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Abstract: This is a qualitative studie about how devotees to the Guru Mata Amritananda Mayi 

relate to her and how that changes through time. The material has been collected through five 

interviews and through participant observation in ”Ammas” ashram Amritapuri in Kerala, south of 

India. The result showed that the devotees relate to Amma as a mother in some aspects and as 

a ”teacher” in other aspects, but they all have gained hundred percent trust for her. They all related 

to her different in the beginning as a devotee than after some years with her which shows that 

Amma could work as a transitionalobject for the devotees. The question about whether the devotees 

progress and cultivate”selfactivity” after this process could be answered with both yes and no. The 

devotees whom was interviewed seemed to have cultivated a lot more ”selfactivity” than the 

devotees that was observed during the time in the ashram and whom hadn't been following Amma 

as long time as the interviewees. 

 

Keywords: Transitional object, Guru, Devotee, Ashram, Interaction Rituals, Self-activity 
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thank all the people that I met in the ashram in Amritapuri, during my weeks there, that in one way 

or another helped me to progress with this essay. Especially I would like to thank Kusuma in the 

information office who helped me to organize and set up the interviews. 

 

1. Introduction 

I believe all Guru-Devotees relationships contains similar psychological mechanisms meanwhile the 

outcome of the development in the devotees could turn out different to each other. The phenomenon 

of following a Guru has existed in hundreds of years. Thoughts like comparing this relationship 

with the relationship to a parent and contemplation of the phenomenon of looking for something 

outside yourself to fulfill you is the main reason why i choose to do this study. There is also a deep 

interest of spirituality within me; the phenomenon of being a devotee to a Guru, giving a lot of other 

things in your life up just to focus on this particular process, fascinates me. In my studies I decided 

to focus on the devotees motives to sit and spend time with the Guru Amritanandamayi, who has 
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her main Ashram in south of India. She is also known as Amma which means mother, or "Hugging 

Mother", since she is embracing all of her devotees as her blessing. The fact that Amma seems to be 

like a "living Jesus" to her devotees, that she is very well known all over the world and that she, 

with donations from her devotees, has created so much charitable projects as maybe no one else in 

India before, made me choose her as representing the Guru in my essay. Through receiving a Minor 

Field Study scholarship from Sida I got the chance to go to India for eight weeks to take part of the 

life in the ashram and to take part of experiencing Amma in person meanwhile I performed my 

interviews. This makes my thesis both a personal investigation in the area of the devotees‟ interest 

to follow Amma, and a research springing from the devotees‟ own words on how experiencing their 

relationship with her. 

 

1.1 Aim: Through five qualitative interviews investigate why devotees have taken Amma as her 

Guru and chosen to follow her teachings. The research's‟ main focus is to shine a light on the 

different ways of relating to Amma as a Guru and how the ways of relating changes through time. 

 

1.2 Problem: What are the main reasons for the devotees of Amma to be a follower of her and to 

stay in her ashram in Amritapuri and how are the ways the devotees relate to Amma changed 

through time with her? 

 

1.3 Disposition: This thesis is derived into eight chapters. In the first chapter I explain the main 

question that is to be answered the following pages and about the purpose of writing this thesis. The 

second chapter is giving the reader the background information, included earlier research, that is 

needed to easier follow the result and the analyze later on in the thesis. In the third chapter I explain 

the theories I've found useful and in the fourth chapter I explain about the methodology. The fifth 

chapter tells about the result from the qualitative interviews I made and the sixth chapter is showing 

the final analyze. The seventh chapter tells the conclusion about the analyze and the eight chapter 

bring about reflections about the process of my research. 
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2. Background; 2.1 Earlier research: Maya Warrier has made a couple of studies on devotees‟ 

motives for seeking and staying with certain gurus in modern India. She claims that one of the most 

dramatic and important developments in present day Hinduism is the growth of popular and high-

profile devotional organizations led by charismatic Indian gurus (Warrier 2003: 31). The more 

successful of the gurus head vast institutional empires, financed by generous donations from 

hundreds of thousands of affluent devotees both in India and abroad. In Mata Amritanandamayis 

ashram Warriers researches showed that devotees invariably had a high degree of awareness about 

other gurus, their teachings, personalities, and religio-spiritual attitudes and orientations, which 

helped guide to their own devotional choices and paths of spiritual seeking. The Mata, more often 

than not, was only one of several gurus whom devotees tended to have sampled in the course of 

their spiritual questing (Warrier 2003: 34). Warrier claims that devotees are best seen not as 

members of any guru organization but as travellers along various and diverse paths of spiritual 

questing. Attachment to a guru at any given point in time may then best be seen as "stops" on this 

spiritual journey, where they secure a temporary anchor at the feet of the chosen guru before they 

move on to other gurus and guru organizations. Devotees' motivations for seeking out gurus can 

therefore in very broad terms, with the words from Warrier, be described as either the desire for 

wish fulfilment or the hope of personal (spiritual) development. Most studies of guru organizations 

show how individuals are attracted to gurus initially in the hope of immediate solutions to personal 

problems. Attachment to a guru and surrender to his or her divine agency is, for such individuals, 

inextricably bound up with the hope that he or she will work miracles in their lives and thereby ease 

their personal suffering, avert situations of crises, and generally smooth out their life's journey by 

offering them divine protection. Faith in the guru requires a constant cranking up through 

experiences ever more wonderful and miraculous, Warrier says (Warrier 2003: 42). In the absence 

of such cranking up, devotees begin to lose faith in the guru and may drift away to other gurus who 

show greater promise of delivering the desired results. Another important criterion devotees often 

use for choosing between gurus is the style of their religious discourse. Some guru seekers prefer 

the extremely simple and spontaneous discourse of gurus like Mata Amritanandamayi, who capture 

devotees' imaginations with their simple stories, anecdotes, and parables. From the narratives of 

Warriers study on how devotees chooses their guru, it appears that most devotees do have a 

conception of what a guru ought to be like, and it is to the extent that a guru matches their 

expectations and preferences that they become willing to enter his or her fold as devotees (Warrier 

2003: 39). She says that this aspect of guru devotional ism in contemporary India, largely neglected 

in the existing literature, can perhaps best be studied by focusing not so much on faith and practice 

within particular guru organizations but on the life histories and narratives of the guru seekers. 
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2.2 About Amma and the ashram: Hinduism is the main religion in India and it‟s formed of 

diverse traditions and has no single founder. Among its roots is the historical Vedic religion of Iron 

Age India, and as such Hinduism is often called the "oldest living religion" or the "oldest living 

major tradition". A large body of texts is classified as Hindu texts. These texts discuss theology, 

philosophy and mythology, and provide information on the practice of dharma (religious living) 

(http://www.hinduwebsite.com/vedicsection/vedaindex.asp). Amma refers to the Hinduism when 

teaching about spirituality, not because she teaches Hinduism but because this is the religion she is 

brought up in. She says her religion is love and service. The scriptures referred to regarding her 

teachings are the Vedic ones who are scriptures written in Sanskrit. They are the foremost in 

authority, importance and antiquity when it comes to scriptures that have had an impact on 

Hinduism ((http://www.hinduwebsite.com/vedicsection/vedaindex.asp). They comprise a huge 

collection of material and spiritual knowledge. According to the Vedic history, they were written 

down about 5000 years ago. The date, however, is not very important because, without a doubt, the 

knowledge contained in these scriptures was existing a long time before it was written down 

(http://www.adishakti.org). In these scriptures God is not seen as something apart, but as our very 

essence, the one True Self that resides in the heart of us all. Raising ourselves from ordinary 

individuals to the heights of God Consciousness is only possible with the guidance of one who is 

already in that transcendent state. Such one is called a Sat guru, a True Master, as in one who has 

gained mastery over the mind. This is what the Guru Amma is to her disciples. She explains this 

with the question; “Does the mother need to tell the baby, “I am your mother?” 

(http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html). Hence, Amma is capable of guiding others on their inner 

path to freedom. This designates a process which is a liberate one in which the possessive ego is 

meant to be diminished (Duquoc Christian 1994:39). Willis Jager writes in "Mysticism: Flight from 

the world or responsibility for the world" about ways to this mystical experience. These ways 

include learning to be a witness of your own self, not identifying with it. Therefore Amma for 

example says that meditation practice is worth gold in individuals‟ spiritual practice. Amma was 

born in Kerala the 27 of September 1953 and spent the years of her childhood and teens immersed 

in intense spiritual practices in order to present a living example for the world. Even as a small 

child, she could often be found absorbed in deep meditation, totally oblivious of her surroundings. 

By her late teens, she was abiding in the experience of inner bliss and by 1975, at the age of 22; she 

was fully established in the state of Supreme Love. She explains this like “One day I strongly felt 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_Vedic_religion
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_Age_India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_Age_India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Oldest_religion
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_texts
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_theology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_philosophy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hindu_mythology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dharma
http://www.hinduwebsite.com/vedicsection/vedaindex.asp
http://www.hinduwebsite.com/vedicsection/vedaindex.asp
http://www.hinduwebsite.com/vedicsection/vedaindex.asp
http://www.hinduwebsite.com/vedicsection/vedaindex.asp
http://www.adishakti.org/_
http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html
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the urge to be absorbed in the Supreme Being without returning. Then I heard a voice from within 

saying “Thousands and thousands of people in the world are steeped in misery. I have much for you 

to do, you who are one with me” (http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html). It was at this time that 

people started to gather around her, wanting to be in her presence, wanting to listen to her words 

etcetera. For the past 35 years Amma has dedicated her life to the uplifting of suffering humanity 

through the simplest of gestures – an embrace. The Sanskrit term darshan means, "vision", and it is 

used to describe the meeting with a holy person, especially a Self Realized master. Amma's darshan 

is unique. Over time, Amma's popularity has risen to the point where in India she has been known 

to individually hug over 50,000 people in one day, sitting sometimes for over 30 hours. Since 

Ammas "religion", as said before, is love and service she has inspired innumerable humanitarian 

activities all over the world. Some of them are free food and clothing programs, charitable hospitals, 

hospices, disaster relief programs, free homes for the poor and the needy, medical camps, 

orphanage, schools, educational institutions, widows' pension scheme, free legal advice, 

preservation of nature and so on. Amma says, "Compassion to the poor and the needy is our duty to 

God" (http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html). As an example of how her organization works, 

when Amma pledged $23 million for Tsunami relief efforts she knew that her devotees from all 

over the world would make that pledge a reality. When asked about it, she simply stated, "My 

children are my strength." True to her faith in her children, donation poured in so that many people 

that became victims after the tsunami could be helped. 

 

The word ashram is derived from the Sanskrit root a-srama which means full dedication or 

stretching your arms towards perfection. Many of the ashrams in India have been created through a 

certain teacher or so called wise woman or man getting devotees around him or her. After a while 

the number of the devotees may have increased and a “religious” place has been created, often 

around where the teacher is born. The Amritapuri ashram in India was the first spiritual center that 

was established by Amma, and hence the place where she was born. She lives there today, when 

she´s not traveling on her mission, along with two thousand residents who come from all over the 

world. The center provide an ideal environment to meditate, perform selfless-service supporting 

Amma's innumerable humanitarian activities and gives solace and peace to all who come in search 

of some comfort. Swamini Krishnamritaprana, Amma's senior lady disciple says that the ashram is 

like a miniature of the whole world, but in a controlled atmosphere. “It's a place where you have to 

face and work through the problems that come up, because there's no one to run to. This fact is very 

beneficial, because people learn to work through their psychological processes (mental processes) 

more quickly” (http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html). Amritapuri is the living example of the 

http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html
http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html
http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html
http://www.amma.org/amma/index.html
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ancient Indian ideal “the whole world is one family” (vasudhaiva kutumbakam). Here you will find 

people from all parts of the world; speaking different languages and having different customs and 

religions. All living under the same roof in their quest for the meaning of life, each one has 

forgotten their differences and become a child of Amma. Activities on the ashram include practice 

of yoga, meditative singing (Bhajans), sharing of spiritual experiences with Amma (satsang) and 

selfless service. Since the ashram is built upon volunteerism, or people doing selfless service one 

has to work at least two hours when staying there. The devotees who stay there for long often work 

six hours per day to keep the ashram and the charitable projects going. In the ashram it‟s very 

important that everyone is dressed modest and women and men are not allowed to have physical 

contact. Women and men are also having separated temples in which they sing their bhajans 

etcetera. The day in the ashram starts at 4.30 with an hour long morning prayer. From 6-7.30 there 

is voluntary meditation by the beach. 9.00 there is breakfast. 10.00-13.00 there is selfless service 

going on followed by lunch, followed by three more hours of selfless service. 17.00 there are again 

meditation by the beach and at 18.30 there is evening singing, or bhajans followed by the 20.00 

dinnertime. Almost everyone is wearing white, copying Ammas chosen color to be dressed in. 

 

3. Theories 

3.1 Interaction Rituals: Collins argues that the mechanisms that produce “society” are none other 

than interaction rituals (IRs). Four basic ingredients define them; all are necessary for their 

accomplishment. The first is two or more people in co-presence. Second, IR requires a boundary 

that demarcates insiders from outsiders, lending participants a privileged sense of inclusiveness. A 

third feature of IR is that all parties to the encounter “focus their attention upon a common object or 

activity, and by communicating this focus to each other become mutually aware of each others 

focus of attention”. Finally IR requires that participants share “a common mood or emotional 

experience” (Collins 2004:48). What happens when these four components exist together is 

according to Collins that individuals feel solidarity with one another; they imagine themselves to be 

members of a common undertaking. He also says that they are infused with emotional energy (EE), 

a feeling of exhilaration, achievement and enthusiasm (Collins 2004:110). EE is Collin's term for 

variations in human drive, desire, initiative, and the quest for excitement. Human beings, he says, 

are above all “emotional energy seekers, thereby linked to those interactions and their derivative 

symbols that give the greatest EE”. He also says that “If not EE seekers, what else could human 

beings be?” (Collins 2004: 115). IR, as said, generates collective symbols described as the “lenses 

through which we see,” the “very structure of consciousness” (Collins 2004:374). These symbols 

are the moral repository of the group and, hence, are assigned sacred qualities that must be defended 
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and reinforced. From the perspective of IR theory, you could say that Mead‟s concept of the “I” is 

EE: “one‟s „I‟ is called forth in varying strengths by present interactions and past symbolic residues, 

magnetically attracted to some situations and repelled by others” (Collins 2004: 205). Whether one 

is most attracted to a church service, a political rally, or an intimate conversation is determined by 

each individual‟s expectations of the magnitude of EE flowing from that situation. EE is also 

described as the emotional feeling of strength, confidence, and initiative, at the high end of the 

continuum; at the low end, it is a feeling of weakness, passivity, expectation of failure, depression. 

EE thus both has a general description (as in the previous sentence) and specific characteristics for 

each individual; i.e. what an individual feels enthusiastic and confident about (or passive and 

depressed about) varies with his/her experience of successful or unsuccessful interaction rituals in 

that area (http://www.cjsonline.ca/reviews/interactionritual.html). To a considerable extent, symbols 

are the carriers of EE for individuals during the times when the emotion is not aroused; the 

emotional force goes away if the ritual is not repeated at fairly frequent intervals. 

 

3.2 Transitional Objects and potential space: 

The potential space is a kind of limbo for babies, a space where the child may be able to safely 

explore what it means to grow up and where playing is the central component (Berg 1992:85). The 

child often carries a transitional object as a kind of extension of the mother's love into the potential 

space. The inevitable separation of the mother must take place and transitional objects is loaded 

with security and simultaneously a symbol of that the child one day will be able to let go completely 

and become a separate person (Berg 1992:87). Winnicott also mentions that these transitional 

objects are something that follows us into adulthood and can manifest itself as a dog, as cigarettes, 

and more. Winnicot names the potential space as the space between complete subjectivity and 

complete objectivity where play and “aesthetic experience” can occur. The subject is seeking the 

transitional object. This is to achieve a reunion that will transform its internal and external reality to 

look more like each other. On a transcendental plane we may look for god, or we fall in love, on an 

empirical plane we look for that ideal home or job, or car (Rudnytsky 1993:46). From the child's 

point of view the transitional object is the perfect compromise since it is neither a part of the self 

nor a part of world. Hence, it is both (Winnicott 1965:55). Most children who fall into the group of 

misfits have either never had such objects or they have lost it. There must be some person that 

represents the object. A child can maintain new confidence when a person appears who cares about 

her again, and with this a new transitional object will appear (Winnicott 1965:212). In order to 

study the play and then the cultural life of the individual, one must study the fate of the potential 

space between the baby and the mother figure “who is essentially adaptive because of love”. The 

http://www.cjsonline.ca/reviews/interactionritual.html
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word trust shows an understanding of what is meant by building up the confidence based on 

experience, at the time of maximal dependence, before the enjoyment and employment of 

separation and independence (Winnicot 1993:10) 

 

3.3 Objectrelations and the use of an object: 

Theories of object relations describe the process of developing a mind as one grows in relation to 

others in the environment. The "objects" of the theory are both real others in one's world, and one's 

internalized images of others. Object relationships are initially formed during early interactions with 

primary care givers and create the structure of the Child's own self. There are different outcomes of 

the Child's building of its object relations depending on how much love is provided from its 

caretakers in the Child's early year (http://www.objectrelations.org/orkey.htm) 

 

Kleins' theory about objectrelation: Klein said that the child divides his first object, the mother's 

chest in two parts, the good and the evil. It is not until the child understands that it is the same 

object that is in front of her, that she starts to relate to the mother as one person, and thus also begin 

to feel care and love for her. This cleavage of evil and good happening during the first months is the 

defense of the infant's side of what its psyche not yet manages to comprehend; the fact that the same 

object can be in many different ways, both have good and bad sides. Not getting enough care and 

love in these phases, according to Klein, may lead to the fact that one as an adult idealizes another 

person and for example choose to see only the "Good" side and deny the "negative"( Igra, 2002: 

39). The term “the use of an object” here comes to terms, meaning the venting of destructive 

impulses. The destructive fantasies in the baby´s mind against its mother will though, if the mother 

shows empathy with these attacks, be transformed to a feeling of guilt and reparative behavior. This 

will later on give the child the feeling on relying to the mothers love. As a prolonged theory from 

these thoughts, Brooke Hopkins, compare the picture that most of the Christians have of Jesus 

resurrection with the theory of the use of an object. She here puts Jesus as the one who despite the 

destructive attacks, survives and is always there with his love. He has no urge to retaliate or to pay 

back those who betrayed him or even murdered him. Hopkins says that his attitude is one of infinite 

forgiveness and that kind of forgiveness that makes the use of object relations in a “good” way 

possible (Rudnytsky 1993:255). Winnicot claims that this way of seeing and treating symbols like 

the one about Jesus are not only symbolic but also cultural representations to one of the most basic 

human drives –destructiveness and the painfully achieved capacity for trust. 

 

 

http://www.objectrelations.org/orkey.htm
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3.4 Fromms’ theory about the fear of freedom: 

Fromm says in his book “Escape from freedom” that the industrialization, religious freedom and 

economic liberalism, which is included in the modern society, gradually have busted the shackles 

that have bound the individuals outer freedom. He argues here that the human being hereby was 

liberated from "Nature's dominion" and got the chance to develop individual freedom (Fromm 

1993:9). These new conditions for an individualistic society include a freedom from external 

compulsion but also an increasing state of loneliness. Like the child who grows up to become an 

independent individual who liberates herself from the ties it has with her mother, (Fromm 1993:27), 

people also feel alone when liberated from society's external compulsion. Fromm means that the 

impulses to overcome these feelings by giving up the individuality a person just created, is never 

possible without surrendering to someone through submission. This is not a solution to create a 

balanced foundation for the individual but again a trap to become in a dependent position. Though, 

this time perhaps to someone else than the mother or the father (Fromm 1993:28). Children can 

never, as when being little babies, return to their Mother again, those days are gone. The way 

Fromm believed it would be "healthier" to avoid this loneliness and anxiety were a "spontaneous 

community with others humans and nature, in which the individual united with the world without 

setting aside their individuality "(Fromm 1993:28). If each step in the direction towards the 

emancipation and individuation was matched with the development of the ego, then a child's 

development would be harmonious. But individual and social factors often create a large gap 

between these two poles, which in turn gives rise to the defense and escape mechanisms. These 

exist in many individuals in society and include feelings of loneliness and isolation. This loneliness 

can put the ego in two directions, either, and which most of the people in modern society have 

become slaves to, a person escape this freedom because she can not stand it, or, if the self is full of 

inner strength, she uses that freedom to develop what Fromm names self activity. Here a person is 

following her own will and at the same time lives in the world free from the ties that bound her 

before (Fromm 1993:32). When Fromm speaks of "freedom from" he means the tedious process of 

liberation from these ties that bind us in our compulsive behavior and conduct, like the automatic 

uniformity when we cease to be individuals and go around in society as if we were robots (Fromm 

1993:30). Often man in the modern society finds herself not coping with the freedom in front of her 

and instead choosing to run away from it (Fromm 1993:99). If the economic, political and social 

conditions in society do not create space for the realization of individuality and people at the same 

time have lost their basic trust, then freedom will be equal to doubt and equal to a life that lacks 

meaning. Even if an escape from this meaninglessness would cost human freedom, many people in 

society pay that price (Fromm 1993:33). 
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4. Methodology; 4.1 Methodological approaches: Katarina Sjöberg means that there has been 

a change in who is agenda setter in researches nowadays. There has been a shift to giving the 

objects for the research more attention. In this way, it has also been created a space for more 

realities than one and thus been given more "respect" for qualitative studies in the society today. In 

these studies the focus is not about proving a phenomenon through already established 

interpretation models but rather focusing on what people perceive as their own reality (Sjoberg, 

Wästerfors 2008:24). This point of view was best suited for my study since what I wanted to 

explore was hardly subject to any kind of struggling to prove something but about people's 

perception of whether they had been changed by another person‟s/Gurus impact on them. With an 

ontological basis where the focus is turned to interpretations of the subject and it therefore may 

exist many different realities, and an epistemological basis which puts the objectivity in parentheses 

and is open to a rationalistic way of thinking which achieves knowledge through understanding, this 

was also my reason for choosing qualitative interviews as the basis for my study. It was the 

perceptions and the experiences I wanted to reach through my studies and I wanted to hear them 

with words from people with this experience. I therefore conducted interviews but also combined 

them with participant observation since my question was about why supporters have flocked to the 

ashram and so on. I think it was important also to conduct a participant observation in my study 

because of my prior understanding that the interviewees may idealize their Guru and that it would 

be interesting for me to see if what they said in the interview seemed to be consistent with what I 

observed in the relationship between them and Amma. In participant observation we involve 

ourselves in the interaction with others and at the same time we are observers. It‟s important to keep 

the balance between these two aspects during the observations. Fangen points out that the ideal of 

participant observation is not to achieve full participation but to look for the way that provides the 

best available data (Fangen 2005:140). In these words I recognize myself concerning my 

participation in the ashram of Amma. Since participation observation actually relies on subjectivity, 

I was aware of that my study would be colored by my own longing for "god" and the fact that I 

actually chose to travel to the ashram of an interest that extends beyond my studies. Everything that 

happened would be interpreted by the "clean or dirty filter" that I possess. Hence, I was careful not 

to “go native”. As the expression tells I had to be aware of not falling into the trap of finding myself 

thinking in the same way as my interviewees. Boas pointed out that when we study a different 

culture than our own through our western principles there is a distortion created in the statement 

about the object. He recommended the researcher to familiarize with the foreign cultures to assume 

the role as participating observer (Fangen 2005:12). This I decided to do through participating in the 

activities in the ashram, which is a large set to communicate there, as an example the hymns or so-
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called bhajans they sing every morning and evening. Sjoberg means that a qualitative approach to 

its study requires that we as researchers realize that we ourselves are just as diverse as the one we 

interview (Sjoberg, Wästerfors 2008:32). One has to be aware of that the data that is conceived 

through the interviews also springs from the ontogenes of the researcher. I thought this was 

extremely important to be aware of when I designed my study, especially since I believed I had 

experienced similar psychological mechanisms in my own life story that I would meet in my 

interview persons. Sjoberg also notes that the interesting in an interview is not about the person 

telling the truth or not but the approach I as a researcher keep according to the information receive 

(Sjoberg, Wästerfors 2008:34). I therefore wanted my interview form to be “open thematic 

interview” where the theories should be put in parentheses during the interview. Here it was also 

important that I didn´t decide all questions in advance and began to reflect on what the person in 

front of me would answer. Then the interview would rather be based upon my own horizon of 

understanding and I would not face the world as open that the interviewees possess (Aspers 

2007:134). In a qualitative method it‟s always a desire to be as unbiased as possible and therefore it 

is not possible to relate to theory in the same way as in quantitative methods. Theories in qualitative 

method rather work as an interpretive framework (Sjoberg, Wästerfors 2008:89). Given the 

impossibility to talk about facts without starting to theorize about it, theories of a qualitative study 

may serve as a foundation to build the thesis upon but that‟s it. Open thematic interview fit the basis 

of my chosen theories and also the notion of reality as its epistemological approach I choose to 

work from; the hermeneutic. 

 

4.2 Scientific approach; The hermeneutics: Sjoberg says that taking a hermeneutic perspective in 

your studies is not only about having the focus on studying but also on yourself as a researcher and 

on your own process in how you proceed with your work (Sjoberg, Wästerfors 2008:102). This 

fitted well into my study when I myself thought a lot about how my pre-understanding of the Guru-

culture would color my thesis. In order to understand something it requires the viewer to interpret. 

How the viewer do this depends on, often unconscious, social and cultural structures that is 

important to be aware of in the hermeneutic research (Allwood & Erikson 1999:288). My 

interpretation ability in the essay was dependent on the prejudices that characterize the way I am 

present at, and consisted of the expectations and beliefs I have about the world. Prejudices in itself 

in hermeneutics are not seen as something negative, but simply as a way to understand the outside 

world. This means that we always have a prior understanding when it comes to understanding 

something new (Sjoberg, Wästerfors 2008:105) and also to be able to come up with such a problem. 

With a hermeneutic perspective, it is the dialogue that should be the current form in order to achieve 
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understanding, not the discussion of who is right or wrong. This stroke me as a central part of my 

study since I wanted my interviews to be formed into dialogues from where knowledge is rising and 

not that the interviews should be about what is wrong or right or what is true or not. Gadamer here 

talks about the hermeneutic horizon. The horizon is the range of vision that includes everything that 

can be seen from a particular vantage point. Understanding, insists Gadamer, is always the fusion of 

two persons horizons supposedly existing by themselves. But Gadamer doesn‟t envision ultimately 

collapsing all individually distinct perspectives into a single universal horizon. Instead it is the 

tension between different limited horizons that makes new understanding possible. The hermeneutic 

task consists in not covering up this tension by attempting a naive assimilation of the two but in 

consciously bringing it out. In this way the two separate horizons don‟t just converge and merge 

into a single point of view; rather, they are both simultaneously superseded. This, I wished to be 

aware of in my study while doing my interviews. The hermeneutic approach is according to Sjöberg 

more about a philosophy than focusing on a specific technique (Sjoberg, Wästerfors 2008:111).  

That seemed most relevant for my study according to its main focus; the human impact and 

influence on each other in an area that could be termed as the spiritual field. 

 

4.3 Pre-understanding: I wanted to relate to my pre-understanding in a way that was constructive 

for my thesis and that may rather broaden my horizon of understanding than leaving me with the 

beliefs I already have. My pre-understanding for this study layed partly in what I had experienced 

but also in the prejudices that I think I share with other individuals on society's values. I started my 

study with the idea that many individuals who turn to gurus and ashrams, regardless of being 

Indians or Westerners, are looking for something they do not succeed to find inside themselves. I 

imagined that the separation that naturally occurs between mother and child in its upbringing, which 

among another Winnicott is talking about, is not fully implemented in those who are looking for a 

Guru. As a result, of this I believed that those who became devotee‟s seeked out the same kind of 

"submission" as they felt towards their parents when they were children. Perhaps with an 

unconscious mind that at a later stage manage to get through the childhood separation again and 

thus find the internal security they require being missed. I had a prior understanding of that the life 

with a Guru could help the individual to create a better relationship with oneself. Through life in an 

ashram a devotee may get the chance to be just who she is and maybe for the first time enjoy a 

nonjudgmental environment. Before writing my essay I carried the picture inside of me that being 

with a guru is experiencing unconditional love and I imagined that it was each individual's 

conception of the Guru, which was of the essence. The objective truth was not essential to deal 

with, I believed. Winnicotts‟ words, through a psychoanalytical studies, according to how 
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individuals picture Jesus, describes my preunderstanding in a good way; "Like the mother whom 

the infant believe it has destroyed but who is always there, continuing to love ... Jesus is depicted as 

harboring no urge to retaliate, no urge to pay back those who betrayed or even murdered him.” Olav 

Hammer says that human beings “…have a very strong feeling inside of themselves that their own 

senses and their own wisdom cannot betray them…” and that “…we often experience ourselves as 

more objective than anyone else out there in the world…” (http://www.existentiell-

tro.net/artik2/art19.htm, 27/12 2000). According to this I had the pre-understanding that every 

devotee that is following Amma believes that she or he knows who Amma is and that they 

themselves believe that this is the right path for everyone to follow. Finally, I had a 

preunderstanding of the ashrams in India, that no matter how different they are when it comes to 

size, tradition, and activity offered there, they are a safe haven for individuals who get there. 

Depending on who you are I thought the ashram perform different functions for different 

individuals. According to Amma and her ashram in Amritapuri in Southern India where I performed 

my studies, I had a pre-understanding that many devotees were expecting her to perform miracles 

for them. Also I believed that Amma was a person who completely had been given up everything in 

her life to serve others and who served as someone who brings out people's love, that they cannot 

reach themselves. Many persons ask themselves what a Guru is and besides that she or he is a 

teacher in spiritual development I would also like to say that the Guru is an energy as to which the 

devotee interact with her own being, searching for something inside of herself she needs help to 

discover. 

 

4.4 Selection: Sjöberg says that just because of the fact that you in your study chooses interview 

persons from different generations, nationalities and sexes, your study doesn‟t have to contain a 

comparative aspect. This I had been thinking about according to my essay. I did not want to choose 

my respondents by gender nor nationality in regard to do a study with comparative aspects but I 

wanted to focus on how long they had been followers of Amma. On the other hand, I felt it was 

important to interview people from different countries and in different ages in order to demonstrate 

the broad of devotees who come to Amma. I did however find out on my arrival to the ashram in 

Amritapuri that I could not choose devotees to interview myself but that they would make the 

choices for me, because of the rules of the ashram. I could have requests regarding age and 

nationality, but when six people were presented to me, I decided to stick to them. The most 

important thing for me was that there were not only westerners I got to interview but also Indian 

devotees since India is the country Ammas is from and where I would make my study. Now, this 

didn‟t really happen since I got only one Indian man and four Americans to interview, I look upon 

http://www.existentiell-tro.net/artik2/art19.htm
http://www.existentiell-tro.net/artik2/art19.htm
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this as a source of error. In my thesis I am aware of the fact that I can not generalize my outcome of 

the thesis to a broader population than the devotees living in Amritapuri. 

 

4.5 Approach: When I came to the ashram in Amritapuri I started to directly observe its 

surroundings; the people there, how they interacted with each other, how they talked about Amma 

and so on. I quickly got in touch with a couple of people who had been followers of Amma for over 

twenty years, which quickly gave me an initial understanding of how life works in the ashram. 

When I told them that I would write the essay I got many stories and experiences told for me that I 

felt grateful to be able to listen to. I went after a few days to the information desk at the ashram to 

talk about my study and it turned out not to be entirely obvious that I would interview whoever I 

wanted, as I had thought a bit naive. Since Amma and the next person around her at this moment 

were on a European tour, it was the American woman who worked in the information that took care 

of these formalities. She had mail contact with the person who is closest Amma, Swami 

Amritswaroopananda Puri (Swami is Primarily a Hindu honorific title, for either males or females. 

It is derived from Sanskrit and means "He who knows and is the master of himself." It is a title 

added to one's name to emphasize learning and mastery of for example devotion to the swami's 

spiritual master (a guru or another swami)). I was told that he was the one who chooses interview 

people in cases related to students, journalists or likely when texts were about to be published about 

Amma. The intermediary between the swami and the woman in the information, Kusama, was 

called Brian "Gautam" Harvey, also he a follower of Amma for many years, and served as a press 

contact within the organization. Kusama told me that she received a response out of Brian the day 

after I talked to her, and the swami suggested six interviewees. In order to make the interviews, 

though, it was necessary that I signed a paper where I would promise to follow the rules according 

to press-related issues. Kusama told me that I would probably have the paper by email the same 

day. Due to Ammas hectic Europe tour, it passed many days without them having the time to 

organize this paper and after some days I realized I had to make the interviews a little bit later than I 

had thought, since I was now leaving the ashram for a week or two to get some distance from my 

experiences. When I returned two weeks later I went directly to the international office where 

Kusama was doing her seva (selfless service in the ashram). She told me that the paper was now 

organized so that I could sign it and start my interviews. Kusama helped me to set up my meetings 

with the five devotees I was about to interview. I was told four of them were Americans and one 

was Indian, this made me a little bit disappointed since I felt for interviewing devotees from 

different countries and not only from America. But since there is a big ashram of Amma in 

California and since I decided to trust that the Swami chose people who could represent the ashram 
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in a good way for my thesis I decided to drop this disappointment quite directly. The interviews 

went well and all of the devotees seemed to enjoy talking to me about Amma. My guide for the 

interviews I formed during the weeks before I went to India. I kept in mind that I wanted to specify 

which areas I wanted to have my devotees to tell me about such as their relationship to Amma and 

what made them come searching for her “help”. I wrote my questions according to these thoughts 

and according to my main purpose of my thesis. It also felt important to ask about how the 

relationship had changed during the time the devotees had spent with Amma. When performing my 

interviews though, I didn‟t force myself to ask the questions I had in my guide since the devotees 

started to talk that freely about their experience about Amma as soon I asked them the first question. 

I didn‟t want to interrupt too much but when I found it necessary to direct the interview according 

to my purpose. When finally have made the last interview which took place at the university one 

kilometer from the ashram I happened to lose one of my recorded interviews. When starting to 

listen to all interviews I struggled with the technique about the recordings and so this loss was a 

fact. I know this is something you have to be aware of when making interviews. I decided to put 

down what I remembered from this interview and not to make a new one, since I didn‟t really have 

that opportunity or the time to do it. I considered my material enough to be able to make a good 

analyze out of it for the outcome of my thesis. 

 

4.6 The work in the field; Good and bad experiences: At first I happened to be unfortunate with 

arriving to the ashram of Amma when she was still on tour in Europe. I thought this would be really 

bad for my thesis. After a couple of days, though, I started to realize that the ashram life is not at all 

the same when Amma is at home. People told me that the few weeks she spend in her birthplace 

thousands of people from around the world comes along with her, so the about 2000 people living 

in the ashram for a long time like six months or many years straight at this time becomes 8000 or 

even more. I was explained that it‟s a totally different experience to be in the ashram when Amma is 

there. So then I thought I was lucky, realizing that I wouldn‟t be able to experience the ashram in a 

more relaxed way if I was there only when Amma was physically present due to all chaos around 

her appearance. Another good experience was that I got in contact with some older ladies that had 

been with Amma for more than twenty years which gave me a good insight in the ashram life 

etcetera, even though I did not interview any of these ladies they gave me a valuable understanding 

of living there. One of the bad experiences of my fieldwork was the days I had to wait for the paper 

to be signed for me to be able to make my interviews. I realize I should have asked directly when I 

arrived to the ashram about this, instead of settle first and ask later. It was a bad experience for me 

not to bring my laptop to India but to put my trust in the internet cafe's existing around the ashram. 
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It was not always easy to put up with the electricity going off every now and then, nor with not 

having a toilet next to you when writing in thirty degrees sweating like crazy, having to go back to 

the ashram to use a toilet. I developed a lot of patience in this way and that made me never really 

irritated when it came to waiting for my interviews to be made. Writing a thesis in whichever 

subject you need a lot of patience and doing it in India you probably need more. Also being aware 

of the fact that getting sick in the stomach could very sudden make you unable to progress with the 

thesis for half a week or even longer… 

 

4.7 Ethical issues: Since I used a qualitative method in my study it meant I had to pay more 

attention to the ethical aspects than I would do in a quantitative one. The fundamental ethical 

aspects relate to issues of volunteerism, confidentiality, privacy and anonymity. The researches 

ethical rules that I followed was the information requirement, requirement of consent, 

confidentiality requirement and utilization requirement (Trost 1993: 105). I didn´t want to assume 

fake "motives" in my study, for example not tell about the purpose, therefore, I took the information 

requirement in account, which meant that I informed my interview persons about the purpose, and 

also the different steps included in the survey. I knew they have many journalists and so on coming 

to do articles in the ashram about Amma and since I know that the policy in the Ashram is to be 

careful about anything being published I was aware of this when I wrote my essay. Apart from that, 

I told the interviewees that the participation was voluntary and mayed be interrupted by the 

interviewees whenever they wished. Confidentiality requirement means that my informants would 

remain anonymous if they wished (Trost 1993: 107). However, I asked if I could mention age and 

nationality on the interviewees in my study since I would like to demonstrate the breadth of people 

living in the ashram. Except for this the confidentiality requirement was also about informing my 

interview objects about handle the information correctly, that is to say that I ensured that the 

information would not spread or accidentally fall into the wrong hands. Utilization requirement 

implies that the information I received about the devotees lives and views on their relationship to 

their Guru would be used only for the purpose of study and nothing else. I followed all these ethical 

issues to make sure that my informants were not offended by my research and also regarding the 

respect for Amma and the organization in the ashram, which is a holy place created with a lot of 

love and hard selfless service. 

 

4.8 Reflections upon the methodology: I noticed during my work in the field that to do qualitative 

interviews requires that you are a good listener and are able to open up for the one you interview to 

talk about what she feels in a natural way but also you have to be able to direct the conversation 
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according to your main purpose of doing the interview. I also reflected upon the importance of 

being able to stay objective when the one you interview talks about something sensitive or becomes 

emotional. My interviews could easily have become more of a narrative story from the devotees 

than an interview; then again maybe the line sometimes is thin between narratives and qualitative 

interviews. I was also reflecting upon the need to stay focused on your thesis when interacting in a 

participant observation with others, for some personalities it is easier to fall in to the group way of 

thinking and I am definitely one of them. Still, by reflecting upon it, I think I managed quite well 

not to “go native” too much in my essay. To do participant observation together with interviews 

made me reflect more upon everything that happened in the ashram since I needed to be focused on 

it all the time. If I only should be doing the interviews I think I would have relaxed more in between 

and therefore maybe have missed “some important data”. 

 

5. Presentation of my material 

5.1 The observation: It was easy to get in contact with people in the ashram when I first came 

there. Almost who ever I met was eager to talk about Amma and to show me around. I felt I had 

come to a very loving atmosphere and I appreciated that I was taken good care of. I told many of 

the devotees, which I knew I wouldn‟t come to interview, about my thesis. This made me get even 

closer to some of the persons in the ashram. The old woman I talked to and spend a lot of time with 

in the ashram was mentioning Amma as her savior. She and a couple of other women I talked to this 

week often talked about Amma with a lot of love and as soon as there was a problem they told me 

“Amma will take care of it” or “Amma will decide what will happen” or “Amma will fix it”. I felt a 

little bit like no one was really listening to me when I talked about myself, often they only started to 

tell me that Amma would take care of it. So sometimes I just changed the subject when finding me 

in this situation. I shared my room during the first week with to devotees that had been with Amma 

for around six months and by their bed they had pictures of Amma and books written about Amma. 

The devotees I visited who had own apartments in the ashram all had a lot of pictures of Amma on 

their walls. Also almost everyone in the ashram dressed white (as Amma is always doing) and were 

having the same kind of bracelet and necklace as Amma. The area around the beach is meant to be a 

silent place for this practice, like meditation and repeating your Mantra which is a sentence given to 

you from Amma. I observed men and women sitting there in silence for a long time every morning 

and some of them were walking back and forth repeating this mantra to them. One man that I met 

every day in the dining hall was always walking with his head down looking very serious and I 

never saw him talk to anyone during my time in the ashram. I almost never observed anyone 

stressing during my time in Amritapuri and also I observed that when somebody was crying people 
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handled it very gentle and tender. I observed there was a difference in the way the crying of some 

devotees and tourists was handled, it seemed to be ok laughing and ok showing other emotions. 

Regarding the big mix of devotees, Swamis (munks) and tourists in the same place I could observe 

that the tourists where very well taken care of and shown around on a tour every afternoon to be 

told the rules in the ashram. When Amma was doing her special ceremony called “Devi Bava” on 

her Europe tour everyone could see this through cable-TV. When it was about to start they rang in a 

bell in the ashram and I observed that everyone got very excited about this almost running to the 

temple by the time it started. This happened in the same way even if it was broadcasting two 

o‟clock in the night. When Amma arrived to the ashram also hundreds of more people arrived there. 

A woman told me that the energy in the ashram would be totally different when Amma would come, 

and this I could actually observe. Everyone was in a better mood and it felt like everyone was 

happier and more peaceful. I observed Amma giving darshan during a couple of hours two 

evenings. Every hug happened very quickly and some people Amma talked longer to than others. 

The first time I observed the darshan a woman fell down on her knees almost screaming Ammas 

name after the hug, crying and breathing very fast. A person told me that she probably went in to 

some old trauma and that these things often happened around Amma. After ten minutes the woman 

was “ok” again. No matter if the person in front of her cried or smiled, Amma seemed to stay in her 

peaceful mood almost always with a smile on her face, not looking the slightest tired when darshan 

were about to end. Many of the persons getting darshan rested their head against her breast kneeling 

in front of her and some repeated her name over and over again with a facial expression of despair 

and helplessness. There were strict rules about how everything was supposed to happen during 

darshan. Two devotees or more made sure that you bent your head while the hug was supposed to 

occur, many devotees was sitting behind Amma taking care of all the gifts that was given to her, one 

devotee was standing right behind her fixing her sjal over her hair when it fell down. I observed 

everyone being very alert around Amma almost like they were afraid that they would fail on their 

work as assistants. 

 

5.2The interviews: Regarding the result from my interviews with the devotees I choose to 

present my material divided into a couple of sections that is similar to some of my questions in the 

interview guide. This is to make it easier to overview the result. I interviewed three women and to 

men, four of them Americans and one of them Indian, all in their fifties or older. Unfortunately, as 

said earlier in my essay, i have lost some of the information from interviewee NR 5, Ramya, so my 

result from this interview will be reduced to what i surely remembered. My interviewees‟ names are 

their spiritual names. They are called Darshana, Murari, Kusuma, Bippin and Ramya. 
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5.2.1 The first meeting with Amma and how the interviewees got in contact with her! 

Darshana had been living in India for ten years before meeting Amma. She came there to study the 

Bagavadghita and in this scripture it is written a lot of being with a Mahatma (or a True Master), 

how wonderful they are and how they help people. She said she at this time doubted that this kind 

of person existed since the scriptures were written about 5000 years ago. When meeting Amma and 

getting her first darshan she felt and saw this radiance around her. Murari was on a sound-healing 

circle with his wife one evening, in America. Somebody mentioned a benefit supper and he decided 

to go there. At the end of this evening he met some musicians which appeared to be the later 

Swamis of Amma. They told him that Amma was about to come to America and that they needed 

some transportation help, and since he owned a truck he said yes when they asked for help, which 

later led him to meet Amma. He didn't have the immediate attachment to her as many of the others 

but said that; ”I felt a little bit suspicious of the hole guru thing since having heard of a lot of 

scandals in the US with Gurus in the eighties”. Kusuma was studying at a very, according to herself, 

competitive, rational program in the US, when she decided to take one year of her studies abroad 

and go to Oslo. One day when she was in a bookstore it fell down a book in front of her called "God 

is a woman". She explained in the interview that she knew nothing about god and that she was 

absolutely not religious but she felt it as a coincidence with this book in front of her on the floor so 

she bought it. Later on she got very interested in the worshiping of the divine mother and when 

living in New Mexico a couple of years later a man came to the village who would have a speech on 

the subject "Who is Amma" that same evening. When she heard him talking about Amma that night 

and also got to listen to her bhajans, she immediately felt that she had to go and see her. When she, 

22 years old went to the ashram she was met by Amma and only five more people following her as 

devotees. She told that she busted out in tears in the arms of Amma and that she felt like she was 

meeting her own family. Bippin told me that his wife's' parents that were Amma-devotees since the 

early eighties told him and his wife very frequently that they should go and see Amma. Finally after 

two years they decided to go and see her. When they met Amma and got their first darshan it was a 

overwhelming experience for both him and his wife. He said; 

 

It was one darshan that we had and everything was completely changed and transformed after that. I have to admit that I 

wasn‟t as moved as my wife was in the beginning, right at the first darshan she broke down and cried even after she 

went home she was totally thrilled and wanted to know more about Amma. I typically am very slow and cautious about 

everything I do. I told her that I need some more time; it wasn‟t as if I was going to drop everything and say that Amma 

is the only one. 
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Ramya lived her life in an intellectual environment in England doing above other things, political 

campaigns. She was not religious and she tells me she was not looking for someone like Amma. 

Some friends of her told her about Amma and told her that she should meet her. And so, when she 

did she as well had an immediate experience of divine love and a feeling of being "swept of the 

floor" so to say. She said that it changed her whole life and that she needed and felt the sudden urge 

to go to the ashram of Amritapuri. When moving there she remembered how she was thinking that 

this would be her "last campaign" After some years sold her house, to dedicate the money for 

Amma to invest in an ashram in Europe. Basically, all of the devotees got in contact with Amma 

through friends or through a total coincidence. No one told me that they were really looking for 

someone like Amma. Two of the devotees were not even religious the slightest bit, these two 

though, was the ones who got this immediate attachment to Amma on the first meeting. The three 

other devotees were all a bit skeptical in the beginning, more in the kind of observing state. 

 

5.2.2 What Amma represents; As a Guru, with her teachings and through metaphors! 

Darshana said that it was like Amma is her living ideal for love and compassion. She said; ”She is 

like the example of the Mahatma I was reading about and that hasn't changed for over fifteen years 

with Amma”. Darshana also told me that with Amma it is interesting, because she makes things so 

simple that you could just miss it, miss her message. She also explained that through Amma, you 

learn to understand the nature of the world and when you do; it is easier to drop your expectations 

and your desires; ”She helps with melting your ego and for me that process would have taken much 

longer time without meeting Amma”. Murari explained to me that Amma represents someone who 

knows what is best for him. He said; 

It's like I'm grown up now but I still have a mother that knows what is best for me and really DO KNOW. You know, 

most parents try to do their best but they don't really KNOW what is best. But Amma does know. It's like having an 

ideal parent, even though I'm an older guy now. 

 

He also told me that he sees Amma as his teacher and that she, as a Guru, shows him the way. He 

said; ”I think the insights that I get are coming from her, when it's time for me to get them. Amma is 

helping me along on my path to liberation”. Kusuma told me that Amma represents Divine love to 

her. She explained it like that Amma opened a door to her heart she didn't know existed. Regarding 

Ammas' teachings Kusuma experience that everything Amma does, she does from the heart, 

Kusuma said; 

Her love for us is greater than we can understand; it is greater than our love for her. Amma believes in me and she 

believed in me even before I did. Amma always says don't you believe in me, believe in yourselves. 
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Kusuma also told me that no one else than Amma could say things to you having to do with going 

beyond your ego, and at the same time make you laugh, because she is doing it with so much love. 

Because she loves you, she told me. Bippin answered this question with telling me that for his wife 

Gita, Amma is more like a mother but for him, Amma is more of a Guru. Bippin also explained to 

me about his growing faith in Ammas teachings that; 

There were some very settle but distinct experiences that you could see that this had to be Amma. If you are willing to 

believe that this could happen. You could always dismiss it as a coincidence, but if you wanted to look at it through a 

believers point of view and have the faith that this happened because Amma wanted it to happen, then you would 

clearly see Ammas role in that. 

 

In this way Amma is representing Divine love for two of the devotees but as for the others she 

represents someone who knows what is best for them and a kind of a complete trust, compared to 

the trust a baby feels for its‟ mother. They all describe Amma as the Guru who loves you more than 

you love yourself, that knows what is best for you, that with enough trust you can see her part in 

everything that is happening around you and. Regarding her teachings they say that the teachings is 

so simple that you could easily miss the message from Amma, that she teaches not only about 

spirituality but also about simple things in life or practical like educations. Regarding metaphors 

around Amma and whether my interviewees are searching for something in Amma Darshana said; 

”With Amma it is more like I feel that I am growing. It's like looking for a glass of water versus 

drinking the water. I feel like I am drinking the water”. Kusuma said that the experience of before 

and after meeting Amma is like tasting a cherry pie bought in a store with eating a homemade one 

with fresh cherries and everything. Bippin told me that Amma once told him, regarding his worries 

about not doing good enough; ”This makes you feel like a bucket full of water that is being put 

down in a lake and is about to sink to the bottom. What you need to realize is that the rope that is 

tied to that bucket is in my hands”.Regarding if he was searching for something within Amma, he 

answered that it was almost on the contradictory, that he was convinced that if he needed anything it 

would come without his asking. Almost all devotees compared Amma with something extraordinary 

and something that is not really possible to explain but that has to be experienced. None of them 

really said that they were, or are, searching for something in Amma. 

 

5.2.3 The importance or non-importance of being physically near Amma! 

Darshana answered this question by telling me that most of her life Amma was in India and she was 

living in the ashram in San Ramone in California. Anyway she felt a closeness to Amma all of the 
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time. She explained to me that she believes and has experienced that "where there is love, there is 

no distance", and that she also had that same experience with parts of her family. She said to me 

that;”Amma is always present in me, there is never a time when she is not present. I don't know 

how to explain that”. Murari told me that he used to try to get close to her but that he never really 

liked that everyone wanted to compete to be as close to her as possible. He also explained to me that 

one day in the ashram he realized that he could feel the presence of Amma as much when she was 

not in the ashram and that he felt that she was almost more present within him when she was not 

around in Amritapuri. Kusuma told me that she wanted to be close to Amma all the time in the 

beginning of being with her in the ashram. But also, as she explained, the presence of Amma could 

sometimes be even more profound when Amma was away. She told me that she feels Amma more 

inside of her now but that she still likes to be close to her, that she still sometimes cries when seeing 

her. According to the answers in this question it seems like it was more important to be close to 

Amma in the beginning and that all of the devotees now, after many years, can feel Ammas 

presence inside of them even when she is not physically near.  

 

5.2.4 Experiences from the devotees changes through time, in their relationship to Amma! 

Darshana explained that the devotion to Amma grew more and more over time being with her; ”I 

feel a much stronger bond to Amma now after knowing her so many years (around fifteen years). 

Murari told me that he continued to meet Amma every year since that first darshan about twenty 

years from now. He told me he didn't have this kind of immediate attachment to Amma but that he 

gradually became to understand more and more that she was really something special. At first, he 

said, he was a bit suspicious because he had met many people earlier in his life that thought they 

knew what was good for him, but really didn't. But as he explained it, Amma do know what is best 

for him. Kusuma explained to me that meeting Amma was an experience of feeling awake. She felt 

that Amma thoroughly knew her. She has now been with Amma for about 25 years and explains that 

everything is very different nowadays. She explained to me that being around Amma when she met 

her was like getting on fire inside of you; she wanted to know everything that Amma could teach 

her and during the years she has felt that the love with Amma never settles but goes deeper and 

deeper. Bippin told me after he said that he didn't get this immediate attachment to Amma that; 

"What was remarkable was that two weeks after we went and met Amma, we informed Gitas 

parents that we had finally gone and seen her. Gitas father this day wrote in his diary that “Now my 

children have gone and seen Amma, now I don‟t have any care in the world, she will take care of 

them”. He said this because two weeks after this happened his father had a massive heart attack and 

died, so it was as if it was his lives goal that his son should go and see Amma and then he could go 

peacefully. Regarding his time with Amma and the attachment to her he told me; 
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With each passing year she became a lot more clearer but also a lot more mystical, the more you think you understand 

who she is and what she is doing the more you also go into a state of disbelief that she is everything and a lot more than 

what appear. The way she teaches, her simple way. It‟s very easy to take her just for an ordinary person. 

 

Ramya told me that when she arrived to the ashram, she was remembering having the feeling of 

what it must be like to have a mother (as for how a baby feels it, with the complete feeling of 

security and love). Still as she was having this immediate experience with Amma she explained to 

me that she was not attracted to the mother aspect of Amma as many other devotees but was more 

attracted to the "guru-aspect" within Amma. She has during the around twenty years with Amma 

seen her as a teacher and she told me, regarding the time with Amma, a saying that follows "The 

guru is greater than god". This is said because the Guru comes down to earth in physical form for 

her devotees to experience her or him. The devotees differs a little bit in their experiences through 

time with Amma. The two devotees that had this immediate attachment to her describes their 

experiences like being on fire around Amma and wanting to know everything that she can teach 

them. They also felt this urgent need to move to the ashram to be close to her. The other three 

describes a little “slower” process of getting attached to Amma and to gain hundred percent trust in 

her. The two men which I interviewed both says that they didn‟t feel so much devotion since they 

didn‟t feel the mother aspect in Amma but rather the guru aspect. They also told me that Amma 

knows what is right for them.  

 

5.2.5 The devotees experiences about the ashram and sharing Amma with thousands of 

others!  Darshana told me that the ashram to her is a constant reminder of Ammas teachings and 

that the ones who live there give her inspiration by the fact that they are all focusing on spirituality. 

She felt that it is wonderful to share Amma with as many people as possible. Murari told me that he 

experiences that it is much easier to stay in focus in the ashram than outside because of Ammas 

influence (even if she is not physically present). He told me that he gets a lot of inspiration from the 

other devotees and expressed to me that he one day wishes to be able to "take the ashram with him 

when he leaves it". Kusuma said that she experience joy of being so many devotees to Amma and 

that people come to the ashram to feel the love here but also to experience the world; ”For not 

everyone is angels here as many may believe, if you can feel peace here, than you can feel peace 

everywhere in the world. The reason that she wants to stay in Amritapuri, she explains to me, is that 

everything is more focused there, in the western world it is much less focus. "It feels so meaningful 

to be here." she said to me. Bippin told me; 
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In those days I met Amma it was only some hundred people now there is thousands. That is the beauty with your 

personal relationship with her because she is able to make each one feel like he or she is special and as long as you are 

content with that idea that she knows how much attention you need and that she will give that to you, everything will be 

fine. 

 

Ramya explained to me that she sees the amount of devotees that is following Amma with joy. She 

said that she doesn't like the crowd around Amma to much but since she has been with her for so 

many years, with fewer devotees at that time, she feels that it is OK not to be so close to Amma 

nowadays. All the devotees expressed their inspiration and joy about being many devotees to the 

same Guru and no one expressed difficulties with it. Almost everyone said that it was easier to keep 

the focus while being in the ashram. One devotee expressed that he wished to be able to take this 

energy with him when leaving the ashram. 

 

6. Social psychological analysis 

6.1 The devotees and the problem of freedom; The Ashram as a “hiding-place”: I believe that 

there are two ways of looking at the fact that the ashram could work as a potential space for the 

devotees. Even though it is said that all kinds of people come to live in the ashram side by side, and 

that “…not everyone are angels there, hence, like in the rest of the world”, the ashram remains 

being a community that is “cut off from the world” (meaning it lies in a remote area and contains a 

limited amount of square meters surrounded by walls and gates). Since all of the devotees expressed 

almost only positive feelings about being many devotees sharing the same Guru and that the ashram 

was affecting them in a good way “…helping them to focus on what they wish to focus (on) /about/; 

spirituality”, I draw the conclusion that the ashram is working as a potential space for the devotees 

into which the transitional object (here Amma) is taken. According to my result I believe that the 

devotees in the ashram get the chance to “…safely explore what it means to grow up” (Berg 1992: 

85). But it is also easy to apply Fromms‟ theory about individuals trying to escape the “ordinary 

world”, the freedom which they find too hard to handle upon this chapter of my analysis. There 

exists an ambiguity in Fromms' theory about freedom. In both freedom towards something and the 

need to escape a certain freedom lays according to Fromm a longing for being in community with 

other people. So, a transitional object could bring both positive and negative experiences depending 

on whether the individuals' aim is to reach as much self-activity as possible. The question is if 

Amma is working as a transitional object where the devotees in the end reaches a positive freedom 

or if the relationship with Amma makes the devotees continue to escape it? 
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6.2 Amma as a transitional object: Three of the devotees told me that their bond to Amma had 

grown stronger and stronger for every year within them gaining more trust for her. I could easily 

apply this on the theory about transitional objects, with the devotees having Amma as one, in their 

process of becoming what Fromm calls it “persons that follows their own will and that live in the 

world free from the ties that used to bind them before”. This would be according to that I could 

prove that these devotees have gone through the process of how Winnicott explains the process of 

trust; “…to build up a confidence based on experience at the time of maximal dependence, before 

the enjoyment of separation and independence” (Winnicot 1993:10). The two devotees who were 

experiencing an immediate attachment to Amma could also be placed in this section of having 

Amma as a transitional object since it doesn‟t seem to matter how the devotees related to Amma in 

their first meeting but how the bond was tied in the long run and whether the bond has been cut 

again and most important; the “outcome” of this attachment. As described in the theories of object 

relations there are different outcomes of building these ones and creating your own self, depending 

on how much love there has been provided in the basic “caretaker-relationship”. (Hence, I‟m using 

the word caretaker not only existing in the childhood but also as Fromm say, further on in life as 

well. Notice that it doesn‟t include being taken care of in all kind of ways but do include some kind 

of emotional dependence (Fromm 1993:28). The two devotees who expressed having an immediate 

attachment to Amma still seem to have the same experiences in the long run as the three devotees 

who expressed being a bit sceptical in the beginning. As an example of this Kusuma described the 

changes through the years being with Amma like “In the beginning it was like being on fire when 

being around Amma and this love have never settled but continues to go deeper and deeper”.   

Muraris‟ expressed feelings according to this was that he gradually became to trust Amma more and 

more and gradually understood that she was good for him. According to this and according to my 

thesis purpose on how the devotees are relating to Amma during time spent with her I don‟t want to 

put too much energy into the differences of the devotees immediate or non-immediate attachments 

on their first meeting with Amma. With the result of two of the devotees clearly expressing that 

Amma knows what is right for them and the three other devotees in different ways expressing the 

same kind of feelings or trust, I believe this can be related to the same mechanisms of what it is 

having a mother. So, it seems to me that Amma is working both as a mother and as a form of 

transitional object in the same time and in the following pages I will try to explain why. 

As an example of my last sentence, I bring the words from Bippin explaining that Amma is a lot 

more than someone who is appearing physically, and from Murari that Amma is more than a normal 

person “…something extraordinary”. It is easy to apply Winnicotts words about transitional objects 

being created in a space between complete subjectivity and complete objectivity (Rudnytsky 
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1993:46) on these devotees‟ relationship to Amma. According to my interviews she does seem to 

represent something more than what a “normal person” usually represents to another person. It 

seems that she is representing an object through which it‟s possible to achieve “a reunion that will 

transform the devotees‟ internal and external reality to look more like each other (Rudnytsky 

1993:46)”. Even though no one of the devotees expressed that they were searching for someone like 

Amma, still when meeting her and through the years with following her as a devotee I would say 

that all of the devotees on a transcendental plane seem to look for something that could be called 

“god”. This I could say because of the devotees‟ expressions about what Amma represents to them. 

She represents Divine love, as well as a Mahatma (A True Master), a living ideal for love and 

compassion and an “ideal parent” who “…really knows what is best for you”. “God” in the 

prolonged thoughts of Winnicot is working as a transitional object for human beings (Rudnytsky 

1993:46), and therefore I would say that also Amma does for the devotees. As an example Darshana 

said; “When I first saw Amma I could directly see that she was radiating the same energy as the 

mahatmas I had read about in the scriptures”. 

 

6.3 Symbolizing Amma in everyday life: It is also possible to describe the devotees‟ 

representation of Amma mirroring divine love inside of them through Klein‟s theory of object 

relations. First, I can easily compare the picture of Jesus explained in the theory of object relations 

with the picture that most of the devotees seem to have about Amma. They are talking about her as 

she is not a “normal person” and in the way that she would forgive whatever destructive attack she 

would be exposed to. The fact that I, during my observations, many times could here that whatever 

problems I shared about my own life; “…Amma would take care of them” also put me in a state 

where I believe the devotees are idealizing her; hence I never heard anyone say anything negative 

about her during my time in the ashram. Ammas‟ comment about being “…the one who holds the 

rope to which the bucket is tied” also pictured her representing the same kind of ideal as Jesus did. 

Second, all of the devotees seemed to put more attention to their internalized image of Amma than 

her physical appearance and her “real self existing in this world”. Through keeping photos of her 

face by their bed and on their walls in their apartments and having these photos as the first thing the 

devotees see in the morning and the last thing they look upon when going to bed, they get a constant 

reminder of what Amma is to them. By the fact that Amma represents Divine love to the devotees, I 

would say that the devotees created a process within them to consciously and every day recreate 

their internalized image of Amma. From this fact it seems to me that this process could spring from 

a need to “replace” other internalized objects that “were supposed to represent Divine love (hence, 

the primary caretakers) and complete trust” but in different ways failed to be internalized in that 
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way. As an example of this, the interview person number two, as written in the result, expressed that 

he had met people in his earlier life, before he met Amma, that thought they knew what was good 

for him, but really wasn't. He was also expressing that now, after many years of growing trust, he 

had found out that Amma REALLY knew what was best for him. For her, he had gained hundred 

percent trusts. He has, through time with Amma and through her teachings consciously created an 

internalized image of her being someone to follow and to listen to without any doubt. This time he 

has built confidence with a new person (Amma), who according to him is able to provide enough 

love for everyone; “...a person who knows how much attention you need and will give that to you”. 

According to Klein and Winnicot the outcome of this object relating will be in the same area as for 

what Fromm calls “self-activity”. I would say that all of the devotees follow this pattern, when it 

comes to the relationship with Amma, even though if Murari expressed the fact of rebuilding a 

confidence much more clearly than the other devotees. The question is still whether the ties with 

Amma have been cut and if the devotees hereby have developed enough “self-activity” not to be in 

a “dependant position” to her anymore? In the ashram it is said that “all become a child of Amma” 

and it is clear that many devotees live under submission of her appearance, even when she is not 

there. Examples of this is that everyone was following the rules of dressing the same as Amma 

when in the ashram and that many devotees where laughing every time Ammas was laughing during 

her satsang, as if they felt they “had to”. But there are also many examples of the devotees living in 

self-activity in the ashram still being in the relationship with Amma. Many of the devotees I could 

see during my observations were taking care of the newcomers in a very loving way treating them 

like family. The devotees run the whole ashram and all work that is needed to be done there, since 

Amma is on tour almost the whole year around. Many of the devotees are holding courses in yoga, 

meditation, painting or other creative subjects, and so on. But, when it comes to the trust, I would 

say that it seems that most of the devotees put more trust in Amma than to themselves. 

 

6.4 Interaction rituals in the Ashram: There is no doubt about the bhajans and the satsangs 

performed in the ashram being interaction rituals. All the four necessary components that Collins 

talks about are there. In the way Collins describe human beings as primarily being “EE-seekers” I 

feel that it is easy to apply this theory upon the devotees‟ relationship to Amma as well on the 

interaction rituals happening in the ashram. This is also going well together with Fromm‟s theory 

about human beings in an individualistic society developing defence and escape mechanisms, trying 

to find shelter from the individualistic world. I would like to say that the whole ashram is like a 

never ending interaction ritual and that all of the devotees that I interviewed, but also whom I 

observed during my time in the ashram, are seeking some kind of excitement in their relationship 
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with Amma and/or by living in the ashram. Collins argues that the attraction to something is 

determined by the expectations each and every one is carrying for that particular thing. Even though 

none of the devotees were looking for Amma consciously, most of them still have gotten in touch 

with her by friends telling them how wonderful and amazing she is. This is creating expectations. 

Regarding that the devotees had this immediate attachment to Amma, I would say this created even 

more EE for them to become devotees quicker than the other ones. Darshanas‟ comment about 

comparing Amma with the Mahatma she had read about in the Vedas shows a good Amma even 

before meeting her. There was already “flowing a lot of EE” around that situation of having a 

Mahatma. Regarding the observed contest of the devotees wanting to be physically close to Amma 

in the ashram, this is also a very clear example of the devotees being strong EE-seekers. Interacting 

in rituals performed in the ashram every day and at the same time being surrounded by the symbols 

that arise the same feelings as these rituals (hence, photos of Amma etcetera) could be a way to 

explain the big attraction Amma draws to her appearance in the world. It could also be a way to 

explain the very deep devotional state a lot of the devotees find themselves in. By interacting in the 

rituals every day and carrying the symbols that Collins say are meant to be used when the rituals are 

not performed I believe could make the EE even stronger. This conclusion does not tell that others 

whom are not a follower of Amma are not EE-seekers; hence there are hundreds of different ways 

to achieve this emotional energy that Collins is speaking about. But the conclusion does tell about 

those devotees that are followers to Amma. It tells that they may be following her due to a different 

reason than was first believed. The way of relating to her could be more of an EE-seeking than of an 

importance of the personal bond between themselves and her. All this is taking place during the 

daily interaction rituals in the ashram. It would be possible to describe these rituals as a potential 

space in its own where Amma, even if she is present or not, is the focus, hence, the transitional 

object. This brings the analyse to the section of the importance or non-importance for the devotees 

to be physically near Amma. The fact that all of the devotees expressed that they somehow felt it 

more important to be closer to Amma physically in the beginning of their time as a devotee is 

showing very clear that the devotees somehow have integrated her as being part of themselves. 

They carry her inside of them at this point of their relationship. Many of the words from the 

interviews are showing this. Muraris‟ words about this is an example;”One day I realized that I 

could feel the presence of Amma as strong as when she was not in the ashram compared to when 

she was physically present there.” The words from Darshana are also a good example of this when 

she is explaining that Amma is always present inside of her and that there never is a time when she 

is not. Regarding the devotees words about there being a contest of who wants to be closest to 

Amma the few weeks she stays in the ashram shows similar aspects of the relationship that a child 

has with its‟ mother. All of the devotees I interviewed have been following Amma for fifteen years 
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or more and the fact that they don‟t have the same need of being close to her as they had before or 

as the new followers have, speaks a clear language about this. I would like to apply this section of 

the analyse upon the interaction rituals being performed with mostly high “EE” flowing. The fact 

that the need to be close to Amma changes through time with her, I would say that there is more 

than high “EE” behind the bond that the devotees create to her. I wish to suggest what Fromm says 

about the impossibility to overcome the feelings of separation, through surrendering to someone 

through submission to her. When he explains the healthier way to overcome the loneliness of the 

separation with the caretakers as well as the loneliness our individualistic society is bringing, he 

says; “A spontaneous community with other humans and nature, in which individual unites with the 

world without setting aside their individuality would be the best way” (Fromm 1993:28). Many 

devotees were stressing about being able to help with the procedures around the activities during 

darshan in a way that I would call having surrendered to Amma through submission. These devotees 

are not following what Fromm calls the healthier way of liberating yourself from feelings of 

loneliness. Since the devotees I interviewed expressed that they didn‟t have the same need to being 

physically close to Amma as before, I would like to draw the conclusion that there are devotees in 

the ashram living the example of what Fromm calls “the healthier way”. My interview persons seem 

to have cut the ties with Amma enough to be able to have a relationship with her without 

submission. 

 

6.5 Conclusion from the Analysis 

According to the last sentence of the analyze, it would be possible to answer my question in the 

beginning regarding the outcome of the “confidence built up through maximal dependence to a 

person (Winnicot 1993:10)”. I would say that some devotees seem to have reached an outcome 

through their relationship with Amma that helps them to live their life with a “large amount of self-

activity”. Therefore Amma could be seen as being a transitional object used in a way for the 

devotees to progress in life. The devotees I was interviewing do seem to have cut the ties with 

Amma, more or less. But also, it seems, in the ashram there are a lot of devotees living in 

submission through their devotion to Amma. There are numerous examples of this. I am not 

suggesting this being either bad or good, but suggesting that the ashram could be described as a 

place to which people go to “escape the freedom that the ordinary world is providing”, according to 

Fromms‟ theory. Kusuma‟s expressions about feeling that the life is much more meaningful in the 

ashram can stand as another example of the ashram being “a kind of hiding place from the rest of 

the world”. How the outcome of the ones living in a kind of submission with Amma will develop no 

one can tell. I can‟t generalize the result from my interview persons to all of the devotees in the 
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ashram. Even though all of the devotees I interviewed seemed to have gone through the same kind 

of process of slowly integrating Amma inside of them instead of being too dependent on her as a 

person. The next question that may be asked after this has been explained may be the question of 

why I bring the importance of cutting the ties with Amma into this analyze. I here refer to Fromm 

once more by him saying that “… not being able to cope with the freedom that the individualistic 

society brings and instead choosing to stay in a life in submission makes you have to pay the price 

of losing this natural human freedom that everyone is born with (Fromm 1993: 33)”. According to 

the result, it seems like Amma even for the devotees that seem to live a life with a lot of  ”self- 

activity”, works as someone you can put your trust in; someone to surrender to. It is tempting to 

compare this trust with people who, as an example, believe in god. 

 

7. Reflections 

While making my interviews I reflected upon the form I choose for making them. I believe I 

succeeded in not following my interview guide to much but to keep the interview enough open to 

find space for the interviewees to talk ”freely”. Though, I had to concentrate a lot not to interrupt 

the interviewees a couple of times. Through analyzing words from five interviews and from 

observations during a couple of weeks I have reflected upon the fact that the picture that comes out 

of the analyze could be misleading. The fact that i didn't get to choose whom to interview myself 

could be interpreted as a ”suspicious hermeneutics” where you never can be hundred percent sure 

whether the interview persons speaks ”the truth”. Then again as I said in the beginning of the essay 

I was not interested to find out about any truth but about peoples experiences about Amma and how 

they relate to her. What is clear though, is that the interview persons could feel a pressure from the 

organization to ”choose their words more correctly” than they might have wanted to do, when 

finding themselves in this interview situation. I believe this is something that everyone that is 

performing qualitative studies has to reflect upon during the process and after the essay is 

completed. No matter what the result from the material and the analysize is showing, I guess my 

thoughts will not leave the fact that it is impossible to find out about things in an area in a total 

objective way. What I do leave behind with satisfaction is the fact that I experience that my pre-

understanding regarding Amma being ”as Jesus” for the devotees has been broadened. That was one 

goal that I wished to achieve by writing this essay. The way that my pre-understanding has been 

broadened is that I don't take my own subjective thoughts for granted as much as I did before the 

essay was started. I realize that subjectivity has nothing to do with ”truth”, you could say that I've 

come to understand more about the phenomenon that subjectivity and objectivity bring about! 
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8. Summary 

This essay talks about the problem of how devotees to the Guru Amritanandamayi (also called 

Amma) relate to her and her teachings through time spent with her in the ashram “Amritapuri” in 

the state of Kerala, southern India. The mainfocus on the problem in the essay is on whether the 

devotees develop self-activity according to Fromms theory about freedom or if they in their 

relationship to Amma live in any kind of submission not developing their own self. Theories used in 

the essay, except earlier mentioned theory about freedom according to Fromm is Collins theory 

about interaction rituals, Winnicots theory about transitional objects and Kleins theory about object 

relations. The study was performed through five qualitative interviews and through participating 

observations in the ashram during a couple of weeks. Through the material from these methods it 

appeared that Amma could work as a transitional object for the devotees where the ashram works as 

a potential space where they can get the chance to explore “who they are” in a non judgemental 

environment. The ashram also works as an interaction ritual in itself, with the same program of 

activities every day. It was shown from the material that these activities bring about a lot of 

emotional energy which could create a stronger bond to Amma. Most of the interviewees seemed to 

have developed a lot of self-activity during their time with Amma while many of the other devotees 

that were observed seemed to live in submission in their relationship to her. Amma did also seem to 

represent something more than just a person, something to believe in, since it was not always 

necessary with her physical appearance for the devotees to feel connected to her. All of the devotees 

seemed to have a lot of faith in Amma, almost like the faith religious people have in god. This 

again, shows another example of how Amma could work as a transitional object for the devotees on 

their way to develop the freedom they were born with but the individualistic society in the western 

world have made hard to handle. 
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