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 The mass murder/suicide committed at Jonestown by the members of the People’s 

Temple is one of the most vivid examples of the extreme influence leaders can exert over 

followers. Jim Jones, through charismatic leadership convinced over 900 people to sacrifice 

everything, beginning with the lives they led in the United States and ultimately with mass 

murder/suicide. Extensive research has been conducted examining the psychology of the people 

who followed Jones to their end. This paper will review the research conducted specifically on 

Jonestown and The People’s Temple, as well as examine the research on the influence of leaders 

-- specifically toxic leaders -- over the people who follow them.   Jim Jones primarily used 

religion and social progress as the means for influence over his followers, yet he crafted that 

those messages in such a manner that placed himself as the absolute authority figure. 

Additionally, the people whom Jones sought out for his following were people who were from 

the lower echelons of society, essentially they were people who were seeking to be led and 

“saved”. The psychological mindset of the members of this church played a crucial role in how 

they ultimately met their end. 

The People’s Temple

 Despite what the People’s Temple would eventually become synonymous with -- mass 

suicide and brainwashed cultists (Moore, 2011) -- Jim Jones’ congregation in his People’s 

Temple began as one of the most progressive organizations in the United States. Jones grew up 

poor in Indiana and from an early age felt a strong connection to the African American 

community. This played a crucial role later in life as Jones began to assemble his followership, as 
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he was able to connect with and cater to the African American community in a way not seen 

before. Additionally, Jones’ mother, the primary caregiver and breadwinner of the family during 

his youth, constantly told young Jim that he was destined for great things. This direction from his 

mother pushed Jones towards religion, and at a young age Jones began assembling groups of 

other children and preaching to them, demonstrating both an early penchant for charisma, and an 

unnatural fascination with death (Ullman & Abse, 1983). Once Jones became an ordained 

Christian preacher and began to assemble his People’s Temple, his natural charisma combined 

with the belief in his destiny that his mother had spoken of, allowed  Jones to build an assembly 

of societal outcasts and oppressed people; elderly African Americans, young progressive college 

students, drug users, etc. (Richardson, 1980). 

 The demographics of Jones’ People’s Temple are an interesting quandary for study. On 

the one hand, Jones, at least early in life, did appear to have a genuine interest in helping the 

oppressed and doing good things for the community. However, Jones did receive a great deal of 

ridicule and persecution from other white people for his integrated practices. It is possible that 

this early external disapproval of Jones’ practices sparked the beginning of the paranoia Jones 

would later suffer from and preach to his following (Richardson, 1980). At the height of its 

membership, the People’s Temple was 70%-80% African American, with most members being 

from lower class backgrounds. Additionally the large presence of families led to a large number 

of children. Of the victims at Jonestown, 137 were 11 years of age or younger (Richardson, 

1980). 

The Forming of a Cult
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 While it has become commonplace to merely write off the victims of Jonestown as being 

“brainwashed” or “crazy” (Moore, 2003;Moore, 2011), Richardson (1980) in his comparison of 

the People’s Temple to other cult organizations, notes that the followers of Jim Jones were not 

insane. More accurately, this was a group of disenfranchised people who felt that Jones was able 

to care and provide for them in a way nobody else could (Whitsett & Kent, 2003). The power 

that a leader wields is correlated directly to the degree that followers are willing to submit to that 

leader. Even though Jones ultimately led his followers to their demise, at the outset of his 

movement, he provided for the most basic of human needs; safety, simplicity, and certainty 

(Kellerman, 2004). The satisfying of these needs for a largely desperate group of people 

contributed greatly to the control that Jones enjoyed. 

 Consider the excerpt of Freud from Kellerman (2004): “We know the great majority of 

people have a strong need for authority which they can admire, to which they can submit, and 

which dominates and sometimes even ill-treats them. We have learned from the psychology of 

the individual whence comes this need of masses. It is the longing for the father that lives in each 

of us from his childhood days”. The manner in which Jones was able to connect with his 

followers and establish himself as a surrogate father figure contributed greatly to his power over 

them, despite his sadistic and evil actions. 

 Pelletier (2002) discusses the theory of Leader-Member Exchange and how it relates to 

the willingness of an organization to tolerate a toxic, or in some cases tyrannical leader. Pelletier 

defines high Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) as occurring when a follower feels that he or she 

is genuinely liked and appreciated by the leader, and therefore is trusted and involved in the 

decision making process for the group. These High-LMX followers are determined as being less 
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likely to question the decisions or direction of a leader. While Pelletier’s research only mentions 

the People’s Temple as an example of the dangers of unchecked tyrannical leadership, it can be 

posited that one of the ways in which Jones created such a dedicated group of followers was 

through his perceived High-LMX relationship with his followers. Note that this High-LMX 

relationship, if it existed in the manner that Pelletier describes, only existed from the perspective 

of the follower, as it was evidenced many times that Jones did not include every member of the 

Temple in the decision making process. 

 Contrary to the alleged egalitarian and progressive mantra that Jones had built his temple 

on, Jones’ upper echelon of decision makers, including his own private group of advisors that he 

dubbed his “Angels”, was primarily comprised of white people. In the case of the “Angels”, this 

was a hand selected group of young, attractive, white females. This selection of trusted advisors 

is another example of the means by which Jones sought to manipulate his followers, granting 

them the illusion of inclusion and importance, while not placing the same value on their opinions 

or beliefs. 

 Ideally, an organization should be structured in such a manner as to be able to survive a 

temporary absence of the leader (Adair, 2008). If a leader is looking out for the well-being of his/

her followers, then that leader should be actively trying to create followers who can themselves 

serve as leaders. Jones, through the careful selection of his top level advisors demonstrated that 

his purpose was not to create empowered followers, but rather obedient ones. Furthermore, the 

selection of this high level group of advisors, and their subsequent complicity in Jones’ actions 

and harsh punishments inflicted upon the larger congregation allows the definition of “bad 

follower” (Kellerman, 2004) to be placed upon this group of advisors. Kellerman (2004) asserts 

Running Head: Jonestown 5



that “Bad followers mirror bad leaders”. If this is to be accepted, then it can be inferred that more 

than Jones’ message of equality was accepted by his followers, but his corruption and sadism 

were also embraced by his most committed followers. Additionally, it must be understood that 

while this group of advisors may have been the ones highest in power next to Jones, Jones 

himself ultimately was the sole source of power and authority; these advisors were little more 

than sycophants. As such, they had accepted certain behaviors and standards that Jones had 

created, such as the devaluing of human dignity and demand for extreme sacrifices and 

submission (Chaleff, 2009). This group of advisors was perhaps the most capable of affecting 

change within the People’s Temple, yet because they had wholly accepted the bad leadership of 

Jones, they served only to further insulate Jones from dissenting or challenging opinions, thereby 

reinforcing his own opinions. The lack of legitimate challenges to Jones by courageous followers 

directly contributed to Jones’ view of himself as a god-like infallible leader (Chaleff, 2009). 

 In fact, with regards to the importance of individual opinions and beliefs, Jones, like 

many cult leaders before and after him, actively sought to stamp out individual values and 

beliefs. Numerous researchers have detailed the methodical approach cults use when recruiting 

members. Semantics vary between researchers, but in general there exists a definable pattern for 

recruitment. Cults entice new recruits first by overwhelming them with feelings of acceptance 

and inclusion into the group, reducing uncertainty and encouraging a relaxing of natural defenses 

(Riggio & Garcia, 2009). Once a recruit beings to find their place in the organization, the 

indoctrination process truly begins, with the isolation of outside influences and an 

encouragement for the recruit to be “reborn” into the group, creating the situation where the 

person’s previous life and relationships outside the cult are devalued (Twemlow & Hough, 
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2008). Further manipulation of the members of the cult occurs when the leader weakens the 

psychological well-being of members by means of physical and mental restrictions. As was the 

case with the People’s Temple, Jones began to make heavy time and financial demands of the 

members, requiring them to surrender their paychecks, social security benefits, or state 

allotments for supporting foster children to the Temple. The members were also subjected to 

long, physically demanding periods of labor, some members going days without rest (Samels, 

2007). 

 The degree to which the members of the People’s Temple were manipulated must be 

understood in order to comprehend the plight of these people and their rapid loss of control. 

Ultimately, these people were pushed to a state of collective regression, wherein the normal 

inhibitions an individual feels are pushed aside in favor the norms that have been established by 

the group (Ullman & Asbe, 1983). 

Jim Jones and the exercise of control

 Jim Jones represents perhaps one of the most notorious American examples of the danger 

of charismatic leadership (Ullman & Asbe, 1983). In and of itself, charisma is ordinarily 

associated with being a positive character trait, and it is true that Jones was able to foster positive 

relationships with his followers. However, Jones also employed brutal means of control, such as 

public humiliation and physical violence. Consider the description below:

 “Through terror, coercion, and incessant propaganda and indoctrination, he and his 

followers have succeeded in imposing a new set of values and concepts on the masses...a new 
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ideology has been created in which [he] has become enthroned as supreme being” (Ullman & 

Asbe, 1983). 

 That description is not of Jim Jones, but of Joseph Stalin. The importance of this 

similarity is to illustrate that Jones was not simply a passive aggressive leader who one day 

decided that he and his followers should commit ritual, or in his words “revolutionary” suicide 

(Moore, 2003). 

 The comparison to Stalin is not an isolated example. As Kellerman (2004) discusses in 

her examination of “Bad leadership”, Jones was far more than an overzealous cult leader, he was 

a tyrant. One of the most common question asked after any tragedy on the scale of Jonestown, is 

how any group of people could stand idly by and watch this atrocity unfold? There are differing 

answers, yet in the case of Jonestown, the answer again comes to the level of control and 

dominance that Jones had over his followers (Kellerman, 2004). 

 Through the indoctrination methods discussed earlier, Jones was able to devalue all but 

his own teachings in the eyes of his followers. What began as a somewhat normal Pentecostal 

church teaching a fundamental version of Christianity rapidly evolved into a devout religious 

belief  not in Christ, but in Jones himself (Twemlow & Hough, 2008). Remember that the 

members of Jones congregation were overwhelmingly a group of disenfranchised, oppressed, 

socioeconomically disadvantaged people. In other words, these were people looking for salvation 

in any means they could, and Jones recognized and exploited that need. Jones preached to his 

congregation to believe in what they could see, so Jones orchestrated faith healings in order to 

spur support. Unbeknownst to the masses, these faith healings were merely another fraud being 

perpetrated against them, as Jones utilized his inner circle of staff members to play the part of 
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healed members. This illusion further cemented Jones as “...the God I could touch” (Twemlow & 

Hough, 2008). 

 Jones was frequently known among his followers to describe himself as being the 

reincarnation of various religious or political figures, ranging from Jesus Christ to Vladimir 

Lenin (Riggio & Garcia, 2009). The willingness of his followers to accept him as their true 

prophet, or as he preferred to be called, their father (Jones in particular liked to be called “Dad”) 

created an infallible reputation, that whatever Jones decreed to be true, was the truth. To that end, 

Jones exploited his followers for their possessions, their money, and often times for sex. 

 While Jones appeared to be an infallible deity to his followers, Jones’ own mental health 

was rapidly deteriorating as he became a habitual user of various narcotics (Twemlow & Hough, 

2008). His mental decline came with dire consequences for the People’s Temple. Jones had long 

believed that nuclear obliteration was likely -- this was the impetus for the Temple’s first move 

from Indiana to Northern California -- yet now Jones’ paranoia about external threats from the 

United States government, and from defectors of his temple, led Jones to determine that the only 

refuge for his people was in Guyana, where he had negotiated a lease of over 3,000 acres on 

which to build his utopian society. Were Jones simply suffering from private paranoia, perhaps 

results would have been different, yet Jones channeled his fears of external attacks into his 

sermons and created a paralyzing and overwhelming fear amongst his followers -- further 

cementing the bonds of the group as a literal “us against the world” mentality.  

“Revolutionary Suicide”
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 Jim Jones frequently used the term “revolutionary suicide” to describe a possible final act 

of resistance to a seemingly oppressive and inhumane world. Jones first learned of the term 

“revolutionary suicide” from Huey Lewis, a Black Panther who wrote about using the power of 

mass suicide as a path to martyrdom in the name of a valiant cause (Twemlow & Hough, 2008). 

Prior to leaving the United States for Guyana, Jones on multiple occasions would conduct 

“rehearsals” for suicide by tricking his followers into believing they had ingested poison. 

According to Jones, this was his means of determining the loyalty of his followers. The degree to 

which the members of the People’s Temple were indoctrinated to Jones’ values can be evidenced 

by the fact that despite these evil games Jones played, the overwhelming feeling was one of not 

wanting to disappoint their father figure -- Jones.

 Once the relocation to Jonestown had commenced, Jones was further able to restrict 

access to the outside world for his followers, meaning that these people were subject only to the 

information that Jones presented to them. In this manner, we see Jones’ further descent into “bad 

leadership” as defined by Kellerman (2004), as his tendencies toward insular leadership became 

more apparent. For Jones there was nothing of value outside of his temple and outside of his new 

settlement. 

 As Jones‘ rapidly succumbed to the pressure of running a society as well as his own 

paralyzing paranoia of external threats, Jones‘ messages became more and more dire. In the final 

days and moments leading up to the murder/suicides that occurred, Jones told his people that 

their children were going to be abducted and tortured, that the black people were going to be 

rounded up and placed into Nazi-like concentration camps, and that the CIA had long been 

monitoring and spying on the white people (Ullman & Abse, 1983). It was with these harrowing 
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images in their minds that California Congressman Leo Ryan, after receiving disturbing news 

from families of Jonestown residents about mistreatment, visited Jonestown as part of his 

investigation. Despite initial pleasantries, Congressman Ryan and his party (including several 

Jonestown residents desperate to leave) were attacked at their plane, and the Congressman was 

killed. 

 The murder of Congressman Ryan on November 18, 1978 was the final impetus that 

Jones needed to begin his revolutionary suicide. He gathered over 900 people and began to lead 

them to their death, by having them drink a cyanide laced punch (Moore, 2003). “Drinking the 

kool-aid” is now synonymous in the American lexicon for describing a group of fanatics blindly 

following a leader to their demise, or, perversely enough, as a positive means for describing 

loyalty (Moore, 2003). Jones’ message to his people on that day was that the world was not ready 

for them and would seek only to destroy and torture them, and that the more bold and altruistic 

choice was to take their own lives. When confronted in front of the group by one member who 

voiced that she did feel that it was necessary to throw their lives away meaninglessly, Jones 

responded to her that “...without me, life has no meaning. I’m the best thing you’ll ever 

have....” (Twemlow & Hough, 2008). After these words, an uproar of support came from the 

crowd, who began to shout the woman down, and condemn her for not appreciating all that Jones 

had done for her. 

 This final act of sadism is the final step along the path to group death, as defined by 

Twemlow & Hough (2008). In their research, they assert that by the time the group has reached a 

point where mass suicide is desired, the people no longer place any value on their own lives, but 

rather only find value in the approval and love of the parent figure -- in this case, Jones. Jones 
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had spent years imparting his group-death fantasy on his followers, and now was the moment 

when he would bring that fantasy to be a reality. 

 The commonly accepted term describing Jonestown and other similar cults, is “Mass 

suicide”. Through analysis of audio tapes from that day, it becomes clear that what actually 

occurred can more accurately be described as murder/suicide. The adults who chose to take their 

own lives did so of their own accord, yet the hundreds of children who were given poison by 

their parents cannot be described as being anything other than murder victims, victims belonging 

to Jim Jones. The haunting images of hundreds of lifeless bodies lying open in the sun around an 

otherwise beautiful environment is a stark lasting testament to the dangers of evil leadership and 

the cult mentality. 

Summary

 Jim Jones and his People’s Temple began as a progressive gathering of societies’ outcasts. 

Through the People’s Temple, thousands of people found a place that they felt they belonged, 

where they had a sense of community and a place in the world. Ironically, after the tragedy that 

occurred in Guyana, the victims went back to being a stigmatized group of outcasts, with 

Governments on national and local levels all looking to deflect the responsibility of having to 

process or dispose of the victims’ bodies (Moore, 2011). Jonestown now stands as the go-to 

reference in discussing the dangers of cultic groups. The dangers in the “pop-culturization” of 

Jonestown is that the study of the actual people and the situational factors that contributed to 

their demise is lost. What remains of Jonestown is the lasting image of dead bodies, not the years 

of manipulation and exploitation that these people were subjected to that led to the creation of 
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their fragile psychological mindset. If there is to be a discussion on how to prevent another 

Jonestown, the discussion cannot simply be focused on preventing a mass suicide, rather the 

focus needs to begin with tending to the needs of those who feel that they have no place, those 

that feel they are outcasts in a harsh world. It is this group that is the most vulnerable to a leader 

like Jones. Studies estimate that between 2 and 5 million Americans have been involved with 

some form of cultic organization at some point (Whitsett & Kent, 2003), illustrating the shocking 

reality that the potential still exists for another tragedy like Jonestown. As long as there are 

groups of people who feel undervalued and oppressed, there will be those who offer hands of 

salvation in exchange for loyalty and service. 
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