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Jonestown: 'The Dark Impulses That, 
I thought of one of those automatic 

ceiling sprinkler systems that go on of 
their own accord at the first sign of 
fire. The strange and terrifying news 
had hardly begun to come in from Guy-
ana when I and the people I know and 
the international secretariat of com-
mentators and busybodies and the 
cranks who call in to the late-night 
radio shows started trying to douse the 
flames in familiar and reassuring ex-
planations. First would come the requi-
site cosmic sigh about how incompre-,. 
hensible were the ways of man. And 
then would come the sly suggestion 
that the events weren't really so incom-
prehensible after all. Whereupon, the 
speaker would proceed to interpret the 
Jonestown horror in a way that could 
best be summed up: I told you so. 

Accordingly, it was a great week for 
the anti-left right; the anti-system left 
and the anti-clerical of every political 
persuasion. The anti-clerical interpreta-
tion vaguely, but lovingly, put forward 
by skeptics and committed nonbeliev-
ers holds that this—carnage, hysteria 
and insanity—is. what you get when 
you start down that' leap-of-faith, sus-
pension-of-reason road to religion. 
Crazy Reverend Jonesism is argued to 
be but a priest's step or two away from - 
much, if not most or all, of religious ex-
perience. Under this construction, the 
irrational acquiescence of Jones's fol-
lowers in their own mortification and 
doom is viewed as evidence of the dan-
gers inherent in any form of spiritual-
ism. 

The anti-left interpretition has been 
made almost too easy to be sporting. 
Beans and rice and interracial har-
mony and blather about socialism and  

communal living and endorsements 
from liberal-left politicians and involve-
ment of people like Huey Newton and 
Angela Davis and Mark Lane. I calcu-
late that the political backlash on this is 
going to get stronger,' not weaker, as 
time goes' on—never mind that the de-
rangement involved here was political 
only in the most superficial sense. The 
wages of interracial living is not mass 
suicide and murder., , 

In' fact, I would turn the thing 
around and say that the left politics, 
from what I have read, seems to have 
been less a source of the bizarre be-
havior than a rationalization of it. 
People who were submitting to terror 
and indulging some masochistic fan-
tasy with their; suicide drills and beat-
ings and the rest, somehow justified it 
with a wash of sentimental, cockeyed 
class politics. Only ponder the intellec-
tual confusion of those who could say 
in extenuation Of a system character-
ized by physical,privation, violence and 
abuse that-on the other hand, the med-

- ical care was good. 
The anti-system implications have 

been indirectly drawn from the begin-
ning. Practically the first voice I heard 
from Guyana was that of lawyer Mark 
Lane, just out of the jungle, expound-
ing, his theory to a radio interviewer 
that it was a bleak comment on life in 
the United States that these people 
would have chosen to go to Jonestown 
in the first place. In Jonestown, at least, 
they were free from drugs and crime in 
the streets . . . and so on. A variety of 
other observers, including newspapers 
abroad and, of course, the ever-ready 
Toss, have pitched in to help explain 
along these lines, citing sexual prom- 

iscuity, religious battiness and the gen-
eral decadence of the American, way of 
life as the true nub of the matter. 
' The confounding, inconvenient fact 
is that none of these interpretations 
will stand, any more than the related 
single-premise theories concerning 
mesmerization, brainwashing and simi-
lar mechanical processes will. The Guy-
ana horror was not imposed on its vic-
tims by an external force or process. It 
was also not the inevitable or even 
probable outcome of dalliance with re-
ligion or left-wing politics. It's not 
where you necessarily come out if you 
go in those other doors. 

For one thifig, the radical politics and 
religious pretensions and passions that 
went into the adventure were inextri- 
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very Private Psyche' 

cably m
ixed—

and in a fam
iliar w

ay. 
T

he G
uyana m

ovem
ent has a w

ealth of 
cou

n
terp

arts in
 th

e society. A
n

d
 all 

those various "arm
ies" and "churches" 

and terrorist outfits.and sects that have 
b

u
rgeon

ed
 on

 ou
r p

olitical/cu
ltu

ral 
landscape in-  fact have this in com

m
on. 

T
hey provide a hash of com

bined theol-
ogy and m

anifesto for their disturbed 
com

m
unicants. 

W
hy then do w

e insist on trying to 
construe the various shocks and terrors 
that light up the sky as the predictable 
result of som

ebody-or-other's politics or 
faith? W

ell, at the sim
plest, m

ost obvi-
ous level, it m

akes the night less fright-
ening for the rest of us if w

e can attrib-
u

te grotesq
u

e h
eh

avior to ord
in

ary, 
m

anageable causes. A
nd it justifies our 

• 
• 

ow
n behavior and beliefs as w

ell, spar-
in

g u
s alon

g th
e w

ay from
 h

avin
g to 

face up to a w
orld out there that is not 

conform
ing to the m

odel w
ith w

hich 
w

e h
a
v
e b

eco
m

e co
m

fo
rta

b
le. I 

th
ou

gh
t, as th

e 15th
 an

n
iversary of 

John K
ennedy's death w

ent by in the 
w

eek
 of Jon

estow
n

, of th
at F

rid
ay 

night w
hen a bunch of us—

reporters-
w

aited on the W
hite H

ouse law
n for 

the arrival of L
yndon Johnson, back 

from
 D

allas, and heard the assorted ru-
m

ors of w
ho the K

ennedy assassin bad 
been., I rem

em
bered above all the al-

m
obil fran

tic, in
sisten

ce th
at it m

u
st 

h
ave b

een
 a "

righ
t-w

in
g n

u
t"

: O
u

r 
sense of order, already deranged, w

as 
now

 in danger of being shattered alto-
gether. 

. So w
e tam

e and dom
esticate the hot" 

ror by m
aking it fit our prejudices and 

predilections, and w
e justify our ow

n 
`w

ay of thinking about things, and w
e 

im
pose a certain consoling, if decep-

tive, order on the unsettling chaos of -
events outside us. B

ut I think there is 
som

ething m
ore at play." I think w

e 
d

on
't w

an
t to ack

n
ow

led
ge th

at th
e - 

ab
erration

al b
eh

avior w
e h

ave w
it-

nessed is at least dim
ly fam

iliar to us iii 
an individual, hum

an w
ay, that in som

e 
respects it represents not an antithesis 
of our ow

n behavior, but rather a par-
ody or caricature of it. 

 
T

he desire to follow
 the m

ystique of 
a charism

atic leader; the blindness and 
self-deception and unyielding .resist-
ance to evidence that our heroes m

ay ', 
be w

eak and our com
m

itm
ents 

guided and crazy; the fantasy of escape °, 
into another place or into the toil-free " 
w

orld of total obedience and repression 
of self; th

e reversion
 to in

fan
tilism

 
("M

other! M
other!" Jones is said to have 

cried out at the end); the contained, yet 
real, proniptings to violence w

e have all 
felt—

these are the things the G
uyana ., 

nightm
are put in stark relief. 

T
hey are not the vices of som

e cult or,  
the end product of som

e political posi-
tion. T

hey are the dark im
pulses that 

lurk in every private psyche, the 
pulses w

hose control and channeling 1l 
into constructive hum

ane acts is the 
very definition of civilization. W

hat 
m

ade the Jonestow
n affair such a dis-

turbing m
etaphor and called forth so 

m
any diversionary "explanations" w

as 
its rem

inder that the jungle is only a 
few

 yards aw
ay. 
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