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The Godmother

Amritanandamayi’s empire of secrets

AATHIRA KONIKKARA

Amritananadamayi’s claim to fame is not her oratory or the
stories of her miracles—though there are quite a few of those.
Her signature act is the embrace that she offers to her devotees,
a ritual that earned her the moniker “the hugging saint.”
Thanks to an impressive public-relations team, extensive
political support and a compliant Malayalam media, the
popular perception of Amritanandamayi is that of a benevolent
figure. But several devotees who interacted closely with her
have witnessed a different, often frightening side, describing
her as someone money-minded and controlling, prone to fits

of rage, and hostile to criticism. For many, her ashram became
a gloomy, isolating environment in which they suffered severe
mental-health crises and felt trapped. There have been at least
two mysterious deaths and several suicides—all of which have
gone without adequate investigations, and which the ashram
has been dismissive about.
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