Jim Jones: The Deadly Hypnotist


The article, written in 1979 By Joel Greenberg, is about Jim Jones, the man behind the infamous Peoples Temple cult. Jones ordered over 900 of his followers to commit suicide, leading to the Jonestown Massacre, one of the largest loss of intentional civilian lives in American history.  The title of the article describes Jones as ‘The Deadly Hypnotist’, which is also referenced several times throughout the article. The author presents the article as “Behavioural scientists” performing a “psychological autopsy of the events that led up the massacre.” 

The article was written just over a year after the incident and provides an insight into people’s initial reactions to the massacre. Greenberg includes quotes from psychologists, who theorise that the followers were ‘hypnotised’ by a ‘calculated’ Jones. In the paper, he outlines the recurring theme of hypnotism and the belief amongst a group of psychologists that Jones used similar techniques to hypnotists in order to gain such a large following. They hypothesize that his increasing drug use, paranoia and ‘self-hatred’ were predominantly responsible for the horrific conclusion to a sad but intriguing story. He also includes witness testimonies from ex Temple members and extracts from letters written by Temple followers. The majority of the article contains quotes and professional opinions, with Greenberg occasionally offering his own point of view. 

The article begins with an extract taken from a letter written by member ‘Cliff G’ to ‘Dad’ (Jones) who is proclaiming his absolute devotion to the cause. Greenberg then provides facts about the case, before quoting a temple member who says that he “would have been first in line to take the poison, if I had been so honoured”. Delving into the sheer extent of control and power held by Jones, and his ability to manipulate so many people, Greenberg uses these excerpts to exemplify the mindset of Temple followers. Greenberg uses bullet points to list the various tactics used by Jones and his most trusted aides in order to recruit new followers, and the methods he used to ensure that they did not leave. For example, Jones would deceive people with the pretence of having ‘divine powers’, before weakening their family ties and creating a ‘no-escape’ society following their membership. 

This is followed by the various types of abuse Jones inflicted on the members. Throughout the paper, Greenberg dissects aspects of Jones’ personality and the factors that may have contributed to his increasingly erratic behaviour. He ends the article with a poignant quote from psychologist José I. Lasaga who concludes that the “mass suicide was the ultimate orgasm of power” for Jones. 

Despite the article being short, it contains a lot of fascinating viewpoints and information, without digressing.  As most of the followers died, the theories provided by the experts with regards to Jones’ personality are based primarily on tapes, biased witness statements, written evidence and assumption. Therefore, it is impossible to profile him with 100% accuracy, meaning that a lot of the answers died on November 18th, 1978, along with Jones.
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