inTOXICating FOLLOWERSHIP

Wendy Edmonds has made an important and crucial contribution
to our understanding of the complex dynamics of toxic followership
and how it played out in the Jonestown catastrophe in 1978! Given
our own cultist movements in these Trump-inﬂuenced times, let us
learn from Edmonds’s analysis and wisdom!
–Cornel West, Harvard University
Dr. Edmonds presents a work that is exceptional and relevant,
especially during our current world situation. She has pinpointed
the various aspects of toxic followership which highlights not just
one stereotypical view of those who have joined toxic organizations,
but several. This will help people recognize what Toxic Followership
looks like.
–Leslie Wagner-Wilson, Jonestown Survivor
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This book is dedicated to those consumed by your emotions in the role
as followers. May this inspire you to no longer subject yourselves to ruthless
leaders. It is not uncommon to make an assessment of your encounters.
Your experiences will cause you to leverage your own power to escape the
domination of predators.
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Foreword

In November 1978, when news of a mass suicide of Peoples Temple cult members
in Guyana reached Los Angeles, I had already been immersed in another cult for
10 years and would not extricate myself from it for an additional ﬁve years.
Of course, we did not consider ourselves to be part of a cult. Probably the
members of Peoples Temple didn’t either. Rather we were members of a group
building a new and much better world. Or so we thought.
That is one of the problems of cult dynamics. There is always a narrative that
elevates the experience and makes any of the sacriﬁces its members make seem
rational, even noble. Equally problematic is the loss of the capacity to view the
cult leader with any degree of objectivity and certainly not with the slightest hint
of criticism.
The reaction to the news of the Jonestown suicides in my group was, “Well,
they were obviously a cult. We would never do that!” Or would we? Thankfully,
many cults fall short of such a drastic response to the ever threatening “outside”
world. But, in retrospect, the conditions and actions we tolerated in our cult held
the same grim potential. And, in the broader sense of political cults such as
Maoism, Nazism, or Stalinism, the crimes committed and the deaths resulting
were many times that of Peoples Temple, as have been the deaths resulting from
fanatical religious groups of every denomination.
So, what is going on here?
When I extricated myself from the grip of my cult, I reintegrated into mainstream society. With intentionality, I located myself in Washington, DC, as I
instinctively felt that a way to improve the world was through government.
Having dropped out of the University of California at Berkeley, I needed to
backﬁll my credentials and entered a degree program in Applied Behavioral
Science. There is a lot of emphasis in such a program on group dynamics. I began
to reﬂect on these dynamics as they related to those found in the nonproﬁts and
congressional ofﬁces in which I found myself operating, as well as applying them
to the more extreme conditions of the cult I had left.
One day I was reading an analysis by M. Scott Peck of the M~
y Lai massacre in
Vietnam. How did hundreds of ordinary Americans participate in this obscenity?
Peck observed that when people view themselves in the follower role, they often
displace their own accountability for their actions onto the leader. Bingo! That
was the missing piece! I wrote in the margin, “It sounds like a book on a new way
of following is needed.” That was the moment that led me on the journey to
writing my ﬁrst book on followership.
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Foreword

Like a magnet surrounded by iron ﬁlings, I began attracting others who were
working with equal fascination and even urgency on aspects of followership.
Early among these was Wendy Edmonds. Her doctoral work on Jonestown
captivated me. To this day, I am not sure if she knew about my prior cult
involvement, as I felt vulnerable about sharing it for many years.
To deeply understand a subject, or even a relationship, one of the ways to get
under the superﬁcialities is when it is stress tested. Peoples Temple and Jonestown
took leader–follower dynamics to their extreme. The racial and class dynamics
involved in this tragedy make it an even more complex case history. Wendy
Edmonds has dedicated herself to understanding the lessons of this type of
extremity so that we may better recognize, understand, and mitigate its toxic
potential.
Make no mistake. The attraction of cults in many forms, tangible and virtual,
is all around us. Some of these cults are stridently visible and others are cleverly
masked. By taking what she has learned through rigorous academic research and
converting the story and its lessons into a widely accessible analysis, Wendy
Edmonds has done us a great service.
Ira Chaleff.
April 2020.

Preface

I toiled in the past several years over how to turn my original research into a book
and what to share and how much to share. I continued to wrestle with the
emotions that gripped my soul from hearing the survivors’ stories of such a
horriﬁc life event, people who wanted no more from me except to be their voice in
letting others know what it means to be a follower of any kind. They wanted me
to reveal toxic followership. Frank, who often spoke about his experience in a
poetic fashion, said, “It was the nature of Jim Jones’s leadership that deﬁned the
nature of my followership; that gave me a larger meaning in my life than I had
before or have had since.” Hearing him speak those words had the same effect on
me as the sound of roaring thunder: it sounded the alarms in my head. Andrea put
it like this: “You looked forward to that meeting and everybody gettin’ down to
the music like they do in Africa, dancing to the beat of the rhythmic drums, even
having the bon ﬁres. The music was good.” But it was Rob’s comment that was
the clincher: “It was intoxicating.” Clearly, their experience as followers of Jim
Jones could be explained as invigorating and exciting, sometimes even diminishing the physical and mental controls of an individual. With that, I give you
inTOXICating FOLLOWERSHIP: in the Jonestown Massacre
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