow chart of Temple leadership, 

likely fabricated by Jones or at the behest of Jones for the benefit of Congressman Ryan‘s 

visit
143

 that showed a highly dispersed and delegated system of operations. However, ―As 

egalitarian as this organization chart appears, the reality was that power and authority in 

Jonestown rested in the Planning Commission and remained with Jim Jones rather than in 

a decentralized leadership system.‖
144

 The fact that the leadership in Jonestown 

apparently felt compelled to make it appear as though the community had better-

distributed power is indicative of the reality of the so-called communal community.  

 J. Alfred Smith analyzes this highly Jones-focused power allocation in an 

interesting and compelling way. He notes that because of the degree to which Jones was 

involved with every happening in Peoples Temple, he was impossible to replace as a 

leader. J.A. Smith speaks from the experience of being a minister in a church that also 

existed in California at the same time as Peoples Temple: 

After I retire, other people will be able to provide the leadership and the 

inspiration and the encouragement, because we have a long-range 

planning committee that‘s studying the future needs of the church…I 

won‘t have to worry about the program dying, because it‘s not built 

around me. They‘re studying how to build on the foundation that the 

church has right now, the foundation that would be there if I left 

tomorrow. Peoples Temple did not build a foundation, and it left noting 

after it died.
145
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There are some obvious differences between J.A. Smith and Jones. Most prevalent is that 

J.A. Smith (as far as I know) did not claim to be his organization‘s prophet. Also very 

important is that J.A. Smith did not found the church that he was running and took the 

reins from a minister who came before him. In these ways, it is easier for him to criticize 

Jones for claiming so much of the power. However, he makes a compelling point that 

Jones, because of his prophet-and-founder status, did not create a sustainable 

community.
146

 The community‘s success was inextricably linked to Jones, for better or 

for worse.  

 Maaga also speculates about what would have happened to Peoples Temple upon 

the loss of Jones, and comes to the conclusion that although it would probably have been 

stressful for his inner circle of leaders, and they may have lost some members, overall it 

would have survived.
147

 Maaga believes that Peoples Temple would have continued to 

exist in spite of Jones, noting that toward the end, Jones was so sick that it fell primarily 

on his inner circle to do most of the work. While this might have been true on an 

administrative level, I think that Maaga underestimates the symbolic power that Jones 

had in Peoples Temple. Although at the end he may not have been overseeing the daily 

operations of the organization, he was still at the center of the very ideology of the 

community. Interestingly, Maaga‘s analysis of the link between loyalty to Jones and 

loyalty to Peoples Temple‘s cause describes this fundamental problem perfectly. She 
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states, ―To love God‘s justice here on earth was to love Jim Jones; to be loyal to socialist 

values was to be loyal to Jim Jones. Any betrayal of Jones thus became a betrayal of the 

community and all it stood for.‖
148

 Jones was not just central to the administrative level 

of Peoples Temple. He was the center of all beliefs, loyalty, and worldview in Jonestown.  

Living in an isolated community augmented Jones‘ centrality among residents of 

Jonestown. Archie Smith Jr. discusses this phenomenon, called audience corruption. In 

an interaction between a leader and his or her followers,  

Followers learn to give the responses the leader wants them to learn; they 

feed them back to the leader on cue, who in turn believes even more in the 

power and rightness of his leadership. When he announces that he is God, 

the followers feed back the supporting behavior, and the leaders soon 

comes to believe unquestionably in his own deification. In turn his 

unquestioned assent to divinity is believed by the followers. Absorbed in 

the immediate crises, the present is the only reality and the sole authority 

within that closed cosmos is the leader, who is deemed beyond 

challenge.
149

 

 

Especially once the group was in Guyana, they lived in a closed world in which there 

were few alternative viewpoints to stand in contrast to the words of Jim Jones. Jonestown 

was their paradise, their utopia, and Jones was at the center of it all. Jones‘ name was 

even evoked to prevent sickness and injury in the jungle.
150

 In Jonestown, members had 

only plausibility structures
151

 that reinforced the rhetoric of Jones‘ infallible Godhood. 

Even before the move to Jonestown, members were discouraged from interacting with 
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outsiders and Jones went as far as to say to Deborah Layton, ―The longer one is away 

from my aura the easier it becomes to weaken.‖
152

 Jones said this after Layton had been 

travelling in Europe on temple business for a week, and he had immediately checked in 

with her upon her return. Jones emphasized complete involvement with Peoples Temple 

in order to reinforce his power over his members. Once they got to Jonestown, it was an 

even more concentrated message, day in and day out. Miles and miles into the Guyanese 

jungle, it was the only message. And not only did Jones emphasize this message to his 

members, as A. Smith points out, the message was then reinforced and impressed back 

upon Jones. It is quite likely that every person in Jonestown was convinced of Jones‘ 

godhood, including Jones himself. 

 

The Perfect Storm around Mr. Jones 

I will now consider the relationship between Jones‘ iron fist, his fears, and his 

status as the central symbol in Peoples Temple ideology. Due to his controversial 

worldview and even more controversial means of social control, Jones ultimately set up a 

perfect scenario for his own paranoia and sense of persecution to get in the way of his 

revolutionary goals. As he became sicker and more seriously altered due to drug use, his 

fears worsened and caused his ideals to get lost in his extreme tactics of personal and 

group preservation.  

Mary Maaga analyzes this downward spiral in which Jones found himself, and 

points to a potential reason that Jonestown ultimately failed: As Jones‘ health deteriorated 
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towards the end, it became increasingly more difficult for members to reconcile their 

previously-unfaltering belief in the charisma of Jones with the failing man in front of 

them. In an undated letter to Stephen Jones, Jim‘s son, from a Jonestown resident, Tish 

Leroy, she advised, ―Many times I have felt Dad did not have all the facts, or that he on 

occasion had not evaluated everything accurately…We should NOT CRITICIZE HIM 

PUBLICLY‖ (emphasis in original).
153

 As Jones became sicker and sicker, and his 

suggestions and sermons to the community became less coherent and persuasive, the 

fundamental ideology and worldview of members was being destroyed.  Where 

questioning Jones had once been linked to insubordination to the very core of Peoples 

Temple, it was becoming less and less clear how best to remain loyal to the cause when 

Jim Jones, the central symbol of the movement, was declining. Because of Jones‘ 

pervasive charisma, as he deteriorated, so too did the movement‘s foundation. Members 

were presented with a profound crisis of meaning as their previously infallible 

convictions were shaken as their prophet, father, lover, leader, and God declined. They 

had followed their ultimate source of truth, meaning, and direction into the jungle; given 

up all of their belongings and ties to the outside world; only to have this source begin to 

dry up.  

Surprisingly, the otherwise off-track analysis of the U.S. House summarizes this 

notion well:  

In the process of manipulating the control board of this extraordinary 

system Jones suffered extreme paranoia. One can speculate that while it 

may have been initially staged, his paranoia ultimately became a self-
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created Frankenstein that led not only to his fall but the tragic death of 

more than 900 others.
154

 

 

Jones may indeed have had self-fulfilling prophecies that drove him to the eventual 

tragedy in Jonestown. I find the charge that his paranoia was initially staged impossible 

to prove. Regardless of whether or not Jones feigned his paranoia at first, the evidence is 

very clear that in the end, it was real. The criticisms and opposition that Jones faced due 

to his decisions surely served to exacerbate his already-existing paranoia, which was 

most likely worsened by his abuse of prescription drugs. Then, when his community 

needed him most, in the face of the real adversity posed by Congressman Leo Ryan‘s 

arrival, he was too sick and too consumed with paranoia to continue to serve as the 

backbone and basis for the community‘s beliefs. 

This analysis does not intend to point fingers or attempt to explain the forces that 

caused the tragedy that ultimately ensued, but instead to highlight the complexity of the 

situation in which Jones found himself. His controversial methods of social control of 

which outsiders generally disapproved led to serious criticism and persecution. This 

censure in turn led to a strong sense of paranoia that was then exacerbated by Jones‘ 

declining health. Finally, as Jones deteriorated, he was surrounded only by his believers 

who perceived him to be infallible. For this reason, the ―Frankenstein‖ model seems very 

persuasive because it suggests a combination of many factors that ultimately led to the 

tragedy, in which a perfect storm of Jones‘ actions and the subsequent actions of those 

around him (both his supporters and his opponents) lined up to cause the disaster that 

ensued.  
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Chapter Four – Conclusions about Mr. Jones 

Jim Jones is not an easy figure to study. He lived a controversial life and died a 

sensational death. In the past three chapters, I have fleshed out the details of this life and 

death to a certain extent, and have compiled the evidence as thoroughly as space allows. 

The task now at hand is to investigate what can be made of this complicated man. There 

are a number of directions that I am not going to take in this conclusion. The first, and 

most commonly traveled, is to come to a conclusion about the morality of Jim Jones. The 

purpose of this thesis is not to reduce Jones to dualistic interpretations of his actions, but 

instead to embrace the complete, complicated picture of the human he was. Similar to 

judging Jones‘ morality, I am also going to avoid a conclusion that points to the ultimate 

reason that the tragedy occurred. Pointing fingers in such a complex situation ultimately 

leaves space for contradictory speculation and fails to produce a meaningful contribution 

to the conversation around Jim Jones and Peoples Temple. 

Instead, I propose to embrace the complex, contradictory, and controversial man 

that Jim Jones was. It is precisely this complexity that facilitates a complete and 

empathetic understanding of him. In addition, this method of empathetic acceptance of 

complexity offers itself to broader fields of study and scholarship. This driving method 

allows people and events to be as complicated and messy as they truly were. True 

understanding comes only from a complete picture, however difficult to reconcile. 

Reducing Mr. Jones 

There are two types of reduction that I will analyze with regards to the study of 

Jim Jones, as well as many other problematic historical figures. The first, as defined by J. 
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Z. Smith, I cover in Chapter One. This definition is the impetus for the following chapters 

and investigation of Jim Jones. My proposal based on Smith‘s work is that: 

We must remove from [Jim Jones] the aspect of the unique, of [his] being 

utterly exotic. We must be able to declare that [Jim Jones] was an instance 

of something known, of something we have seen before. We must perform 

an act of reduction. We must reduce [Jim Jones] to the category of the 

known and the knowable.
155

 

 

As noted in my introduction, J.Z. Smith proposed that scholars should approach Peoples 

Temple without elevating it to something so heinous and terrible that it cannot be 

understood using regular means of scholarly approach. I took J.Z. Smith‘s argument, and 

applied it specifically to Jones. After the media explosion in the days and weeks after 18 

November 1978, Jones became so gruesomely unreachable that J.Z. Smith was timely 

and necessary in his demand for a reevaluation of the way that scholars approached 

Peoples Temple. He convincingly argued that it was time to reduce the movement to 

something within the reach of understanding.  

 As also noted in my introduction, the response from the academic community was 

enthusiastic and prolific. Studies of Peoples Temple and Jones abound, focusing on 

various aspects of the ideology, practices, impact, day-to-day activities, and members 

involved with the movement from its inception to its grisly end. However, rather than 

merely reducing Peoples Temple and Jim Jones to the knowable, scholars took J.Z. 

Smith‘s task a step too far. ―Known and knowable‖ is one thing; oversimplified is 

another thing entirely.  Scholars who approached their research by focusing on only one 

aspect of the complex character of Jones stumbled when they attempted to make 
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conclusions about Jones‘ moral integrity and intentions. The reduction that took place 

tried to nicely shape an understanding of Jones or an explanation of the Jonestown 

tragedy through a limited, focused perspective.  

This act of reduction is what limits scholars from the best understanding of Jones. 

In reality, Jones does not fit into a box or under one label. Rather than coming up with 

one way of understanding him, the best way to approach a figure as problematic as Jim 

Jones is to embrace the complexity and contradictions. Jones was an elected politician. 

He railed against capitalists and government institutions. He was a preacher. He quoted 

the bible frequently. He also preached that religion is the opiate of the masses. He abused 

prescription drugs. He oversaw drug rehabilitation programs. He was called ―dad‖ by 

members who also had sexual relationships with him. He deeply inspired and motivated 

those around him to do good works. He created a space in which thousands found 

meaning and belonging. He was at the center of a more than 900-person mass suicide.  

It should not be anyone‘s task to reduce Jones to anything less than the 

complicated character that he was. It is the complexity itself that reveals the most. It is 

this complexity that makes Jones human. Any easily comprehensible conception of Jones 

does not acknowledge his humanity in its fullness. 

Empathizing with Mr. Jones 

In my introduction, I discuss the preconceived notions that a scholar often has 

upon her approach to a particular topic she wishes to study, and I criticize most who 

study Peoples Temple for locating their research within the assumption of a force of evil 

lurking either within Jones or in some other actor in the situation. This, I argue, hinders a 
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complete understanding because it colors the evidence, takes their discussion in a 

confessional direction, and fails to understand Jones‘ humanity. Assuming some force of 

evil puts the situation beyond the scope of scholarship, and makes it impossible to be 

―knowable.‖ I argue that an empathetic approach does not presuppose evil, and 

consequently does not reduce Jones to inhuman, unknowable status.  

My perspective is well supported by Gerardus van der Leeuw‘s scholarship on the 

phenomenology of religion, where he uses the phrase, ―the interpolation of the 

phenomenon [of religion] into our own lives.‖
156

 In a footnote he states that another form 

of what he is describing is an expression usually known as empathy. He goes on to 

describe this type of scholarly approach to religion, saying that it is ―indispensible to all 

arts…to sympathize keenly and closely with experience other than one‘s own.‖
157

 He 

continues, stating that ―the essentially human always remains essentially human, and is, 

as such, comprehensible.‖
158

 Thus it is through an empathetic approach to human activity 

that a scholar is able to fully understand her subject of study. This perspective is what I 

find to be so necessary in the study of Jim Jones. Jones was essentially human, and thus 

is comprehensible, if we let him be so.  

Van der Leeuw continues, ―Only the persistent and strenuous application of this 

intense sympathy…qualifies the phenomenologist to interpret appearances.‖
159

 He 

describes this intense sympathy as follows: ―neither hovering above objects like a god 

nor dealing with them like an animal, but in doing what is given to neither animal nor 
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god: standing aside and understanding what appears into view.‖
160

 Rather than studying 

subjects from an all-knowing, judgmental god-like perspective, van der Leeuw argues 

that the scholarly approach must be by an equal, not from a perspective above or below 

the subject. Thus the assumption that Jones was evil has no place in this method. Only the 

approach of an equal that acknowledges Jones‘ humanity will yield qualified and 

empathetic interpretations of him. 

For some, empathy and tolerance are one and the same. However, I argue that 

there is a large difference between empathizing with Jones‘ humanity and merely 

tolerating him. Janet R. Jakobsen and Ann Pellegrini discuss tolerance in their book, Love 

the Sin, which discusses gay and lesbian rights and lack thereof.
161

 They discuss the 

fundamental problem with the concept of tolerance, and argue that in the context of gay 

and lesbian marriage rights, it ―does not represent full inclusion in American life, but 

rather a form of acceptance in which the boundary between us and them remains 

clear.‖
162

 While Jakobsen and Pellegrini are specifically discussing gay and lesbian 

rights, their conclusions about the limits of tolerance can be understood in other cases. In 

this case, it shows how a tolerant approach to Jim Jones isn‘t enough. Tolerant 

scholarship still creates a boundary between us and them, or more precisely, us and 

him.
163
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Scholarship that merely tolerates Jonestown and Jim Jones does not go far 

enough. Scholars and their scholarship want to explain the complicated theology of 

Peoples Temple, or the abuses that Jones inflicted upon his members, or why Peoples 

Temple functioned more like a Black church than a white NRM,
164

 or whether more 

senior citizens or minors lived in Jonestown, or how Jones organized the power dynamics 

within his inner circle of female lieutenants. They do not want to look at Jones as a man. 

The complete picture is terrifying. Moving beyond simply tolerating Jim Jones lets him 

into our homes and into our children‘s lives. Acknowledging Jones‘ humanity through an 

empathetic—not tolerant—approach acknowledges that he was one of us. Not one of 

them. Suddenly, we aren‘t talking about a madman thirty-some years ago that used his 

supernatural powers of coercion to destroy people in far, far away Guyana. We are 

talking about somebody with hopes, dreams, strengths, plans, desires, fears, and 

weaknesses. We are talking about ourselves.  

The Man in Mr. Jones 

Jim Jones the human is difficult to handle. But Jim Jones the human is necessary 

in order to understand Peoples Temple—what it was and what it meant. Beyond just his 

particular time and place, Jim Jones the human is necessary for the very understanding of 

humanity and religion. Jim Jones the human adds to the conversation within the study of 

humans—the humanities. Jones shows that the spectrum of humanity and human activity 

stretches from revered figures such as Mahatma Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr. to 
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even the most disturbing characters such as James ―Jim‖ Warren Jones. The complexity 

of human beings cannot be underestimated or underrated. When we miss this complexity, 

we perform an act of reduction on our conversations about everything from religion to 

society to philosophy to politics to our very selves in order to sleep soundly at night.  

Jim Jones was a human. He was one of us. For many, he represents an extremity 

of our own natures. He shows us the limits of ourselves and our natures. But as extreme 

as he was, he was still not one of them.  
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