NR1001 6/6/06 15:38 Page 111 $

Review Essay

Peoples Temple Revisited

Rebecca Moore

Dear People: Remembering Jonestown. Edited by Denice Stephenson. Cali-
fornia Historical Society Press and Heyday Books, 2005. xvii + 171 pages.
$16.95 paper.

Gone from the Promised Land: Jonestown in American Cultural History. By
John R. Hall. 2d ed. Transaction Publishers, 2004. xxvi + 381. $29.95 paper.

Salvation and Suicide: Jim Jones, The Peoples Temple, and Jonestown. By David
Chidester. Rev. ed. Indiana University Press, 2003. xxviii + 190 pages.
$19.95 paper.

onestown, Guyana, two scholarly works about Peoples Temple
were re-issued, and an edited collection of primary source docu-
ments housed at the California Historical Society debuted.! Chidester’s
Salvation and Suicide and Hall’s Gone from the Promised Land belonged to
Thomas Robbins’ “second wave” of scholarly literature assessing Peoples
Temple.? The first wave, which covered the initial decade of analysis,
consisted of Judith Weightman’s Making Sense of the Jonestown Suicides, the
first full-length sociological study of Peoples Temple;® a reader edited by
Ken Levi that featured articles by James T. Richardson, John R. Hall,
Thomas Robbins, Dick Anthony, Anson Shupe, and David Bromley,
among others;* and “a handful of articles dealing specifically with the
Peoples Temple and its spectacular holocaust.”™ Many of the earliest arti-
cles consisted of psychological studies of group membership.
I identified a third wave of academic literature comprising compar-
ative studies—which emerged in response to the demise of the Branch
Davidians in 1993—and ethnic and gender studies of the movement.®

S;ortly after the twenty-fifth anniversary of the 1978 deaths in
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John R. Hall, Thomas Robbins, and Dick Anthony contributed to the
continuing discussion of Peoples Temple in light of events at Waco in
Stuart A. Wright’s volume Armageddon at Waco, while Catherine
Wessinger’s How the Millennium Comes Violently also put Jonestown in
comparative perspective.

Ethnic and gender studies had long been neglected, with even some
of the earliest—such as C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence Mamiya’s impor-
tant “Daddy Jones and Father Divine: The Cult as Political Religion™—
missing from Robbins’ 1989 assessment. In 1978 Archie Smith Jr. had
presciently described scholarly disregard for discussing black manifes-
tations of new mligions,8 and later on wrote several articles about
Peoples Temple. Hearing the Voices of Jonestown, by Mary McCormick
Maaga, analyzed female leadership in the movement, and it remains an
insightful critique of Hall’s discussion of women.

With the ongoing publication of new examinations of Peoples
Temple and Jonestown from scholars around the world it may be time
to abandon the wave metaphor in favor of more descriptive categories,
such as psychological studies, first-person accounts, anticult literature,
and so on. Even these categories are not entirely satisfactory since they
overlap, with some first-person accounts also representing classic apos-
tate reports.? Nevertheless, we can securely place the second editions of
the Hall and Chidester books within the Religious Studies genre, though
Stephenson’s book defies easy categorization.!”

Chidester and Hall’s new editions are unchanged from the 1988 and
1987 versions respectively, except for the introductory material. Both
writers conducted extensive research in the aftermath of Jonestown that
has not been surpassed.!! Both laid the groundwork for subsequent
research by others, including myself,'? in a number of different areas.
Despite the commanding, yet differing strengths of each work, Hall’s
book wears better over time. There are several reasons for this.

First, Hall provides the most accurate, complete, and factual discus-
sion of Peoples Temple of any account in print. This is history writing at
its best: reviewing primary sources and then drawing conclusions and
making connections from the data. Although he relied chiefly upon
written and audiotaped sources, Hall also interviewed a number of indi-
viduals connected with the movement. Whenever anyone asks for a rec-
ommended read on Jonestown, I always advise going to Hall’s book first.

Second, Hall has continued to review and refine the views presented
in Gone From the Promised Land. This is evident in the comparative articles
written after Waco,!® as well as in his study of the Solar Temple that
informed the work Apocalypse Observed.'* His interest in utopian groups,
communal experiments and religious violence is on-going, from his
earliest writings to his most recent. As he notes in the Introduction to
the second edition, Peoples Temple must be understood within both
utopian and countercultural contexts: “the group channeled a distinctive
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confluence of its historical moment—of Left politics aligned with inter-
racial communalism, wrapped within an organization that was unusual
in its capacity to infuse countercultural discourse with a radicalized reli-
giosity” (p. xi).

Finally, Hall’s book is useful in locating Jonestown within American
cultural history, as its subtitle indicates. It helps readers understand
Peoples Temple as a part of the dynamism of religion in the United
States by identifying its family resemblances to Pentecostalism, liberal
Protestantism, countercultural Leftism, apocalyptic millennialism, and
other broad movements in America. The connections that Hall’s analy-
sis makes between Peoples Temple and other groups show that, far from
being anomalous, the Temple was within American religious, cultural,
and social traditions, both in the mainstream and on the fringe.

In contrast, Chidester states in his Preface that his primary interest
“Is not with social history as such but with the distinctive character of the
religious worldview generated within the Peoples Temple by the dis-
course of Jim Jones” (p. xiii). His book attempts to reconstruct this
worldview phenomenologically by analyzing hundreds of hours of
audiotapes. The inspiration for his analysis seems to come from
Jonathan Z. Smith’s complaint that

we know the pornography of Jonestown; we do not know its mythology,
its ideology, its soteriology, its sociology. . . . We know almost nothing of
what [Jones] said. But we do know enough, as a matter of principle, to
refuse to accept prematurely the option of declaring that it is unintelli-
gible and, hence, in some profound sense inhuman.!?

Chidester follows up on this and several other comments that Smith
makes: from analyzing the “distance” that the media and others created
between those who died in Jonestown and the rest of us; to analyzing the
“space” that the Temple created for itself; to remarking that interpret-
ing is not the same as approving of, or advocating for, the group.
Salvation and Suicide indeed analyzes the worldview of Jim Jones, by
inducing its mythology, ideology, and soteriology from his sermons and
writings. The book constructs typologies of persons, space, and time that
reveal the complexities and layers of ideas and thoughts that existed
within the movement. The chapters on “Orientation in Time” and on
“Revolutionary Suicide” help clarify why mass suicide might have been
alogical, and even a desirable, choice for people in Jonestown to make.
The problem with this type of analysis, however, is its focus on the
leader to the exclusion of the members. While “a coherent theology
does in fact emerge from the sermons of Jim Jones” (p. 52), one must
ask if this was a theology either understood or accepted by the members.
Did anyone besides Jim Jones discuss a “sky god” or a god of “Apostolic
Socialism” or “Principle”? First-person accounts indicate that the senior
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citizens in Jonestown maintained traditional Christian beliefs,!® while
conversations with former members indicate a general absence of god-
talk. For example, when I wrote former members and asked what Jim
Jones said about God, one replied that Jim’s message was: “You don’t
wait for miracles to happen, you make them. You do things, make
change without metaphysical namby pamby jargon.”'” Thus, the mem-
bers of Peoples Temple may not have shared Jones’ theology.

Further, as more and more primary source documents become avail-
able, and as survivors begin to tell the story of Peoples Temple in their
own words, such a typological analysis suffers from being inaccurate, and
not simply irrelevant. More than fifteen years have elapsed since
Chidester’s book first came out, and more information rather than less
is now available for a phenomenological analysis. For example, the
Jonestown Institute (run by Fielding McGehee III and myself) has
uploaded more than one hundred-fifty transcripts of audiotapes, and
numerous primary source documents generated by and about Peoples
Temple on the website “Alternative Considerations of Jonestown and
Peoples Temple” (<http://jonestown.sdsu.edu>). Audiotapes made in
Jonestown show an almost complete absence of any sort of religious
rhetoric. Similarly, the passage of time has clarified a number of issues.
Asserting that “the Jonestown dead were human dead” might have been
daring in 1988—and even more daring in 1982 when Smith said it,
quoting my father John V Moore who said it on 26 November 1978—but
in 2006 it seems obvious, especially in light of the current staging of a
major theatrical production titled The People’s Temple,'® which humanizes
the people of Jonestown by giving them voice in dramatic fashion. A
documentary to air on PBS’ American Experience in 2007 also depicts
Jonestown residents in a sensitive manner.'?

Thus, Chidester’s book has not held up as well over time as Hall’s,
nor has he continued to develop his views as Hall has. What we getis a
moment in scholarly time—the 1980s—which is valuable in its way, but
incomplete. This is unfortunate, given the fact that Chidester’s analysis
is reproduced in the revised edition of the Encyclopedia of Religion.?

A minor complaint I have about both scholarly volumes is that the new
paperback covers are garish and sensationalistic. While the previous edi-
tion of Chidester did feature the iconic image of the bodies surrounding
the vat of poison, the current edition makes the vat even larger, with the
bodies more apparent as bodies. Given the fact that Chidester decries the
“pornography of Jonestown,” the image seems to capitalize on such
pornography. Hall’s previous volume featured Jim Jones preaching; the
current volume has loud, and large, red type superimposed over a black-
and-white photo. Both of these covers contrast greatly from the subtle,
and gentle, presentation of Dear People, which displays a palm tree, with a
snapshot of a group of workers, including Jim Jones, in Jonestown.
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Stephenson’s edited collection presents Peoples Temple in the words
of its members, without benefit of analysis—and yet a type of analysis
exists in the arrangement and editing. The archivist for the California
Historical Society grouped the materials from CHS files into a chrono-
logical history of the group. The book presents information that anyone
studying a new religious movement longs for: the internal working
papers and day-to-day notes and memos of the group. Stephenson helps
the reader follow developments within Peoples Temple by providing
background information prior to each selection of readings

The advantage of many of these documents is that they were written
unselfconsciously, that is, uncolored by the deaths in Jonestown. We
read the “Guide for the Hostess” on the Temple’s bus trips that advises
bringing along a mop and broom to clean up bathroom facilities after
the group leaves a rest stop. “Tell the driver [of the bus] you will check
the facilities, and be sure that both men & women |[sic] restrooms are
clean. If we mess them up, quickly sweep and damp mop them” (p. 27).
The reason for doing this was to create good will for Peoples Temple.
We read biographies of individuals—some written to exaggerate the
benefits of Peoples Temple, but revealing nevertheless—that indicate
the great diversity of religious and socio-economic backgrounds of
Temple members.

Most enlightening are the letters of criticism that people wrote to Jim
Jones. Hall and Chidester note individual self-criticism within the com-
munity, but Stephenson includes notes that both advise and criticize Jim
Jones. Harriet Tropp wrote about “The Uglification of Jonestown,”
which occurred because Jones wanted the pathways paved for visitors,
despite cautions against doing so. She admitted to Jones that, “no one
is willing to oppose your opinion in certain matters, and I frankly think
that sometimes you are wrong, and no one is willing to say so. I realize
this is quite a volatile statement, but I think it is one factor in the dynam-
ics of how this organization functions that gets us in trouble” (p. 101).
Gene Chaikin warned Jones that the community might never be finan-
cially self-sufficient: “We see that historically small, self-contained com-
munities have always failed” (p. 100). My sister Carolyn Moore Layton
suggested to Jones that he and some of the children move to Cuba to
escape persecution.

The project could go on here [in Jonestown] if it can maintain and if the
people leave, then they could just go and we could see what happens.
There are a number of people who would love it here if the group size
were smaller and more manageable and without crowding, less people
to feed, the economic strain would be less. . . . I am not saying the group
as it now exists could hold together, but a group might and the farm
would even have a chance of self-sufficiency (p. 106).
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These notes show thoughtful and measured planning efforts, as well as
the struggle to run a communal enterprise. They also expose fissures
within the community that were never disclosed to outsiders.

Stephenson’s collection represents a fraction of the materials housed
at the California Historical Society. One document, an extremely detailed
journal maintained by Edith Roller, a member who died in Jonestown, is
currently being transcribed with an eye to publication as an edited vol-
ume. Other treasures may exist in the extensive collection as well.

These three volumes contribute greatly to our understanding of
Peoples Temple and Jonestown, each in its own distinctive fashion. Hall
locates the Temple within American cultural history; Chidester describes
a theology of Jim Jones; Stephenson presents members and outsiders in
their own voices. It is clear that the passage of time has not diminished
interest in Jonestown or Peoples Temple. We are fortunate to have books
like these to clarify the meaning, and the events, for new generations of
readers.
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