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abishegam
adat
agni
ahimsa
amrit
arathi
artha
arya
atma
avatar
baju kurung
bal vika
Bhagavadgita
bhajan
bhakti
bharat
bharata natyam
bodhisattva

Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (Muslim Youth
Movement of Malaysia)
ritual bathing of Hindu idol
Malay tradition, which contains many Hindu
cultural elements
sacrificial fire, from the god Agni, the god of fire
non-violence
nectar of immortality in Hindu mythology
offering of camphor flame to deity
worldly goal, wealth, achievement, success
noble
individual soul
divine incarnation
Malay women’s dress, consisting of long skirt and
long shirt
Sai spiritual classes for children
section of the epic Mahabharata in which
Krishna aids Arjuna in battle
devotional song
Hindu devotionalism
name of an ancient Aryan tribe, later adopted to
refer to the sacred motherland, India
classical South Indian dance form
enlightened being
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bohsia

loose morals (Malay)

bomoh
brahman
bumiputra

Malay sorcerer
supreme oneness
‘sons of the soil’, indigenous peoples of the
Malay peninsula (Malay, derived from Sanskrit)
Central Indian Association of Malaysia
Malaysian Islamic reformist movement (from the
Arabic da’wa)
lit. ‘seeing the ultimate truth’, nowadays refers to
going to see a being reputed to have higher
spiritual knowledge
Malaysian title of distinction (female)
righteousness, virtue, divine duty
Education in Human Values
Muslim ascetic or saint
clarified butter
celebration of the end of the Muslim fasting
month in Malaysia
light, flame
fourth and final, or dark, age of the world
according to Puranic reckoning, preceding
ultimate destruction and re-creation of the world
village (Malay)
Indian recruiter of workers for plantations
action or deed. The law of karma is a law of
moral cause and effect that is operative through
this life and successive lives as a natural law of
retribution for past deeds
lit. burden – classically an arch-shaped wooden
frame decorated with peacock feathers to
represent the deity Murugan. It is carried by
penitents to the deity at the festival of
Thaipusam
design drawn on the ground in coloured or
white rice traditionally drawn by women in front
of the entrance to the house
the second highest of the Hindu varnas,
classically indicating warrior status

CIAM
dakwah
darshan

Datin
dharma
EHV
fakir
ghee
Hari Raya Aidilfitri
jothi
kaliyuga

kampung
kangany
karma

kavadi

kolam

kshatriya
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kumbha
leela
lingam

makan
mantra
maya
MCA
MIC
namavali
om

pademanaskar
prasad
prema
puja
Rakan Muda
samsara
sari
sathya
seva
seva dal
shanti
shen
siddhic powers
tapas

pot or pitcher which may be used as a symbol of
motherhood and fertility
divine play of the gods
Siva or transcendent reality in the form of the
phallus, represented by a column with a convex
top and symbolizing creative power
food (Malay)
syllable, word or phrase repetitively chanted in
the course of worship
illusion, phenomenal reality
Malaysian Chinese Association
Malaysian Indian Congress
chanting of 108 names of god in preparation for
worship
eternal sound, as a-u-m it represents the
transcendental unity of the gods Brahma,
Vishnu and Siva
gesture of reverence made by lying prone on the
ground before the object of reverence
food offerings consumed after worship
love
Hindu prayer ritual
Malaysian government’s youth partnership
scheme
cyclical round of rebirths determined by karmic
law
Indian women’s dress
truth
charity, service
ashram volunteer at Sai Baba’s ashram
peace
divine power or spirit (Chinese)
magical powers accumulated through the
practice of yoga or spiritual perfection
lit. heat or inner power, austerities performed to
gain spiritual power
xi
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TRAC

UMNO
udhi
vel
vesti
vibhuti
wanita
yoga

Tradition, Religion, Aspiration, Culture –
acronym for Malaysian Sai programme for
cultural revitalization
United Malay National Organisation, Malay
political party
sacred ash (used for the ash Shirdi Sai Baba gave
to his devotees)
spear or lance of the deity Murugan
white sarong worn by Indian men
lit. magical power, used to refer to the ash
miraculously produced by Sai Baba
woman (Malay)
moral discipline used for training the mind and
body
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A Note on Fieldwork
The ethnographic method of participant observation, so central to
anthropological fieldwork, opens special areas of experience. Glancing over the writing that has emerged from my own fieldwork, I can
see how important some of the less visible details of the fieldwork
process have been. Some of the most haphazard events and minute
details of individual lives played a central role in my understanding of
these people and their religious project. Some of these details brought
to light particular ethical quandaries inherent in ethnographic work
since they were related to me in confidence or were emotionally
charged in various ways. I have therefore chosen to leave aside some of
the richness that has informed my own interpretations. Parts of the
ethnography presented in this book may still be considered sensitive
and although I have chosen to use fictive names throughout, I am
aware that some people will nevertheless be able to recognize the
characters I describe. I also realize that some of those I spoke to in the
course of this work, despite my stated aims, may have seen me as a
mouthpiece for their movement or a champion of their particular
concerns. In this, I have doubtless disappointed them and this too is an
ethical concern to which there is no simple solution.
It is no coincidence that the issue of ambiguity captured my
imagination when I began studying this religious movement because
conducting fieldwork in a religious sect is itself edged with ambiguity at
every turn. Although I introduced myself to my informants as an
academic researcher who was interested in writing a book about their
movement, most devotees clearly saw my choice of topic as an indication that Sai Baba was calling me to his flock. They know of authors
such as Sandweiss, an American psychoanalyst, who has written about
Sai Baba from a position at the interstices of academic detachment and
xv

PRELS.fm Page xvi Wednesday, November 24, 2004 12:04 PM

Divinity and Diversity

profound devotion. I was aware in my encounters that I interpreted
devotees’ postulates in an ambivalent way. On the one hand, I took
them very much at face value and listened to their world-views as
opening a world of possibilities that could perhaps provide clues to the
solutions of the great conundrums that we all, in one way or another,
face in life. On the other hand, my anthropological training, theories
and, with these, a personal suspicion of unquestionable truths played
constantly in the back of my mind.
My failure to engage with enthusiasm in non-sceptical discourse
about Sai Baba’s miraculous powers was probably not seen as neutral
and I am aware that it influenced which devotees were prepared to
engage in my endeavour. As is common for anthropologists, I ended up
building my closest relationships to those devotees who were in some
way critical of the structure and internal dynamics of the movement.
For them I was perhaps a welcome source of interest in their concerns,
perhaps I even affirmed them through my questions, which became
increasingly unguarded as time went on.
The fieldwork was carried out in episodes totalling just over one
year, between 1996 and 1998. My family and I lived in a terraced house
in the suburb of Kuala Lumpur in which the main Sai Baba centre is
located. Several of our immediate neighbours were devotees who were
active to various degrees in the activities of the centre, and I was
therefore able to carry much important work literally over the backyard fence. As a result, I often found myself among the first to hear
significant snippets of gossip and I became party to many offstage
speculations and grumblings.
In the early phases of fieldwork I tried to tag along to all the local Sai
activities I could manage and, initially, my family accompanied me; my
husband helped to carry Sai Baba’s chariot for the Sai Baba centre
anniversary, and my children helped to colour the rice that was used in
the giant Deepavali kolam the Sai Baba organization constructed in
1996. However, their participation dwindled rapidly. Unlike the Indian
and Chinese children who sometimes attended, my own two protested
about having to sit still through long, drawn-out events. Nevertheless, I
believe that the people I worked with came to know me as a normal
enough woman who tussled with the same kinds of family issues that
they themselves faced. It helped me greatly to be able to talk in general
about domestic and social matters in a way that blurred the boundary
between fieldwork and life in general, and brought me closer to the
unofficial worlds of Sai Baba devotees and other Malaysians.
xvi
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In spite of the social fragmentation that work commitments, traffic
jams, travelling distances and so on all contributed to, there was a
tendency toward community-building among the Sai followers. The
core devotees at Dharma Centre, where I spent most of my time, all met
up frequently outside of prayer times. The catchment area of Dharma
Centre covered three or four suburbs. Travelling between these by car
was not usually a problem and devotees living in my area, for instance,
would often share a car or even travel with me to a particular activity,
such as house prayers in someone’s home. Several of the core devotees
from Dharma Centre and some of those from a nearby centre met every
Wednesday for the charity trip to the government hospital, and some of
these met again on Sundays to visit the home for handicapped children.
Also, although house prayers were not common, they were sometimes
held to mark significant life events occurring in a devotee’s home. One
was held to mark a Council member and his family’s departure from the
house he had recently sold and another celebrated their moving into a
new home. Another was held at the home of a very active devotee
couple to celebrate their son’s acceptance into a medicine programme
at university. At these events, devotional singing was followed by a buffet
dinner and casual conversation, which included local gossip. All this
helped consolidate local relationships and shared ideals.
The structure of this book loosely follows the chronology of fieldwork. In the early part of fieldwork I established one or two contacts but
did not know people well enough at that point to get more than their
official deliveries of the movement’s character. In the build-up to the
Asian Youth Conference, devotees were rushed and had little time for
me. I was invited to come along and manage as best I could. My role was
therefore largely as backseat observer and I had little opportunity to do
more than establish fleeting acquaintance with people who were mainly
occupied with each other. At the debate series, where I acted as
adjudicator, my own time was taken up with the logistics of adjudication
and participation overshadowed observation.
Although in these first few months of fieldwork my position in the
group was relatively passive, it gave me the opportunity to establish
strong links to several devotees, in particular to one of the Council
members and his family. It was in this initial period that I accompanied
the service groups on various charity activities – to the home for
handicapped children, the leprosarium, the paediatric ward at the
hospital. Some of these experiences were deeply disturbing and I found
myself engaging in charged debates with devotees about the meaning
xvii
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of suffering. Their refusal to assign responsibility to the government
and their determined maintenance of a religious explanatory model
alone frustrated me. Nevertheless, I believe that it was this time of
physical and emotional engagement that consolidated trust between
myself and some of those who accompanied me to these events.
It took perhaps half the fieldwork period before I felt I had enough
basic information about actors and events to become genuinely active
in a research sense. I did not feel confident earlier to expose issues that
might either hazard other people or my fieldwork. My knowledge of the
interconnections between people, some of their tensions and personal
histories did, however, enable me to carry out richer interviews and with
greater sensitivity as time wore on. It was only towards the very end of
fieldwork, for instance, that I mentioned my knowledge of Auntie
Elizabeth (see chapter 5) to the leader of the Sai Baba organization,
who, as it turned out, and in contrast to what other devotees told me,
denied ever having heard of her.
All the interviews carried out for this work were conducted in
English. Many of my Indian informants considered English to be their
first language, Tamil was often their second and Malay their third.
Although state schools in Malaysia teach in Malay and all Malaysians are
therefore supposed to be fluent in it, my Chinese and Indian acquaintances rarely used Malay when speaking to each other. In general, the
Indian characters who populate this book speak English to one another
or occasionally Tamil or another Indian language. The Chinese, by
contrast, tend to use Hokkien or another Chinese language for
conversing among themselves, and when Indians and Chinese meet,
they generally use English. Consequently, virtually all the religious or
charity events described in this book took place in English. The use of
Malay in this context would almost certainly have been interpreted as
inappropriate or, worse, as a political statement. On the single occasion
that I wore the Malay baju kurung outfit to a prayer meeting, several
people commented on the fact in a tone of surprise or bemusement.
When I then took to wearing a Punjabi dress instead, I noticed that
people commented instead on how beautiful my clothes were.
Finally, I should add that working in a sprawling urban environment
entails particular difficulties. The people I worked with lived all over the
city and sometimes had one- or two-hour journey to get home after
prayers, depending on the traffic. If I was not able to establish some sort
of natural contact with them at prayer meetings, it meant formal and
organized meetings, which yield a different kind of information from
chance encounters and more spontaneous conversations.
xviii
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Anthropological data from an urban setting, perhaps like urban life,
is coloured by all the disintegrative and mono-dimensional features of
modernity in general. It is no coincidence, therefore, that the matter of
modernity and how it affects mankind has been pivotal in the writing of
this book. The complexity of the demography and social distribution of
meaning in this field, the contradictions and doubts which form part of
the urban scenario for inhabitants, the fragmentary and fleeting nature
of communication, all give special problems to the anthropologist as
well as to the local population. My ambition has been to capture
something of this complexity in my analysis.

xix
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INTRODUCTION

Modernity, Tolerance and
Ambiguity
Issues of faith and devotion are more urgent than ever in the interfaces between diverse world-views, not only at local and national levels
but, increasingly, at the global level as well. The Salman Rushdie affair
concerning The Satanic Verses is the episode Appadurai (1996) cites as
one of the incidents that best captures the global nature of this
development. Since then we have witnessed what appears to be a global
clash of world-views in the terrorist attack upon New York’s World Trade
Centre and the Pentagon. Final truths, the faith these command and the
symbolic forms they take are associated with increasingly violent
imaginings and disputes over ever larger cultural spaces. Far from being
extinguished by modernization and secularization, as once predicted,
ideas about final truth are major forces to be reckoned with in global
cultural flows.
The forces of capitalism, individualism and nationalism as well as
economic and political internationalization may be drawing increasing
numbers of local arenas into some kind of secular global culture, but
they are certainly not inhibiting the blossoming of new or revitalized
religious efflorescences. Ritual and charisma are, if anything, stimulated
rather than challenged by the processes of modernization, particularly in
Asia. New religious formulations are now more or less quietly refusing the
totalitarianism of modern knowledge and institutions and are insisting
on their right to signify the world. These religious forms speak through
diverse sensory registers and create morally charged experience. They
often affirm areas of experience that modern symbols ignore or oppress,
thus restoring a sense of humanity lost in modernity.
1
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Religion and religiosity provide not simply philosophy but also
socially and historically situated cultural resources that reach beyond
the intellect, harnessing the passions and fundamental issues of
selfhood, suffering and meaning. The connection of these most basic
aspects of our humanity to a coherent symbolism, ideology and particularly to a charismatic religious leader, is a commitment of faith. The
secular leaders of emerging nations must therefore struggle to win the
ultimate faith of their citizens from among a broad market of possible
objects of devotion. Religion and religiosity offer potent cultural capital
that is not only wielded but continuously reinvented (cf. Hobsbawn and
Ranger 1993) by particular actors within relationships of power.
Here, I shall be looking closely at how one new religious movement
is being managed within a specific constellation of power relations and
how social, cultural and emotional factors are interwoven into it as its
leaders make their claim to cultural space. I am concerned with the
Malaysian following of the contemporary Indian god-man Sathya Sai
Baba, a modern Hindu guru famed for his miracle working. The movement has broad appeal among non-Malays, but attempts to formalize
and control it have evolved within a subsection of the Malaysian Indian
community. This group of leaders has developed a special formula for
addressing the totalitarianism and intolerance of Malaysian modernity.
Making full use of the ambiguity so characteristic of Sathya Sai Baba,
the leaders both embrace and resist extant power in a way that
resonates well with the ambivalent condition of their following.
Malaysia provides an excellent illustration of the delicate interface
between modern secular and religious imaginings of world order.
Modernization and economic growth have taken place there rapidly
since independence (1957), but this has gone hand in hand with an
increasingly authoritarian regime whose sovereigns have imposed their
version of modern order on the population. Within all three major
ethnic groups – Malay, Chinese and Indian – this has stimulated a
proliferation of discourses and cultural practices that attempt to
replace or resist the imposition of those universalistic value systems that
tend to accompany modernization (Kahn and Loh Kok Wah 1992: 4–
5). These have frequently taken religious form.
Revitalization is a feature common to all the Asian religions’ interactions with modernization processes. New religious movements have
blossomed in Asia (and elsewhere) over the past century and can be
seen to meet a variety of needs. They address social change and cultural
alienation by providing a sense of meaning and local belonging. They
may reinforce community and morality in the face of socially disinte2
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grative forces, as does the dakwah Islamic movement in Malaysia
(Shamsul 1994), and may reassert ethnic or other forms of identity.
Ancient traditions that appear to be losing relevance are often updated
and strengthened, and in some instances this can express radical
protest against modernity, such as more extreme reinventions of Islam
or the Aum Shinrikyo cult in Japan (Reader 1996).
Lee (1997 a) contrasts the way in which Islam and Hinduism
respond to modernity. He argues that the ‘structural charisma’ (the
primacy of the word of God) and theocentric world-view that underlie
Islam collide with the competitive pluralism of modern institutions.
Hinduism, on the other hand, is characterized by less abstract ‘systemic
charisma’ (manifest in the concrete interactions between a virtuoso and
his/her followers) and a cosmocentric world-view. This, Lee proposes, is
why Hinduism can offer a re-enchanting alternative to modern, disenchanted institutions without rivalling them.
Modern religious developments among the middle classes within
both Islam and Hinduism, however, share certain features. Bourgeois
values have come to mark the religious ideologies that are being
reconstituted by middle class Muslims, Hindus and even Buddhists
(Case 1995; Lee 1997 b; Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988). Within
Hinduism, Protestant-like values, such as individual striving as well as
charity, are common in the teachings of the ‘Hindu Renaissance’ gurus
(Bharati 1970). The tendency of these to provide spiritual justification
for middle class interests has led some to decry these movements as
providing a kind of ‘opium for the masses’, perpetuating exploitation
and inequality, and legitimizing oppression (McKean 1996). But their
members are sometimes also culturally or politically marginalized and
their religion can provide a sense of autonomy from repressive political
structures (Lorenzen 1995; Lele 1981). Modern Hindu as well as other
new religious movements emerging among subordinated groups
represent an insistence upon diversity and pluralism. Often they morally
subordinate secular authorities in their ideologies and implicitly
undermine the legitimacy of the state. Thus, it has been suggested, they
articulate a response to the ‘crisis of authority’ that has emerged hand in
hand with the evolution of Asian states (Keyes et al. 1994).
MODERNITY

Although recent religious innovations do offer new sources of legitimacy, I suggest that the crisis they address goes beyond matters of
authority. Religion has not only to do with ideology and community,
3
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but is also deeply personal. I suggest that the complex register that
new religions span is therefore better seen as a response to what
Guerra (1994), from religious studies, calls the ‘crisis of modernity’.
This phrase is less restrictive, and embraces the whole spectrum of
change that modernization entails – material, cultural, social and personal. To understand this crisis it is necessary first to examine the
concept of modernity.
Modernity resists clear definition, but it has nevertheless incited the
interest of many authors. One thing, however, seems clear: the pace and
the scope of change in the modern era is unprecedented in the history
of mankind (Giddens 1990). The philosophical processes of modernity
include the divorce of knowledge (science) from ethics, truth from goodness, and reality from ultimate ends (Tambiah 1990: 145). Information
proliferates while ultimate meaning recedes (Rappaport 1979). The
social implications of this include the weakening of the authority of
religious institutions. Faith becomes a matter of personal preference
rather than being enacted by the social body through various processes
of ritualization (Bell 1992). Modernity, it follows, threatens holism and
traditional authority structures. Concomitantly, the controlling force of
kinship and face-to-face relations declines, and relationships become
increasingly fleeting and narrowly defined (Hannerz 1992). The social
distribution of meaning is radically transformed and is transferred to
the wardens of disembedded systems, such as the market, the state and
the clinic (cf. Foucault 1973).
Bauman (1995: 15) identifies in modernity the reflective and conscious creation of order and rejection of ambivalence. The agents of
modern knowledge, the experts, then mediate between the subject-ivity
of the lay individual and the unambiguous, ‘impartial but reliable’ fields
of modern expertise. In this process the ambiguities and ab-surdities of
everyday life are ignored, or even suppressed, and people are more or
less coerced into constituting themselves in terms of a hegemonic
modern order.
The shift into modernity has not only philosophical and social
aspects but also implications for individuals and their relationship to
the world. One of modernity’s most striking features is its ‘... radical
detachment of subjectivity from the outer world, including the social
world, and a consequent refocusing inward’ (Bowen 1997: 157–158).
This process entails particular ‘paradoxes of modernity’ (Guerra 1994);
although the individual person is celebrated in an unprecedented
fashion, individuality is simultaneously in other ways negated.
4
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Like Dumont (1986), Guerra sees one of the foundations of modernity as the emergence of the ‘individual as king’. The ‘... making of
society and truth by theoretically independent and sovereign individuals’ arises within a novel ideology of democracy and social truth
(Guerra 1994: 24). The modern utopia, he contends, comprises an
association of equal, non-hierarchical and interchangeable persons.
However, ‘... love, friendship, faith and even experience itself are
difficult to express in a discussion of this nature ... there remains the
question of the real differences among men, the differences of interest
and wealth, of quality, race, peoples, sex, age, and so forth’ (Dumont
1986 pp. 25, 27). Democratically achieved social truth, he continues, is
always appropriated by a restricted few who become its bureaucracy.
While it is at best a truth of consensus, it may also become a truth of the
group’s leaders – a totalitarian truth. Ideological individuation and
egalitarianism are therefore accompanied by standardization and new
hierarchies.
Bauman (1995) remarks upon the tyranny of modern truth, which
he identifies in modern politics, modern intellect and modern life, and
notes how these are naturally intolerant of threats to their new order.
The ‘resourceful sovereigns’ of modernity necessarily engage in a
struggle to exterminate ambivalence (ibid.: 8). Using the analogy of the
gardening state, he describes how the new truth is perpetuated by
modern experts concerned with the definition and cultivation of desirable forms, and with the weeding out of spontaneous, disordered
growth. Truth is not divine and revealed but man-made and secular; it
is produced and appropriated by various kinds of elite who champion
the mission of liberating mankind from the bondage of ignorance,
superstition and traditional obligations. This coercive modern truth
denies disjunctions between the experience of individuals or groups
and those stipulated by the new experts. It fails to address ultimate
questions such as the meaning of suffering, and indeed engenders new
kinds of distress through its intolerances and demands.
THE MODERN RELIGIOUS INDIVIDUAL

Modernization, then, implies the alteration not only of social reality
but also of self-perception and interpersonal relations. New aspects of
the individual are highlighted in the discourses of modernity. As a
result, new kinds of commonality and community become imaginable.
One of the most tangible instances of modern ordering is the division
of the world into nation states with unambiguous boundaries. These
5
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command new forms of allegiance from their member citizens and
seek to supersede the ties of kinship and the authority of local tradition. The supremacy of the nation state is enabled through the subordination of other kinds of felt commonality among people, transnational or subnational. When the individual’s religion or culture is
not celebrated in national rhetoric, the effect can be to suppress
experienced aspects of self-perception both of individuals and of
communities. Concomitant rationalization, often initiated by colonial
administrations and Christian missionary education, may also
contribute to the cultural and religious alienation of subject peoples.
New religious movements, however, frequently transcend nationalism by stressing universalism. An ecumenical attitude is often supported by the social formation of movements that may achieve global
spread. Transnational movements, such as the Muslim Brotherhood
and various Hindu revitalization movements such as Hare Krishna and
Sahaja Yoga as well as the Sai Baba movement, can help to overcome the
disintegrating potential of geographical separation and create an
‘imagined community’ of limitless bounds (Anderson 1991). This can
provide a powerful legitimating force, demonstrating a movement’s
transcendence of individual nation states and privatized selves (Coney
1995). This both resonates philosophically with the increasingly
globalized human condition, and also provides international sources of
support for individual and often marginalized member groups. Religious ecumenism may therefore reconstitute a sense of unity between
individuals and communities that may have been sundered or suppressed by the nation state. This has great relevance for politically weak
and marginalized diasporic communities (Baumann 1995).
Modernization also entails subscription to capitalist ideals, and this
leaves people faced with the problem of reconciling spiritual progress
with material advancement. Modern religious innovations, not only in
Asia, often address these dilemmas adroitly. Protestant-like developments are emerging within Asian religions, giving rise to novel formulations of ancient Buddhist, Hindu and Islamic notions. Generally
speaking this means that religiosity is shifted from the arena of public
performance and religious roles to the realm of the privatized,
internalized self – the conscience, ‘... the truly significant is [at least
ostensibly] not what takes place at a public celebration or in ritual, but
what happens inside one’s own mind or soul’ (Gombrich and
Obeyesekere 1988: 216). This may also involve the embourgeoisement
of religion, which becomes rationalized as well as ‘... commercial and
industrial in symbolism and attitude’ (Lee 1997 b: 55).
6
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PURIFICATION AND THE MODERN HINDU

Within Hinduism, the traditional celebration of worldly renunciation
on the one hand, and of Brahminic scriptural authority on the other,
might seem to prohibit reconciliation with a capitalist ethic and its
promotion of individual striving. However, the devotional sects within
Hinduism have always tended to stress worldly ascetism over renunciation or scriptural learning. They have emphasized the importance of
socially committed action over inaction or personal spiritual
cultivation alone. The principles of self-control and ascetism in the
service of spiritual ends, through hard work and thrift, appear in
religious orders of both Eastern and Western traditions (Rudolph and
Rudolph 1967). The elevation of these to universal virtues is linked
with the emergence of modern entrepreneurship and scientific technology and the concomitant expectations that men could master their
material and human environment. Given this, it would seem that the
confrontation between Hinduism and modernity enables the manifestation of pre-existing potential within Hinduism.
Parry (1985) describes how Brahminic Hinduism favours detachment and expiation through disinterested giving, and he notes that the
Indian gift par excellence is that given to a disinterested Brahmin
priest. The thing given conveys the polluting effects of attachment and
worldliness away from the donor and thus purifies him. The antiBrahminic Hindu devotionalist (bhakti) movements too emphasize the
importance of withdrawal from worldly interests, and this can provide a
critique of Western modernity and its materialism (Willford 1998: 114).
However, bhakti also resembles the Protestant ethic in certain respects.
The gift is again promoted as an expression of selflessness. It should be
given without consideration for return or personal benefit, though now
the ideal recipients of gifts are not the disinterested and spiritually
superior Brahmins, but the interested, materially needy poor. The
expiatory gift is transformed into charity. Its purifying effects are
internalized in the classic mode of bhakti cults (Dumont 1980). It is the
attitude of compassion and altruism with which it is given that is
emphasized as decisive for the purity of the donor. So, although bhakti,
as discussed later, tends to stress a passionate, ecstatic relationship with
a personal deity and in this way ignores intellectual reasoning, the
philosophy of generosity means that spiritual purity becomes
achievable within the structures of a society ordered according to
rational, secular ideology. The prosperity that capitalism enables may
be reconciled with personal spiritual progress.
7
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The ethic of this-worldly ascetism recognizes and addresses social
inequality. It can also be seen to perpetuate it (Bourdieu 1977; McKean
1996). It does not tend to confront or challenge the worldly forces by
which such inequality arises. It tends towards conservatism rather than
radicalism. The ethic is further supported by the Hindu notion of
karma, a doctrine that provides spiritual explanation for the de facto
differences and inequalities between people, providing a formulation
of the potentials and limitations that constrain individual lives. The
regeneration of Hinduism in which generosity comes to play a central
role can both accept the extant social order and also open the way to
spirituality for the prosperous. This kind of religiosity then may
potentiate personal, internal transformation within the existing
structures and realities of the modern, consumerist world.
TOLERANCE AND HIERARCHY

Hinduism, it is popularly held, is not a religion, with a founder or set
of authoritative scriptures, but a philosophy and way of life. It
celebrates a closed universe that gives rise to a boundless variety of
senses, properties, forms and deities, and which is founded upon the
idea that all possibilities – even contradictory ones – may exist without
excluding one another. The cosmos is hierarchically ordered such that
the more diversified and multifarious the form, the lower down the
divine hierarchy it falls. Unity, at the pinnacle of the hierarchy, is thus
the transcendence of all difference. The dynamic of this universe is the
ongoing rearrangement and differentiation of things, through cycles
of birth, preservation and destruction; the universe swings in pendulous motion between chaos and order.
These basic characteristics of Hindu philosophy give it a remarkable
ability to accommodate diversity and change. Its tenets accept the world
as consisting of partial and transient truths. Its final and inalterable Truth
lies beyond the scope of the human senses or intellect and can only be
experienced through the spiritual fusion between the individual self
(atma) and the universal Self (Brahman). The inconsistencies and
absurdities of the phenomenal world are therefore no threat to the final
Truth. They are regarded as illusion and part of the divine play of the gods.
There is therefore no need to streamline the world into a single orthodoxy
to maintain the inviolability of any final word of God.
The tolerance of Hinduism is born, however, of a cosmology driven
by a hierarchical, ‘logic of coherence’ (Kapferer 1988: 10), which is
expressed in philosophical and social ordering. The structural logic of
8
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hierarchy is elaborated by Dumont, ‘... one category (the superior)
includes the other (the inferior), which in turn excludes the first’
(1980: 241). This holistic principle finds expression in the arrangement
of the Hindu pantheon (Babb 1975), the workings of the caste system
and the ordering of Hindu society. As an ideological principle, the
holistic ‘incorporative logic’ of hierarchy (Kapferer 1988: 11) may be
construed as a kind of totalitarianism by those who refuse to submit to
Hinduism’s embrace. Where Hindus are in the majority, as in India, this
may find disturbing forms of social expression. Mahmoud (1993)
argues that the diverse traditions of Hinduism are effectively only unified through a common civilizational structure, in which a ‘dominative’
centre (the Hindu majority) seeks to subordinate ‘counter-culture’
groups and to subsume them within its own moral and social order.
Accordingly, Hindu tolerance operates by denying the autonomy of
that which is tolerated. In practice, Mahmoud contends, this means
moral and social exclusivity: ‘Despite the contemporary Indian
ideology of inclusiveness in the Hindu tradition, to which outsiders are
tempted to acquiesce, it is clear that the exclusion of the non-arya
historically formed the linchpin of the entire system’ (ibid.: 733). Resistance by other religious groups to the subordinating encompassment of Hinduism has repeatedly throughout India’s history, she notes,
led to aggressive suppression of the other by the upholders of, to use
Baumann’s term, the ‘dominant discourse’ (1996).
Although the logic of hierarchy may lose its holistic nature and its
connection to a Hindu dominant centre in diasporic, minority Indian
communities, its dynamic may persist and even undergo regeneration.
Hinduism’s tolerant, inclusive character may be stressed as counterpoise to the threatening, cultural exclusivity of host communities.
However, the embracing ecumenism that accompanies Hindu
revitalization drives, while it may be meant as an expression of tolerance
and goodwill by its propagators, may again carry distinct implications of
imperialism for those to whom it is preached. Hinduism postulates a
hierarchy of religious truths. Other religions are considered to have
received partial revelations of a truth that is only fully manifest in
Hinduism – a position which, ‘... particularly those that claim virtually
exclusive access to God’s message such as Christianity and Islam – do not
share’ (Lorenzen 1995: 7–8). However, for diasporic and politically
marginalized Hindu minorities, a sense of cultural and moral superiority
may be achieved through regeneration of this singular dynamic.
Some argue that egalitarian values can also be found within the
diverse strands comprising Hindu religion (Parry 1974). Holmström
9
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(1971) noted in the South Indian city he studied that industrialization
was bringing about a swing away from Brahminic, hierarchical social
religion towards the latent egalitarian values of Hinduism, which find
expression in Hindu devotionalism. The emergence of egalitarian
movements and their specific devotional god-forms is nothing new in
Hinduism. They are generated from within and finally conceptually
resorbed into the divine hierarchy (e.g. Babb 1975: 116–121). The
dominance of a hierarchical orientation towards the world therefore reemerges in the new forms, reconstituting familiar patterns of order for
Hindus threatened by disorder. Their critique of the rigidity of caste
hierarchy and their insistence on tolerance is often accompanied by
new forms of inequality. Religious universalism readily becomes moral
universalism, which can lead to a ‘... jacobinal intolerance, an attempt
to impose a Rule of the Saints and to coerce others to obey their own
“higher” or “rational” selves’ (Holmström 1971: 37).
THE MODERN HINDU GOD-MEN

Hinduism, then, tends to generate and incorporate new forms, new
movements, new leaders through encompassment and subordination
to its holistic view of the universe. Through this logic, the great diversity of the world and its constantly changing manifestations can all be
absorbed within an overarching Hindu framework. This makes
Hinduism able to confront and come to terms with the secular and the
modern, without necessarily vanquishing them (Lee 1997 a: 324).
At the pinnacle of the pantheon of Hindu deities are the purest and
most embracing forms, themselves finally resolvable into cosmic oneness or Brahman. New god-forms may emerge but can always be
referred back to a single, encompassing Hindu source to which they are
subordinated. The continual flourishing of a variety of charismatic new
leaders does not, therefore, contradict the logic by which Hinduism is
perpetuated. Rather, the emergence of new forms through which
eternal tenets are reiterated is essential to its continuance.
The modern bhakti gurus, who have proliferated over the past
century, might be understood from a Hindu perspective as new,
historically apposite refractions of a single cosmic source. Although
they redefine religious methods, they also reiterate ancient religious
values and in this way confirm the idea that they are new formulations
of eternal verities. Their ideologies are transitional, addressing the
ambivalent position of the growing cosmopolitan classes. On the one
hand, their innovations counter the risk of stagnation from adherence
10
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to obsolete tradition. On the other hand, their regeneration of ancient
ideals counters the risk of cultural anomie through wholesale adoption
of Western ideas. Bharati (1970) coins the term ‘pizza-effect’ to describe the way in which they repackage Indian ideas in Western,
scientific garb. He also suggests an inverted pizza-effect to describe the
Renaissance contention that Hinduism has always been ‘scientific’, and
that it in fact long pre-empted modernity. Although the reinvigoration
of Hinduism by leaders such as Vivekananda, Aurobindo, Chinmayananda, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi and Sathya Sai Baba arouses criticism
from among Indian intellectuals, it inspires many Westerners and
Westernized Indians. Such leaders therefore ultimately propose the
global expansion of Hinduism’s constituency.
The Bhagavadgita represents the central scripture for the modern
devotional movements. The Gita actually constitutes an episode in the
epic poem, the Mahabharata, which describes the great war between
the Kauravas and the Pandavas. The Gita takes the form of a dialogue
between the Pandava warrior Arjuna and his divine charioteer Krishna.
Arjuna is deeply troubled by the moral implications of waging battle
against his own kin. Krishna, the detached deity, urges him on. In so
doing, Krishna promotes the way of action or karma yoga, by which
Arjuna must learn to sacrifice his attachments in order to attain supraindividual selfhood. The complex and symbolically charged tale may be
interpreted as emphasizing selfless action over contemplation and
renunciation.
Much of the pamphleteering literature distributed by members of
the new movements borrows eclectically from the Bhagavadgita, and
even from other Hindu texts. This literature presents familiar traditional ideas in easily digestible form, often using pseudo-scientific
similes. Devotees are discouraged from approaching scholastic, primary source Hinduism. Learnedness is decried as a hindrance to the
ecstatic longing central to devotionalism, and orthodoxy is portrayed as
renegade. The Renaissance leaders thereby facilitate access to a form of
religiosity that is both recognizably ancient and Hindu but also
innovative and easily accessible. Through them, Hindu spirituality
reappears within and not in opposition to modernity. The critique it
provides of modern circumstances is a conservative critique, well suited
to the ambivalences of modern audiences, who are both dependent
upon but also suspicious of the modern powers that be.

11
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SIVA OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY:
THE REBIRTH OF AMBIGUITY

Sathya Sai Baba (henceforward, Sai Baba) is one of the best known of
the contemporary gurus. He is most widely acclaimed for his miracles,
but also for his ecumenism and profession of interfaith tolerance. His
appeal is most pronounced among the cosmopolitan middle classes
whose prior experience of Hinduism has been relatively superficial,
and who are attuned to scientific rationality (Babb 1983: 116). It is the
ambivalent relationship that these people hold to their modern world
and its intolerances that Sai Baba’s ambiguity and tolerance recognize.
Sai Baba claims to be an incarnation of Siva (Swallow 1982), the
deity that epitomizes the symbolic ambiguities of Hinduism (O’Flaherty
1973). As Siva incarnate, therefore, Sai Baba recalls past traditions and
ideas but literally gives them a contemporary personification that
addresses head-on the ridigity and intolerance of modernity. Both his
teachings and his symbolism are profoundly ambiguous. This is a
characteristic which is not unique to the Sai Baba movement but recurs
in the teachings of other modern gurus as well, mitigating against
regimentation and orthodoxy and ensuring flexibility and openness.
Sai Baba does not represent a totalitarian orthodoxy in confrontation
with the totalitarianism of modern ideology, but repeatedly stresses the
value of heterodoxy and indefiniteness.
The crisis of modernity, as discussed above, has profound existential
dimensions. Some of the most penetrating aspects of human experience are obfuscated or even denied in the new order, its forms of
knowledge and social organization. It is into this crisis of global scope
that a modern god-man like Sai Baba emerges as a powerful source of
redress, accommodating the modern world but also, through deployment of ambiguity, confirming the polysemous and dissonant areas of
human experience that modernity rejects as ‘waste’ (Bauman 1995: 9).
Sai Baba’s devotionalism is, then, well suited to the equivocal
condition of his followers; although they may feel denied in some
respects by new political orders, they are not traditionalists. Many are
acclaimed scientists and political figures for whom traditional Hinduism means superstition and dry ritualism. Sai Baba’s reconciliation of
Hindu spirituality with the ethic of materialism resonates strongly with
the experience of both Hindu and non-Hindu devotees. His magic and
ambiguity offer his followers a form of spiritual empowerment that
contests the seeming categorical materialism of modernity. At the same
time, his revitalization of the Hindu notion of tolerance means that
12
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followers need not forgo the modern world and the protection it offers
them. But Sai Baba’s tolerance is itself indefinite and fluid. This means
that his philosophy and powers are meaningful for a variety of groups,
worldwide: middle class Buddhists in Sri Lanka (Gombrich and
Obeyesekere 1988), South African Hindus (Maxwell et al. 1995) Malaccan Hindus in Malaysia (Mearns 1995), Indo-Trinidadians (Klass 1996),
Gujeratis in northern England (Bowen 1988) and of course widespread
groups in India (Babb 1983; Swallow 1976, 1982). The movement also
attracts a variety of non-Indians, including Italian Catholics (e.g. Mazzoleni n.d.), American Jews (e.g. Sandweiss 1975) and others.
Lee (1982) and Ackerman and Lee (1990) have analysed the
emergence of the movement in Malaysia in the 1970s. They focus on its
political and ethnic implications and its potential to function as one
among many ethnic interest groups responding to the perceptions of
the state as a growing Islamic adversary.
My interest here is to look not only at the various social implications
of this movement, such as political, ethnic, gender and class factors. I
also want to explore the profound emotional resonance that Sai Baba
has for individuals and their distress. My approach derives from my
understanding of culture not only as a system of symbols or meaning
but as an emotional matrix that fuels and contains human passion and
shapes experience of embodied selfhood. I also view culture as a form
of capital that is negotiated between situated actors. The Sai Baba
movement, I suggest, is all about modernity. But modernity, as discussed earlier, is constructed within as well as between individuals. The
crisis of modernity is perhaps an interface between emotional and
social experience, and it is a crisis that invites resolution by holistic
remedies such as the one offered by Sai Baba.
Sai Baba is a proficient culture broker, who reformulates ancient
healing powers and applies their ordering power to the disorders
people experience today. His religious novelty extends the dynamics of
Hindu thought and cosmology and applies to the paradoxes of
modernity its own paradox – an insistence on Hindu tolerance but also
on its superiority.
MALAYSIA

– NATION IN A STATE OF INTOLERANCE

Malaysia’s entry into the modern era has been marked by increasing
inflexibility and closure. The evolution of nationhood and modernity in
Malaysia, like elsewhere, has been accompanied by a struggle against
ambiguity – a struggle to categorize and order people. Malaysians and
13

Book_Kent Page 14 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Divinity and Diversity

their environments are today conceptually united as a nation in relation
to their common participation in Malaysia’s economic growth. However,
they are simultaneously rigidly divided, not only conceptually but also in
terms of the law, according to ethnic and religious identity.
The government is intolerant of displays of disaffection with its
programme, and it controls a legal apparatus that enables it to suppress
activities considered a threat to national security. Through this it is able
to enforce its version of ‘unity in diversity’. For instance, increasingly
wider use of the Internal Security Act (1960) and other means of
detention without trial – the Societies Act (1966), the Sedition Act
(1971), the Universities and Colleges Act (1971), the Official Secrets Act
(1972), the Printing Presses and Publications Act (1988) (Kahn and Loh
Kok Wah 1992: 1) – stop attempts by groups to resist the definitions
imposed upon them. The effect of the new ordering, however, penetrates
far more than national and local political expression. It finds material
expression in the centralized administration of the landscape, both
urban (see Willford 1998) and rural (see Salleh 1992). It has affected
gender and family relations as women have been absorbed as labour
into the capitalist system. Its effect on society and culture pervades all
aspects of life and gives rise to new disjunctions between lived experience and permitted expression.
All Malaysians must adjust to the new political and philosophical
order. Capitalism, urbanization and the absolute authority of secular
rulers subject all to similar quandaries. Gender roles are being
redefined, religious authorities are being undermined, information is
proliferating and meaning is disintegrating. The threat of religious and
cultural alienation looms for all. However, modernization in Malaysia
has meant the evolution of particular social and political constellations
concerning ethnicity and religion.
Following the British colonial lead, definitions of ethnic identity in
Malaysia are unambiguous and formalized. All Malaysians must carry an
identity card showing their racial category. Malay ethnic identity is
categorically defined according to three principles: habitual use of the
Malay language, adherence to Malay custom and profession of the
Muslim faith. The Malays are known as bumiputras (sons of the soil).
They are politically dominant and are guaranteed special privileges
concerning land entitlements and special access to quotas in education,
business and the civil service. Proselytizing by non-Muslims among
Malays is forbidden by law. The unifying ideology of nationalism has
thus been accompanied by closure of religious and ethnic boundaries,
particularly around the Malays.
14
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Conversion to Islam by other groups has, however, meant that
religion no longer suffices as a clear ethnic marker. Also, Indian and
Chinese children are now educated in Malay, meaning that language
too has lost its capacity to distinguish Malay from non-Malay. After 1981,
all Muslim converts were required by law to maintain their original
names on their identity cards, and in this way the access of non-Malay
Muslims to Malay privileges could be curtailed and the Malay ethnic
boundary tightened (Lee 1986: 72). For non-Malays this has meant that
both religion and ethnicity are impossible routes for attempts to
achieve commonality or dialogue with the Malays.
The rapid progress of modernization in Malaysia has been accompanied by a growing Islamic awakening among Malays. However, although the Malay-dominated government is protectionist towards Islam,
it is intolerant of all threats to its secular programme, including Islamic
ones. The government has therefore exercised its powers in curbing
extremist tendencies even within Islam, and this protects Chinese and
Indian interests as well. Middle class Chinese and Indians benefit too
from the economic opportunities opened by the capitalist orientation
of the government. Thus, although the Malay dominance of government to an extent marginalizes Chinese and Indians, it also furthers
their economic interests, as well as protecting them from the threat of
‘fundamentalist’ Islamic groups.
The intensification of Islamic consciousness among Malays has been
matched by the mushrooming of new religious movements in the nonMalay community. Just as Islam may be both friend and foe of
government, so too may non-Islamic religions obey or resist imposed
order. All religious intentions may participate in a united Malaysian
opposition to the perceived threat of cultural colonization by Western
values. They may play a part in upholding ‘Asian Values’, rendered
loosely as spirituality and traditional morality. On the other hand, they
may subvert the authoritarianism of the state and its ethnic and
religious exclusivity.
Non-Malay religious rhetoric concerning tolerance is therefore a
fruitful area in which to examine the relationship between minority
groups and the Malaysian state. The Sai Baba movement in Malaysia in
its institutionalized form certainly revitalizes a minority community and
inspires an ambiguous rhetoric by which it negotiates its ambivalent
relationship to government. At this level religious revitalization
operates as ideology and social religion.
Because the socio-cultural changes of modernization transform
human experience at every level, from the deeply emotional, libidinal
15
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and interpersonal (Giddens 1990) to the most broadly socio-political,
any remedy for the crisis of modernity must surely address all such
levels. Religious ideology is part of this, addressing the way in which
personal suffering arises within lifeworlds shaped by social forces. But
religion is more than ideology; it is about faith. Sai Baba’s devotees are
not primarily motivated by the political interests their religion may
serve but by the profound emotional resonance it has for them. It is
when the Sai Baba religion is viewed as faith, as a passion, that the
power of its ambiguity and tolerance is perhaps most evident. Bodily
and emotional experience does not always acquiesce to ideological
definition or institutional containment. The refusal of some Sai Baba
followers to submit their faith to formalization is an important
insistence on Sai tolerance and openness. It is therefore at the fringes
of the formalized movement that the power of Sai can be clearly seen
to extend beyond the purely political interests of a particular group. It
is in these fluid margins that a variety of sometimes contradictory
resolutions to personal crises can be seen and that the most explicit
challenges to oppression and intolerance may be found.

***
I want to address here some of the many aspects of Sai power. My
overarching interest concerns modernity and re-enchantment, but
within this are several sub-themes: transnational identity, charisma and
its relationship to institutional religion, religious pluralism and
political expression. The nature of the Malaysian context throws
further sub-themes into relief, particularly those of inter-religious and
inter-ethnic self-realization but also that of gender and power.
While I wish to touch upon all these issues in the course of this book,
I am anxious to avoid conflating Sai religiosity with political, ethnic,
gender or class interests or reducing Sai Baba’s appeal to its
psychological dimensions. It has all these dimensions because, I believe,
it is addressing all of these aspects of the crisis of modernity. Although
the movement addresses global themes, it is also shaped according to
local circumstances – in this case Malaysian circumstances. My concern
is to explore how the Malaysian followers of Sai Baba engage their
religiosity in negotiations about social and moral order.
The first chapter presents the background to the social context of
the Sai Baba movement in Malaysia. The chapter discusses the
equivocal manner in which non-Malays have historically been included
in the nation: they are included as strangers, whose relationship to their
selfhood, traditions and values thus becomes problematic. The his16
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torical lead-up to the modern era in Malaysia is briefly presented, and
the increasingly impermeable boundaries – ethnic, religious and
political – are noted as an important feature of Malaysia’s recent history.
Particular attention is paid to the situation of the Indian population
and those factors of relevance to its marginalization, disunity and growing reflexiveness, and its concomitant concern to gain dignity and
influence in Malaysian society. A background to the political and
religious movements within the Indian community over the past
century in Malaya/Malaysia places the development of the Sai
movement in historical and philosophical perspective, and illuminates
the novelty of its expansive and communally non-restricted potential.
The second chapter introduces the god-man Sai Baba and gives a
brief biographical history. Through a discussion of this and the imagery
he employs, a general and non-exhaustive symbolic analysis is
presented, which suggests implications for the phenomenology of Sai
worship. This chapter shows how Sai Baba’s eclecticism manifests the
open and flexible potential within Hindu tradition, imagery and
cosmology. Symbolic indeterminacy not only recalls to popular consciousness the tolerance of Hinduism, but it also offers possible
resonance with other traditions. This opens the movement in both a
symbolic and a sociological sense. Above all, Sai power is about miracles
and the transcendence of rationality and this is discussed in some detail
and related to the individualized character of Sai power. Finally, the Sai
Baba organization is briefly introduced.
The third chapter is the meeting point of the Sai Baba movement
and the Malaysian context; it discusses the development and nature of
the movement there today. Here, attention is paid to the tensions
emerging between the rigidifying institution and the flexible, informal
following. Paradoxically, the promise of Sai unity is shown to stimulate
the reproduction of boundaries. This leads on to the fourth chapter in
which the institutional form of the Malaysian following is dealt with in
greater detail, and its political implications examined. Here I discuss
the movement’s self-presentation to the government in particular, but
also to Malaysian society at large. The movement’s leaders fashion a
particular crystallization of Sai, sensitive to the social and political
exigencies of contemporary Malaysia. This public portrayal of the
organization is then contrasted with the private, intracommunal visage in
which the embracing power of Hinduism and Sai Baba take prominence.
The fifth chapter looks further into the exclusiveness that follows
from the rigidification of the movement into a particular Hindu social
and ideological order, despite the philosophy of universalism. Here, I
17
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explore the way in which healing power is used to extend the process of
inclusion and subordination and how refusal to acquiesce to this order
is demonized. Paradoxically though, it is the refusal by some to
acquiesce that ensures the continued flexibility of Sai. The ambiguous
nature of Sai as generated by, yet transcendent of Hinduism feeds this
kind of polarization. This chapter looks at the problem of the hierarchy
of religious truths and the question of gender ordering. The chapter
suggests that refusal to allow the Sai movement to coagulate into any
particular ‘man’-made order is also an important refusal to allow Sai to
become subordinated within Malaysia’s modern political order.
The sixth chapter examines Chinese participation in the movement
and the ethnic assertiveness that this regeneration of Hinduism has
prompted among the Malaysian Indian Sai leadership in particular.
Although Sai seems to offer the possibility of uniting across ethnic
boundaries, in practice, the terms of such unification are set by
particular actors. Further, in a context in which ethnic difference
permeates the politics of everyday social life, transcending it seems all
the harder. Although Sai celebrates ethnic difference and does not
posit it as a hindrance to unity, its divisiveness reappears in the
movement.
The last chapter looks at the issue of class in the Malaysian Sai Baba
movement. The leaders and followers shape a dual identity for
themselves as, on the one hand, part of the Indian community and, on
the other, separate from the lower class Indian majority and
ideologically closer to the bourgeois values of elite Malays. It is in this
chapter that the relationship between ambivalence and power for the
Sai Baba following culminates. I examine how faith in Sai Baba opens
for Hindus a commonality based on individual religiosity. A potentially
subversive, divine power is at work in this arena of faith. I then compare
this with the way in which the Sai Baba organization delivers its religion
as ideology in a way that stresses identification with the rational and
secular power of Malaysia’s leaders. The devotees who have peopled
this study work with the potential and constraints of Malaysia’s political
fabric in a variety of ways in an attempt to shape and claim their own
cultural space.
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The Approach to
Modernity in Malaysia

Modernity has taken on a special face in Malaysia, and this has given
rise to particular kinds of ambivalences and ambiguities. Following the
global trends of modernization, Malaysia has joined the capitalist
venture, become urbanized and industrialized. She has delivered
world-ordering power into the hands of secular authorities and has
subsumed religion as a definable institution, subordinated to political
powers. Like other nations, Malaysia has striven to become progressive,
prosperous and rational. However, unlike other nations, this one has
emerged into the modern era with a particular kind of order. The
rejection of ambiguity and the imposition of categorical order in
Malaysia have entailed the distinction of three major ethnic groups
and the drawing of a rigid line between Muslim/Malay and nonMuslim/non-Malay. The creation of a modern unit, the nation state,
has involved two contradictory stances. All Malaysians are encouraged
to achieve a sense of common destiny, yet distinctions between them
are reinforced.
Malaysia has adopted much of the modern rhetoric concerning
democracy, as is clearly expressed in Prime Minister Dr Mahathir
Mohamad’s celebrated Vision 2020. She aims to become a nation
comprising independent and sovereign individuals who share dedication to the nation, participate in her economic progress and share
equally in the profits. The principles according to which her society is
ordered and her bureaucracy instantiated are secular principles. Yet
this vision of Malaysian unity is modified by the fact that Malays are
ensured exclusive political, ethnic and religious advantage. For the
non-Malays this means that Malaysian unity implies their submission to
Malay supremacy.
19
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The particulars of the Sai Baba movement in Malaysia reflect these
facets of Malaysian modernity, as well as modernity in general. The
movement has germinated within the middle class Indian community,
for whom the historical developments of the past century in Malaya/
Malaysia have had special consequences. Problems of disunity, disempowerment, disenchantment and stigmatization have beset the
community even as it struggles to gain some of the fruits of modernity.
From the Indian perspective, history and contemporary developments
have left their community struggling to achieve a sense of intra- and
inter-communal unity, cultural dignity and power in their modern
condition. The unity defined by national leaders subordinates the
Indian minority and silences the role of Indian culture in Malaysian
history. The Sai Baba movement emerges from within a sector of the
Indian community whose position and special dilemmas flow from the
events of the past century on the Malay Peninsula.
THE PLURAL NATION AND THE NEW NATIVES

Indian culture has exerted influence throughout the Malay Peninsula
since ancient times. The position of the peninsula at the mid-point
between India and China has made it a particularly important region
for international maritime trade and communications. Until the sixteenth century AD the Malay Peninsula fell under the aegis of
Indianized kingdoms situated on the peninsula and elsewhere in
South East Asia (Sandhu 1969:2). The earliest forms of government in
the region were Hindu and Buddhist in form, and emanated from
India. Certain of the courtly rites associated with this period still persist
in parts of Malaysia today, although they are now defined as Malay
custom, or adat (Mearns 1995: 25). In pre-colonial times the Indian
merchants of the Malay Peninsula, accompanied by a few Chinese and
Malay traders, held a monopoly on mercantile capital and its profits.
The advent of Islam on the peninsula has been attributed to the
influence of Indian Muslim traders. The embracement of Islam by
Malaccan rulers during the fifteenth century led to a radical transformation of the region, with far-reaching cultural and political
ramifications (Andaya and Andaya 1982: 54). This Muslim stronghold
was ousted from its bastion in Malacca by the Portugese invasion of 1511,
and Indian monopoly over trade circuits was now usurped by the
conquerors. In 1641, a still tighter monopoly over trade in the region
began with the Dutch takeover, and this sealed the exclusion of local
Indians from their earlier privilege in the mercantile activities of the
20
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Straits of Malacca. The history of the Indian population then remains
relatively uneventful until the advent of the British colonial era in the
early 1800s.
British colonial rule spread during the subsequent almost one and
a half centuries to include the states of Perak, Pahang, Selangor and
Negri Sembilan in what were to become the Federated Malay States,
and over which Kuala Lumpur became the capital. The remaining
states were eventually placed under British protection. What was
realized under British colonial rule was the unprecedented transformation of a small population consisting largely of swamp and forest
dwelling Malay and aboriginal peoples and whose livelihood was of
subsistence level, into what was to become one of Asia’s boom
economies, supporting some 18 million people and depending to a
large extent on a highly developed industrial sector. Today, the Malay
population, at almost 9 million, represents only some 54 per cent of the
total population of Malaysia, while Chinese stand for around 34 per
cent and Indians for almost 10 per cent, with aboriginals and others
covering the remainder.
The presence of the British in Malaya precipitated the radical
metamorphosis of the region into a complex, modern social system
driven by global market forces and capital investment. But the British
were anxious to justify their role in Malaya as one of assistants by
invitation, maintaining a stance as patrons and protectors of the
indigenous way of life. This meant that early on the Malays were largely
excluded from participating in rapid economic and infrastructural
changes. While British policies for Malay cultural preservation demonstrated respect for local tradition, they also barred Malays from
harvesting the fruits of capitalism (Roff 1994).
The British justified their paternalism towards Malay culture by their
general appraisal of Malays as, by nature, unsuited to the labour and
industry required for the colonial economy. By contrast, the Chinese
were considered industrious and were therefore steadily encouraged as
migrant workers for the growing tin mining industry. By 1891, census
figures showed that approximately half of the total population of the
states of Perak, Selangor and Sungai Ujung (part of the state of Negri
Sembilan) was Chinese (Andaya and Andaya 1982: 176).
Unlike the Malays, the Chinese tended to gravitate towards urban
centres, and by the late nineteenth century Kuala Lumpur was almost
80 per cent Chinese. They became stereotyped as moneylenders and
shopkeepers, often quite fiercely independent and resistant to control.
The British long continued to view them as efficacious contributors to
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the growing capitalist economy, yet saw them largely as a transient
population, in spite of their increasing tendency towards settlement. For
the most part, Chinese autonomy was encouraged by the British, who
sought to gain through the levying of taxes on Chinese entrepreneurs
(ibid. 136). They were minimally included in the apparatus of rule,
although a few were employed in low ranking positions of administration as clerks, surveyors and interpreters.
British administration of the Chinese and Malay groups comprised
a dual system by means of which community leaders from each group
would relate to the British directly and without consultation between
the two groups. The effect of this was to ensure that Malay chiefs and
rulers were to find little reason to interact with or seek solidarity with
Chinese leaders. In this manner, the two largest and most influential
groups with which the British had to deal were managed as separate
entities, and this legacy of ethnic separateness remains to this day.
For the burgeoning plantation sector, which the British developed
during the nineteenth century, Indians were considered the ideal
labourers. The British were accustomed to Indian labourers from other
colonial territories, where they had found them both malleable and
amenable to discipline and wage labour. Efforts were therefore made to
encourage migrant Indian labour and several immigration systems
developed. The flow of Indian labour migration surged towards the end
of the nineteenth century in response to relaxed regulation by India.
Unlike the situation for the Chinese, most Indian immigrants were
brought to Malaya under strict British direction. Firstly, they were
brought under the indentured labour system, and when this was
banned in 1910, under a recruitment system using Tamil intermediaries known as kangany. There was also a parallel system of assisted
migration without intermediary. The vast majority of the migrant
labourers came from Tamil areas of South India and were generally low
caste and poor. British planters and administrators deliberately and
remorselessly exploited the caste system in India in order to secure a
placable proletariat for the emerging mode of production. Deteriorating economic conditions in India provided a major push factor,
inciting low-caste and untouchable Indians to pursue the promise of
greener pastures on the peninsula, and their socio-cultural experience
in India primed them for a position of subjugation and exploitation in
Malaya.
The British consciously excluded Indian nationalists and political
opponents of the British, and this fact, combined with the transience of
the Indian population, prevented the development of political aware22
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ness among Indians in Malaya. Until the late 1920s, labour migration
from South India to Malaya consisted predominantly of transient adult
males. Later correction of this imbalance, however, contributed to the
development of a more settled Indian labouring population on the
peninsula, and new generations of Indians were born on Malayan soil.
By 1938, when the Indian government banned all emigration of unskilled workers from India, an estimated 4.25 million Indian migrants
had come to the Malay Peninsula, although many of these had also
returned (Sandhu 1969: 152).
At the same time as the main organized importation of labour migrants was booming, a parallel stream of non-assisted Indian migrants
was bringing commercial, religious and professional expertise to the
peninsula. These included substantial numbers of migrants from other
regions of India, and of Christians, Muslims and Sikhs. This category
enjoyed a higher socio-economic position in India, and migrated
primarily in order to exploit new opportunities in Malaya. They are said
to amount to less than 35 per cent of the total stream of Indian migrants
arriving in Malaya during British rule (Daniel 1992: 117). Among them
were South Indian Hindu Chettiars, Marakkayar Muslims of the Madras
coast and South Indian Christians, and North Indians who included
Gujeratis, Parsis, Sindhis, Bengalis and Punjabi Sikhs. Some threequarters of the group were involved in mercantile activities, and it is
from this resourceful and ambitious group that a nascent Indian petit
bourgeoisie developed.
From the North Indian immigrant group came also Indians who
joined the security forces. Alongside them were professionally qualified
Indians, largely Malayalis and Tamils from South India, as well as
Ceylonese Tamils. The Ceylonese and Malayali migrants in particular
gravitated into lower clerical and administrative positions in government service, a matter that came to hold lasting political implications.
Other professional Indians came as skilled workmen, technicians,
teachers and doctors. A number of priests also arrived, although there
was a general dearth of Brahmin immigration.
The urban Indian population not only came in contact with urban
Chinese, but also had access to the British administration and to British
education, particularly in the form of mission schools. This educational
option was seen to open possibilities for social advancement, and was
therefore favoured by the Chinese and Indian middle classes.
The British era, then, saw a radical transformation of Malaya’s Indian
population from a small group who had once exercised considerable
influence in Malay courts, to a substantial population in which pre23
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dominated impoverished and subjugated labourers and whose destiny
was juggled between the government and private entrepreneurs. These,
in their turn, stood in stark contrast to the wealthy Indian merchants of
the urban centres, from whom they were effectively isolated by the
conditions of life on the estates. A variety of caste, linguistic and religious
groupings came to characterize particularly the urban Indian population
of Malaya, while the stereotype of Malayan Indians was that of the lowcaste, uneducated, Hindu, South Indian ‘coolie’ who still laboured
under the delusions of superstition and barbarism.
MODERN FORMS OF POWER

While British supremacy on the Malayan Peninsula went largely unchallenged during the 1800s, the early quarter of the twentieth century
witnessed the gestation of a new political awareness among all three
ethnic groups. The transience of the Indian and Chinese workers, a
matter that the British had earlier taken for granted, was called into
question from the 1920s onward as the groups showed increasing
tendencies towards permanent settlement. This, combined with
increasing access to education (particularly English-medium education)
led to the arousal within each group of growing interest in the shaping
of Malayan society, and of assurance that the group’s interests would be
served.
The British policy of treating each community as a separate unit,
and particularly the protectionist policy towards the Malays, meant that
each group perceived itself as a distinct entity whose interests, rather
than being shared with the other groups, were likely to be threatened
by them instead. The conceptual social mapping of Malays as peasant
farmers, of Chinese as industrious entrepreneurs and of Indians as
subservient labourers served to justify British communally based administration. It is from this scenario that the Malays gradually became aware
of the possibility of shedding the British definition applied to them and
of etching out a self-definition that would empower them within the
territory that their British overlords had so radically transformed. The
evolution of Malay nationalism and its fruition in the three-party
Alliance (see below), into which the new nation of Malaya was delivered
in 1957, provide the background against which the quickening of
Indian political consciousness in Malaya developed.
Political consciousness arose among Malays only during the final
third of the period of British rule, as Malays became aware that British
paternalistic policy towards them had kept them backward and isolated
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from the fruits of the capitalist system, now engaged in by Chinese and
Indians (Roff 1994). On account of Malay agitation during the 1920s,
the British responded by extending greater favour to Malays in the form
of Malay access to English medium education and to greater influence
in the apparatus of government. The decade between 1920 and 1930
saw a mushrooming of Malay publications and periodicals, and the
combined effect of their contents was to produce a growing awareness
among Malays of their social and economic regressiveness and of the
need for spiritual and emotional unity as prerequisite for the achievement of social and economic progress (ibid.: 164).
The more radical political imaginings of the growing Malay intelligentsia were, however, constantly tempered by concomitant intensifcation of Islamic consciousness. This involved cleansing village Islamic
practice from tainting by non-Islamic customs, adat. From the beginning of the twentieth century, Islam began to take prominence as a
means for Malay religious reformists to strengthen and reunite their
community against the perceived threat of Malay disintegration in the
face of the rapidly growing Chinese and Indian communities and
British domination. Although Islam had, long before British rule, been
distinctive of the Malays, it had previously lacked association with any
centralized forms of authority. These rumblings of the early 1900s mark
an important shift in the status of Malayan Islam as a consciously
exploited marker of ethnicity and as a political device.
Following the Second World War, the British formulated a proposal
for a Malayan Union that offered citizenship and equal rights, including admission to the civil service, to all, regardless of race or creed.
This provoked a vociferous attack on the British from the Malays, and
gave impetus to the unification of the 41 then extant Selangor Malay
associations into the single national organization, the United Malays
National Organization (UMNO), in 1946. The Organization fell under
the leadership of English-educated Malay bureaucrats. The British were
now forced to negotiate with the Sultans and UMNO, and the outcome
was the formation of the Federation of Malaya in 1948, in which the
sovereignty of the Sultans and the maintenance of Malay privileges were
to be guaranteed, and citizenship rights would be awarded on a more
restricted basis than proposed for the Malayan Union.
The Chinese formed their own political party, the Malayan Chinese
Association (MCA) in 1949, and an alliance between UMNO and the
MCA was formed in 1952 and joined in 1954 by the Malayan Indian
Congress. In the elections of July 1955 this Alliance obtained 81 per
cent of the vote, thus clearly demonstrating its viability as midwife of an
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independent nation. The Independence Constitution that was subsequently drawn up involved a balancing act in which the interests of
UMNO were measured and matched against those of the other communities. Finally, it was agreed that citizenship rights be extended to
Indians and Chinese who fulfilled specified requirements, in return for
a guarantee of special privileges for bumiputras regarding land
entitlements, government employment and political advantage.
INDIAN POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

Developments in Malaya in the lead-up to independence were
modelled upon the secular administration of power characteristic of
British administration. Implicit in the nationalist drive was relegation
of religion and religious leaders to a position subordinated to the
authority of secular national leaders and their ideology of rationalism.
Non-Malay social development also fell in line with the distinction
between politics and religion. Indian political groupings were, for
instance, distinct from religious organizations and for this reason can
be presented separately. In this section I discuss the persistent divide
between middle class and working class Indians, and the influence this
has had upon political activity.
From its inception, Indian political activity in Malaya showed a clear
split between the politically quiescent labourers, whose transient status
and strong bonds with India quelled political aspiration in Malaya, and
the elite, which claimed to represent them. The British also favoured
the Ceylonese Tamils. British administrators, often familiar with Ceylonese from earlier postings in Ceylon, would often prefer Ceylonese
employees and when new posts became vacant, they would encourage
their employees to find recruits from their social network. This resulted
in a kind of kangany system within the civil service and led to today’s
preponderance of Vallalar caste members in the Malaysian Ceylonese
community. The Ceylonese, almost exclusively white-collar workers,
formed a tight-knit community that was largely free of the internal
tensions and divisions of the Indian community at large. They secured
positions on the State Councils of Perak, Selangor, Negri Sembilan and
Johore and thus gathered positions of influence. Together with
Malayalis, they were also present in the supervisory strata of many
plantations, and in this way became bureaucratic links between the
Indian labourers and the British. It was only in 1970 that the Ceylonese
decided to officially accept inclusion in the ascribed category of
Indians. Their indefinite identity together with their high-caste/class
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status, exclusive, tight intra-communal links and concerns with purity
still distinguish them from the broader Indian community.
Early Indian political developments in Malaya were the progeny of
the educated and commercial classes, who considered themselves more
permanent residents than the labourers. At first, they established a
number of Indian associations, though these functioned largely as
middle class social clubs with no political agenda. The British, as noted,
were inclined to overlook the fact that Indian permanent settlement was
becoming a feature of both the urban and rural populations in Malaya by
the beginning of the twentieth century. Consequently, it was not until
1928 that Indian appeals to the government for representation on the
Federal Council were met with consideration. In response, a Ceylonese
was appointed in 1929 to represent what the High Commissioner defined
as ‘Hindu interests’. Indians saw this clumsy move as an attempt by the
British to divide the Indian community on religious grounds. It also
antagonized the non-Ceylonese Indian middle class, who had already
parted ways with the Ceylonese after trying in vain to cooperate in
common organizations. The British handling of Indian representation
therefore spurred anti-British feeling and exacerbated tensions within
the Indian community.
Indian political expressions in Malaya at this time showed little
regard for the issues faced by Indian labourers, from whom the middle
classes in any case tried to dissociate themselves. The middle class
activists were primarily concerned with improving their own situation
and ensuring political and civil rights, as were the Chinese. The first
political organization claiming to represent the interests of the Indian
community at large took shape in 1936, with the establishment of the
Central Indian Association of Malaya (CIAM). It comprised middle
class urban Indians and was directly inspired by political developments
in India. When the British returned to Malaya after the Second World
War, in 1945, CIAM had largely disintegrated. The new post-war discourse concerned the Malayan Union, and its backlash, and Indian
attention was now directed to ensuring that Indian citizenship and
representation would not be overlooked in the future of the country.
This stimulated the formation of the Malayan Indian Congress (MIC) in
1946.
By 1950, India had declared that all overseas Indians were to be
considered nationals of their country of domicile, and this further
consolidated the MIC’s engagement in the debates concerning the
future of a Malayan nation. In 1954 it joined the Alliance – a coalition
of communal parties. The MIC remained under the control of the
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urban elite and it failed to establish links with the numerous Indian
labourers, whose interests it was supposed to represent. This internal
weakness was exacerbated by the relatively small size of the Indian
population as a whole in Malaya. The MIC soon became characterized
as a politically impotent organization that could at best ensure small
concessions from the more powerful UMNO and MCA. With the moves
towards independence, Indian attention shifted from the divide
between Indian elite/British versus Indian plantation labourers, towards
the divide between the middle class leadership versus working class
membership of the MIC. This cleavage was itself then subsumed within
the broader political scenario of post-independence Malaya in which the
‘indigenous’ versus non-Malay distinction gained prominence.
The granting of independence to Malaya on 31 August 1957 left the
new nation in the hands of the Alliance. The Constitution included
special privileges for Malays, who were defined by fulfilment of the
three conditions: habitual use of the Malay language, adherence to
Malay custom and profession of the Muslim faith. The definition of
Chinese and Indians, by contrast, stipulated nothing about religious
affiliation. The link between ethnicity, political advantage and religious
status was therefore associated with closure of the boundary between
Malay (and by implication also Muslim) and non-Malay. Concomitant
with this development was a revision of Islamic law that was to create
uniformity and greater stringency in religious practice throughout
Malaya. This further distinguished a relatively homogenous Malay
community from the heterodox non-Malays. The regulation of Islam
and Malay ethnicity contributed to the estrangement of the ambiguous,
quasi-native non-Malays.
The implementation of various post-independence laws meant that
adherence to Islam became essential in order to ensure access to state
assured privilege. According to the law, conversion by a Muslim to
another faith would mean his foregoing Malay privileges. The
proselytization of Muslims by non-Muslims was also prohibited. After
non-Malays began converting to Islam in order to gain access to
privileges reserved for Malays, measures to strengthen the Malay/nonMalay boundary were enforced. Thus the modern Malaysian dream of
a single, unified nation, given full expression in the Prime Minister’s
Vision 2020, contains the proviso that a certain inequality between
Malays and non-Malays be legitimated by all.
The citizenship rights secured for Indians and Chinese in the
Independence Constitution were at first poorly utilized by Indians.
Further, general disillusionment with the MIC was compounded by and
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reflected in the development of Tamil Revivalism in Malaya, inspired by
Dravidianism in India. This had the effect of producing divisive
affiliations within the Indian community, where Tamils were brought
together in opposition to other Indians, and of shifting commitment
among Tamils of Malaya from pan-Indian nationalism to Tamil
separatism. The fact that 80 per cent of Indians in Malaya were Tamil
was used as justification for supporting Tamil leadership for Malayan
Indians. In 1954, the MIC leadership was consequently Tamilized, and
the organization sensitized to Tamil propaganda. A substantial portion
of middle class Indians, however, aligned themselves with ideologically
rather than communally based political activity and were drawn towards
radical left-wing parties at the expense of the MIC (see Arasaratnam
1970). The fissions within the Indian community, and the fact that the
choice of MIC leadership depended not only on Indian but also
Alliance (essentially Malay) support, meant that the MIC was poorly
positioned to challenge Malay-driven policy.
The post-war era has seen the steady decline in importance of the
plantation sector and the concomitant gravitation of Indian labourers
towards the urban centres in which the industrial sector has rapidly
expanded. The consequence of this has been the growth of squatter
settlements in the west coast urban areas, and recently the MIC has
begun exploiting this source of political support. The Indian labour
force is thus no longer confined to the controlled social environment
of the estates, but is now brought into direct contact with the promises
and contradictions of this plural society. Urban migration, though, has
not served to blur the previous urban/rural divide, and these socioeconomic differences continue to influence sub-ethnic perceptions
and interactions. The South Indian coolie is still stereotyped as illiterate
and drunk, and the Malayalis and Ceylonese Tamils as haughty and
selfish. Indian solidarity is persistently undermined by diverse subethnic loyalties such as caste or regional affiliation and Indians must
struggle constantly to attain a measure of unity with which to assert
themselves against the more dominant Chinese and Malays.
Notably, attempts to unify and re-dignify the Indian community,
including the Sai Baba movement, have arisen from within the middle
class, which has then administered them to the labouring classes, thus
paradoxically perpetuating the divisions they seek to overcome.
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HINDU RELIGIOUS CHANGE

The religious developments of the past century among Malayan/
Malaysian Indians have had no explicitly political agenda and have
tended to be associated with specific sub-groups within the community.
This differs from the situation in the Caribbean, for instance, where
Klass (1996) and Vertovec (1994) have described how the Brahmin
religious elite sought to represent and protect Indian interests in the
build-up to independence. Because of the relationship between Islam,
Malay ethnicity and political advantage in Malaysia, the use of religious
identity for political expression is problematic and religious groups
tend to mute their political dimensions.
In this section, I shall concentrate upon religious developments in
the Hindu section of the Indian population, which represents the bulk
of Malaysian Indians. The historical patterns of development within
Malaysian Hinduism have been well covered by other authors (Lee and
Rajoo 1987, Mearns 1995, Lee and Ackerman 1997), so I shall present
only a brief sketch of the background from which the Sai Baba
movement has evolved.
The ancient trade links between Malaya and India brought the socalled ‘great tradition’ of Hinduism seeping into the peninsula some
two thousand years ago. This Hinduism was transmitted by high-caste
Hindu priests primarily to the royalty in the form of knowledge of
Sanskrit, the Vedas, the Puranas and Dharmasastras. This contrasts
sharply with the flavour of the Hinduism that arrived during the colonial
era along with the influx of Indian labourers – the ‘little tradition’. The
high-caste/low-caste divisions reflected in these religious distinctions
persist nowadays largely through endogamous marriage practices,
occupational differences, caste organizations and religious practice.
Among the lower caste groups, Malaysian Hinduism is marked by the
worship of village and guardian deities and the practice of blood
sacrifice. By contrast, the Sanskritic deities, such as Siva, Murugan and
Ganesha, are found in temples supported by high-caste congregations
such as Ceylonese Tamils and Malayalis. No blood sacrifice is performed in these temples and the influence of Sanskritic Hinduism is
evident in the presence of priests with high ritual status, such as
Brahmins from India. They provide a model of worship that lower caste
congregations aspiring to upward social mobility may emulate.
The virtual absence of Brahmins on the Malayan estates and their
scarcity even in urban centres meant that control of Hinduism fell
largely into the hands of middle class, non-Brahmin, urban Indians.
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Prior to the Second World War, Hindu movements in Malaya, inspired
by reformist movements in India, attempted to de-stigmatize Malayan
Hinduism. Middle class apologists tried to upgrade Hinduism largely by
abolishing ‘irrational’ practices, such as fire-walking, self-mortification
and animal sacrifice, which were closely associated with stigmatizing
coolie status. Instead they promoted a modern, ‘scientific’ Hinduism
(see Miller 1999 for discussion of the roots of modern Hinduism).
Several organizations developed under the inspiration of parent organizations in India.
Hindu organizations run by middle class, urban and Englishspeaking Indians began promoting devotional practice and egalitarian
ideals and introducing these to estate workers. These de-emphasized
ritual hierarchy and suggested the spiritual equivalence of all people,
regardless of caste. It was hoped that rekindling Hindu philosophy and
practices might help unify the splintered Indian community as well as
thwart the threat of proselytization of Hindu youths by other religions.
Efforts to achieve systematization and unification were countered to
some extent by the co-existence of religious groups such as Tamil
Shaivite organizations, which were dedicated to specific sub-ethnic
sections of the community. The drive for unity nevertheless culminated
in 1965 with the founding of the Malaysian Hindu Sangam as a unifying
central religious body. The intention was to draw the various Indian
Hindu communities, Ceylonese, South Indian, North Indian, into a
single framework and, once again, to refine Hinduism by promoting
the scriptural tradition and denouncing folk practices. The Hindu
Sangam, however, is widely considered relatively ineffectual and has the
added problem of excluding non-Hindu Indians and again dividing the
Indian community.
Since the Second World War, middle class Hindus have shown a
growing interest in Hindu devotional worship, particularly in bhajans
(devotional singing). Bhajan worship meetings began to take place in
urban centres in the 1970s, in halls of worship or in private homes.
These attracted urban Indians, and also some Chinese. Various urbanbased Hindu reform and cultural associations also grew up (see Rajoo
1975), many in the mode of the Hindu Renaissance, the thrust of which
was to reconcile Vedantic ideas with Western reason and science. These
include the Ramakrishna Mission, the Divine Life Society, the
Malaysian Hindu Sangam, the Pure Life Society, the Siva Family and
several organizations focusing upon Tamil revivalism.
The attempts by these organizations to raise the status of Hinduism
and Indian identity by ‘cleaning up’ the activities of all Hindus were
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largely ignored by the working classes, whose participation in spectacular
displays of self-mortificatory Hindu practices have instead grown over the
years. The Tamil festival of Thaipusam, for instance (see chapter 7), is
celebrated on a grand scale in Kuala Lumpur and attracts increasingly
large crowds of penitents each year. Nowadays it reportedly draws over
half the total Tamil population of Malaysia. This kind of religious event
demonstrates the refusal by the more numerous Tamil/Hindu
labouring class Indians to submit their religiosity to redefinition by
middle class exponents of a bourgeois, rational Hinduism, and
expresses something of the intra-communal contest over the right to
define Malaysian Indian identity. Efforts by middle class Indians to
control Hindu identity in Malaysia have largely failed. Certainly, they
have not helped create a sense of unity within the Indian community as
a whole. Despite its ascribed, homogenous categorization, the community remains relatively internally fractured.
THE PROMISE OF UNITY

The markers of religious and ethnic unity found in the Malay community are evidently not matched in the non-Malay groups. The Indian
community, which is both numerically and economically weak, has no
uncontested symbols of ethnic or religious homogeneity. The community is also politically fractured, largely along class lines. Those
features of Hinduism and Indian identity that are recognized by other
groups also signal stigma and impotence. The Indian middle class, the
Ceylonese and Malayalis in particular, have witnessed considerable
erosion of the privileges they enjoyed under the British. Today, they
are a doubly culturally marginalized group: Indian cultural elements
are being systematically ousted from Malay culture, and working class
Indians are increasingly becoming responsible for the shaping of
Indian identity in Malaysia.
In the light of this, the promises of the Sai Baba movement are
significant. Sai Baba regenerates the Hindu idea of unity, as transcendent of the distinctions of modern political orders according to
class, caste, ethnicity and religion. The reformative programme he
promulgates, unlike his magic, is politically uncontentious. It addresses
squarely only the individual human conscience, while in relation to
social organization and secular authority it is largely conservative.
The Sai Baba movement is an explicitly expansive religious development, which, like other modern Hindu movements, regenerates
Vedantic teachings. It is thoroughly modern in orientation and its
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rhetoric has the dignity of a rational and capitalism-friendly scheme; it
addresses the global, bourgeois experience into which middle class,
urban Malaysian Indians have begun to enter. It may, therefore, create
grounds for inter-ethnic commonality based on shared bourgeois
values. This, together with Sai Baba’s magical powers and commandment of ultimate faith from devotees, offers a format that, on the one
hand, revitalizes Indian culture as the source of absolute power and
presents a scheme for global tolerance and salvation, and on the other,
presents a supposedly ethnically neutral bourgeois rhetoric. This may
promise a non-confrontational means to overcome the cultural disenfranchisement that the urban Malaysian Indian community has
undergone.
Moreover, through devotion to Sai Baba, followers also become
ensconced in a global imagined community – the Sai global family –
which transcends the imposed territorial and conceptual limitations of
the nation state, and in so doing subordinates, yet from this vantage
point tolerates, the nation within its expansive and embracing cosmos.
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The Miracle Man and
His Mission

I did not visit Sai Baba’s ashram in Puttaparthi until I had already
completed the bulk of my fieldwork in Malaysia. Ideally, I would like to
have travelled with a group of Malaysian pilgrims, but this was not
possible and so I went to India alone. When I arrived, I asked at the
ashram administration office for information regarding numbers of
visitors and countries of origin. I was told: ‘Swamy [Sai Baba] knows
everything, so we do not need to keep written information’. From this
moment on I seemed to be absorbed into a world of rumours and
hearsay. Devotees were mainly interested in discussing Sai Baba’s
caprices and their hidden meaning. Hindu locals spoke of his
enormous powers, but Muslim merchants in the village expressed a
mixture of fascination, scepticism and even fear of police reprisal if
they should spread compromising stories about him.
In the main worship hall where Sai Baba makes two daily
appearances, the wait brings an enveloping tension. For his early
appearance, at 7am, people begin queuing beside the hall from around
5.30am. They sit silently in the cool morning air, cross-legged on the
concrete floor until the ashram volunteers usher them through a metal
detector into the hall – a concession to security requirements following
incidents of sabotage and threats of violence at the ashram. The
congregation is organized into rows, seated again cross-legged on the
floor. The volunteers roll out thick-pile red carpets on a walkway
through the crowd, leading from the gate through which Sai Baba is to
enter, through the women’s section on the right, and then on to the
men’s on the left. Ashram volunteers fastidiously brush down the
carpets and no one may walk on them. When the preparations are
complete and Sai Baba is ready to enter, softly piped music begins as he
exits his house, next to the hall, and advances towards the entrance
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Figure 1. The village of Puttaparthi with a gate to the ashram in the background
gate. He is a small figure with a startling crop of fuzzy black hair.
Standing framed at the gateway he strikes a dramatic image, clothed in
glimmering orange silk. When he enters the hall the entire congregation turns to face him, some smile, some wipe tears from their
eyes. All eyes are focused on the small orange figure who then begins to
walk slowly and deliberately along the red carpet. Sometimes he stops
to stare at a devotee, or to take a letter from one. He may exchange a
word or two with a devotee or even call them for an interview.
Many devotees have described to me their intense anticipation at
these moments, and how his every gesture, even if not directed at them,
seems to them to be a signal. As I sat in the crowd, I too noticed how
captivating his sudden movements are. On one occasion, when I was
sitting in the front row, he stopped immediately in front of me, then
stared for a moment at the person behind me. Then he quite suddenly
broke the spell and walked away. Afterwards everyone tried to analyse
the meaning hidden in this particular display of seeming capriciousness.
When he has completed his circuit of the hall, and possibly picked
out some devotees for interviews, he walks slowly up to the raised
platform at the front of the hall. He may stand there a moment and
stare out at the crowd, or he may go straight into the interview room. As
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he disappears from view, his hold over the audience is released and
people begin to relax. Some get up to go and find breakfast, others
remain sitting in meditation for a while.

***
What is it about this extraordinary diminutive figure that has captured
the imagination of so many diverse people? I want now to turn to Sai
Baba’s life, imagery, miraculous powers and teachings and explore
how they address the crisis of modernity, both in its personal and its
socio-political dimensions. Paradox and ambiguity are celebrated
rather than resisted by Sai Baba and these features not only reaffirm
the paradoxes of modern life but also potentiate sublimation and
transcendence. Ultimately, Sai Baba and his powers operate within the
strictures of modernity, yet finally reject the supremacy of modern
expertise and knowledge.
The tendency of modern experts to work within fields of suprapersonal knowledge derived from rational, reflective human thought
and activity ignores ambiguous areas of experience. This can leave
individuals and groups estranged as the natural continuity between self
and world is sundered and is no longer primeval but becomes a task
(Bauman 1995: 75). For instance, the establishment of nationhood
forces citizens into an unambiguous territorial attachment, though they
may in fact feel they belonging to several territories and the nation may
not feel like a natural extension of selfhood at all. Not only political but
other modern definitions of the person, be they medical, psychological
or educational, also tend to standardize and regulate while rejecting
the polysemous as disorder. Modern experts, whose role is to bridge the
chasm between people’s innermost feelings and legitimate fields of
supra-personal knowledge, largely deny the indefiniteness of lived
experience.
What then of contemporary experts who claim supra-personal
knowledge derived from ancient and non-rational sources? This is the
case with modern Hindu god-men who insist upon the eternal verity of
Vedic teachings and use magical powers. Their recipe harmonizes
personal desire with an order that refuses to be constrained by rational,
modern experts. Revitalized Hinduism, particularly that delivered by
Sai Baba, delights in ambiguity and with this claims to transcend and
finally encompass the fixity of modern order. It provides the estranged
individual with a cosmos that recognizes the paradoxes of his life.
Sai Baba is one of the best known and most influential of today’s
Indian gurus. He has had great success in articulating revitalized
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Hinduism for a modern audience. His following is registered in at least
140 countries and comprises largely middle class, cosmopolitan members. Like other modern Hindu god-men, he promotes internalized but
also universalized religious experience.
Although Sai Baba facilitates the re-ennoblement and spiritual
empowerment of Indian communities, this is secondary to the way in
which he reconstitutes individuals. This means that emergent social
and ideological coagulation of the movement, which tends to limit
ambiguity, is always potentially dissoluble into individualistic polysemous religiosity, which expands ambiguity. Sai Baba’s religion can
reconstitute individuals and mend the rupture between their selfhood
and the socio-cultural strictures of their world.
IMAGERY AND SPIRITUAL HERITAGE

Sathya Sai Baba was born in 1926 in a village named Puttaparthi, in
Andhra Pradesh, India. He was the son of a Raju caste family (who
claim kshatriya, or warrior status), who worked a smallholding of land.
His name was Sathya Narayana Raju, Narayana being a name of the
god Vishnu and referring to the image of him reclining on a snake.
His birth was heralded by mysterious sounds in the family home. A
seer priest interpreted these as a sign of a beneficent presence and he
foretold an auspicious birth. The birth was symbolically marked by a
cobra in the bedclothes, and the new baby became the ‘... pet of the
village, loved for his beauty, ready smile and sweet nature’ (Murphet
1975: 52).
The family was skilled in the histrionic arts, and the boy too became
an adept during childhood. According to his official biographer
(Kasturi 1973–1975), the young Sai Baba exhibited extraordinary
powers from the time of his birth and he would materialize objects for
his friends and locate possessions they had lost. He also showed unusual
talents in drama, music, dance and writing. He became a leader among
his school friends and gained a reputation for being able to see into the
future and past and for materializing sweets and fruit at prayer rituals
he conducted. The singular event, however, that set him apart from
others and suggested that his existence might be divinely ordained took
place when he was 14 years old. There are various accounts of this.
Some claim he was bitten by a scorpion, others that he suffered an
epileptic attack. He fell unconscious and remained so for several hours.
After he awoke his behaviour became bizarre, alternating between
elation and depression. The family tried various healing methods, but
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to no avail, and on 23 May 1940 the symptoms culminated with his
disclosure of his divine identity. The boy called the household members
to him and began materializing sugar-candy and other items. His father
was furious when he heard of the goings-on. He was afraid his son was
bewitched and working black magic. He took a stick to beat the boy, but
when he reached the room the people who had gathered there ordered
him to wash his hands, feet and face in preparation for meeting the
‘Giver of Boons’. Incensed, the father threatened his son with the stick
and shouted: ‘Are you a God, or a ghost, or a madcap? Tell me!’ The
boy replied with his calm and firm declaration: ‘I am Sai Baba’
(Murphet 1975: 56).
With these four words the boy had claimed a position in a spiritual
lineage that had broad symbolic ramifications and suggested the
continuation of timeless spiritual values. The contemporary Sathya Sai
Baba, or Sai Baba of Truth, is understood to be the second of three
incarnations. The first was Shirdi Sai Baba (Shirdi simply refers to the
place where he spent his life), a saint who is still popular in central
India. The third incarnation of this trinity will be Prema Sai Baba, or Sai
Baba of Love.
SHIRDI SAI BABA

Osborne (1994), who has published the life story of Shirdi Sai Baba,
describes how the saint originally appeared at about the age of 16, in
the town of Shirdi in Maharashtra in 1872. His origins and childhood
are shrouded in mystery and little is known of them with any certainty.
Osborne notes that he identified his teacher as Venkusa, a Hindu, but
some believe he also spent time learning under a Muslim fakir. After
being refused accommodation at a Hindu temple, he moved into a
small disused mosque, where he remained until his death in 1918.
Statues and pictures of Shirdi Sai Baba can be found on altars today.
They depict a simple-looking man wrapped in white cloth, striking
quite a different chord from the ornate and luxuriant imagery of
Sathya Sai Baba. Shirdi Sai Baba’s religious practices emphasized the
performance of miracles. He kept a fire perpetually burning in his
mosque and would take from it ash known as udhi, which he used for
healing and other miracles. This was viewed with disapproval by the
orthodox, but the Baba himself claimed he only used his preternatural
powers to attract people to the path of spirituality. He would give them
what they desired so that they would later desire what he wanted to
give them.
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Shirdi Sai Baba refused to reveal his caste, religion or natal family.
When asked for the name of his religion, he answered ‘Kabir’, the name
of a wandering Hindu devotionalist saint of the fifteenth century. Kabir
professed sympathies with the Islamic Sufi tradition and he promoted
harmony between Hinduism and Islam and other non-Hindu religions.
Shirdi Sai Baba sometimes claimed to be the reincarnation of Kabir.
While Kabir referred to the God of his inner experience as Guru, Shirdi
Sai Baba used the term fakir to describe the Godhead (White 1972:
869). Both Shirdi Sai Baba and Kabir thus shared an interest in
furthering a syncretistic approach to the Hindu and Muslim faiths.
Shirdi Sai Baba’s perpetually burning hearth also drew upon the
practices of a sect of Shaivite ascetics known as the Nathpanthis and the
connection with this sect provides a further conceptual linkage
between Hindu Shaivism and Islam.
As the reincarnation of Shirdi Sai Baba, Sathya Sai Baba represents
a new physical mould animated by the same essence or soul as that of
his predecessor. This spiritual genealogy links Sathya Sai Baba into a
chain of syncretistic ideas that has relevance for the Malaysian Islamic
context. The contemporary Sai Baba has dropped the explicit Islamic
associations in favour of forging international links that concentrate
more upon the bridging of the Hindu/Christian divide. This new
interpretation of Hindu religion opens a channel to both Western
spiritual seekers and those Indians who are involved in educational,
administrative, business and political systems that are derived from
Western models.
THE EROTIC ASCETIC: THIS-WORLDLY RENUNCIATION

Sathya Sai Baba refers to this age as the kaliyuga, the fourth age in
Puranic history. The kaliyuga is characterized by the progressive
breakdown of civilization and morality and this can only be remedied
by a new divine incarnation. His imagery of worldly ascetism directly
confront the ideals of the cosmopolitan middle classes because, he
claims, these are the people most in need of spiritual regeneration if
the world is to be reformed.
One of the difficulties modern Hindus face is that of reconciling
capitalist, materialist interests with ancient Hindu values of
renunciation and detachment. Commitment to the one may seem to
preclude the other. The modern god-men, and Sai Baba in particular,
manage to reconcile the two:
39

Book_Kent Page 40 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Divinity and Diversity

One should respect all others as one’s own kin, having the same Divine
Spark, and the same Divine Nature. Then there will be effective
production, economic consumption and equitable distribution,
resulting in peace and the promotion of love. Now, love based on the
innate Divinity is absent, and so there is exploitation, deceit, greed and
cruelty (Sathya Sai Speaks Series n.d.: X, 9).

Sai Baba’s imagery concentrates on the Hindu potential for
resolution of paradoxes. In Hindu cosmology, the differentiation of the
phenomenal world increasingly collapses as one advances up the
cosmic hierarchy towards unity. One of the most explicit explorations
of this process is found in the mythology of Siva (see O’Flaherty 1973).
The god Siva is both creator and destroyer. In his dancing form, Siva
Nataraja, he is the deity who dances at the funeral pyre, linking ash to
purity and dissolution. He may manifest as half-man and half-woman.
Sometimes he is represented as the lingam, an elliptical stone form that
may be interpreted as a phallus, which speaks both of eroticism and
chastity, creation and the withholding of creation. In a sense, Siva is the
tension between the cultivation and the conquest of desire. He is often
depicted posing in deep meditation, his matted locks coiled above his
head – a combination of symbols suggesting both sexual power and
supreme control. He is the great lover but also the deity who threatens
the universe with his austerities and his ability to withhold his seed. In
Siva all differentiation dissolves into final unity, and from his unity all
difference emerges.
Siva’s ambiguity is reborn in Sai Baba. On Guru Purnima day in July
1963, he declared that he was the incarnated form of Siva-Sakti. A week
earlier, he had had a seizure and become paralysed on his left side. But
at the end of the week, on Guru Purnima day, he performed a dramatic
cure on himself in front of a huge crowd of devotees. Using his less
affected right hand, he poured water onto his left arm and leg and then
declared: ‘I am Siva Sakti ... [and explained] ... The illness had to be
borne by Sakti for she incurred the ire of her Lord … Siva sprinkled
restorative water and cured him. Today you saw the illness of Sakti
cured by Siva by the same means. These matters are beyond human
ken’ (Kasturi 1973: II: 88–89). By portraying himself as the androgynous Siva-Sakti couple, Sai Baba claims to be an incarnation of the
subsuming deity Siva.
Bowen (1988) has also examined Sai Baba’s use of ambiguity in his
iconological analysis. He describes how Sai Baba creates a sumptuous,
erotic appearance with his shimmering silk gown, which suggests
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glamour, royalty and sensory pleasure. But Sai Baba also weaves in the
symbolism of ascetism by wearing the ascetic colour orange. He is
surrounded at his ashram by glittering, decorative architecture. His
portraits often show him in flagrantly indulgent or even royal poses. He
may be shown seated on a throne of velvet and gold, under a parasol,
seated on a swing or surrounded by flowers, and the images are often
strikingly effeminate. Bowen remarks on the theatrical effect of these
portraits, the gaudy surrealism, their movie starlet appearance and
their fundamentally sensuous tone, which plays on the merging of
femaleness and maleness.
His hair is also intriguing and devotees often comment on it. A thick
mass of afro-style hair forms a halo around his head. This is quite
different from the normal appearance of Indian men. But it occupies a
middle ground between ascetism and worldliness; it is not wild and
unkempt like that of the world-renouncer, but nor is it trimmed and
controlled like that of worldly Indian men. The style also recalls the
hairstyle of the Vedic fire-god, Agni and the goddess Kali – suggesting a
forcefulness and activity in the world. Not only does this ‘afro’ hair
suggest indefinite sexuality and play on the tension between indulgence and detachment, but Klass (1996: 78) notes that in Trinidad
it can even suggest ambiguous ethnic status.
Sai Baba’s flamboyant appearance is, however, coupled to a
disciplined and ascetic lifestyle and to teachings that emphasize
detachment. Despite a number of allegations that have been levelled at
Sai Baba of sexual misconduct, devotees maintain that he is celibate, he
is not married, he spends his days delivering blessings to devotees and
meditating. He travels little and has only once left India. This subtle
combination of symbols of indulgence and ascetism takes seriously the
sensory conditions of modern existence and the dilemmas of living in
an increasingly heterodox and materialistic world. By bringing Siva’s
resolution of paradox to life, he offers the possibility of resolving the
dilemmas of modernity. The ancient ideals of Siva are redelivered
through a new erotic/ascetic filter in a way that does not negate
sensuality and desire but instead promotes their transformation within
the individual.
ECUMENISM AND HEGEMONY

By stressing the possibility of renunciation from within rather than in
opposition to the modern world, Sai Baba actually extends the bhakti
devotional tradition of Hinduism and applies it to the dilemmas of
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modernity. Bhakti emphasizes a religiosity based on intense emotion
rather than intellectual or ritual training. It enables the transformation
rather than rejection of the world. Renunciation is transcended by
becoming internalized; it is no longer necessary to leave worldly activity;
detachment and disinterestedness are sufficient. One can ‘… leave the
world from within’ (Dumont 1980: 282).
Throughout Hindu history, bhakti traditions have offered oppressed
groups a path towards freedom and re-enchantment. For the Indian
diaspora bhakti rekindles access to spirituality. Through bhakti, lack of,
or disillusionment with Brahminic ritual expertise can be transformed
from the token of Hinduism’s demise into the proof of its regeneration;
ritual becomes dispensable since personal devotion is the only
requirement for bhakti salvation. In the same move, the ethnic exclusivity of Brahminic ritual is overcome and Hinduism is universalized
for all to enjoy since an internal attitude rather than the practice of
ethnically specific customs becomes the key to purity. But the universalizing move, although it expresses tolerance, carries with it
overtones of imperialism and hegemony.
Sai Baba claims that he is one with Krishna, with Jesus Christ, with
the Buddha, with Muhammad, with Zoroaster and so on. At some Sai
Baba shrines this is clearly depicted by the presence of various religious
symbols. A Christian cross, a Buddha statue, a figurine of Kuan Yin (the
Chinese goddess of mercy) and the Virgin Mary may all be included. Sai
Baba himself claims that all religions are of equal value, all are simply
different yet parallel paths, but: ‘All these paths offer a journey back to
the Godhead ... there is only one ultimate God, the Lord and Creator
of the universe’ (in Ralli 1990: III, 63). Thus he makes it possible to
ratify a limitless number of specific forms through their ultimate
connection to universal Oneness, of which he is the contemporary
manifestation. As a form of Oneness that subsumes all opposites, Sai
Baba represents the resolution and creation of all difference: ‘All men
are Mine; the World is My Mansion ... You will soon see that ... [my
name] ... is adored in every inch of space all over the World’ (Sai Baba
in Kasturi 1973: II, 266).
Although Sai Baba ostensibly opens the possibility for all to
participate in this new form of spirituality, using their own familiar
cultural forms, in practice his imagery and the style of worship adopted
by his devotees are often read as distinctly Hindu. For instance, in
Trinidad and Tobago the Sai message provides Indo-Trinidadians with
a religious framework for their rejection of Afro-Trinidadian proposals
for political and ethnic unity through ‘Black Power’. Conversely, it fails
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Figure 2. A Christian Sai Baba devotee and her shrine
to attract Afro-Trinidadians in spite of its proclaimed universalism. It is
received as a form of Hinduism, not as an ethnically or religiously
neutral movement (Klass 1996: 164). Klass relates this to the imperialistic or hegemonic implications of universalistic messages and he
points out that the tolerance proposed by Sai Baba is one in which the
various faiths are recognized only insofar as they do not oppose the
‘flame of unity’ formulated through Sai; Sai ecumenism tolerates only
that which it may embrace and consequently subordinate.
Sai Baba’s version of universal Oneness is delivered primarily
through a set of terms and forms that derive from Hindu tradition,
although they resonate with other traditions. No matter what their faith
or social position, his devotees bow to touch the feet of their god-man
and in so doing demonstrate submission to a formulation of Divinity
risen from Hinduism. His universalistic appeal thus contains within it the
seed of its own inversion. The very forms through which his encompassing tolerance is expressed invite the possibility of Indianizing
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rigidification. This may lead towards exclusivity and threaten the global,
modern adaptiveness that gives this movement its special edge.
GLOBAL FAMILY

Sai Baba followers greet each other with kinship terms. For Indians
this is in keeping with their own traditions, but for Westerners it may
be novel. Indians and non-Indians thus become conceptually united in
a single family of brothers and sisters, aunties and uncles. Devotees
also use the Sai greeting ‘Sai Ram’; Sai refers to the divine mother and
Ram to the hero of the Ramayana and the epitome of male righteousness. Through this and the metaphor of the family, the Sai Baba movement creates itself as a united, global community. Sai Baba represents
a divine father and mother for his devotee offspring and as such he is
the pinnacle of the community, worldwide.
The movement summons up a sense of commonality among members, extending beyond the territorial and political limitations of the
nation and its internal classifications of people. For those estranged
within the nation this offers a means to reconnect individual selfhood
with an imagined community that confirms those dimensions of selfhood
denied or ignored in nationhood. Members of diaspora groups that are
politically and numerically weak in their respective nations, or who are
oppressed by state leadership, become redefined as members of a
powerful global community that not only includes internationally
influential figures but is also headed by a genitor they consider to be
the final arbiter of fate.
Following the classic Hindu conflation of virility and femininity, Sai
Baba presents himself as both the divine father and the divine mother,
and as the progenitor of all that happens in the universe:
Universal Sai is Sai, for Sai is universal, everywhere, everything. I am
the Divine Mother and Father of all, the creator of everything. There is
nothing that is not of Sai … Live in Sai, live with Sai, live for Sai, then
both you and the world will be transformed (in Ralli 1988: II, 125).

He is the single source of humanity for his worshippers, the source
of a kindred community that recognizes but transcends social
boundaries. Through Sai Baba, followers can recognize and experience
their fundamental similarities without denying their essential
differences. Dislocated minorities, particularly Indians, may thus gain a
sense of diasporic strength as they become united to one another via an
essential connection to the bharat (sacred motherland India).
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DARSHAN AND BHAJANS

– GAZE OF LOVE, SONGS OF LOVE

Sai Baba overcomes not only the disintegrative forces of nation,
ethnicity and religion, but also the atomizing forces of modernity that
conceptually privilege the individual over the collectivity. For although
the Sai Baba religion promotes personal commitment and focuses on
the individual conscience, it also enables transcendence of individualism by cultivating ecstatic experiences and a sense of oneness
with the Godhead.
In bhakti devotionalism, the believer is conceived of as an individual
who cultivates his relationship with an individualized, personal Lord. In
this way, it presupposes the primacy of the individual while simultaneously promising to overcome its disintegrative tendency:
Love, a total devotion to the Lord, suffices for salvation. Divine grace
answers the appeal of the pure and humble heart ... by loving submission, by identifying themselves unreservedly with the Lord,
everybody can become free individuals (Dumont 1980: 282–283).

At the ashram in Puttaparthi the main events of the day are the two
appearances Sai Baba makes, one in the early morning and one in the
early afternoon. These appearances are known as darshan, the opportunity for devotees to meet the gaze of their Lord and in so doing to
experience a special kind of communication. This divine gaze differs
radically from the objectifying and standardizing gaze of modern
experts, such as the clinical gaze described by Foucault (1973).
Eck (1985) has written extensively on darshan, and describes how, in
the Indian context, exchange of vision is a form of touching and
knowing. She remarks that the connection between sight and insight is
not unique to Indian culture. The didactic value of seeing images and
achieving wisdom through sight has been exploited in many nonIndian contexts as well. However, in Indian culture the eyes play a
particularly prominent role in the apprehension of the sacred. The
bhakti movements cultivated first the notion of the image, and later the
avatar, as embodiments of the deity. These were charged with the
presence of the god and therefore evoked people’s affections. Since the
eyes of statues and icons represent a channel between devotee and
deity, a great deal of ritual attention is paid to their preparation and
creation. Seeing the materialized form of the divine is not simply a
matter of spectatorship but is a form of participation.
‘Seeing’ has resonance not only with Western religious traditions. It
is a focus of European philosophy as well as modern Western cultural
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forms that recognize the emotive force of the gaze. The social philosopher Dolar (1996), for instance, examines the notion of ‘Love at
First Sight’, where:
[The] myth of the first encounter ... is present in all our narrations,
from the legends of times immemorial throughout the bulk of the
world literature to its modern versions in cinema. It has crossed
millennia and traversed all boundaries between cultures ... Its core has
remained remarkably the same ... the chance encounter has
miraculous consequences, it becomes the foundational moment that
has the power to entirely transform the subjects who assume the
contingent as the very essence of their being, something to rule their
destiny, and no power can be equal to it (p. 132).

Seeing can be an act of seduction that induces unconditional
surrender and love in the other.
The devotional love of bhakti, however, is not romantic love. Its
power comes from its association with renunciation, just as Siva’s erotic
potential is fuelled by its containment. But the connection between
renunciation and the sublimation of love is, again, not unique to
Hinduism. It is common in Western cultural forms as well, as criminology
researcher Salecl notes in her contribution to cultural studies: ‘Whereas
romantic love strives to enjoy the Whole of the Other, of the partner, the
true sublime love renounces ... ’ and the pleasure of this subliminality is
created through discipline and obedience (1996: 193).
Sai Baba cultivates human emotions and senses as a prelude to their
sublimation through renunciation. At the ashram, feelings of love are
powerfully generated for Indians and non-Indians alike by the
experience of darshan. Feelings of sublimation by the strict regulations
of ashram life, too, are shared. The ashram codes of behaviour and
policing by ashram volunteers force upon visitors the kind of
heightened discipline and control of body and mind that may excite
sublime experience. As Sai Baba meanders slowly through the hall, it is
he who decides where his gaze will fall. Though devotees may long to
meet his eyes or touch his feet they must accept that no one may make
demands of God. They must even recognize that desire is itself a breach
of self-regulation:
Desire remains until the spirit grows stronger and rises into the
ascendant ... Man should constantly search for the truth and strive to
purify his soul so that he may enter the kingdom of heaven ... today,
the Ceiling on Desires programme and the teachings which go with it
show you the way to deal with the problem (Sai Baba in Ralli 1988: II,
29).
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One devotee explained to me that Sai Baba’s repeated disinterest in
him in spite of his regular attendance at darshan was a favour that would
help him overcome self-interest. Because Sai Baba is an embodiment of
both compassion and disinterest, his behaviour, however capricious, is
understood to be designed to stimulate devotion and, finally, similar
compassionate disinterest in his followers. The combination of passionate longing and self-denial in waiting for Sai Baba’s unpredictable
displays of divine beneficence primes devotees for deeply meaningful
experience.
Sublime experience of Sai Baba together with sublimation of
selfhood through intense feelings of community can help individuals
overcome feelings of isolation. The intense sense of participation,
through touch and gaze, with Sai Baba himself, the melting of the
differences between devotees and the establishment of feelings of
commonality all help overcome individuality.
Sharing conviction about Sai Baba’s paranormal powers is the most
important way in which devotees establish their commonality. Sai Baba
also encourages certain ritual performances to help maintain and
strengthen feelings of spiritual oneness. An important worship
performance is devotional singing, which allows other traditions to be
incorporated.
The use of sound as a culturally framed aid to altering consciousness
has been discussed in detail by anthropologists such as Laderman
(1991) and Stoller (1996). Sai Baba exploits the emotive and transformational powers that inhere in sound. For instance, he links Hindu
images, scriptures and human emotional responses through the sound
om (aum), chanted in Hindu and Sai Baba worship:
Obviously our passions and prejudices have to be calmed before we
can hear om, the song of the Lord that wells up from the heart ...
Krishna’s flute is the expression, the elucidation, of the four Vedas and
om is their quintessence. ‘A’, ‘U’, ‘M’ and the dot (signifying the
reverberation of the Sound in the depth of the heart), are symbolic of
the four Vedas (Sathya Sai Speaks Series n.d.: X : 200–201).

The power of sound is clearly exploited in the singing of the devotional songs known as bhajans. Devotees are encouraged to sing with
as much passion and verve as possible. In this way each person contributes to a body of sound that transcends him and in turn affects him
as well as others. The only physical expression encouraged among
devotees in accompaniment to the songs (apart from playing
instruments) is clapping the hands loudly to strengthen the vibrations.
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Although the exact procedures carried out at different Sai Baba centres
vary in details, bhajan singing is usually the main event. At the ashram,
darshan is followed by an hour of singing and at the centres the singing
usually immediately follows the chanting of introductory mantras.
Bhajans are simple verses sung in a particular manner. Lead solo
singers, from either the women’s or men’s side of the worship hall, sing
a line of the song first and are followed by the rest of the congregation.
Bhajans sometimes consist simply of the repetition of various names of
the deities, or sometimes they make reference to the Hindu scriptures
or to Sai Baba’s teachings. They may be sung in a variety of languages:
Sanskrit, Tamil, Hindi and other Indian languages as well as English
and, in Malaysia, Chinese. The singing and simple rhythm is usually
accompanied by percussion instruments such as Indian drums and
castanets, and usually also a harmonium. The stanzas are repeated
several times quite slowly but the beat then successively gathers
momentum until sometimes, when the power or ‘vibrations’ of the
singing reach a sufficient crescendo, ‘... a kind of rock mass’ (Patel 1976
in Bowen 1988: 59) is achieved, engaging the passions of the selfrestrained congregation in a kind of common ecstasy.
Devotees often describe bhajans as crucial in their faith. Some say
they were first attracted to the Sai Baba centres by the pleasure of
singing and many claim that the bhajans constitute the most important
part of their worship practice. Some Western devotees claim that it is
the singing alone that stimulates a sense of common spirituality, and
they criticize the tendency of Hindu devotees to include aspects of
Hindu ritual in Sai Baba worship, which makes non-Hindu devotees
feel foreign. Sai Baba urges his devotees to sing bhajans regularly and he
himself composes numbers of them. Singing them is said to bring peace
of mind but also emotional release, especially when the experience of
divinity through sound is enhanced by the Divine image. The American
Jewish psychoanalyst devotee Sandweiss writes:
Electrifying! The singing spoke of a love and gratitude beyond
measure ... Oblivious to pain, thousands had been sitting for hours
on hard, cold concrete, transfixed in the chanting, awaiting his
appearance. Now a heightened excitement rose in the music ...
There he was, standing quietly, absolutely at one with the music ... All
eyes were glued to the Master now, all voices in touch with his heart.
He was in the music now, intoxicating our souls with the awesome
grandeur of the miraculous moment – that is Darshan (1975: 147).
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Devotees sometimes find themselves inspired to write their own
songs, and the inclusion of these or devotional songs from non-Hindu
traditions may be encouraged at Sai Baba centres. The very act of singing
bhajans thus combines the rigour of physical discipline, cleanliness,
humility and chastity with the stimulation of highly charged emotional
experience and sense of togetherness. The physical restraint and
obedience to ‘puritanical’ rules of propriety recall Siva’s yogic
accumulation of spiritual power, yet the delivery of this through songs
makes the Hindu principle physically reverberate in the hearts of Sai
Baba’s diverse following. The fact that songs are welcomed from all
traditions, or even individual imagination, expresses the broad
spectrum of self-affirmation that Sai enables. The combination of
ecstasy and restraint manifested in singing opens the experiential field
of erotic ascetism. Like the songs themselves, this draws diverse
traditions together into a common Hindu symbolic framework.
MAN OF MIRACLES

Magical or miraculous power is another area in which a variety of
traditions converge. Since miracles are a feature common to many
religious traditions, they provide a vehicle for bypassing the symbols
and ideologies of specific communities. Experience of a miracle,
particularly in the form of healing, transcends modern intellectual and
social schemes of order and instead is highly personalized. Magic
resists the hegemony of human reason and the supremacy of rational
thought, which are among the enchantments of modernity, but it is
not necessarily antithetical to modernity. Rather, miracles may affirm
some of what modernity ignores. Some authors go so far as to say that
magical powers are a handmaiden of modernization (Comaroff and
Comaroff 1993). The miracle worker is an expert but of a special kind.
His or her knowledge is quite different from that of the modern
experts; it is holistic and non-rational, engaging the individual and his
emotions and providing a source of personal reaffirmation and
reconstitution.
It is for his miracles that Sai Baba is most widely acclaimed and they
provide a major device for the movement’s expansion. Devotees often
see them as the final proof of his divinity, and the sick and needy flock
to him in the hope of help. Virtually all the followers I interviewed in
Malaysia related their stories of personal transformation as hinging
upon an experience of Sai Baba’s miracles, though these may not always
take the spectacular forms often cited in published devotee accounts.
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A middle-aged woman, born in Rajastan but married to a Malaysian
Indian and living in a wealthy suburb of Kuala Lumpur, told me her
story when we were on a service trip to the government hospital. She
related how, after having given birth to two daughters, she found
herself pregnant for a third time. She was afraid it would be another girl
and therefore consulted a doctor about an abortion. It turned out that
the doctor was a Sai Baba devotee and he recommended instead that
she pray to Sai Baba for a son. She complained that it might not work,
but tried anyhow and eventually gave birth to a son. This, she says, was
still not enough to completely convince her. Her faith was confirmed
only later when she and her husband were trying to buy the house they
now live in. Again she prayed to Sai Baba for help and it turned out that
they not only succeeded in securing the house, but the price was
unusually low. Similarly, the wife of a doctor in Malacca told me that she
became a devotee simply because she had felt she had everything she
needed, but still felt a spiritual emptiness. So she visited Puttaparthi
after hearing about Sai Baba and was called for an interview. He asked
her how she was. ‘Fine,’ she replied. ‘No, not quite fine,’ he then said.
After that she felt that he could see who and what she really was and that
he loved her.
Sai Baba uses miracles frequently and often publicly, although he
belittles their importance:
I am the One who is known by many Names, the Embodiment of the
Glory of all Forms and Names by which man has adored God. Reference was made here about miracles. Do not attach much importance
to them, they are but natural consequences of Divinity. Adore, rather,
My Prema [love] and try to cultivate it, yourself (Sai Baba in Jagadesan
n.d.: I, 56).

The miracles range from the most common – production of ash,
known as vibhuti, trinkets and other small items – to extraordinary tales
of raising people from the dead or materializing surgical instruments,
performing invasive surgery and leaving a barely visible scar after him
(see Murphet 1975 chapters 13 and 14, also Beyerstein 1994 for a
critical evaluation of this and other claims). The miracles are often
experienced in places remote from Puttaparthi, as in the first case
related above, or in the following story.
A doctor living in a small town close to Kuala Lumpur told me how,
while he was a medical student, his father had urgently required a large
sum of money. As a student he could not raise the money but he
arranged to borrow from a friend and promised to repay within three
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years. Then he applied for post-graduate work in Austria and just as he
was due to leave Malaysia, his friend announced that he needed his
money back. In a panic the doctor asked another friend for help, but
this friend had no money to offer, only a picture of Sai Baba. So he
prayed to the picture. The next day a Chinese leper came by selling
lottery tickets. He explained he could not afford one, but the man
insisted he buy one and finally he gave in. The following day the man
came by to announce that the ticket had won exactly the amount that
the doctor had borrowed from his friend.
The most fundamental indicator of devoteehood is the willingness
to engage in ‘non-sceptical dialogue’ (Taylor 1987: 132) about Sai
Baba’s ability to perform miracles at will. Devotees from a variety of
cultural backgrounds can engage in this kind of dialogue together, and
they frequently do so at the ashram in Puttaparthi. At prayer meetings
in Kuala Lumpur, particularly after someone has returned from
Puttaparthi, groups gather to discuss recent experiences of Sai Baba’s
wonders, and at some centres individuals are encouraged to tell the
congregation about miracles they have witnessed.
Devotees consider Sai Baba to be an avatar or divine incarnation.
The concept of avatar, examined in detail by Parrinder (1970), refers to
a voluntary descent of Divinity into the world. Divinity takes the form of
a being that is driven by compassion for the deteriorating world to
intervene and guide mankind towards salvation. This notion emerges
in the Vedantic literature and in the Bhagavadgita, the ‘Bible of bhakti’
(Dumont 1980: 282). The avatar is free from the coercive power of
karma (see below) that motivates the repeated births of mortal beings.
By contrast, it wills its own earthly manifestation out of love; it is Divinity
personified. This concept differs from that of the self-realized mortal,
who may become a spiritual teacher or guru, and who may or may not
develop special powers as a consequence of his discipline. The avatar is
not bound by the laws of nature and therefore need practise no special
disciplines to transcend them.
Like Krishna in the Bhagavadgita, Sai Baba emphasizes karma yoga,
the path of action, as the avenue to salvation. The essence of Krishna’s
perfect action is firstly his compassionate engagement in mankind’s
troubled world, and secondly his emphasis on the selfless pursuit of
righteousness. Likewise, Sai Baba involves himself in the passions of the
world for the purpose of re-establishing order and harmony. He incites
desire in his followers so as to ultimately refer them back to the
detached ascetism of Siva – an ascetism now delivered as emotional
(through selfless devotion and love) rather than physical. But his
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miracles are instrumental in gaining the faith of his followers and
ensuring they participate in the mission of righteousness. They authenticate his status as omnipotent avatar and command the surrender and
commitment of potential followers.
Sai Baba explains his abilities:
Everything is My own creation and everything within the universe is
part of Me ... All is part of that One, and that One is God ... the many
are simply different forms and manifestations of that One, hence it is
easy to change the one form into another, according to My will (in
Ralli 1990: III, 8).

The ability to transcend the laws of nature is the expected outcome
of practising Hindu austerities and many Indian gurus are acclaimed
miracle workers. However, it is also believed that if an ordinary mortal
who has accumulated these powers then exhibits them, they expend
and finally lose them. Sai Baba claims that his powers are not cultivated
but are innate and that since he only deploys them in order to bring
about spiritual transformation in man they never diminish. He explains
his use of miracles by reference to a quote from his predecessor, Shirdi
Sai Baba: ‘Why do I demonstrate these powers? I do it for your benefit
and I give you what you want in the hope that eventually, you will want
what I have come to give, My universal message of love ... [and] ... For
me this is the kind of visiting card to convince people of my love for
them and secure their devotion in return’ (in Ralli 1990: III, 8 and in
Ruhela 1997: 28 respectively).
Miracles are generally reported to be deeply transformative. The
Jewish psychoanalyst, Sandweiss, writes of his encounter with Sai Baba’s
miracles: ‘True belief in God and knowledge of the existence of a
higher reality represent a leap in consciousness for most of us modern
rationalists. Sai Baba can help many of us make this great leap, and after
it is accomplished the quest for self-realization can begin in earnest’
(1975: 155). He describes his own transformative experience of a
miracle:
I am witnessing here no abstract college argument ... about whether
God exists. I am seeing concrete evidence of such a reality ... When
one finds a teacher of this caliber, all one can do is follow him, and this
means full surrender ... There are forces in the universe, powers of
being, that we cannot even imagine ... I am becoming humbled now in
the feeling that I am really not in charge of my own destiny, that I am
not the doer; God is the doer (ibid.: 47).

52

Book_Kent Page 53 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

The Miracle Man and His Mission

Sai Baba is criticized by some for both his magical performances and
for favouring the rich and famous. An organization in India known as
The Indian Skeptic publishes letters and articles and distributes films
designed to debunk particularly Sai Baba. Its members argue that the
guru’s links to leading politicians and his use of what they consider
trickery and illusion contribute to the continued oppression of the
people and hinder the evolution of the critical faculties necessary to
developing a true ‘civil society’ in India. It is notable that these
criticisms are aimed not at the teachings as such, which are quite
innocuous, but at the claims of miraculous powers.
McKean’s scathing analysis argues that emphasis on the philosophical
aspects of Sai Baba’s formula for redemption conceals its more
questionable political and economic dimensions, for its appeal is for ‘…
rich and powerful followers who are affluent consumers … [for whom]
… Sathya Sai Baba’s miracles offer … a self-indulgent, guilt-free
experience of the magicality of objects’ (1996: 22). His penchant for the
rich and famous does not go unnoticed by other Hindus; his style and
rhetoric arouse criticism and even ridicule both in India and elsewhere.
His programme certainly challenges the premise that prosperity and
modernity de-spiritualize man; it proposes that wealth and righteousness
can be blissful bedfellows. He himself proclaims, however, that the rich
and influential are the very people who most of all need to be humbled
before God: ‘In my view, those who appear to the world as wealthy or
powerful persons, really bring me their troubled hearts and sick minds.
I cure them by asking them to surrender material wealth and power to
spiritual peace and grace’ (Sai Baba in Ruhela 1997: 35).
Sai Baba’s glittering miracles make use of the desires of his audience
and indeed perhaps respond to the longing of the rational mind to
experience its own limitations. He re-enchants the secularized universe,
humbles the materialist world-view born of Western philosophical
tradition and exalts a cultural universe born of Indian tradition, for
which he stands as the unique personification. His miracles are the
primary performative agent of this regenerative and transformative
process.
ASH, HONEY AND HEALING

Apart from jewellery, gold trinkets and precious gems, the materialization Sai Baba is most renowned for is quantities of the sacred ash,
known to devotees as vibhuti. Usually he produces this with a rapid
circular movement of his right hand and then drops it into the hands
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of a devotee. His most dramatic production of vibhuti, however, takes
place at the annual celebration of Mahasivaratri Festival. At this festival
he makes a churning motion with his hand inside an upturned vessel
and produces enormous quantities of ash. The churning and the vessel
can both be interpreted as symbols of creative power, while the ash
suggests fire, dissolution, purity and death.
Although Sai Baba’s symbols may recall classic Hindu imagery, they
are also versatile enough for followers from different cultural
backgrounds to find meaning in them. Among Trinidadian Hindu
devotees, ash is an unfamiliar ritual substance and Klass (1996) suggests
that exposure to Western religious metaphors may mean that interpretation of Sai Baba’s ash is filtered more through Christian imagery
than through Hindu. Among Malaysian devotees as well, most are
unaware of the extent of its symbolic ramifications. In general they
simply associate ash with Sai Baba and see it as evidence of his divine
power. Their understanding and use of it is largely pragmatic. It is a
recognized curative agent and promises other worldly benefits. It also
connects them to Sai Baba and his power. Beyond this, most people also
proffer quite simple explanations of the importance of ash in terms of
its relationship to Siva and its association with death. They say it is a
reminder that the world is impermanent and ever changing; all of us
will eventually become ash.
The multivalence of ash is essential in its circulation at the periphery
of the movement, where its role in missionizing is most evident. Novice
devotees often learn about Sai Baba and his powers through ash.
Devotees readily distribute ash to others, often for the express purpose
of healing. In this way they hope that those helped will develop an
interest in their living God and his path to salvation. A Catholic priest
devotee explains:
While from the material point of view vibuthi [sic] is the most modest
gift that Sai Baba constantly gives to devotees, it is really the one richest
in powers and meanings ... Besides its powerful healing properties, this
holy ash embodies a particular spiritual meaning ... The mystical
symbolism of vibuthi calls to mind the Christian liturgy of Ash Wednesday, when the priest places holy ash on the foreheads of the faithful
and says these words: ‘Remember, man, that you are dust and unto
dust you shall return.’ The meaning suggested by Sai Baba is
applicable to that liturgy and gives it even deeper significance: reduce
your ‘I’, the cause of all ills, to ashes, and you will rise again to divine
life as perfect and incorruptible as the ash itself (Mazzoleni n.d.: 87).
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In his own exegesis, Sai Baba plays on the broad polyvalence of ash
but ultimately collapses it into Hindu mythology:
What I materialize is a manifestation of Divinity with a potent significance as well as symbolization. It is symbolic of the cosmic immortal
and infinite nature of all forms of God. Atma or the Spirit – that is,
what is left when everything worldly, transient and changeable has
burnt away.
I have spoken to you of the imperative of a desireless life. After
Shiva had burnt the God of Desire, Kama into a heap of ashes he
adorned himself with the conqueror of desire [sic he presumably
means ‘with conquered desire’ since Kama is desire]. When Kama
was destroyed Prema reigned as the Goddess of love. Such is the
significance of ash.
In the first place it is symbolic of the life-death cycle in which
everything ultimately reduces itself to ash. ‘For dust thou art, and unto
dust shalt thou art [sic] returnest’. Ash or dust is the final condition of
things. It cannot undergo any further change. In the spiritual context,
it constitutes a warning to the receiver to give up desire, to burn all
passions, attachments and temptations in the fires of worship which
makes [sic] one pure in thought, word and deed.
It is in order to press home this lesson that I materialize ash for
those who come to me with love and devotion (in Ruhela 1997: 30).

Ash and more rarely the honey-like substance known as amrit or
sometimes vermilion powder are not only materialized directly by Sai
Baba at his ashram but are also reported to appear miraculously on
altars in the homes of spiritually deserving devotees. These altars often
become known as healing shrines and locals flock to them in the hope
of tapping Sai Baba’s healing powers. It was one such remote, miracle
event that in 1976 convinced a man who subsequently became a lead
figure in the Sai Baba movement in Malaysia. He has published the
story of how ash suddenly appeared on a picture of Sai Baba in his
neighbour’s prayer room and how this then led to his admission of the
power of Sai (Jagadesan n.d.: 20). Sai Baba himself describes his ash as
a universal remedy: ‘Baba showers this ash (vibhuti) from his palm, his
forehead, his feet and his pictures – for his devotees this gift of ash is
the panacea for all physical, mental and intellectual illness. Baba is
indeed “Maheswara [Siva]”’ (Sai Baba in Shaw 1996: 9).
Some of the most impressive miracle stories concern extraordinary
cures, often accomplished with ash. The Former Chief Justice of the
Supreme Court of India, Mr. Justice P.N. Bhagawati, for instance, is
quoted as relating:
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Figure 3. A devotee’s home shrine with materialized vibhuti
I remember one occasion when I had a tear of cartilage of my left
knee. The orthopedic surgeon had advised me to get operated. I had
gone to Bombay and I went to Dharmakshetra where Swamy had come
and I told Swamy that I was going to be operated. He looked at my
knee and said “Don’t get operated”. He materialized vibhuti for me
and said “Divide it into three parts. Take one part each day and you will
be allright.” I cancelled the operation and took the vibhuti which
Swamy had given me and within a week, I forgot that I had ever had
the tear of the cartilage (in Ruhela 1997: 199)

Devotees advertise numerous stories of converted sceptics,
particularly influential people with scientific backgrounds. The
patronage of these converts helps to authenticate Sai Baba and his
following by suggesting he is not simply exploiting the vulnerability of the
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gullible and ignorant. Devotees argue that the miracles cannot be
rationally explained and this justifies Sai Baba’s claims as well as their own
faith in them. Miracles are therefore the crucial instrument by which a
person becomes reconstituted as ‘faithful’. Sai Baba himself declares:
‘Whenever your faith meets my love there is a cure’ (in Baskin 1990: 21).
THE SAI MISSION

Sai Baba’s teachings are completely in line with those of the Hindu
Renaissance leaders; they stress the eternal and supreme value of
Hindu truth in a format that is well reconciled with modernity and
rationalism. The teachings have two major prongs. Firstly, they are
about ecumenism and tolerance. Secondly, they regenerate Hinduism
by manifesting its bourgeois potential, producing a ‘puritanical’,
capitalism-friendly version of Hindu philosophy.
Sai Baba himself explains his mission on Earth:
The establishment of dharma (righteousness): that is my aim. The
teaching of dharma, the spread of dharma: that is my object (Sai Baba
in Sandweiss 1975: 89).

This mission seeks to embrace all religious and cultural forms within
its range of relevance:
While the scope and significance of religion is confined to certain
number [sic] of people following a certain creed, ‘dharma’ is universal
in scope transcending race and religion. Dharma belongs to all
(SSSBP 1993: 105).

Babb rather deprecatingly notes of Sai doctrine that ‘... there is
relatively little to dwell upon, or at least nothing very distinctive. His
philosophical views are simplistic, eclectic and essentially unoriginal’
(1983: 117). However, the lack of doctrinal originality is in keeping with
Sai Baba’s own contention that he is here to rekindle awareness of
eternal truths, not to invent new ones. Also, their simplicity makes them
accessible to a broad audience. The eclecticism Babb notes, which
extends into Sai Baba’s symbolic repertoire as well as his teachings, is a
highly significant feature of this movement. It is its heterogeneity that
establishes the openness and adaptability of the cult.
There is no published formal doctrine or set of rules for the Sai Baba
movement, though there are numerous publications produced by
devotees, containing his sermons and speeches. Devotees say that Sai
Baba is omniscient and therefore aware of all that is written and said,
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regardless of whether he has actually read or heard it. The teachings,
which tend to be metaphorical or allegorical, are usually delivered in
Hindu terms and draw upon Hindu mythology. They are often
inconsistent and contradictory in details and this opens a wide field of
interpretative possibility for his followers. Their core lies in a set of five
Hindu principles; sathya (truth), dharma (righteousness, duty), shanti
(peace), prema (love) and ahimsa (non-violence). These principles are
said to lie at the root of all religious traditions. The movement has
adopted the lotus flower as its emblem and originally this contained the
symbols of five world religions in its five petals: the om sign of
Hinduism, the sickle moon and star of Islam, the Christian cross, the
flames of Zoroastrianism and the wheel of Buddhism. At the centre of
the lotus flower emblem is an Indian oil lamp. The central position of
the Indian lamp suggests that at the core of all human experience is an
Indian formulation of enlightenment. The original positioning of the
five world religions in relation to the Indian lamp alludes to Hinduism’s
supreme and embracing role and it is perhaps not surprising that this
was rejected by Malaysian Muslims. When the Malaysian Sai Baba
organization applied to the authorities to become a registered society,
they were told that their emblem, with Islam as an included religion,
was unacceptable. The organization then decided to change the lotus
emblem and include the five principles instead. I have been told by
devotees that the World organization has recently decided to follow this
initiative as well.

Figures 4 and 5. The original Sai Baba emblem and the adjusted emblem
These five principles are given more concrete applicability in a list
of ten ‘commandments’ that Sai Baba has given, and which are pub58
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lished by the organization as the foundation of the ‘Integration of the
World Community’: have patriotism to your nation, respect all
religions, love all, keep your home and surroundings clean to promote
health and hygiene, practise charity, but do not encourage beggars by
giving money and do not encourage laziness, never give in to
corruption, curb envy and jealousy, try to do as much as possible by
yourself (you may be wealthy and have servants, your servants can help,
but service to society must be done personally), love God and fear sin
and never go against the law of the land (from SSSCCM Vol.1 n.d.).
This list shows the tendency of Sai doctrine to affirm puritanical and
bourgeois values, to promote political conservatism and to enable
purification through the individual mind, most particularly through
charity. Together with the Sai code of practising a ‘ceiling on desires’
(and utilization of the savings thus generated to provide charity), they
show how Sai Baba enables a form of religiosity, generated from Hindu
cosmology and philosophy, that embraces the realities of ‘global embourgeoisement’. Sai echoes Hinduism’s identification of interestedness
as the source of spiritual pollution. However, it promotes disinterestedness without denying the interestedness that underlies capitalism and
frames modern life (see Kent 2004). One devotee, recognizing that Sai
adds to rather than subtracts from life, proclaims that ‘... the greatest miracle
of Sai is the transformation of man – to move selfish individuals to dedicate their
time, effort and love to help the poor, the sick and the needy – and to add a
spiritual dimension to one’s daily life’ (SSSCCM vol. 1 n.d.: 4, italics
original). Instead of self-purification through offerings to the disinterested Lord or Brahmin (upwards), sacrifice comes to mean the
giving up of desire and attachment and the giving of worldly goods to the
needy (downwards). This sacrifice is internal and individual:
The world is like a ripe fruit. But it tastes bad as long as we look at it
with a worldly attitude. The nectarine sweetness of the world can be
enjoyed only when it is viewed with a Divine attitude. Hence man’s
main endeavour lies in the transformation of his attitudes and mind
... It is the inner pollution of man which is reflected as the pollution
outside. Everything is the reflection of the inner being (SSSBP 1993:
29).

Purification of the mind and, ultimately, bliss become achievable
through devotion and cultivation of a charitable spirit. This implies
working within existing structures of power:
Spend your money for service. Where there is water shortage, try to
solve that problem. Where health care, education and medicines are
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required, participate in that activity ... We should not depend upon the
Government for everything. People should co-operate to the extent
possible and provide all types of conveniences for themselves. Then
only will there be a feeling of one family (SSSBP 1995 Vol. 8: 8, Vol. 1:
6).

And:
Service to society is everyone’s primary duty. Businessmen should
develop a moral approach, use right means for earning wealth and
utilise it for the benefit of society (SSSCCM 1985: 43).

Religiosity becomes a real possibility for those who are not catered
for by a Hinduism that promotes Brahminhood or world-renunciation
and celebrates poverty as spiritual loftiness. The concerns and
exigencies of today’s growing Indian and non-Indian bourgeoisie are
affirmed yet given the possibility of sublimation through charity:
Neither performance of Tapas (austerities), nor pilgrimages to all holy
places, nor study of all Sastras, nor immersion in Japa, will ever help
one to cross the Ocean (cycle of birth to death). The only path that will
help you to be liberated from Samsara is dedicating yourself to the
service of others (SSSCCM 1984: 37).

Detachment is internalized and becomes an attitude of disinterest or
‘charitable spirit’ in a process reminiscent of Dharmapala’s Protestant
Buddhism (Gombrich and Obeyesekere 1988). The purificatory power
of charity is accomplished through the sacrifice of egoism:
You have to uproot egoistic tendency, get rid of all sense of mine and
thine, and burn to ashes the pride that comes of the feeling that you
are offering service to some one poorer and less fortunate ... Seva
[charitable service] in all its forms ... is spiritual discipline, mental
clean-up. Without the inspiration given by that attitude, the urge is
bound to ebb and grow dry; or, it may meander into pride and pomp
(SSSCCM 1984: 34).

Sai Baba urges his following to seek out the poorest and the sickest
for the administration of charity. This allows the giver to purify himself
by learning to feel compassion for the suffering other and disinterest in
his own possessions.
Sai Baba’s teachings, then, manifest Hinduism’s latent modernist
potential. Like his powers and imagery, his teachings nourish a
particular strain of modernity. This is well suited to the values and
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experience of the cosmopolitan bourgeoisie who, according to Sai
Baba, are those most exposed to religious alienation and the polluting
influence of materialism. Although the teachings are presented as a
reiteration of eternal Hindu ideals, it is also their Protestant-like
potential that is selectively highlighted. They are updated in a way that
is particularly appropriate to those enculturated with aspects of
Western thought.
KARMA AND DHARMA

Although the notion of charity may address the spiritual needs of a
diverse, global, middle class audience, the movement’s axis is
unquestionably Hindu. Visitors to the ashram are encouraged to adopt
an Indian style of dress, sometimes by Sai Baba himself at darshan.
Both Western and Indian women dress mainly in Punjabi dresses or
saris and all have to wear a shawl to cover their shoulders. Although
devotees may include aspects of their own religious traditions in their
Sai Baba worship, the offering of the camphor flame at the altar, the
singing of bhajans, the chanting of om and mantras all evidence the
adoption of Hindu practice. Devotees I spoke to, for instance,
explained that reciting the Gayatri Mantra gives rise to particular kinds
of reverberation in the human body and this brings about beneficial
effects for anyone, regardless of their cultural origin. Sai Baba often
refers to Hindu scriptural ideas in his allegorical teachings. His
imagery, his life story and his miracles are all part of a particularly
Hindu logic of coherence. But perhaps the most categorically Hindu
base is found in the concepts of karma and dharma, the conceptual
framework within which Sai Baba’s enigmatic behaviour becomes part
of a meaningful scheme of spiritual progress.
Werner defines karma as
... the cosmic law of balance effective in the sphere of morality ... which
operates in this life and through successive lives as a kind of natural
‘law of retribution’ for human actions on the principle ‘as you have
sown so will you reap’ (1994: 86).

Karma is generally defined by Hindus as the law of moral, rather
than material, cause and effect: ‘... [O]ne’s karmic legacy is seen as the
consequence of moral actions in a previous existence’ (Keyes 1983: 15).
Since a person cannot know these, he cannot be held responsible for
the karmic destiny ascribed to him at birth. As an explanatory system,
the doctrine of karma is dependent on the concept of a flow of serial
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life cycles (samsara). This differs from Western theistic religions in that
abstract Divinity is construed as impartial. It does not exact vengeance
on or punish mortals (although Divine forces refracted through
specific god-forms may). Sai Baba’s devotees capture this idea in their
slogan ‘Love God, Fear Sin’, which implies that it is human failings
rather than divine retribution that cause suffering. The doctrine also
entails an understanding of human lives as inherently unequal. This
contrasts with the human rights argument, which proposes all people
are born equal, and in this it subtly challenges the hegemony of
Western ideology.
Karma is not simply predestiny but refers to the potentiating and
delimiting conditions of life. It offers a particular level of explanation,
a level that explains the body of unalterable parameters of existence
accompanying every human birth, such as the length of a lifetime.
Karma also considers the social setting in which a person’s life takes
place and explains how it may be affected by the misdeeds or merits of
other actors. However, within the confines of their setting a person is
afforded freedom of choice. Karma links the remote past to the present
and the remote future, and in this way addresses the issue of mankind’s
long-term destiny and ultimate predicament. Although the future can
never be known, nor the outcome of measures taken to redeem past
sins, karma suggests that moral consciousness is of consequence and
that true heroism and self-denial do play a role in working mankind’s
malleable fate. The doctrine thus addresses those questions of absolute
morality and final purpose that are neglected in the standardizing and
depersonalizing processes of modernity.
Because he is omniscient, Sai Baba claims to know the karmic
progress of all beings and to be able to see both their previous and
future lives. The haphazardness, unpredictability and illogicality of life
and of Sai Baba’s participation in it become coherent through reference to karmic doctrine. Devotees believe Sai Baba orchestrates the
world to enable mankind to move actively towards spiritual realization.
In his divine play (the play of the Hindu gods is known as leela), he may
manipulate the karmas of humans or passively observe them as they play
themselves out towards their spiritual destiny:
Karma, karma, karma, so many past ones, have to be worked out
according to the laws of nature. The seeds are there, deep in the
ground, and they will sprout at the appropriate time (Sai Baba in
Ralli 1993: IV, 71).
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His purpose, he claims, is not simply to relieve suffering but to make
people aware of their inherent ability to transcend their own suffering
by following his path of devotion.
Sai Baba claims that he exists in order to re-establish dharma.
Werner (1994: 59) translates the term dharma as, ‘righteousness, virtue,
integrity; discipline, duty, caste duty; reality, truth, cosmic law’. Sen
(1976) claims that Hinduism has more to do with dharma than with
religion. Dharma, he notes, has had to do with conduct rather than
belief; a code of conduct sanctioned in the ancient scriptures, where it
includes not only general principles of sociability, such as honesty and
kindness, but also prescriptions for particular ritual performances.
Members of various bhakti schools have rejected the rules governing
ritual, while maintaining the general code of Hindu ideals.
The idea of dharma extends a general tendency, shared by some
European orientalists and modern Indian spiritual leaders, to view
India as a source of universally apposite spirituality, an idea that may be
deployed for more or less explicitly political purposes; although the
forceful imposition of Hindu ideals upon others may be discouraged,
India may be perceived as destined to become the spiritual leader of
humanity. As brokers of eternal righteousness, Indians appear to hold
a recipe for a redemption that is not culture-specific.
The concept of dharma conflates social order with cosmic order and
equates the disruption of the one with the disruption of the other. The
term adharma (anti-dharma: the fall into ‘phenomenality’, lawlessness,
moral and spiritual decadence) means chaos, both social and cosmic.
This gives Hindu rules of propriety relevance for universal salvation
because dharma is conceived of as natural and eternal, not conventional,
arbitrary or culture-specific. Dharma is an ancient Sanskrit term, drawn
from Hindu teachings that antedate the emergence of Christianity and
Islam. Through Renaissance leaders like Sai Baba, the ancient concept
becomes merged with the imperative to engage in brotherly love, socially
directed service and devotion to God. The parallels with, for instance,
the Lutheran ‘calling’ (Weber 1978: 81) are striking.
Again, there is ambiguity in relation to dharma. On the one hand,
the term suggests universality and the transcendence of cultural
difference, but on the other, it is easily read as a narrower notion of
Indian moral order. Sai Baba even reinforces this in his discourses,
where he sometimes associates the ills of modernity with the weakening
of Indian culture, and the diagnosis is extrapolated to a global arena:
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… the youth of today, in India as well as in other lands, are afflicted
with deep discontent which manifests itself in revolt against rules,
regulations, curricula and social norms, and an agitational approach to
every little problem that affects them … The reason lies in the fact that
they have started to neglect the ancient culture of India and its ideals
… In blind admiration of Western ways of life, students in India belittle
virtue and extol dry scholarship (Sathya Sai Speaks Series n.d.: X, 209,
286).

This, of course, provides fuel to the regenerative and re-dignifying
urges of diasporic Indian communities. It generalizes the disorientation
experienced by these communities into a universal diagnosis of global
disorder, whose remedy lies in Indian tradition. It follows that Indians
may perceive themselves to be the rightful administrators of cultural
corrective.
Through karma and dharma, the possibility of universal morality is
suggested, though the concepts in themselves do not specify any
particular semantic content. Rather they open the way for a variety of
applications, though these must ultimately harmonize with the unifying
symbolic frame of reference personified by Sai Baba.
ORGANIZING THE MISSION

The precise content of and means by which Sai Baba’s mission is to be
accomplished are notoriously contradictory in his directives. Firstly, he
encourages the development of a Sai Baba organization:
The sages of India knew that man was fundamentally Divine. They
sought to make man aware of his inner Reality and expand that spark
of Divinity into Light that can illumine the individual and society in the
splendour of Love ... But never before has this become an organised
movement in which the entire humanity was involved. Unless it
becomes so, there can be no liberation from fear, anxiety and injustice
(Sathya Sai Speaks Series n.d.: X, 43).

And the organization is posited as both open and encompassing: ‘The
essence of all religions is the religion of the Sathya Sai Organisation’
(SSSCCM 1984: 23).
But also as closed and exclusive:
It is also laid down strictly that those who are in our Organisation
should not have any connection with other Organisations of Spiritual
or Religious character ... Only those with faith and devotion in this
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Name and Form can carry out its objectives with zest and enthusiasm
(ibid.: 5, 6).

He insists upon regulation: ‘There shall be a system and an order in
the Organization ... Every unit must respect and follow the rules and
regulations laid down at the All India Conference, from year to year’
(ibid.).
Yet he denies containment of Sai by legal-rational, institutional
structures:
A spiritual organization is really above all rules and regulations, the
realm of the Atma is beyond the limits of regulations. In this sense
rules are either meaningless or superfluous in Sathya Sai Organisations. But at least, to satisfy the law of the land dealing with associations of this kind, some rules have to be adopted (ibid.).

These apparent incongruities express the elusive, adaptive tolerance
of Sai, which, although it exploits particular social and cultural constellations, defies their constraints. The mission of reinstantiating
dharma is never absolutely contained by any particular rendition. The
movement maintains its potential for expansion through inclusion of
heterodox forms even as it promotes the growth of a kind of soluble
orthodoxy at its centre. The propensity for this orthodoxy to become
intolerant and restricted is always counteracted by Sai Baba’s validation
of contradictory interpretations and his insistence on the subordination of all forms of man-made order.
Such ambiguities leave the way clear for the generation of alternate
meanings within the Sai following. There are followers of Sai Baba who
worship him independently and have little contact with the organization and its centres. Some claim that Sai Baba helped them to see the
value of their own religious tradition and inspired them to take it up
with new commitment. They see no need to join the centres because Sai
Baba proclaims that ‘... the votaries of each religion must cultivate faith
in its own excellence and realise their validity by their own intense
practice. That is the Sai religion, the religion that feeds and fosters all
religions and emphasizes their common Greatness’ (Sathya Sai Speaks
Series n.d.: X, 65).
Devotees are, however, attracted to centres for various reasons. The
power of devotional singing is greatly enhanced in groups, as is the
social impact of charity ventures and educational drives. The centres
are also social units where a sense of family oneness is created through
participation in common activities and through cultivation of a spirit of
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caring for one another. In their struggle to achieve these ideals, the
centres sometimes have to counteract or transcend divisive tendencies
between devotees. A sense of ‘communitas’ (Turner 1995) must be
facilitated at the centres despite the sense of differentiation and
structure. Nevertheless, failure of the centres to maintain the loyalty of
members does not threaten Sai. When tensions at the centres become
intolerable, individuals can leave without sacrificing their faith in Sai
Baba. His multivalence ensures the continuance of variety, and curbs
the ability of any actors to monopolize definitions.
Sai Baba’s final insistence on purity of the individual conscience as
the touchstone of spiritual achievement means that individual
religiosity can never be entirely subject to the institutional framework
of the organization. The Sai mission is accomplished through the inner
transformation of individuals by various means, institutional or other.
Ultimately, faith in Sai is a matter of individual commitment.
GOD OF UNITY

Although Sai Baba insists upon Hindu tolerance and refuses to limit
spirituality to any one cultural form, he also personifies revitalized
Hindu power. His rich blending of imagery constantly reiterates a
theme of ascetic potential from within the very heart of worldly being.
He engages human desire, sensuality, indulgence and pleasure in his
re-presentation of these human propensities. But he also posits the
possibility of detachment through an individualized and internalized
form of renunciation. The replay of the Shaivite theme of eroticism/
ascetism runs as a leitmotif through Sai symbolism and teachings. The
general dynamic of Hindu tolerance/ecumenism expressed in the
movement thus subordinates the ‘other’ to universalistic themes
derived from Hindu sources.
Sai Baba revitalizes the Hindu cosmos but he also creates a new
synthesis of its symbols. This synthesis resonates with non-Hindu
traditions and thereby enables both Hindus and non-Hindus to
experience a sense of unity through Sai Baba. Further, the primacy of
the individual and the cultivation of personal, emotional commitment
to Divinity, extant in Sai Baba, are appropriate to the individualism of
modern society.
The rich multivalence of the miracles, ash, song and ideal of worldly
ascetism re-enchants an ever-expanding and diverse middle class
following. While this may revitalize communities and feed a variety of
political, ethnic and religious interests, most particularly the re66
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glorification of Hinduism, it refuses to be completely collapsed into any
particular mode. The movement is fuelled by the passions of individuals
who feel spiritually re-empowered by Sai Baba and this prioritizing of
individual religiosity counteracts the stultifying potential of orthodoxy.
Sai Baba addresses boundaries not only between self and world, but
also between local social groups. The community of Sai transcends
divisive boundaries and local issues. The individual becomes part of a
transnational, non-religious ‘family’. Membership of this global
community offers a feeling of strength despite the contradictory and
often oppressive forces of modern life. Sai Baba affirms and then
transforms modern daily realities rather than denying or excluding
them, as would world renunciation or monastic seclusion.
The Hindu notion of detachment is refracted through the idea of
charity – an attitude of compassionate disinterest actualized in the
redistribution of resources from the wealthy to the poor. Charity offers
a means of reformation that does not challenge existing patterns of
mundane power distribution, but instead spiritually empowers actors
within it.
Like other modern Hindu leaders, Sai Baba brings to life an ancient
Hindu capacity for resolution of opposites. Because his imagery and
teachings rejoice in ambiguity, they resist the constraints of orthodoxy,
both Hindu and non-Hindu. They also refuse any claims for the
supremacy of modern thought or institutions that deny ambiguity. In
sum, they subsume all such systems within a regenerated Hindu scheme
and they thereby assert its supremacy.
Sai Baba affirms both individualism and materialism, but finds a
place for these within a Hindu cosmic order that transcends them both.
Individual distress is resolved and individual striving rewarded by the
charm of miracles and the creation of a transnational community.
Hinduism’s universality and modernity are made literal. However, it is
in the tension between the open, tolerant syncretism of the Sai Baba
movement and its paradoxical implications for the privileging of
Hinduism that the development and character of the Malaysian Sai
Baba movement may be understood.
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The Sathya Sai Baba
Organization in
Malaysia

The Sai Baba movement in Malaysia falls into two main camps. It has
been formalized into a very active Sai Baba organization, renowned
among devotees all over the world, but outside the organization are
devotees who worship Sai Baba but remain independent of the
organization and its ideology. By examining these two camps we may
discern an important distinction between faith and ideology. I return
to this point in the final chapter, but suffice it to say here that the
Malaysian Sai Baba organization illustrates how, when delivered as
institution and ideology, religion is inevitably tied to socio-economic
and political interests. The distribution of authority within an institution, the rights of certain members to control and shape ideology
and so on, all tend to be interwoven with social issues such as class,
gender and ethnicity. Faith, as touched upon later, is a far more slippery
concept. It can burst out of social strictures in ecstatic or charismatic
forms. It may prove very difficult for authorities to control but it is
indispensable to the revitalization of religious traditions because without
it, religion risks losing its emotional anchorage in people’s lives.
Here, I want to look at some of the social issues that are played out
in the Malaysian Sai Baba organization’s attempt to take control over
the Sai Baba religion in Malaysia. We can understand this process by
looking at the composition of the organization, its practices, ideology
and leadership and the relationship these bear to state rhetoric.
The Sai Baba organization is very much concerned with negotiating
its ambivalent relationship to government in Malaysia. Malaysia’s stateenforced rush towards modernity and the particular definitions of
nationhood that form part of this mean that various kinds of distress are
both created and overlooked by the newly legitimized experts. For the
middle class Indians I am concerned with here the resolution lies not
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in the rejection of new expertise. It lies rather in its acceptance but also
in the refusal of its claim to supremacy. This is precisely the formula that
Sai Baba and his magic make available.
At present, the national rhetoric, although it largely excludes
Indians from political influence, also protects non-Muslim interests
from the perceived threat of Islamic extremism. On the other hand, the
power of Hinduism as manifest in Sai Baba’s omnipotence, subsumes
the state and its Muslim controllers.
A story told to me by a middle-aged Malaysian woman of Ceylonese
extraction, whom I call Lakshmi, captures the way in which Sai Baba
and his organization can answer both personal and emotional
quandaries at the same time as they address social and cultural issues.
During the time of my fieldwork, Lakshmi was an important figure in
the Sai Baba organization in Kuala Lumpur. For her, the Sai Baba
organization provides a refuge not simply from personal difficulties,
but also from Malay oppression. It even holds out hope of influencing
and changing the Malays.
LAKSHMI’S STORY

Today Lakshmi lives in a pleasant, middle class suburb of Kuala
Lumpur. She and her husband sold their link house in a neighbouring
suburb just before the economic crisis of the late 1990s and used the
money to buy a more spacious and modern house. Her parents came
from Ceylon but she was born in Malaysia. She was the second
youngest of nine children and when she was still a young child her
mother became deranged. It began when they moved into a house that
they discovered many years later had been bewitched. Her father, a
stationmaster, was therefore obliged to take care of both his wife and
all the children. There was never any time in the household for
religious observances, although her father did try many times to rid
her mother of the spell with the help of exorcists and Malay sorcerers,
but to no avail. Whenever they tried to light incense in the home her
mother would let out a blood-curdling scream, so prayers were in any
case out of the question.
Lakshmi attended a convent school, so she is familiar with Christian
teachings. As a child, however, her constant question as to why her
family suffered so much was never answered. It was only after her
marriage to another Malaysian of Ceylonese Tamil origin that she
began to show genuine interest in religion. Her husband neglected her
and lived a self-indulgent life. She describes him as, in the early days of
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their marriage, a demanding perfectionist – a typical Ceylonese
husband! He spent large sums of money on his tennis and on alcohol
and was, she says, an ‘absent father’. She found the adjustment very
hard. He wanted her to stay home rather than continue with the job she
had, and she found herself isolated. She began then going to the
Amman temple in Kuala Lumpur to pray and find peace but it was not
until 1976 that she discovered Sai Baba.
An ‘Auntie’ of hers in the Kuala Lumpur Indian suburb of
Brickfields was suffering from bowel cancer and Lakshmi went to visit
her. She noticed a large portrait photo of Sai Baba on the woman’s wall.
Lakshmi heard that the woman had written a letter to Sai Baba asking
for help and the same day that she posted it a packet of vibhuti arrived
by afternoon post. The woman was still alive and well at the time of our
interview, over twenty years later. When Lakshmi saw the picture of Sai
Baba she said in her mind: ‘If you are so great then give me peace’. It
was after this that things slowly started to change. In 1981, her husband
agreed to take a friend to visit the leader of the Sai Baba movement in
Malaysia, to consult him about a sick child. Lakshmi’s husband had
until then shown no interest in religion, but while he was there he
became intrigued and asked the leader for a picture of Sai Baba. The
one he received had printed on it the answer to a question that had
been troubling him for some time (neither Lakshmi nor her husband
have ever elaborated on the details of this incident even when asked).
From that time on he was transformed and at the time of my fieldwork
was known as one of the most committed and active devotees in the
organization. Lakshmi often spoke of his transformation from a selfish
and difficult man into a contemplative, righteous and loving person.
The couple enjoyed a reputation for the prominent role they played in
implementing Sai Baba organization projects.
Lakshmi explained that all Hindu organizations teach roughly the
same ideals, but she criticized the other organizations for being
concerned to take care of their own members, rather than being
‘outward-looking’ like the Sai Baba movement. Nor, she continued, do
they have a human values profile with which to create strong links with
the government. She explained that it is only by emphasizing charity
functions and muting the importance of Sai Baba that they can gain a
hearing with government. When I asked what the purpose of getting
such a hearing was, she explained that they want to persuade Muslims
to adopt their philosophy, which is superior. Like other Indians, she
mistrusts the Malays and their power:
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I fear for the future of this country. The top bureaucrats are all Malay
and they get paid for doing nothing so when the economy starts to fail,
how will it all look then? Those people are just resting comfortably and
when it crumbles they’ll be the ones who fall hardest so what will
happen when they are also the ones who dominate politically? What
can I do? I can’t go back to Sri Lanka, can I?

THE BIRTH OF THE MOVEMENT

In Malaysia it is primarily English-educated Indians, particularly of
Ceylonese and Malayali extraction, who are trying to gain control over
the movement. They strive to shape and constrain its public profile in
a way that demonstrates submission to national rhetoric. This bears
direct relation to both the historical situation of this group and to
their relationship to the politicization of Islam. The Malaysian nation
both embraces and rejects them. Their response, through Sai Baba, is
equally ambivalent and draws upon the inherent ambiguities of the
movement. While they carefully sculpt a public image of obeisance to
and faith in the government, their worship practices suggest a claim to
Hindu cultural, or at least spiritual dominance. Sai ecumenical
tolerance connotes submission but is also a kind of subversive ‘weapon
of the weak’ (Scott 1985). In this case the weakness of its protagonists
has to do with their cultural disenfranchisement. The Indian leaders of
the formalized movement in Malaysia engage in this cultural
assertiveness quite explicitly in relation to non-Malays.
Although Sai Baba was accumulating a following in India even as a
young man from the 1930s onwards, his popularity overseas only began
to grow in earnest during the 1960s and1970s. In Malaysia, prior to
1969, when the first public Sai Baba bhajan was held, the god-man was
worshipped by only by a small number of Indian devotees (Ackerman
and Lee 1990: 102). It was during the subsequent period that the
Malaysian following burgeoned and that an embryonic leadership
quickened within the urban Indian community, most notably among
Ceylonese Tamils. From this there emerged in 1984, under the
inspiration of a small group of committed Indians, and one man in
particular, the registered Sri Sathya Sai Central Council of Malaysia.
The Malaysian Sai Council is subordinated to a pyramidally
arranged global Sai Baba organization, with its headquarters at the
ashram in Puttaparthi and headed by an international chairman. At the
time of this research this was a middle-aged professional Indian named
Sri Indolal Shah. The global reaches are divided into 15 regions, with
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over a thousand registered centres in over 140 countries. It is stipulated
that a minimum of nine members is necessary in order to register a
centre. Where there are less than nine, the unit is known as a Sri Sathya
Sai Devotional Group. Officially, to qualify as a member, a devotee must
undertake to commit a minimum of four hours a week to charity and
follow the ‘nine codes of conduct’: daily meditation and prayer,
devotional singing or prayer with the family once a week, participation
in spiritual education programmes at the Sai centre, participation in
charity organized by the centre, attendance at centre bhajans at least
once a month, regular study of Sai literature, speaking softly and
lovingly to everyone, not speaking ill of others, practising a ‘ceiling on
desires’ and using the savings thus generated for service. Associate
membership is available to those unable to commit so much time to
charity. There are no membership fees, although devotees may make
donations if they wish. The larger charity activities carried out by the
centres are financed by donation.
Each of the administrative regions is overseen by a regional coordinator beneath whom is a national president of each member
country. Finally, individual registered worship centres are administered
by their own chairman, a treasurer and a secretary. Each level is
answerable to its immediate superior authority, and finally to
Puttaparthi and ultimately beyond the administration to the spiritual
leader, Sai Baba himself.
Registration of the Sri Sathya Sai Central Council of Malaysia was
achieved under the leadership of primarily Ceylonese and Malayalis,
with the support of other professional and urban Indians. However,
there are many Sai Baba devotees in Malaysia who practise various
devotional activities quite outside the control of the organization. This
seems particularly true for Chinese devotees, whose interests appear to
be poorly represented by the Indian leadership with its effective
monopolization of Sai Baba’s power. The official following consists then
of those devotees who profess loyalty to the Malaysian organization’s
leadership, and who participate to a greater or lesser extent in the
activities it sponsors. The number of Chinese participants is said to be
growing and Chinese prayers are held once a week at one centre in
Kuala Lumpur, drawing usually some 30 to 50 devotees.
The fieldwork for this study was carried out almost exclusively in the
Kuala Lumpur region, which represents a generative and controlling
source for the nationwide movement. It should be noted that while
there is a concentration of worship centres in and around Kuala
Lumpur, there are also centres far from the metropolis where the
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authority and stronghold maintained by the Kuala Lumpur based
leadership is presumably felt less keenly. In 1998, there were 39 registered
Sai worship centres in Malaysia. A quarter of these were located in the
Kuala Lumpur region, and three-quarters of all the listed centres were to
be found in the west coast urban areas. Only one-quarter of the centres
were administered by Chinese chairmen, while the remainder were
under Indian chairs. Of the 48 listed bodies, controlled by a total of 144
office-holders, only six women were listed and no group or centre was
chaired by a woman. The Malaysian national-level council comprises
middle class Indians, with the noteworthy exception of its Englisheducated Chinese president who claims he was appointed largely as a
figurehead of ethnic diversity. His executive and visionary powers, he
feels, are curbed by his Indian entourage (see chapter 6).
The size of the official Malaysian following is difficult to estimate
with any accuracy. At one of the focal centres in Kuala Lumpur, between
70 and 100 devotees can be expected to attend the weekly prayers, while
other centres in the metropolis usually attract only half this number. Of
these, only a minority are likely to be registered members.
The size of the unofficial following is even harder to estimate. Many
Chinese and Indians claim to recognize Sai Baba as divine and powerful
without necessarily worshipping him, or they may simply include a
picture of him on their altar at home. For many Chinese, Sai Baba’s
thaumaturgical powers are their primary interest and if supplication of
Sai Baba fails to produce expected results, they turn to another godform. There are also devotees who interpret Sai philosophy as meaning
that they should return to their own religious tradition and so do not
participate in any Sai group activities. It is rumoured too that there are
clandestine Malay devotees who dare not show their faith for fear of
reprisal from the Muslim community.
THE MALAYSIAN SAI BABA CENTRE ACTIVITIES:
PRAYER, EDUCATION AND CHARITY

There are three requirements that a Sai centre must fulfil in order to
become registered. It must provide prayer, education and charity
activities. Through these, the Malaysian Sai Baba organization not only
fulfils the World Organization directives, but it also keeps in line with
Malaysian state rhetoric. However, within each of these spheres is the
more or less explicit assertion of the supremacy of Hinduism and of its
Ceylonese exponents.
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Weekly prayer services are held at each centre and these provide a
focal point for regular devotees to meet and, as they describe it, to
recharge their spiritual batteries. Sai Baba centres in Kuala Lumpur
vary in appearance, but all include an image of Sai Baba on their altar
and there are usually several other god-forms alongside. The most
elaborate example I saw included a multitude of pictures and statues
from various religious traditions, but the Hindu god Ganesha stood
centrally and over him hung a picture of Sai Baba’s face. At this centre,
above all the god-forms, hang eleven placards depicting the symbols of
various religions. The central placard depicts the om sign of Hinduism
and immediately to its right comes the sickle moon and star of Islam.
To the left of the om comes the symbol of Sikhism, followed by
Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism and Shintoism. To the right of the
Islamic symbol comes the Christian cross (then Jainism, Judaism and

Figure 6. Images representing various religions at a Sai Baba centre

Zoroastrianism). This positioning is presumably not fortuitous, although whatever the motivation behind the arrangement, the effect is
certainly to draw attention to those symbols that are placed centrally.
Although the Central Council was forbidden to include the Islamic
symbol on its lotus flower emblem when it applied to register the society,
the organization has persisted in including the symbol in the privacy of
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its own main prayer hall (which I shall refer to as Dharma Centre). The
effect is ambivalent, voicing both respect for the integrity of Islam and
placing it among the world’s great religious traditions (omitting it would
surely have been more problematic), but simultaneously embracing it
and subsuming it within Sai philosophy, and if we are to read the positioning of the om symbol as significant, within Hinduism.
Following the pattern of the ashram in Puttaparthi, bhajans constitute
the main substance of prayer meetings at the centres. Devotees are
expected to be clean and well dressed, ideally in traditional Indian
garments such as vesti or sari. Even Chinese devotees, particularly
women, often adopt the traditional Indian sari, or more commonly
Punjabi dress, for Sai activities. Devotees file into the hall and seat
themselves cross-legged on the floor in rows facing the altar. Women
are seated on the left of the hall, and men on the right (the other way
around at the ashram in Puttaparthi). Some variation in the precise
details of the prayers obtains, but in general they are opened with the
chanting of om, perhaps followed by the Gayatri Mantra and then the
recitation of the 108 salutations, opened with Om Sri Sai Bhagavaan Sri
Sathya Sai Babaaya Namah. In time with the recitation, a devotee seated
cross-legged at the altar takes flowers from a bowl, draws them to his
heart and then scatters them at the foot of the altar where an image of
Sai Baba or, commonly, Ganesha stands.
This is followed by an hour of singing, led by singers seated at the
front of the hall. Songs may be sung in a variety of languages, including
Sanskrit, Tamil, Hindi, English and Chinese. Although Malay is the
national language of Malaysia, I never heard any Malay bhajans, and all
worship ceremonies were conducted in either English, an Indian
language (usually Tamil) or occasionally Chinese. When the singing is
complete, a minute of meditation may be led, generally by one of the
men. At one centre this was followed by an ecumenical recitation,
which included the Christian (Lord’s), Buddhist, Jain and Sikh prayers
and finally a universal prayer: Loka Samastha Sughino Bhavantu, Om,
Shanti Shanti Shanti (May all people everywhere be happy, om, peace,
peace, peace). Then announcements may be made, often including
promptings to get devotees to participate in service activities. A Sai
message may be read out by a devotee, and these are sometimes subject
to exegesis, or a personal experience of some miracle or a recent trip
to Puttaparthi might be added. Occasionally a group of children from
the bal vikas (spiritual education for children) classes might perform a
short play on a moralizing theme, or a concert to celebrate the
festivities of the one or another religion.
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The ritual is completed in the style of standard Hindu ritual, with
the offering of the camphor flame (arathi) before the deity. This is
understood to be a symbolic gesture of self-extinction and unification
with the divine essence of the god-form. Devotees usually queue on the
side of their respective gender, and as they reach the altar, bow down
before it, waving the burning light three times clockwise before it. If a
whole family is present, the husband offers the flame with his wife
touching his right arm and the children touching her right arm or
shoulder. The congregation sings a particular song, known as the
Mangala Arathi, as the flame is offered and it is concluded by the
ringing of the altar bell. The flame is then held up towards the
congregation so that everyone can partake of its power by waving their
hands first towards the flame and then towards themselves, often
towards their eyes, either once or three times. Finally, two or three
officiants, often youths, take the offering (prasad) from in front of the
altar and distribute it to the congregation. Offerings may include food,
sometimes Chinese foods, if a devotee has brought some with him or
her, but obligatorily includes water with a sprig of tulasi leaves, vibhuti
ash and vermilion powder.
At all six of the centres I attended in the Kuala Lumpur region the
congregation was overwhelmingly Indian. One of the main centres
attracts more Chinese than others, but even here they represented
usually less than a quarter of the total congregation. One Chinese
woman played a prominent role at this centre as minor ritual officiant,
preparing flower garlands, organizing the lamps, incense and food
offerings and overseeing the queue of devotees who waited to offer the
camphor flame. She was usually dressed in the Indian Punjabi dress.
At Dharma Centre, an annex to the home of the lead figure I call
Brother Lingaswami, monthly study sessions are held following prayers,
which usually finish at around 9pm. These consist of lectures delivered
on a particular topic, and may sometimes continue until 10.30 or 11pm.
Of those I attended, all addressed some aspect of Hinduism. When the
leader was there, he either presented the topic himself or allowed
others to present but later corrected and commented on their
presentations.
Beneath the trinity of office-bearers for each registered centre is a
sub-committee consisting of members who take responsibility for
several of the centre’s activities. One of these is responsible for spiritual
education. This consists of education for both children (the bal vikas
classes), and for adults, as a programme known as Education in Human
Values (EHV). The children’s classes are usually held on a Saturday in
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Kuala Lumpur and are for children between three and about 13 years
of age. Boys and girls sit separately, mirroring their parents at bhajans,
and practise devotional singing as well as meditation. One child may be
singled out to lead the singing. After this the children break up into age
groups. The youngest may colour in a picture of an Indian oil lamp or
other spiritual image. Older children may listen to a reading of the
Bhagavadgita followed by exegesis. I was told that these teachings may
derive from any religious source, but the ones I saw were Hindu. Other
groups may discuss morality and Sai teachings in general. At the classes
I observed, in two different centres, there were some 50 children, all of
whom were Indian. A Chinese devotee later explained to me that this
was because Chinese parents prefer to fill their children’s free time with
tuition, to ensure that they get ahead in the world. At one centre, the
Indian teacher explained that they were encouraging Chinese
participation but as yet there was little evidence of success.

Figure 7. A bal vika spiritual education class for children
Teenagers may join Sai youth activities, which involve preparing
allegorical drama shows, charity drives and discussion groups. Other
spiritual education takes two major forms. Firstly, there are the study
circles, usually held once a month for adults and covering topics of
ethical or theological nature and often relating directly to Hindu
textual teachings or Sai literature. These may be held in a devotee’s
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home or at a centre. Secondly, there are EHV classes organized for
‘working class’ Indians on the plantations or in squatter settlements.
The teachers I interviewed from the Sai Baba organization argued that
these Indians tend to be preoccupied with the magical effects of various
practices such as blood sacrifice and self-mutilation, but do not
understand the inner significance of their religion. A middle-aged man
who regularly attends Dharma Centre explained:
There are still groups of Indians who perform blood sacrifice, and all
because of ignorance. They don’t understand Hinduism and the Baba
devotees try to educate them but they can get very angry.

The high rates of sickness, alcoholism, crime and social problems
found among these Indians are also often cited as justification for
middle class efforts to educate and uplift. One teacher, a middle-aged
Ceylonese Tamil woman, whose husband had never allowed her to work
outside the home but who had latterly begun teaching EHV classes in
Tamil in some of Kuala Lumpur’s urban squatter areas, told me as well:
The EHV classes do not emphasize Swamy, but more on Hinduism and
values ... These are the classes run for the squatter settlement Indians
and were originally organized through the local temple committees.
They’ve been running for some 14 years ... Kids of 18 plus should not
really attend, it’s meant for younger kids, but they’re so popular that
older kids do come and there is even a whole family that attends,
parents and all ... [The people] feel it is a way of preventing their
children from running into social problems, and they are so happy to
find out about their religion and culture, as many do not know very
much ... The priests are happy too. They do not generally perform this
kind of teaching.

Finally, the EHV programme allows for cross-pollination between
the Buddhist and Hindu communities. In recent years, a few Malaysian
Buddhist leaders have begun to see the Sai leader, Brother Lingaswami,
as a potential motivator to spiritual awakening among their flagging
congregations. Just prior to my fieldwork, one of the Buddhist temples
invited him to come and give a speech on Human Values and was
apparently well pleased with the outcome. One Sai leader told his
congregation that this event showed how acceptance of Sai is growing
and mentioned how orthodox Hindu and Buddhist leaders had earlier
outrightly rejected Sai, suspecting it of being some new missionary
religion that threatened their congregations. Sai leaders and devotees
both stress that Sai does not seek converts but aims to enrich and
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strengthen existing religions. Indeed, in January 2002 the Sri Sathya Sai
Central Council of Malaysia founded a private day school in Kuala
Lumpur, which was to teach the regular Malaysian school curriculum
but with
[a] special focus ... on character building and the blossoming of
human excellence. The pupils will be taught to get in touch with the
inherent positive qualities within. They will be encouraged to think
and act for themselves and to serve others. Much emphasis will be
placed on discipline, responsibility and respect for parents and elders.
The children will learn this in the context of the multi-racial and multiethnic nature of Malaysian society (http: www.saicouncil.org.my/
saischool/school.htm)

Despite advertisements such as this, most Christians and Muslims as
well as many Hindu non-devotees tend to be sceptical, suspicious or
even outrightly disdainful of the movement.
CHARITY: THE SPIRIT OF SACRIFICE

Each centre is obliged to carry out charity service (seva) and a service
co-ordinator is appointed to manage the programmes. The
importance of charity in Sai teachings is reiterated by the printing of
catch phrases such as ‘Love All Serve All’, or ‘The hands that serve are
holier than the lips that pray’ on T-shirts, badges and publications.
In Kuala Lumpur, several of the centres conduct their regular
weekly service activities jointly. A Sai minibus picks up devotees on a
Wednesday from various parts of the city and ferries them to the
government hospital where the service group delivers parcels of food
and small gifts to the poorest patients on the paediatric cancer wards.
Every third month, the centres together organize a trip to the local
leprosarium. Here they again deliver gifts and food, but they also make
a point of touching the patients affectionately to show that they are
giving compassion and not just material goods. They feed them and
dance with them, sing songs and play castanets.
Each Sunday, a trip is also made to a home for handicapped
children about an hour’s drive from the city. The home is desperately
understaffed and houses some of the poorest and most desperate cases
of physical/mental disability. The shocking conditions there mean that
staff and patients welcome the Sai input. The devotees wash, clothe and
feed the children and provide disposable nappies as a break from the
rags that are normally used. Every so often, a major charity event is
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Figure 8. A Chinese
Sai Baba devotee
dancing with a
leprosarium inmate
organized such as a day out for the handicapped, and for these the Sai
‘friendship group’ may be called upon. This is a wing of the Sai Baba
organization that is exclusively for charity and is ostensibly divorced
from all religious association.
This kind of separation of charity from religion is the only way to
invite Muslim co-participation since law forbids Muslims to participate
in non-Muslim religious activities. Devotees often claim that many
Muslims want to participate more actively in Sai and that the friendship
group is the only way they can legally do this. Sai leaders and devotees
identify charity activities as an important interface with Malay recipients
as well, and this is sometimes explicitly pointed out. Prior to the day out
for the handicapped, for instance, one leader encouraged his audience
to try and distribute ash particularly to Muslim participants so they
would learn of the miraculous power of Sai and a devotional group
leader once announced at a small prayer meeting in his home:
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We have a hospital visit on Wednesday. Please come. It is a wonderful
experience and it gives us the opportunity to speak to so many people.
The patients are very receptive to us, especially the Malays, because we
talk to them and show interest.

The weekly charity activities attract a regular core group of about ten
people, mainly from Dharma Centre. The leprosarium trip can draw 70
or more from various Kuala Lumpur centres, as do some of the bigger
one-off Sai events. The problem of establishing the commitment of new
members to even the mundane daily service activities, such as caring for
the centre, troubles some leaders, although others seem less concerned.
At Dharma Centre in particular, a moralizing discourse has emerged in
which every week, after prayers, the service co-ordinator sometimes
makes outrightly disparaging remarks about people who attend Sai
centres only for the pleasure of singing and socializing, but who are
unwilling to sacrifice their time to keep the centre in order:
No one came to help clean the centre on Saturday – only two elderly
ladies. It’s shameful! Then I must employ Bangladeshis. Is that what
you want? You are happy to come here and carry the statue for the
anniversary and get grace that way but you won’t clean Ganesha’s
home. This is your dharma as devotees at this centre. If you haven’t
done your duty in the centre you don’t qualify for grace at darshan in
Prashanti Nilayam [the Puttaparthi ashram].

This pattern does not follow for all Kuala Lumpur centres, however,
and at some there are almost no public announcements after prayers.
The character of the centres in Kuala Lumpur seems largely to reflect
the social composition of the organization. The Central Council
membership derives almost entirely from the congregation of Dharma
Centre. The formulation of major public and charity events and the
pressure to engage in them take place primarily at Dharma Centre.
Centres run by people closely connected to Brother Lingaswami tend to
echo the tone of the main centre, while others operate more
autonomously.
IDEOLOGY: THE MALAYSIAN PATH OF
RIGHTEOUSNESS

The casting of the notion of dharma by the Malaysian Sai Baba organization naturalizes a specific code of propriety. It is an amalgam of
conservatism and progressiveness; conservative ideals of social order
and morality combine with ready participation in the processes of
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modernization and embourgeoisement. Charity and a starkly gendered
social stratification thus fit into an overall embracement of the capitalist
ethic.
Along with non-sectarianism, charity is emphasized as a central
characteristic of Sai in Malaysian Sai literature (which is published at
Dharma Centre and largely produced by its members):
Now for the physical tapas. Use the body and its strength and
capabilities for the service of others ... The service of the sick and the
distressed, the observance of moral codes and such beneficial acts
must make is [sic] sacrosanct (Sai Baba SSSCCM 1996: 17–18).

The Malaysian Sai Baba organization is also careful to point out that
it in no way opposes state interests, and it emphasizes its nonconfrontational stance in publications:
Treat as sacred the land in which you were born – Have patriotism to
your Nation ... Not even in your thoughts or dreams should you think
of bringing grief to your country (SSSCCM Vol. 1 n.d.: 7).

Leadership within the Sai Baba organization is also defined in terms
of contribution to national interests:
A SAI leader must be one who has vision of the future, the evolving
challenge of the SAI movement as a force in personal transformation,
social responsibility and Nation building (SSSCCM Vol. 8 n.d.: 13).

The controllers of the Malaysian Sai Baba organization show
support for the government’s ambitions, as expressed in Dr Mahathir’s
Vision 2020, of cultivating an economically mighty but also morally
exemplary nation. The organization’s stress upon moral restoration
responds to state-initiated and media-propagated rhetoric. In his Hari
Raya Aidilfitri (the celebration of the end of the fasting month,
Ramadan) address (New Sunday Times 9/2/97), Prime Minister Dr
Mahathir coined the notion of ‘social ills’, which include ‘... juvenile
delinquency, loafing, bohsia [loose morals], child abandonment and
child abuse to the extent of causing death, prostitution, drug abuse,
corruption, all kinds of fraud, divorce and single mothers, runaways
from homes, school absenteeism and others’. He urged his people to
match material progress with morality and this stimulated a lively
debate.
Much of this debate identified the breakdown of family values as the
culprit. Throughout 1997, individuals were writing in to the newspapers
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to discuss the issue of social ills and several religious and other organizations published their intentions to produce programmes for the
policing, preservation and rehabilitation of morality. The Johor Baru
state government had already announced a decision to set up a ‘...
Family Development Foundation to promote stronger family ties and
combat social problems’ (The Sun, 12/11/96). Shortly after the Prime
Minister’s speech, a gathering of leaders from the Malay political body
(UMNO), youth leaders and academics agreed that the remedy for
social ills was to be found in enhancement of religion and parenting
skills (New Straits Times 28/2/97).
The Sai Baba organization joined this debate enthusiastically. The
regeneration of morality within and by the Sai community focuses on
the family as the microcosm of society in general: ‘If there is harmony
in the home, there will be order in the nation. If there is order in the
nation, there will be peace in the world’ (SSSCCM Vol. 2 n.d.: 5). Family
disorder is therefore given a causative role in relation to social disorder,
not vice versa.
The way in which the Sai Baba organization seeks to establish family
values is through the concept of dharma, and particularly through its
application to women. In general, Sai dharma is rendered as a scheme
for cleansing the conscience through selfless giving. However, the
dharma of women is dealt with more frequently and specifically and is
elaborated with respect to her behaviour, her temperament and her
desires. In the first place, the structure of the Sai Baba organization
means that the right to formulate women’s dharma lies in the hands of
male leaders. Women are represented in the organization through a
limb, ‘The Ladies Wing’. They are incorporated into the administration
through this wing and their channels of influence are as teachers for
the youth wing or the children’s religious education classes, as ritual
assistants and exemplary home-keepers. Women prepare food for
prayer meetings, weave flower garlands, clean the centres and play only
minor roles in ritual programmes. They nurture traditions and inculcate values that are propagated and controlled by a patriarchal social
body. It is by showing modesty and a humble wish to remain out of the
limelight that women may gain the community’s approval:
Of course, the modest woman will not crave for honour or praise. Her
attention will always be on the limits which she should not transgress.
Honour and praise come to her unasked and unnoticed (SSSCCM
Vol. 9 n.d.: 57).
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Further, the home is considered the proper place for women. It is
the primary arena in which she should carry out the Sai mission. She is
the vehicle through which a patriarchal set of family values should
properly be effectuated:
Woman must accord first place to the service of her husband; that is
True Worship, for her. Her prayer and worship and puja [prayer
rituals] can wait. Without serving the husband she cannot attain Bliss
in worship or meditation.
[As bearer of tradition she] ... can become the force to create a
great wave of Revivalism and ‘give back’ to the generations of the
future, the precious heirlooms of the past (SSSCCM Vol. 9 n.d.: 28).

The Sai concept of dharma is thus in harmony with government
ideals and, more generally, with the ideology of Asian Values (see Chen
Maiping 1997), which emphasizes non-egalitarian order and common
Asian morality, particularly with regard to family values. Brother
Lingaswami announced in one speech that a wife should prostrate
herself at her husband’s feet each evening: ‘Then all his anger from
things during the day dissolves, [laughing, he added] this is a powerful
way to control him!’
This ordering is explicitly contrasted with the West. One Sai Baba
organization leader is quoted in the New Straits Times (9/12/96): ‘We
must realise that modernisation does not necessarily mean Westernisation. The most important thing is to ensure that parents – the most
important educators in a child’s life – play their part.’
Again we see how Sai ideals are aligned with and subordinated to
those of government. But, as disclosed more fully later, this is inverted
by the suggested enclosure of government ideology with the Indian
concept, dharma.
LEADING TOWARDS DIVINE UNITY: LEADERSHIP OF
THE MALAYSIAN ORGANIZATION

As the above has described, the Malaysian Sai Baba organization
advertises itself as both subservient to government and as divorced
from all ethnic, religious or political association. According to its
rhetoric, it is primarily a charity organization:
The ‘Sathya Sai Central Council’ is a non-sectarian, multi-racial
organization. Around the world Sai Baba Centres consist of members
of different ethnic groups and different religions, all pursuing their
respective religions and in fulfilling the teachings of their religions
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undertake programmes of service to the sick and needy (SSSCCM Vol.
1 n.d.: 1).

However, when the internal workings and composition of the
organization are examined, ethnic and class configurations emerge.
The rhetoric and its implementation through major charity and other
Sai events are tightly controlled by a small group of people, the most
prominent of whom come from the Malaysian Indian urban elite,
particularly Ceylonese Tamils and Malayalis.
Brother Lingaswami is considered by devotees and many nondevotees to be the main inspirational force behind the development of
the Sathya Sai Baba organization in Malaysia. The pivotal role he plays
was brought into sharp focus during my fieldwork by the sudden and
mysterious death of his wife at their home, while he was visiting Sai Baba
in Puttaparthi. Sai Baba gave no indication that such a devastating
occurrence was taking place, in spite of his omniscience, omnipotence
and omnipresence. A month of mourning followed, during which
Brother Lingaswami was forbidden to enter the prayer halls or deliver
public speeches on account of his ritual pollution. This was a time of
great uncertainty for many devotees. Some openly expressed their
belief that if Brother Lingaswami’s faith in Sai Baba was shaken it would
have dire consequences for the whole official following in Malaysia. On
the day on which mourning ended, devotees from all over Kuala
Lumpur flocked to the centre where Brother Lingaswami was to deliver
a speech. The relief among the congregation was palpable as the leader
made it clear that ‘... healing is complete and the energy is back’.
He is an extraordinarily compelling orator, gifted with wit, selfassurance and aptitude for stage performance. He is also keen to tell his
own personal story of transformation in his early 30s from what he
describes as someone on the borderline between agnosticism and
traditional belief in God (and a definite sceptic towards Sai Baba and
his miracles) into a torch-bearer of the Sai mission:
At the age of 30 I had a house full of trophies from all my travels. I had
been round the world six times and had everything going for me. I
used to mock those who believed in Sai Baba and his miracles. One day
I visited my neighbour who was a devotee and I mocked him about
Baba. Then I mentally challenged Baba, ‘Baba, if you’re really who you
say you are then show me a sign!’ And later that evening vibhuti
appeared on my neighbour’s image of Baba. Then I understood that
there is a power beyond science that can respond to me and hear me.
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Brother Lingaswami is now in his mid-50s, and is a fourth generation
Malaysian from a Ceylonese Tamil family. His natal family and he live in
a prosperous suburb of Kuala Lumpur and he has built Dharma Centre
at the back of his home. He is the deputy-head of a government agency
for development and through this has personal contact with the Prime
Minister and other leading political figures, a privilege that is extremely
unusual among Indians. He is one of the major recruiting forces for the
Sai movement in Malaysia, and apparently even abroad. Many devotees
claim that it was his lectures on spirituality that prompted them to look
further into the philosophy and teachings of the guru they know has
inspired him. In Malaysia, many have heard his speeches, not only on
the subject of Sai Baba, but also on Hinduism in general. He himself
was spurred to re-examine Hinduism by the spiritual transformation he
feels Sai Baba engendered in him and by Sai Baba’s insistence that the
Truth is to be found in one’s own religious tradition. Brother
Lingaswami has taken this doctrine on board to such an extent that he
has acquired a reputation in Malaysia for his knowledge of Hinduism.
He has been invited to Hindu temples and gatherings to speak about
Hindu spirituality and he is considered a source of inspiration for
today’s straying youth. As noted, he has even been invited to speak to
Buddhist groups to speak on Human Values and the unity of faiths.
As leader, he is an important link for the Sai Baba organization. His
involvement in government affairs means he can provide a link
between the Sai following and government, but he is also a link between
the followers and Sai Baba himself. He travels regularly to India and he
is almost always awarded an interview. Sai Baba often gives him
miraculously materialized items: a Seiko watch, a gold ring, a stone
lingam. When he returns to Malaysia he relates his experiences to the
congregation at Dharma Centre and at other centres he visits. He often
goes into detail about how and what Sai Baba said to him and he shows
the audience what he has received. These details reassert his spiritual
authority over the organization. Once he told of how he had
complained to Sai Baba that some people were criticizing and creating
problems for his organization and Sai Baba explained that small boys
throw stones at mango trees only when the mangoes are tempting, ripe
and juicy, and added: ‘You and me, we have both got mangoes!’ The
stories he tells about materializations and conversations with Sai Baba
indirectly impress his intimacy with the divine upon his audience. One
story told of how he gave a letter to an ashram volunteer to deliver to
Sai Baba. The volunteer thought it was ridiculous since the guru was not
due to give darshan until the day Brother Lingaswami was supposed to
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leave. However, to the volunteer’s surprise, Sai Baba received the letter
and then called Brother Lingaswami for a private interview the
following day. He relates: ‘I went to the gate where all the students were
crowding and they all called out to me, “Hey, are you ... [Brother
Lingaswami] …? Swamy is waiting to see you!”’
Stories like these, together with the materializations, tell his
audience of his unique and privileged position in relation to Sai Baba
and, by implication, show his spiritual superiority.
A leading member of the Sai Baba Organization’s Ladies’ Wing told
me of how nervous she was about presenting a talk in Brother
Lingaswami’s presence and just as she had anticipated, when she had
completed her speech, he reworked most of what she had said. On one
occasion, one of the youth leaders told the congregation how he
understood flower offerings to the deities as the offering of beauty and
perfection. Brother Lingaswami intervened: ‘I must correct Brother on
this since he is one of our gurus and I’m sorry to hear him get this point
wrong. The offering of the flowers is the offering of the ego, the flower
of the heart’. After this corrective the youth leader was subdued and
quiet, confirming with his demeanour the order of authority in the
group.
When he delivers Sai teachings at Dharma Centre, Brother
Lingaswami tells his congregation to bring notebooks and note down
all he says because they must become not just listeners but transmitters
who spread the word far and wide. Although some devotees are critical
of his manner, the organization’s following is in general agreement that
Brother Lingaswami is the most important factor for dissemination of
Sai in Malaysia and they reason that Sai Baba backs him for a spiritual
purpose. One of the women involved in the running of the
organization explained people’s obedience to him: ‘We Asians submit
to authority. We’re trained to do that, not to question our superiors. If
the teacher says that three plus three equals eight then we must remain
silent. Not even the parents should question this’.
But her husband seemed more critical. He admitted that Brother
Lingaswami is pivotal to the Sai movement’s success since he can
mobilize financial support for charity projects through his contact
network and can represent Sai interests in government circles. He is,
though, pessimistic about what he perceives to be Brother Lingaswami’s
attempt to penetrate government/Malay thought:
[Brother Lingaswami] only has two Malays who pay lip-service to his
activities ... the government only ever sends lowly officials to his
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functions and only do it because of [Brother Lingaswami] and the fact
that he works in the government. Whenever the Sai organization wants
messages signed they have to write them themselves and send them off
[to government officials] for signing.

Despite this kind of covert discontent, the organization members
continue to bow to Brother Lingaswami’s authority and directives.
Some of those who were most critical of him in private interviews are
also those who are most heavily engaged in supporting his public
ventures. Although they subscribe to egalitarian and democratic ideals,
they recognize that they must submit to hierarchy in order to access both
mundane power and divine power. Brother Lingaswami’s ambiguous
status as both the handmaiden of government and votary of Sai, and as
both champion and controller of Indian middle class interests, is
reflected in the ambivalent attitudes of his nevertheless loyal following.
One young man I spoke with at length on many occasions
exemplified this in his own quandaries. I call him Murugan. As a
Brahmin he was sometimes appalled by the ritual laxity and autonomy
he felt the Sai leaders had adopted. He had studied in a Western
country, where he had become interested in Roman Catholicism but
when he returned to Malaysia he had re-sought his Hindu roots and
now held strong opinions about the interpretation of Hindu texts and
ritual. Although he was strongly attracted to Sai Baba and his teachings
and had indeed recovered from a serious illness after visiting the
ashram, he found himself repeatedly in conflict with the organization
and its leaders. He felt sure that Brother Lingaswami must be genuinely
committed: ‘If he had devoted his life to making money instead he
could’ve been a millionaire by now’, but he also felt that the leader
suffocated other people’s opinions and interpretations. At the time of
fieldwork, Murugan was contemplating setting up his own Sai Baba
group, but he confessed: ‘I do not want to have a breakaway group, I
want to slowly change the tone of the group from within. It’s evolution
not revolution. Anyhow, I don’t have either the financial or the spiritual
backing to lead’. When I asked exactly what he meant by spiritual
backing he replied: ‘I do not get interviews with Baba’.
During the fieldwork period, Brother Lingaswami was co-ordinator
of the Southeast Asian Sai following, but more recently he has taken
over the youth division of a much broader region, which includes
Africa. The Malaysian branch of the organization is officially headed by
the national president. However, Brother Lingaswami’s de facto
leadership, with his access to Sai Baba, his government position and his
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position as representative of a broader constituency within the
organization, all weaken the authority of the de jure leader (see chapter
6). Brother Lingaswami ensures that authority is transmitted ‘genealogically’ downwards through the granting of legitimacy to those who
follow the established leadership. At an address to an audience of Sai
youths he explained:
A leader should help his successors to rise, let them stand on his own
shoulders, don’t downshine them. The next person should rise even
higher than oneself. Malaysia has had great leaders like this! They have
cultivated the second and third line leaders, and this is why Malaysia is
booming.

In an interview he told me that his own successor has already been
identified. This is a young professional Malayali man whose admiration
for Brother Lingaswami is well known to other local devotees. One told
me of how the Malayali had once pronounced at a meeting: ‘If Sai Baba
told me to sit and [Brother Lingaswami] told me to stand I would
stand!’ Malaysian Indians frequently refer to other Indians in terms of
their sub-ethnic identity, and both devotees and outsiders often
spontaneously commented on the dominance of the Ceylonese and
Malayalis in the movement. The relationship between these two figures
tells not only of a pattern of authority transmission which echoes the
obligatory followership of national political culture (see Kessler 1992),
but also of an association between Malayali and Ceylonese in
attempting to control bourgeois Hinduism in Malaysia.
The general indifference of the Malays and the suspicion of the
working class Hindus to the urban Indian elite leave this group largely
isolated and impotent within the national narrative and Indian politics.
The nationalist enterprise engaged in by the Malays, for whom Islam
furnishes the ‘... lifeblood of Malay politics, supplying the Malay
establishment and its opponents with a wealth of symbols for the
contestation of leadership at the grassroots and national levels’ (Lee
1997 b: 69), has little to gain from re-phrasing its rhetoric in the
ecumenical terms proffered by the Sai Baba organization. However, I
would suggest that the government’s patronizing of the organization,
although perhaps only a token, does reflect the success the organization has achieved in satisfying state objectives. By promoting a
bourgeois and rational form of Hinduism, which also ostensibly
opposes communalist tendencies, the organization, and Brother
Lingaswami in particular, represent the ability to control subversive
forms of Indian ethnicity. The cheerfully public-spirited activities it
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promotes are, indeed, in complete harmony with the government’s
vision of cultural diversity and national unity.
With his unique ability to create an interface between a group of
middle class Indian religious pioneers and Malay government officials,
Brother Lingaswami is central to this movement. His followers’
willingness to subordinate themselves to him would seem to reflect the
hope he alone offers of resolving the disjunction between their
experience of participation in national unity and their cultural
effacement in the national rhetoric and administration. From the
government’s point of view, he is a figure whose allegiance is assured as
much towards Malay leaders as it is towards the Indian community.
THE POWER OF HEALING AND THE HEALING OF ‘POWER’

Many Malaysian devotees tell of their discovery of Sai Baba in relation
to experiences of his miracles, either in a direct sense after a visit to
the ashram, or indirectly through various local happenings understood to be the remote working of Sai Baba’s power. Miracles,
particularly healing, play a central role in attracting people to the
movement and devotees are keen to tell stories of them to the uninitiated. Although there are devotees who first sought Sai Baba simply
as a guru and only later came to appreciate his divine powers, he is
advertised privately and among non-Muslims through heavy emphasis
on his paranormal powers.
Healing provides a bridge between social realities and the affective,
embodied aspects of personal experience. Healing may be seen as ‘...
purposive, contextually-situated interaction; as multimedia communication and meta-communicative or ‘framed’ enactment; as historically
contingent evocation fusing past traditions and memories with present
circumstances and problems; as emotionally, sensuously and imaginatively engaging; as reflective and transformative’ (Laderman and Roseman 1996: 2). It may motivate reflection and transformation, engaging
tradition in the solution of contemporary issues, especially as they
manifest in individuals. Healing may both reflect and establish power
distribution, providing a ritual forum in which limited autonomy is
negotiated for disempowered (sick) individuals in a field of microrelations of power. Healing engages cultural formulations dramatically
in the alteration of the person and their relationship to the world. The
cultural forms of healing are not simply webs of meaning providing
models of and for the world (Geertz 1973: 93), they do not simply
communicate ideals but constitute part of the cultural repertoire by
90

Book_Kent Page 91 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

The Sathya Sai Baba Organization in Malaysia

which human beings are made and remade over time. The performance of healing is concerned not simply with symbolically representing
reality but with acting upon it.
The power to heal is one of Sai Baba’s most celebrated features and
it brings novices to him from around the globe. This power is captured
in the vibhuti ash that he materializes and gives to devotees, sometimes
with explicit prescriptions about administration. Healing power is
distributed in the form of ash throughout the world. Devotees give ash
to each other and to friends to help with various disorders and
problems. In this sense, the ash evokes past traditions (both Hindu and
non-Hindu) in the resolution of contemporary distress outside of ritual
performance. The ability to administer medicine is tantamount to an
ability to transform people’s experience and their understanding of
their condition. This links the individual body to the collective and
symbolic body social. The particular mode in which this is carried out
may therefore represent the body social either by extending its
hegemony, as Scheper-Hughes (1992) argues for medical practice in
Brazil, or by subverting the dominance of the collectivity over the
individual.
In keeping with the movement’s general flavour of ambivalence,
healing among the Sai following in Malaysia both extends and resists
the hegemonic order. When I asked Brother Lingaswami about the
ambitions of the organization, he replied: ‘We want to heal society!’
This resonates both with the Malaysian national concern with the moral
degradation associated with modernization, but also with a specifically
Indian concern to address the religious and ethnic divisiveness that
threatens and marginalizes them. In this latter mode, the healing
power of Sai may offer hope of healing the disordered distribution of
mundane ‘power’, which is the agent of Indian marginalization.
Brother Lingaswami presides over healing power within the Sai Baba
organization in particular ways. This presidency allows him and his
entourage to maintain the important ambiguity of the social body into
which individuals are incorporated: at once submitting to but also
subtly subverting state hegemony.
Brother Lingaswami enjoys special access to Sai healing power. His
obvious intimacy with and support from Sai Baba is supplemented by
his close association with a Malaysian Indian spiritual healer and Sai
Baba devotee, discussed in detail in chapter five, whose healing practice
helps to reaffirm and expand the community Brother Lingaswami
heads. While Brother Lingaswami is the primary formulator and
controller of the organization’s ideology and practice, the healer
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instantiates the remedial power of these ideals and makes them
experientially available to devotees. The healer also goes into trance
and delivers divine messages. According to devotees, the trance
episodes have over the years become increasingly connected to the
physical presence of Brother Lingaswami and other influential
members of the organization. Through the healer’s trance, Brother
Lingaswami achieves direct communication with the gods, whom he
can ask for advice regarding decisions affecting the organization. The
appointment of the Chinese national president and other Council
members has been carried out after consultation with the gods accessed
in this way.
Healing and leadership are also tightly interwoven in the person of
Brother Lingaswami through Sai Baba’s materializing of a stone lingam
for him. When ritual cleansing of Brother Lingaswami’s lingam takes
place at Dharma Centre each month, devotees are invited to bring
vessels so that they may take home some of the water used for the ritual.
This water is said to have healing powers. Some people even seek
Brother Lingaswami’s services as a ritual healer. He may carry out a
prayer for them and bless their forehead with vibhuti. He also
distributes ash he has received from Sai Baba to the sick and needy. In
this way, he assumes a role as local guardian over and gateway to divine,
healing power and his intimacy with Sai Baba is displayed through the
presence of the lingam at the centre.
The healing of individuals under the auspices of the Sai Baba
organization has to do with their positioning within a world order over
which the organization, and particularly Brother Lingaswami, exercises
control. This order offers the individual relief but this is negotiated
against each person’s submission to a social project in which the
metaphor of healing is extended from the individual into the sociopolitical realm. The social healing that Brother Lingaswami mentioned
is enacted by the organization in part through its charity and social
projects.
ORGANIZING AMBIVALENCE

Sai religiosity is individualistic, rooted in an individual faith in
miracles. There is no monastic order and the Sai Baba organization has
no incontestable sanctity. Sai does, however, stimulate the selfregeneration of groups whose shared experiences it affirms and
transforms. The evolution of the Central Council in Malaysia
exemplifies this. The Sai principles of universalism, this-worldly ascetism
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and strengthening of tradition, which ultimately refer back to original
Hindu meaning, together open the way for a re-ennoblement of the
middle class Hindu community. Through Sai, the urban, male, Hindu
elite becomes reconstituted as the protectorate of absolute, divine
power while Brother Lingaswami offers the possibility of dialogue with
the guardians of temporal power.
Refracted through Brother Lingaswami, the terms of universalism,
charity and ‘order’ concur well with government decrees. The organization claims to offer a helping or even leading hand in strengthening
spiritual values, abolishing social ills and establishing inter-ethnic
brotherhood without transgressing legally stipulated religious and
ethnic boundaries or hazarding prosperity. This harmonizes with the
Asian Values rhetoric, which many Asian leaders adopt ostensibly to
resist Western cultural colonization. Sai religion is packaged as an
organization whose leader is socially committed and ideologically
stringent but also engaged in furthering Malaysia’s industrial development. This expresses support both for the national vision of prosperity
and for ‘Asian morality’. Through charity in particular, spiritual and
political merit are welded together; the spiritual merit that Sai Baba says
results from impartial love and disinterested giving tallies nicely with
the political merit the government offers to those who further national
prosperity but also care for the less fortunate.
With his access to the corridors of power, Brother Lingaswami seems
uniquely equipped to expand Sai in the direction of the Malays. His
speeches to his congregations often make reference to conversations
with important Malay leaders and devotees believe their leader can
encourage the influential businessmen he meets in his work to donate
to Sai charity.
However, the limited social composition of the controllers of the
organization and the character of its rituals and education programmes
show a particular, Hindu crystallization of Sai. The primacy of
Hinduism is evident in rituals and in the sanctification of existing
Hindu leadership, male control is evident in the regulation of
womanhood and the ideology of selfless giving tends to favour the
better off and exclude the poor. In Malaysia, the organization and its
charismatic leadership tend towards an orthodoxy that regulates the
group’s identity and activities rather than accommodating diverse
individual experience. This limits the elasticity of Sai and tends to
exclude alternative forms.
Sai is presented in publications, media entries and public events as
a universal, rational ideology. Its relationship to Hinduism is portrayed
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as one in which Hinduism is one among many, equally valid traditions,
each of which contains the universal principles recognized in Sai.
However, in the intra-communal arena, in ritual and symbol, Hinduism
is portrayed as the generative, encompassing source of all other
religious forms. This is acutely relevant to the Indian situation in
Malaysia, as it is for many other Indian diaspora communities. The
ambiguous tolerance of Sai means that the leaders can break free of the
bonds of serving Hindu, Indian or sub-ethnic interests and at the same
time reassert Hindu supremacy. The organization is blatantly extrovert,
subtly challenging communal exclusivity and seeking brotherhood over
boundaries, yet its tolerant embrace implicitly repeats the dynamic of
Hindu cosmic hierarchy, which in subsuming, subordinates.
The cosmological logic of inclusion by subordination has social
dimensions. The movement has been described here as falling into two
camps, one official and one unofficial. The extent and composition of
the latter is difficult to estimate given its uncoordinated and socially
invisible nature, though some devotee tales suggest it may include large
numbers of Chinese who do not identify with the ambitions formulated
by the Indian-dominated Sai Baba organization. Some Indian devotees
too refuse to engage in what they see primarily as politics and only
secondarily as spirituality.
From the point of view of the organization, the establishment of
worship centres and a strong sense of community through Sai activities
are the most expedient ways to realize Sai Baba’s teachings. The goal of
the leaders is to help spiritually transform individuals in order to create
their vision of a society permeated by Sai values. This means streamlining
and controlling individual interpretations of Sai. To prevent diversity
from becoming divisive, individual interests are subordinated to those of
the community. This puts individualized religiosity, which moves away
from orthodoxy, into tension with the ‘straightening’ promoted by the
Sai Baba organization. Thus, although faith in Sai Baba is a prerequisite
for participation in the organization, it does not ensure that the devotee
will enjoy acceptance or show institutional loyalty.
In later chapters I shall discuss some of those who fall outside of the
organization’s auspices and who reject what they see as monopolization
of Sai by particular actors. These protestors insist on interpreting Sai
autonomously and they refuse the orthodoxy and institutionalization
that the organization represents.
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4

Showing Faith in the
Nation

Faith, as opposed to ideology, is notoriously difficult for secular
institutions and leaders to control. Charismatic leaders who claim to
have supernatural powers may subvert social order and threaten its
implementers, particularly when they begin to attract substantial
followings. It is therefore of interest to look at how such followings
present their faith to others. The ways in which faith is communicated
are shaped within specific cultural, social and political settings. As we
shall see here, the extent to which expression of faith in Sai Baba is
sanitized in Malaysia for public presentation brings to light subtleties
in the relationship between the congregation of the faithful and those
to whom they present themselves. More particularly, it tells of how this
congregation understands this relationship and its own role within it.
The Sai Baba organization in Malaysia has to deal with presenting
faith in Sai Baba not simply to their own community of followers and
potential followers, which I discuss in greater detail in other chapters,
but to the Malaysian public at large – the nation, including Malays.
Here, what is important is not so much the extent to which the
organization genuinely succeeds in attracting society’s attention, but
the belief it creates among its followers that it is possible to be heard
and seen by the powerful. The organization’s presentation of self that I
discuss here assumes government interest.
Sai leaders are keen to show that faith in Sai Baba is subsumed by an
encompassing faith in the idea of the nation and in its leadership. Yet
the faith of the following is directed ultimately to Sai Baba, whose
powers subtly challenge the overlordship of secular leaders. Sai Baba is
the final cosmic power within which the nation’s leaders are subsumed
and subordinated. The Sai Baba leadership must therefore display the
movement in a carefully crafted and politically apposite manner. This
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would seem to offer members of the Sai community the chance of a
favourable casting in the eyes of secular authorities while the organization also nourishes its community’s sense of its own divine
empowerment.
Over the past century, authoritarian Asian rulers have tried to coopt, reshape, marginalize or suppress political, ethnic and religious
communities within their territories so as to prevent them from
promoting visions that conflict with their own. These governments
generally refuse to recognize the ethnic/religious groups they control
as rightful formulators of moral communities and there is no avenue
for legitimate questioning of state authority (Keyes et al. 1994).
In Malaysia, challenges to state authority clothed in religious, political
or ethnic garb have been met with draconian means of suppression.
Malaysia possesses a raft of laws that enable the prohibition of activities
deemed oppositional: the Internal Security Act, the Universities and
Colleges Act, sedition laws and more. These have been mobilized to
control developments such as the Darul Arqam Islamic revivalist
movement, the 1974 student protests against poverty (Ali 1996), the
1984 uprisings, dealt with through ‘Operation Lalang’ (Kua Kia Soong
1989) and, more recently, to silence criticism voiced by the former
Deputy Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim.
Even Malay religious groups that disagree with the government’s
ambitions to establish a nation based on economic development and
rationalization of society have been suppressed or their visions more or
less forcibly redirected, sometimes through co-optation of leaders into
government. Paramountcy is given to the maintenance of national
order and harmony and its culmination in a single, powerful ruler.
It is against the background of this authority structure that the
responses from the non-Malay community take shape. Non-egalitarian
order and harmony, the leitmotifs of Malaysian political discourse,
provide the point of departure for this discussion of the Sai Baba
organization’s official portrayal of itself. As we shall see, it is through
obeisance to the directives forbidding disruption of national order that
the organization asserts its credibility. The way it presents its creed echoes
the values espoused by the government regarding authoritarianism, the
preservation of select tradition and the furtherance of modernity. In this
way, the Sai Baba organization appeals for pan-Malaysian and even panAsian brotherhood and bows to the restrictions upon attempts to
challenge national ideology, particularly those made through ethnic or
religious affiliations.
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The Sai Baba organization is, then, engaged in a Janus endeavour –
speaking to devotees with their experience of marginalization, but also
conforming to government requirements. It publicly emphasizes its
moral programmes, which transcend the internal boundaries that
might threaten national unity. By showing interest in extending the
hegemony of the state and by muting the magical, Hindu power of Sai,
the organization makes a bid for temporal empowerment. But its public
acceptance of the political sovereignty of the government is coupled to
a tacit assertion of moral sovereignty and custodianship of divine power.
To explore how the Sai Baba organization deals with the problem of
‘showing faith in the nation’ I shall first describe some of the major
public events it has organized to give an idea of their scope and flavour.
I shall then look more closely at four specific examples. The first two, a
debate series for youths and an Asian youth convention, exemplify the
way in which the organization presents itself to the general public as an
ideologically sound (in the eyes of government), nation-building force.
The movement is portrayed as acquiescing to government authority
and championing some of its causes. In the latter of these two events,
but more clearly in the second pair of ethnographic examples I look at
here – celebration of Sai Baba’s birthday and the Dharma Centre
anniversary – submission to government falls out of focus and the
community celebrates its special intimacy with divine forces. In the
privacy of the intra-communal forum, Sai Baba’s supreme and nonrational power is brought into focus, without inhibition. Here, Sai
Baba’s cultural revitalization, moral imperialism and charismatic
powers are all endorsed and the following’s covert aspirations for
Hindu pre-eminence and empowerment become clear.
SAI FOR MALAYS

Some Malaysian Sai Baba devotees claim that Sai Baba has said
Muslims will be the last religious group to recognize his divinity. Some
believe this will occur seven years before Sai Baba’s death. When I
asked one devotee why it is that Indonesian Muslims participate in the
Sai movement, she responded: ‘There, Islam is actually basically
Hinduism, so they are not like the Malaysian Muslims’. The non-Malay
understanding of Malaysian Islam makes this kind of assertion of
Hinduism’s embracing nature particularly poignant.
Nevertheless, devotees often privately remark upon the receptiveness of individual Malays. An Indian devotee doctor told me how one
of his Malay patients, on his second visit, complained that he wanted to
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see the doctor he had seen previously. When the doctor explained it was
he, the man argued vehemently that it was not. It was the man in the
orange robe with the fuzzy hair in the picture on the wall. Another told
me about a Malay colleague of her husband who had received a
photograph of Sai Baba from a friend and later noticed spots of vibhuti
appearing on it. When people heard about this they began coming to
his home to worship. When the authorities got wind of it, however, they
ordered the Malay to stop this immediately and were unsympathetic
when he explained what had happened and that it was not his own
doing. According to my informant, the man was later imprisoned and
tortured and while he was there, the authorities made his wife and
children turn against him so that he fled to India after his release.
It is, devotees say, not Muslims themselves who are necessarily blind
to Sai Baba – after all, as individuals they too are responsive to miracles
– but it is the misinterpretation of Islam by leaders that blocks the
realization of the Sai mission in Malaysia. It is in the context of
devotees’ discomfort with Malay political power that the Sai leaders
claim to be making headway in achieving dialogue with the
government. Twenty years ago, Brother Lingaswami repeatedly tells his
congregation, the Sai Baba organization was viewed with suspicion or
disinterest, whereas recently he has been invited to participate in
discussions at governmental level concerning moral education in
schools. This, he insists, shows that the government is beginning to
understand the value of Sai.
Many of the ventures undertaken by the organization are the
brainchildren of Brother Lingaswami. He is an ever-present figure at all
the major Sai events and his renown in political circles means that
favourable media coverage in which he features feeds directly back into
his own work environment. His commitment both to the government
and to the Sai Baba organization is well known and puts him in a unique
position. As one devotee from the Council expressed it: ‘The Sai
movement in Malaysia would be nothing without [Brother Lingaswami]’.
The Sai Baba organization is not, however, simply an instrument for
its leaders to curry political favour because, conversely, it also nourishes
the possibility of incorporating Malays into programmes and an
ideology of its own design. This is a sensitive area that requires particular kinds of strategy. Perhaps the clearest example of how the
organization tries to navigate this area is its friendship group. As noted
earlier, this group is designed ostensibly for charity work alone, without
involving any religious activity. By channelling some activities through
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the friendship group instead of the Sai Baba organization as such, the
Sai leaders make it possible to invite Malay volunteers to join in. Not
only does the friendship group provide an opportunity to extend
miraculous powers over the forbidden non-Malay/Malay boundary, but
it also suggests moral ascendancy for the Sai Baba organization; Sai
charity is offered to the poor of all ethnic and religious groups and this
presents a subtle moral challenge to the Islamic organizations, which
favour Muslims.
The major activities that the organization undertakes are often huge
affairs that strive to generate publicity and political merit. They often
involve consumption of considerable human and material resources
and thus they contribute to the organization’s accumulation of
symbolic capital (Bourdieu 1977: 183).
Charity events are a popular means of gaining public recognition
and approval in Malaysia today. The government encourages
Malaysians to help build a ‘caring society’. The former Prime Minister
published his belief in the naturalness of material inequality
(Mohamad 1993: 67, 81), but he argues that this should be balanced by
spiritual development, expressed by the rich giving to the needy. This
encourages wealthy Malaysians to make donations as a means of
gaining political as well as spiritual merit; material inequity is resolved
through non-political references.
Many recent Hindu and other religious innovations in Malaysia
include a charity programme. The Sai Baba organization too has not
only developed a schedule of regular charity activities, but has also
carried out several major charity events. In 1995, in celebration of Sai
Baba’s 70th birthday, it pioneered a Social Action Initiative (SAI) which
comprised six project areas: shelter provision, surgery, wheelchair
donation, prosthesis and denture provision and a scholarship project.
Upon completion of this programme, a report was written in which the
Council spelled out its usefulness to the government:
The country is moving to join the league of newly developed nations
but unfortunately such growth has not been matched by similar
development of value systems ... The government is doing its part in
pushing the concept of family values, religion, wholesome activities etc.
... However government efforts cannot succeed unless the people
respond ... In answer to this call and desiring to play a positive role in
Nation Building, the Sathya Sai Central Council of Malaysia has over
the years initiated and successfully concluded several human values
programmes and service projects for national welfare. The objective of
these programmes was to instil values and awareness among the Malay99
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sians and above all to integrate the various ethnic and religious groups
to work together in the context of nation building (SSSCCM 1994: 3).

The report then quoted Sai Baba: ‘You should not do anything for
me. You may do anything you desire for the sake of the people, the
society and the poor. Undertake projects of permanent benefit’ and the
author then added: ‘This programme is thus in response to Bhagawan
Baba’s call and in consonance with our own Government’s call for a
“Caring Society”’ (ibid.).
Another example of this kind of ambition is the giant rice drawing,
or kolam, which was contructed on the floor of a suburban shopping
centre in 1996. This was to celebrate the Deepavali Hindu festival and
aimed to win a place in the Guinness Book of Records (see Kent 2000 a).
This was Brother Lingaswami’s idea and it was designed partly to bring
together members of the various sub-ethnic Indian communities (rice
drawings are common to both North and South India) and make them
proud of their culture. The drawing depicted a Chinese lion dance, a
Malay dancer and an idealized Indian family with the child bowing at his
parents’ feet. To the side of this was the Kuala Lumpur tower, the design
of the Malaysian flag and in text the politically apposite slogan ‘Unity in
Diversity’, and beneath in smaller text, ‘Happy Deepavali’. The kolam was
a marvellous pictorial representation of the cooperation of ethnically
distinct Indians in the overarching national dream.

Figure 9.
The giant kolam
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Although the kolam idea was pioneered by Brother Lingaswami, it
was administered through the so-called TRAC committee. TRAC, an
acronym for Tradition, Religion, Aspiration and Culture, is an offshoot
of the Sai Baba organization – an ad hoc committee pioneered and cochaired by Brother Lingaswami in 1996. He insisted to the devotees
who were to organize the kolam event that TRAC was totally separate
from Sai. His insistence, combined with his prominence at the opening
of the finished product and his appearance in the newspapers, suggests
that although he was taking care to present religious/cultural revitalization as inspired by Sai, he was also making sure that Sai was not
represented as being limited to the revitalization of Hinduism alone. In
this way, he could maintain the Sai Baba organization’s claim to
transcend communalistic interests.
The following public undertakings, carried out by the Sai Baba
organization during my fieldwork period, illustrate further how the Sai
Council manages the inter-communal rhetorical field, where it sees
itself as addressing Malaysian society at large. The first event was an
intercollegiate debate series entitled ‘Values for the Nation – Vision
2020’, and the second was the Sathya Sai Asian Youth Convention,
which attracted Sai youth leaders from several Asian countries.

‘VALUES FOR THE NATION’: A MATTER FOR DEBATE?
The intercollegiate debate series organized by the Sri Sathya Sai
Central Council took place during the final three months of 1996 and
culminated with the finals in December of that year. It drew college
and university students from various parts of Malaysia, where teams
had first competed at the local level. The successful contestants were
then invited to Kuala Lumpur to participate in the national level final
series. This was accompanied by the publication of an information
booklet in which the Central Council, defined as ‘... a non-sectarian,
non-profit, multi-racial, service organization dedicated to promoting
the ideals of service to Mankind and Human Values’ (SSSCCM 1996b:
3), again states its commitment to the state’s definition of moral need:
... This 1996 Values for the Nation (2) – is ... the response by members
of the Sathya SAI Baba Organisation of Malaysia to make their
contribution to Nation building – before it is too late and before what
the Nation has built in terms of ‘Economic Wealth’ is torn down by
‘moral poverty’ (ibid: 2).
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The booklet then lists the activities that were planned to take place
together with the debate finals, in the salubrious City Hall in central
Kuala Lumpur: a Human Values Art Competition, a National Elocution
Competition on Truth, a TRAC seminar and an Education in Human
Values showcase. Further on in the booklet are nine pages of photographs depicting various Sai charity events and entitled ‘Our
Contribution to Nation Building’. The style is typical of the Malaysian Sai
publications commemorating public events, most of which include
several pages of letters of appreciation and support from significant
public figures, particularly government officials, from all racial categories.
Prior to the allotted day, the participants, who were not all Sai Baba
devotees and indeed included several Malays, were briefed with a pep
talk by Brother Lingaswami and a Malay businessman friend of his. The
talk, which was delivered in a cheerleading spirit, was about fostering
brotherhood between non-Malays and Malays and promoting both
spirituality and commerce. The businessman began:
Show the world that Malaysia is all about unity, and understanding of
each other’s religions. Be honest and keep your integrity … I believe
that even in business you must be halal … I’ve turned down the
possibility of making a lot of money. But you must live as you pray, and
I believe in a good night’s sleep. Problems should not be created by
your own dishonesty.

Brother Lingaswami praised the Prime Minister as a shining example of good leadership: a champion of the poor, who dares to stand
up to the USA and take on the cause of the underdogs. He urged his
audience to follow what he called ‘the Sai essentials of life’:
Belief in God. So many successful people have this faith, for example
the Prime Minister, and Einstein; follow your own religion and do it
well; respect all religions, all come from one God; practise values – love
and revere parents; if you don’t have respect for your parents you are
doomed to failure; serve the needy – you are all walking miracles.
Don’t become a leader if you need a committee to make decisions;
don’t become a leader if you can’t listen to criticism.

The speech was followed by a ceremonial opening of the debates, in
which the Malay businessman, with Brother Lingaswami’s arm resting
on his right arm in a position of submission and respect, put a flame to
a bowl of oil, igniting it in the style of the Olympic Games. The leader
of each of the debating teams then lit a candle from this central flame
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and crossed over to the members of their opposing team to light each
of their candles in turn, creating a tone of sportsmanship, challenge
and heroism. Brother Lingaswami clinched the session by first thanking
all the organizers who had ‘... devoted so much of their lives to help
their suffocating culture, and to revive values’ and then with the stirring
proclamation: ‘Human values must always come first!’
The topics of the debates all concerned the idea that modernization
and material progress, while desirable, bring the risk of moral decay
and cultural alienation: ‘Tradition and culture are losing their places in
the information age’, ‘Wealth and position rather than morality and
religion are the hallmarks of a successful individual’, ‘Modernization
can take place without Westernization’. Although the young debaters
opposed each other enthusiastically, it was clear that they were not
prepared to openly question certain suppositions, regardless of
whether they were arguing for or against a motion: the righteousness
and power of the Prime Minister’s leadership, the importance of filial
piety and the moral decadence of ‘the West’ were among the most
prominent. Some of them actually told me they were upset because they
felt that it was impossible to build a case against some of the topics,
which they understood to be essentially statements of incontestable
truth, such as ‘The family system in modern society needs a return to
tradition’.
The quarter-finals were held at an unpretentious college locality, but
the semi-finals were held in style in a large auditorium at the City Hall.
The audience, however, numbered less than 100 and consisted mainly
of people connected with the Sai Baba organization. The whole idea
and style of the debates as well as the choice of location also limited
their appeal to working class and poorer Malaysians. The finals, held
later that evening, were conducted in the penthouse of the same
building with an even smaller audience. Brother Lingaswami once
pointed out the tragedy of the fact that Michael Jackson’s pop concert,
which was held in Kuala Lumpur in 1996 and was often cited by Sai
Baba devotees as an example of the depravity of Western culture, had
drawn thousands, whereas their own events drew so few. He saw this as
a demonstration of the waywardness of modern youth. So, although the
idea behind the debates, as captured by their title, was publicized as ‘...
using debates as the medium to promote awareness [among youth] of
values in line with the Nations [sic] – Vision 2020’ (SSSCCM 1996b: 12),
the audience it drew consisted largely of Sai devotees, some relatives of
participants and a handful of journalists from The Sun newspaper, the
official sponsor of the event. The organizers later made speeches to the
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Sai congregation explaining that the event had been a great success. It
had indeed earned press coverage (guaranteed from the start by the
politically approved sponsors), and this allowed the devotees to see
themselves in the public eye in spite of the evident lack of public
interest at the time of their event.
The debates were clearly not designed as a recruiting operation.
There were none of the elements of proselytization: no vibhuti ash, no
mention of miracles, in short no demonstration of powers. The
presence of Malay participants and the public nature of the event would
in any case prohibit active missionizing. Rather, the emphasis here was
on portraying Sai engagement in national concerns, seemingly with no
expectation of reciprocity. Faith in the nation was on display, while the
miraculous and redemptory powers of Sai Baba were eclipsed. It is only
by a deliberate silencing of Sai Baba and his powers in the public setting
that the viability of his redemption may be proposed both to itself and
to its government.
Public events such as this also provide an opportunity to publicize
and reinforce the ideology with which the organization both presents
but also controls its following. The Central Council, and Brother
Lingaswami in particular, also find support for their normative values in
other traditions and in the speeches of influential leaders. This is well
shown in the TRAC seminar speeches.
GETTING MALAYSIA BACK ON TRAC

Brother Lingaswami chaired a TRAC seminar, which also took place in
the large auditorium of the City Hall on the same day as the debate
finals. It drew roughly the same audience as the debates. Here a more
specific attempt was made to extend the state ideology of national unity
by proposing that Malaysia’s three major ethnic groups shared essential
values. All three of the invited speakers tackled, in their different ways,
issues relating to the Malaysian discourse on family values.
‘Thirty years ago,’ Brother Lingaswami opened, ‘youngsters from all
these groups would bow down when passing a seated elder, but now
you’re lucky if they don’t put their feet up on the table!’ He praised the
Singaporean idea of a law enabling parents to sue sons who do not take
care of them in their dotage. Even the performance of family prayers,
he added, once common in all three groups, is a rarity today.
The first speaker, one of Brother Lingaswami’s government colleagues, was a Malay woman from the Ministry of Health. Her talk somewhat haphazardly addressed the issue of gender constructs and their
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response to current social change. She opened by apologizing for not
having prepared anything on the topic and instead delivered an
impromptu talk about her work with HIV/AIDS. She tried to connect
it to the theme of the seminar by injecting a few moralizing statements
about parents’ responsibility for preventing teenagers from getting into
trouble in the first place and about social responsibility for caring for
AIDS victims. She pointed out that modern women leave their children
with the maid and go to work and here she somewhat enigmatically
added, ‘Like myself’. The economic dream, she argued, means ‘... we
are trying to build a kingdom at the expense of our souls’, and she
added in a curiously cryptic vein that educated, salaried Malay women
are becoming increasingly vocal and thereby threatening traditional
male authority. She spoke in favour of the revival of kampung (village)
neighbourliness in which the community together shares responsibility
for guiding children and she urged that everyone should get their
priorities right. Finally, she stated: ‘Men go out to prostitutes and then
they bring AIDS home to their families. We must start asking why these
men go to prostitutes. Why do they go out to eat when they have food
at home?’
The confusion but also spontaneity of this woman’s speech, as she
tried to uphold the rhetoric of family and patriarchal values even as she
realized how her own life contradicted them, seem to capture the
cultural crossroads in which women in Malaysia find themselves. The
rhetoric about women manifests the conflicting demands of development and tradition. Brother Lingaswami then resolved the inconsistencies in her presentation by ignoring her predicament and instead
glossing over her talk. He thanked her warmly, and praised her for
having ‘... dared to do what so few dare to do, for asking why men go
out to prostitutes when there is food at home’. Extrapolating further he
continued that in Malay culture men have traditionally been the leaders
in the home and that this is the same for Indian and Chinese cultures:
And that is how harmony is achieved. Failure is the result of women
using Western women as their benchmark. Let us create a benchmark
of Eastern women … Look at the West. There, divorce exceeds
marriage. Do we want this? Truth needs a hero, but it also needs
heroines like Datin [a Malaysian title of distinction, female].

Through his re-hash of his guest’s speech Brother Lingaswami
reasserted Sai conservatism and quieted a potential source of feminist
uprising against patriarchal order. By glossing over the real contradiction the speaker noted in women’s lives as they struggle to balance
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the conflicting demands of modern and traditional ideals, he also
quieted any suggestion of criticism of modernization.
The second, Chinese speaker, introduced as a teacher of Chinese
language and authority on Chinese culture, stressed the importance of
filial piety as the recipe for social harmony. He noted that these days,
‘… culture is dying. The temple is only for makan [food]’. Citing the
example of Chinese New Year, at which parents give their children small
envelopes containing money, he noted that these used to represent a
blessing and a sign of the obligation of children to give their future
earnings to their parents. Today, he argued, children are just interested
in how much money there is in the envelope and religious practices no
longer serve to instil sound Asian values. For the Chinese, he declared,
traditionally, ‘… human rights are not so important. It’s duty [towards
family] that counts. If the family is harmonious then the world is
harmonious’.
The third speaker was Indian and was another of Brother Lingaswami’s government colleagues. He was the most fervent of the three in
his glorification of the government, and in his promotion of family
values. He opened by chanting a mantra, then recited the challenges of
Vision 2020 and followed with a definition of Malaysia as a liberal,
tolerant society in which each is free to follow his own beliefs but with
a feeling of unity with the totality, for the creation of a caring society:
Society must come before the individual. But neither the state nor the
individual are primary. The family is the primary unit. Dishonesty to
the family means the family becomes sick, and dishonesty to the nation
means the nation becomes sick.

He praised the role of the Ministry of National Unity and Social
Development and declared that, ‘… discipline is the backbone of
confidence in society’. Having assured the audience of his dedication to
the nation, he then gently linked this to Sai Baba. The tools for
remedying today’s social problems, he claimed, lie within every
individual. He finished with a quote from Sai Baba: ‘Latent power is
within you. Bring it out’.
To round off, Brother Lingaswami thanked all his speakers and then
married the Prime Minister’s vision to the work of the Sai Baba
organization:
TRAC is the vision of the past. Vision 2020 is the vision of the future.
Let’s go back to the future. What do we need? Knowledge, discipline,
character and family ... Our beloved Prime Minister says that in the
West it’s the individual first and society after. In the East it’s family first.
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He assured his audience that he would deliver the texts from these
three speeches into the hands of the Prime Minister and ended by
proclaiming: ‘We are planning a massive programme to make Malay,
Chinese and Indian culture available to everyone, to reach the hearts of
men’. The wedding of Sai to the government could hardly be more
explicit.
In interviews with devotees who are actively involved in the
implementation of programmes like this one, several – both men and
women – expressed misgivings about the way in which Brother
Lingaswami fosters family values by promoting the submission of
women. One woman, for instance, told me how she objected to his
pronouncement at a prayer meeting that women should prostrate
themselves at their husband’s feet each evening. A male devotee
commented with some irony on Brother Lingaswami’s gender ideals:
‘There is disappointment when a daughter is born. Then she has to
serve her brothers, then her husband and finally she gets pregnant and
gets kicked from the inside too!’
Some claimed that they dislike the emphasis on ‘mega-projects’ and
said they preferred less glamorous ways of showing spiritual strength.
One informant, who had been involved in promoting and organizing
some of these projects, complained that most of them involved
competition and that this brought out the very worst in people,
producing quite the opposite of what spirituality was all about.
Nevertheless, private concerns and individual tendencies towards
dissension are overlooked when these people act in the interests of
their community and, despite their reservations, these selfsame people
continued to follow Brother Lingaswami’s leadership and his projects.
Individuals are thus employed in the service of the Sai political body as
it is wielded at the interface between the Sai community and the
government and by extension, Malays in general.

‘TRUTH NEEDS HEROES’: INSPIRING SAI LEADERS
OF TOMORROW

When Sai philosophy is expressed in the intra-communal arena, where
it is not visible to Malays or to government officials, a distinct shift
takes place. At the interface with the Malay community, particularly
with ruling Malays and their cohorts, Sai ideology comes across as
purely collaborative with the rulers’ ideals but out of their purview,
attention is fixed upon other symbols, symbols which betoken Sai
rather than the state as the arbiter of empowerment.
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The Malaysian Youth Convention described here deals with one of
the Sai Baba organization’s major areas of interest – developing young
leaders. Youth is heavily focused in the workings of the organization as
the future of the movement. In a Malaysian publication entitled ‘How
to Set up a Dynamic Youth Force in the Sai Organisation’, it is stated:
The youth of today will be the future leaders of tomorrow. The future
dynamism of the Sai Movement in helping to achieve the Divine
Mission of Dharmasamstapana (the re-establishment of Righteousness) will depend on how well we prepare and develop the talents and
commitment of the present younger generation. Our youth must be
ready to take on the torch when their time comes. We must first,
however, bring them in and keep them within the Sai fold! … Can the
youth be made to share a vision of the role they can and must play in
the transformation of society? (SSSCCM Vol. 6 n.d.: 2).

This presentation of the Sai community as a source of moral leaders
for tomorrow’s world perhaps represents an attempt to participate in
the shaping of a history that seems to be increasingly moulded by
others. Since many members of the Sai following mistrust and fear the
power of the Malays, this kind of hope of achieving genuine influence
over the shaping of the future may be comforting.
In 1996, the Sri Sathya Sai Central Council of Malaysia organized the
second Asian Youth Convention and invited Sai youth leaders from
various Asian countries to attend. Most of the organizers came from
Dharma Centre. The convention drew around 200 participants between the ages of 21 and 35, from Hong Kong, the Philippines, Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia, Japan, Taiwan and Singapore.
The dilemmas of reconciling national and ethnic identity cropped
up here as the young Sai devotee women who were to greet the
delegates held anxious discussions about whether they should wear
saris or the Malay dress, baju kurung. They opted for the latter, feeling
that they needed here to be representatives of the nation, not of
Indians.
The three-day event opened on the first evening with a rehearsal of
the opening ceremony, which was due to take place the following
morning. Brother Lingaswami led the proceedings enthusiastically,
slapping his thigh and punching the air with his fist in time to a
signature tune, which had been arranged in march tempo by the
convenors. The text (which was in English) begins:
We are young, we are strong, we are ready,
We are the youth of this world.
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God gave this world and its beauty,
But what have we done to this world?
The chorus plays on an equation that the organization makes
between the concepts ‘truth’ and ‘Divinity’ in their publications. Sai
Baba is truth:
Truth needs a hero, truth needs a friend,
Truth needs someone who can say I am.
I am your hero, I am your friend.
The president of the World Sathya Sai Council from India was in
attendance for the duration of the convention, and on the opening
evening he sat beside Brother Lingaswami on the front stage. Beside
them sat the head of the Rakan Muda (the Malaysian government’s
youth partnership scheme), and next to him was the president of the
Malaysian Central Council.
Brother Lingaswami, opening with a delivery of official Sai principles, explained that the main thrust of the Sai mission is the
Education in Human Values programme. He showed a series of slides
depicting some Sai charity events, mentioned some of the organization’s international networks and its recent intercollegiate debates.
He described The Social Action Initiative (SAI) that the organization
had carried out in celebration of Sai Baba’s 70th birthday and as a
demonstration of their commitment to the nation (which, as noted,
funded dentures, hair-lip/eye/heart surgery, wheelchairs, prostheses,
shelters and educational scholarships for the poor). He mentioned the
new Sathya Sai charitable clinic, which, he pointed out, had been
opened with the attendance of religious leaders from the Buddhist,
Hindu and Muslim faiths. Finally, he spoke of the Sai Baba friendship
group for human values, the sub-unit of the organization that was
established, he said, ‘… since we are not trying to get members, just
trying to work for a better society’.
The government minister responded in kind, declaring that the
decline of human values is one of the most pressing issues for society
and for the government, both in Malaysia and all over the world. He
explained that his Rakan Muda youth programme aimed to prevent ‘...
loafing and other negative activities.’ He then lavished praise upon the
Sai Baba organization:
I’m going to work something big with this organization! [Warm
applause from the audience]. This organization is really on line for
what we are trying to achieve. Culture and art may be a good way to
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reach youths, and if your organization can fix this we can fund you …
if you can organize a social programme you can use our Rakan Muda
logo, we can fix sponsors and we’ll fund [more applause]. I hope your
organization can help show how in 2020 economic development and
human values can go hand in hand.

Brother Lingaswami here enjoined with an unscheduled and neatly
ambiguous reply:
We will work together with anyone, and any organization but with one
reservation – we don’t want any money! We serve without money, but
we would like to participate in government programmes.

While painting Sai as the exemplification of altruistic devotion to
the nation, this simultaneously suggests a desire to remain autonomous
and resist co-optation. One may speculate that the minister’s suggestion
was indeed an attempt to ensure control of the organization and its
incorporation into values programmes designed by government. The
Sai Baba organization, however, shows little willingness to lose its selfdetermination. The maintenance of a clear distinction between
government and Sai is important if Sai is not to become purely and
simply what Comaroff calls the ‘alter ego’ of the state (1994: 307),
unambiguously playing out state managed ambitions and thereby
losing the power inherent in its ambivalence.
The morning after these addresses were delivered, the full opening
ceremony was performed. One youth from each country, dressed in
some form of traditional dress and brandishing the flag of his/her
nation, assembled at the front of a large lecture hall as theatre smoke
was released and the signature tune was played loudly. The performance culminated with a little boy being raised high by two participants and bearing a neon sign on which the word ‘Truth’ blazed. As
soon as this was completed, the government guest departed.
With the departure of the government official, the atmosphere in
the auditorium immediately changed. In this private, intra-communal
setting the issue of empowering Sai devotees now took precedence and
the matter of servility to government receded. The issue of commitment to the nation, expressed through emphasis on Sai ideology,
slipped seamlessly into the question of faith and commitment to Sai
Baba and his miracles. Having presented itself to the ‘other’ as the
rational servant of the legal-rational structures of government, the Sai
community now turns to present itself to itself as a source of charismatic
authority; the exemplary Sai leader (here, Brother Lingaswami) is
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heroic, devoid of self-interest, seeking reward only in the honour of the
mission, enjoying special access to miracles through the grace of Sai
Baba himself (Taylor 1987).
Brother Lingaswami then welcomed the audience again and
immediately remarked that because of the presence of the government
officials earlier on it had not been possible to be ‘so spiritual or so
familiar’. As if to set the interpretative tone of future proceedings, he
then highlighted the symbols by which the Sai community experiences
itself as unified and also as uniquely connected to the source of cosmic
power. He called the World Council president over to him, showed the
audience a package enclosed in a white handkerchief and explained
that the president had brought this with him from Puttaparthi. He
opened the package and revealed a large bag of Sai Baba’s vibhuti to the
delight and loud applause of the audience. Now, in the absence of the
officials, it was possible to re-open the event with reference to miracles,
the god-man and their Hindu origins.
There followed a half hour speech in which Sai and Hinduism now
provided the base line. Using quotes from the Sathya Sai Speaks series
and short references to the Ramayana, Brother Lingaswami reiterated
his Sai principles: selfless service, love, filial piety and the achievement of
detachment through giving up negative feelings instead of through
world-renunciation. Having thus imparted Sai ideals under the rubric of
Hindu revitalization and cosmic power instead of servitude to government, he urged the youths to leave the convention with the power of a
vision, since a vision combined with action can change the world. He
closed with an explicit exhortation to his young audience to take the
reins of worldly leadership by saying: ‘A vision is developed by leaders,
not by the masses. Power is the power to make things happen, to fulfil a
vision’. His own style of leadership suggests that such moral leadership
should be worked by charming rather than challenging political
leadership.
Brother Lingaswami then introduced his Malay acquaintance again,
this time as a ‘bumiputra businessman’, and he mentioned that this
man was also a member of the Sai Baba friendship group. The businessman gave a short pep talk on leadership stressing that his efforts in
profit sharing and contributions to charity have made his business
successful, ensuring that his leadership is caring and responsible
towards his workers. He concluded with a punch line that links moral
behaviour to tangible divine favours: ‘Sharing makes me happy and
gives me health from God’. Here Brother Lingaswami has dramatically
represented to his audience that harmony between Sai and business,
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and also Malays, is possible even when the miraculous pole of Sai is not
completely obscured.
The atmosphere among the youths who attended the convention
was one of elation. Several described to me how the meetings had
sealed their commitment to go back to their countries and develop the
Sai movement. Some remarked that Brother Lingaswami is a Sai leader
par excellence. He seemed to offer them hope of self-determination in
a world increasingly determined by amoral and perhaps threatening
powers. Not all, however, accepted the leadership they had been shown
without question.
SARASWATHI: A LEADER WITHOUT A VOICE?

Saraswathi is a young, well-educated woman from Singapore whom I
met at the Youth Convention. She told me of how she had been raised
as a Sai Baba devotee, since both her parents were devotees. She had
therefore not entered the movement as a ‘convert’, and the charis-matic
powers of some of its leaders clearly left her cold. She described to me
how angry she had become when she heard that the World Council had
applied for a patent on Sai Baba’s name. This was absurd, she felt, since
you cannot gain legal rights over God’s name. The names of Krishna or
Siva are used on shops, cafés and so on every-where, she argued, but this
does not diminish the glory of the deities. She told me how she had
approached both the president of the World Sathya Sai Council and
Brother Lingaswami on the matter and had put her opinion to them,
but they had ignored her. She felt she could not completely trust
Council members, since they are only humans and interpret things
according to their interests. Then she mentioned that the Council
members in Singapore, where she was based, were all men and some
had prevented her from publishing articles in which she criticized her
own Sai centre’s choice of a halfway home for psychiatric patients as a
recipient of food donations. She had argued that the centre was
absolving the government of its responsibility, but she had been
silenced.
Despite her dissatisfaction with the organization, Saraswathi
expressed no personal desire to leave it. She had, after all, been raised
within it in a sense. Nevertheless, her story tells of how voices like hers
are left no space in the organization’s strategy of appeasing government. In the hands of the organization, the movement is not allowed to
become the radical or controversial force that it might if such voices
were given greater audience.
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***
In sum, the convention drew together a Sai community whose limits
spread far beyond Malaysia’s borders. This reaffirmed Brother
Lingaswami’s position as an important unifying figure. His leadership,
which is fashioned with sensitivity to the political exigencies of
authoritarian Asian regimes, is promoted to the ‘second and third line
leaders’ as the pathway towards success. He offers his followers a
chance to become shapers of society, though to do so they must
surrender to the existing wielders of power. The implications of Sai
encompassment are muted in the public forum and are confined to
the privacy of the intra-communal setting. In this way, the Sai Baba
organization’s formulation of Sai is completely obedient to the
government’s commands for harmony and order and intolerance of
pluralism, but it also promises its community an avenue through which
to influence the moral basis of the social order and to broach the
‘crisis of authority’ that emerges from the Malaysian nation-building
effort.
PRIVACY AND POWER: THE CELEBRATION OF SAI
BABA’S BIRTHDAY

In this section I present two further ethnographic examples in which
the politically correct ideological pole of Sai is toned down altogether
in favour of the miraculous power of Sai Baba and the supremacy of
Hinduism. The first of these is the celebration of Sai Baba’s birthday in
1996, in Kuala Lumpur. The second is the celebration of the
anniversary of Dharma Centre. The flavour of these events differs
markedly from the preceding two, in which the presence of government representatives and the press was encouraged. Neither of these
two celebrations was public in this way. They addressed an exclusively
non-Malay audience. Here the community constructs itself through
the flamboyant use of outrightly Hindu symbols and the frank
admission of miraculous power and their positioning as central in the
Sai faith.
The celebrations for Sai Baba’s birthday were held on 23 November
1996, at the Ceylonese Shaivite Association Temple Hall in the Indiandominated suburb of Kuala Lumpur known as Brickfields. The birthday
was a time for concentration upon Sai Baba and his powers, while
interest in the mundane authorities of everyday life was suspended.
Brother Lingaswami spent the birthday period with Sai Baba at Putta113

Book_Kent Page 114 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Divinity and Diversity

parthi and therefore played no visible role in the celebrations in Kuala
Lumpur.
The event began early in the morning at around 5.30am with bhajan
singing, but I was not able to attend until late afternoon, when the
evening programme was launched. When I arrived, there were some
2,000 people in and around the hall. Presumably, more had dropped in
and out during the day. I recognized many from the various Kuala
Lumpur centres, but many had come from other towns in Malaysia. The
congregation was predominantly Indian but about a quarter of those
present were Chinese. Virtually everyone, including the Chinese, was
wearing Indian clothing.
On entering the hall, my two Indian women companions and I were
ushered to the left to sit on the floor with the other women, who were
intently listening to devotees telling miracle stories. We joined half-way
through a story by a middle-aged man who was explaining into the
public address system that he was an engineer and not easily given to
fantasy. Some time back, however, his wife had contracted a lifethreatening connective tissue disease for which there is no known cure.
Her doctor could only prescribe palliative cortisone. Her husband had
once read about Sai Baba and now, in desperation, he took his wife to
Puttaparthi, where they stayed for several weeks. Sai Baba ignored them
initially, but finally he came to them at darshan. This coincided with a
vision the husband had in which he was told that his wife should stop
the cortisone treatment immediately, as it would kill her. As he told his
story to us, the husband announced: ‘I don’t know if you know about
this drug but you can’t just stop it like that. It is fatal’. But because of
these two events his wife stopped abruptly and threw the remaining
medicines away. Nothing drastic happened. When they returned to
Malaysia her condition did not improve immediately, but after a year
and a half, she began to recover. The engineer concluded his story by
saying of Sai Baba: ‘This man is incredibly powerful, whether you want
to consider him God or not. He can control everything, and to me that
is what God is’.
Then a young Indian woman got up and told a gripping story of how
her baby had been on the verge of death, but that during a potentially
life-saving operation she had sat saying over and over again, ‘Sai Ram,
Sai Ram’ and prayed that her baby would wake up and say, ‘Amah!’
When the child came round from the anaesthetic, this is exactly what
she did. When she sat down another young Indian woman got up to tell
her story, about her broken arm, but as she was half-way through, with
tears welling up in her eyes and her voice cracking with emotion, she
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was broken off by one of the officiators who curtly thanked the speakers
for their ‘moving and incredible’ stories and then introduced bhajans.
These began in the usual manner with the recitation of namavali,
the 108 names of God, and the offering of flowers to the image of Sai
Baba, which had been placed at the front of the hall. The singing
continued for almost one and a half hours, and almost all the songs
were in Tamil, Hindi or Sanskrit, though there were a few in Chinese.
The songs were displayed on an overhead projector so that everyone
could join in.
The bhajans themselves were followed by a play performed by
children. The theme of the play was similar to the Christian nativity, and
although the acting was erratic and the sound poor, the moral theme
was clear. The play opened with loud, aggressive music penetrated by a
man’s voice chanting ‘Kaliyuga, Kaliyuga!’ (age of moral degradation).
The contemporary age of evil was portrayed by a scene of squabbling,
jealousy and greed and general chaos on stage. Then two boys
appeared on stage, discussing the said birth of the new saviour, Sai
Baba. One was disbelieving while the other tried to convince him by
telling him of a tuberculosis cure that Sai Baba had carried out. The
next scene was of a group of children gathered on stage singing a
bhajan, which seemed to rejoice in the birth of a new and divine order
in the world. This was followed by a series of episodes in which a young
boy contradicts first his parents and then his teacher on account of
their misdeeds. It was unclear whether the child was supposed to be the
young Sai Baba. The parents are hypocritical, saying how one should
give charity but then refusing to help their nephew with money for his
education. The son’s indignation helps them to see their faults and they
thank him for showing them the light. The teacher is criticized for
dishonesty for encouraging the students to lie to the headmaster about
how far they have come in their studies. This contravention of the
authority of parents and teachers is intriguing. It opposes the regular
ideological insistence upon filial piety, but in this suggests that Sai
Baba’s righteousness, as manifest in the child, may in fact contravene
social order and still be correct. Ultimately, the play revolves around the
issue of power and order. Sai Baba’s birth is celebrated as the rebirth of
righteousness and harmony in the world. But it also signals the arrival
of a source of unfathomable power as evidenced in the healing.
As the play closed, an announcement was made on stage that Sai
Baba enjoys watching dance, and this was used to introduce a
performance of bharata natyam, classical South Indian dance. In sum,
the birthday celebrations showed very little non-Indian influence, apart
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from the few Chinese bhajans that were included. The use of a
Ceylonese temple hall, Indian clothing, Hindu style of worship and
Indian classical dance enforced this. Along with this was the recitation
of miracle stories, both before bhajans and as part of the play. In the
absence of non-devotees and Malays, and where presentation of the
movement is aimed at its own members, Hinduism and the
omnipotence of Sai Baba come to the fore.
LORD GANESHA

– REMOVER OF OBSTACLES TO SAI BABA?

I was able to attend two of the anniversaries of the foundation of
Dharma Centre. Both occasions were celebrated with elaborate use of
Hindu ritual elements, beginning in the late afternoon and
continuing well into the night. The second anniversary I saw was
interesting in that one of the committee members for this centre was
made ‘priest’ so that he could officiate at the anniversary. This man is a
non-Brahmin of Ceylonese background. He is a humble and unassuming person who was apparently uneasy about the responsibility this
would entail. However, the man who usually carries out this kind of role,
whom I call Uncle Murthi (see chapter 5), was unable to attend. So
Uncle Murthi in fact carried out a ritual at his own shrine during
which he clothed the chosen initiate, whom I call Brother Kumar, with
the sacred thread.
At bhajans prior to the actual day of the celebration, Brother
Lingaswami explained what was to happen. An image of Sai Baba and
one of Ganesha would be taken in procession around the neighbourhood in order to ‘spread the positive vibrations’ from the centre
outwards into its surroundings.
I attended the second anniversary together with a visiting British
devotee, whom I call Susan, and her commentary was illuminating. The
procedure got under way with the invocation of the goddesses Durga,
Lakshmi and Saraswathi over three kumbhas, or pitchers of water, each
with a decorated coconut in its mouth (each representing a goddess).
As Susan watched, she commented in a quiet aside to me that it
distressed her and other British devotees to see this kind of ritual being
carried out in association with Sai Baba: ‘Hindus see Sai Baba as a
branch of Hinduism, another Hindu god-form. But he’s not ... Sai is
universal and transcends religion’. She remarked that it upset her to see
how difficult it is for the Hindus to give up Ganesha in Sai worship. She
felt that god-forms should be kept to temples, otherwise non-Hindus like
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herself could never feel at home in Sai centres that adopted particular
cultural forms.
As the evening got underway I could see Susan becoming
increasingly uncomfortable and she left the ceremony before its main
event. Her observations draw attention to this intriguing paradox of
Malaysian Sai. Despite claims to universalism, the presence of
Hinduism is overwhelming in the context of worship overseen by the
organization.
The invocation of the goddesses, with mantras and offerings, was
followed by the lighting of a ceremonial fire, agni. Brother Kumar
chanted mantras as another committee member and his wife poured
ghee (clarified butter) onto the fire. Then there were bhajans before
the deity Ganesha was invoked. The altar at this centre has a large
Ganesha statue placed centrally and both this and a smaller statue were
then ceremonially bathed with various sacred liquids, each interspersed
with water bathing. With each water bath, incense and the flame of a
burning oil lamp (jothi) were also offered. The whole congregation, by
now some 150 people, chanted the mantras together with Brother
Kumar. When this was complete, a curtain was drawn before the altar
behind which Brother Kumar and his assistants dressed the statues and
garlanded them with flowers. A feverish climax was reached in the
chanting as the curtain was opened to reveal the statues in all their
glory. To the right on a pedestal stood a photograph of Sai Baba’s face,
surrounded by flowers and flashing coloured lights. It was this picture
and the smaller Ganesha statue that were then to be taken out onto
carriages and transported around the block.
The two images were carried out of the hall by the officiants to the
waiting, flower-bedecked carriages. As they carried them, they swung
them, enacting a familiar Hindu image of luxuriating deities. Before
they could cross the threshold to exit the hall, Brother Kumar cut a lime
in half and placed burning camphor on each piece before placing them
on either side of the door. The two deities were placed on the carriages
and two coconuts were smashed on the floor to launch the procession.
The congregation had now gathered outside the hall and they watched
as the god-forms were carried out, Ganesha first and then Sai Baba,
onto the street where a van with a generator was waiting. This was linked
up to the flashing coloured light strings surrounding each image. It was
dark outside so the lights and the singing congregation made quite an
impact on the still, middle class suburb. We walked only some 500
metres, but on the way stopped off at the small local Sri Nageswary
Temple where there was a non-Brahmin priest. This, I was told, was so
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that Ganesha would be able to visit his mother, the Amman or
Nageswary goddess. The chairman of Dharma Centre went into the
temple to make offerings and this was all over in a few minutes. We
continued along the road where Brother Lingaswami’s immediate
neighbours were waiting at their gates with offerings. The chairman
smashed a coconut on the street for them and they received blessings.
I asked one devotee why Ganesha had been involved in the
procession and she replied: ‘Ganesha is so important to us Hindus. He’s
the remover of obstacles’. I later asked Brother Lingaswami why the
Hindu god-forms were present in a Sai centre and he explained that Sai
Baba has taught him to become a better Hindu. Since Dharma Centre
(essentially Brother Lingaswami’s own expanded shrine room) is
mainly for Hindus, he felt it was appropriate to celebrate their religion
in this way. This seems not so much a contradiction as an important
feature of Sai ambiguity. These practices combined with the public
events allow Sai to perform both as a vehicle of broad social legitimacy
but also as a religious and ethnic revitalizing force.
THE PRIVATE AND THE PUBLIC

The material presented here then has shown some of the ways in
which the Sai Baba organization in Malaysia tries to negotiate its
ambivalent relationship to government. By quieting the magical and
the transformative in the inter-ethnic forum, Sai universalism is
presented as subsumed within the nation-building enterprise. Religion
is delivered as ideology and faith appears to be directed towards the
state leaders. On the other hand, the leaders ‘privately’ also cultivate a
sense of autonomy among their followers. Here, in the absence of
government observation, the Sai religion is presented as a source of
miraculous power and moral authority. In this forum, faith, as we have
seen, is directed not towards the state, but towards Sai Baba.
The public presentation of Sai ideology is carried out in such a way
as to avoid any implications of Hindu supremacy. Through the TRAC
initiative that took place alongside the debates, the three major ethnic
groups of Malaysia are all promoted and conceptually united. All are
shown by Brother Lingaswami to uphold the same essential values
concerning family and social order. As in the forum of the debates, as
well as various charity events, Hindu symbols are absent and no
reference is made to miracles.
Although I refer to this as the public presentation, it should be
noted that the audience is limited and much of what is preached is for
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the benefit of the already converted. At the events surrounding the
debates, the majority of those who attended were Sai devotees from
various centres in and around Kuala Lumpur. However, the statement
made by this manner of presentation is directed to devotee audiences
more than the public at large, claiming for their benefit that the
organization is able to influence Malays and government rather than
actually doing so. As a fieldworker, I too was in the position of this
audience and it is difficult to estimate the justification for these claims.
Although many devotees are clearly persuaded, a few devotees and
several non-devotees mocked this kind of self-aggrandizement by the
leaders; Brother Lingaswami, they say, is after all the only Sai Baba
devotee who has any access to government circles and his influence
there is limited.
Nevertheless, the ability of the Sai leadership to secure government
approval is demonstrated to the audience by the presence and good will
of government representatives, either in person or in the form of
messages included in Sai publications. Brother Lingaswami, though,
publicly refuses co-optation into government when offered funding.
This would seem to promise his following both autonomy and
government favour. His implied confidence in his movement’s ability to
mobilize capital without government support suggests its worldly
strength, while his expressed desire to serve without return suggests
altruism and moral fortitude.
The invitation of a successful businessman from the Malay
community into the ‘private’ forum is also interesting. Brother
Lingaswami, through his personal acquaintance and displays of comradeship with a bumiputra, demonstrates the possibility of achieving
intimacy and dialogue with individual Malays, even in a context where
Sai Baba’s power is more openly admitted. However, it is only in the
complete absence of Malays that the supremacy of Sai Baba and his
delivery of Hinduism are fully expressed.
Both Sai Baba’s birthday celebrations and the anniversary of
Dharma Centre show the full-blown Hindu visage of the Malaysian Sai
Baba organization. At the birthday, miracle stories play an important
role, both where devotees relate their own stories and in the theme of
the didactic nativity play where Sai Baba’s divinity was proven by his
healing powers. Miracle stories for the most part involve healing – the
transformation of the individual body. Experience of miraculous
healing brings about faith in Sai Baba. Religiosity is therefore no longer
a question of adherence to ideological principles but is about deep
commitment to a supreme power. It is this that is obscured in dialogue
119

Book_Kent Page 120 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Divinity and Diversity

with the Malays. This is also true of the profusion of Hindu symbols
used for the anniversary. In this celebration, Sai Baba was treated as one
more deity in the Hindu pantheon, as my British informant noted. His
image was carried behind Ganesha, and was only brought out to the
public after lengthy and complicated preparatory ritual. This gives the
impression that Sai Baba is being made accessible via Ganesha and
other Hindu gateways.
The Sai Baba organization is acutely aware of the limitations that the
political composition of contemporary Malaysia imposes upon their
freedom to express their vision. This is evidenced by the prohibition on
the inclusion of the Islamic symbol within their lotus flower emblem
and by the restrictions regarding religious interaction between Muslims
and non-Muslims. But the ambiguities Sai Baba opens enable the
leaders to both obey and transcend these restrictions.
Brother Lingaswami offers his community hope that its interests and
desire to influence the reality in which it lives may be represented to
government. But empowerment demands submission: surrender to Sai
Baba promises spiritual benefits and healing and surrender to the
government (and Brother Lingaswami) may promise mundane
empowerment. Sai Baba’s ideals certainly overlap with those of the
Malaysian government. However, they derive from a framework of
miracles and ambiguity, which resists the rationalism and rigidity of the
government’s world-view. Moreover, the hierarchy affirmed through Sai
Baba is not simply one of stratified power relations but one that refers
to a Hindu cosmic order by which others, including the Malays and
government, are embraced and subordinated.
The price for sculpting a clear ideological profile for the Sai
community is the fact that it too tends towards rigidity. The imposition
upon the following of a gendered and non-egalitarian order, by a select
controlling group, means that not everyone can identify with the
community. Thus, creating a Sai community that can claim the ability
to penetrate politically empowered circles means closing off alternative,
potentially subversive interpretations. The dynamics of this closing-off
are the focus of the next chapter.

120

Book_Kent Page 121 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

5

Healing Bodies of
Thought

Faith, ideals and choice of strategy for communicating these all reflect
people’s interpretations of their past and their imaginings of the
future. A sense of community emerges from the extent to which these
interpretations and imaginings are felt to be shared. The manipulation of religious symbols and the formulation of religiosity can
therefore play a central role in how individuals and groups relate to
one another, negotiating to what extent they share experiences, visions
and world-view. Contestation between world-views may accompany the
drawing of boundaries between and within communities. Not only in
global arenas, but in families, workplaces, schools and elsewhere the
dynamic of inclusion into or exclusion from a group involves testing
the authority of different voices.
I have discussed how the Sai Baba organization in Malaysia communicates its faith and ideals differently to the general public than to its
own community. I have proposed that its ideology of tolerance and
inclusion implies Hindu superiority, something which may be legitimate
within the Sai community but not in Malaysia at large. I now want to
examine more closely how the Sai Baba organization tries to claim
ascendancy within the loose aggregation of Malaysian Sai Baba followers.
In this chapter, I shall explore how certain healing activities that go on in
the Malaysian Sai Baba community establish status ordering according to
class, gender and religious identity. This order is presented both as
revived tradition and as a panacea for the future and it betrays processes
of sub-communal boundary demarcation. The Malaysian Sai Baba
organization manipulates Sai supernatural power in a way that asserts its
authority to include some and exclude others. But others also employ
this power in ways that challenge the organization’s authority claim.
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Healing is an excellent field through which to observe this dynamic.
Through healing, individual, disordered bodies are reordered and
incorporated into the social body of the organization and ultimately
into the body politic it constitutes. Previous chapters have already
shown how the organization has developed a degree of ideological and
social rigidity, in which male, middle class Hindu control is authenticated and where the notion of charity is woven to that of spiritual purity
and superiority. Through the material presented in this chapter, we see,
instead, how the Sai community ‘symbolically constructs itself’ (Cohen
1985) through the practice of healing and, at the same time, demarcates its own boundaries.
Healing, however, goes deeper than the manipulation of meaning
and markers of identity for the social body. It reconstitutes the individual body socially, culturally and experientially within a community
and its power relations. The autonomy to act fruitfully in the world is
compromised by sickness; sickness is disempowering. But the sick
person may regain their power through healing and through integration into a social body. Healing negotiates the terms by which the
sick person is awarded autonomy and it declares the healer’s power
over the patient. A successful healer must convincingly enact shared
ideas and make them resonate with the physical and emotional
experience of his subjects. If a healing performance is understood to be
theatrical artifice, it is considered a failure (Kendall 1996:19). Its
success as a cultural device for the transformation of individual bodies
depends upon its power to ‘move’ the person in an experiential sense.
The healing controlled by the Malaysian Sai Baba organization
brings about inclusion, regulation and subordination of those healed
through the medium of this deeply embodied and emotional
experience. At the same time, it implies the exclusion of that which it
cannot control. In the previous chapter I discussed how the organization presents itself outwardly as subordinated to the secular power of
government. Inwardly and in the non-public forum, however, the
organization declares its superiority and dominance over devotees and
non-devotees alike. Its tolerance extends only to that which submits to
its encompassment and control.
I shall explore here the practices of two healers in Kuala Lumpur,
each of whom is a devotee of Sai Baba. Healing is one of the most
potent symbols associated with Sai Baba and many devotees distribute
vibhuti ash to the needy to assuage distress. There are also numerous
instances worldwide of vibhuti appearing miraculously in devotees’
homes and these sites then often become healing shrines. However, the
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administration of healing power is highly variable, as demonstrated by
the two healers I describe here. Ritualized healing practices are actually
rare among the following in the city, though the appearance of vibhuti
or amrit at homes is reasonably common. People who receive it on their
altars usually offer it freely to people who consult them with problems.
The two healers I present here are both ritual innovators. Although
in both cases, the healing rituals are tethered to Hinduism, in neither
case are they fixed by doctrine or dogma. This is in keeping with Sai
Baba’s own eclectic style. But these two healers, while exemplifying the
adaptiveness of the cult, stand in opposition to and tension with one
another.
The first healer, whom I call Uncle Murthi, manipulates Sai power
in his way, while the second healer, whom I call Auntie Elizabeth, does
so in hers. These two styles arise within particular social and cultural
circumstances. Uncle is well entrenched in the Malaysian Sai Baba
organization and his healing articulates the moral scheme appropriated
by the organization. Auntie, however, works independently of any social
body and in so doing ultimately attacks the emergent ridigity of the
‘centre’, refuses incorporation into the political body and insists on the
openness of Sai. Both her practice and her identity challenge the scheme
of order that the organization posits as pure, or dharmic. With her
insistence on her freedom to interpret Sai, she actually revitalizes the
flexibility, tolerance and innovation that are characteristic of this
movement.
Although it highlights community boundaries and ideological
rigidity, the conflict examined here does not threaten the openness of
Sai itself. Contradictions like these reproduce Hindu mythological
patterns that represent paradox and a cyclical interchange between
order and chaos as the very preconditions of existence. Following the
logic of Hinduism in general, all local refractions of all-pervasive
Divinity are bound to be socially and territorially limited, exclusive and
impure. Faith in Sai Baba himself is not contradicted by inconsistencies
and disagreements among his following. But the local particularities of
these conflicts reveal to the observer the socio-cultural features that fuel
and constrain Sai Baba’s set of trans-local ideas in Malaysia.
UNCLE MURTHI

Uncle Murthi is in his late 60s, married with adult children, all of
whom are Sai Baba devotees. His wife is almost always at his side,
assisting in his rituals. She is also usually a dependable participant in
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the activities at Dharma Centre. Since this centre is the administrative
and charismatic hub of the Sai Baba organization, and since her
husband is a renowned healer, she too has become widely known
within the Sai community. At the time of my fieldwork, the family was
living in a detached house with a garden. There was a small shrine
room annexed to the house, with a separate entrance. In this room,
prolific quantities of vibhuti ash are said to appear spontaneously.
Uncle is Malaysian born but of South Indian Tamil ancestry. His
forefathers migrated to Malaysia in the mid-nineteenth century and his
father worked on the railways in Kuala Lumpur. Uncle describes his
childhood as a time of deep encounter with the Hindu deities Lord
Muruga and Lord Ganesha, through regular visits to the temple and
through the saint Shirdi Sai Baba, who was included in the family
pantheon of god-forms.
Uncle’s ‘calling’ as a healer became clear to him early in life. He
describes his childhood as normal enough, but when he was 25 years
old, a watershed event occurred. He came home one day and was met
by his mother who told him that the condition of a middle-aged woman
relative had worsened drastically after several weeks of bronchial
pneumonia. The hospital had sent her home so that she could die in
her own house. Uncle and his mother hurried to the scene. All the
relatives had gathered around the dying woman, who was laid out on a
bed in the middle of the front room. Uncle and a few others began
chanting mantras over her. They continued for perhaps half an hour
when, without warning, Uncle ‘blacked out’. Observers told him
afterwards that he had gone into trance and then performed a
ceremony using sacred ash. Upon completion of the ritual, the woman
sat bolt upright, recovered. She continued to live in good health for a
further 30 years.
Uncle sees his role in this as incidental rather than instrumental. He
explained that it was not this woman’s karma to die just then. His
intervention happened to be the agent that seemed to prevent her
death, but if he had not been there, he said, something else would have
interrupted the process. He reasoned that healthy people can die
suddenly and unexpectedly because that is their karma, and no
intervention can prevent this. Uncle’s appropriation of the karma
doctrine rationalizes the mundane limitations of his practice but also
gives him moral agency, as is illustrated further below. His intervention
potentiates but does not guarantee a desired outcome, such as cure.
Indeed, this is the underlying paradox; desire is the very thing which
must be overcome to achieve spiritual progress and healing.
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After the first episode of trance, Uncle began paying attention to
maintaining spiritual purity. He decided never to smoke, drink alcohol
or ‘fool around’, but instead he adopted a disciplined yet nonrenunciatory lifestyle that included regular meditation. He soon found
himself a sought-after healer, and people would come to him from far
and wide. Sometimes he would simply pray and apply sacred ash to his
client and sometimes he would go into trance. When he is in trance he
is usually possessed by either Lord Muruga, the god of war or Lord
Ganesha, the elephant-headed god who removes obstacles and brings
luck and whose imagery marries earthly delight to spiritual insight. He
also becomes possessed by Amman, the great goddess who suggests
tenderness and protection but who, in her wrathful manifestations, is
also the bringer of disease (Babb 1975: 128–131).
Sathya Sai Baba first came into Uncle’s life in 1965, just after his son
was born on 23 November, the day of Sai Baba’s birthday. A friend
dropped by and gave the family a picture of Sai Baba. This was almost
exactly a decade after the first trance incident had occurred. But it was
not until some ten years after this, in the mid-1970s, that Sai Baba’s
influence made itself felt in his home. Uncle came home from the
office one day and went to pray as usual. He noticed that there were tiny
spots of vibhuti ash on the Sai Baba picture. He asked his wife to clean
it off but she never got around to it and later in the evening he noticed
that they had grown. By the time he was ready to go to bed they were
the size of the mouth of a coffee cup and he became anxious. He
telephoned a friend who was a devotee of Sai Baba and the man came
round immediately. Together with the friend, the family held a
midnight bhajan and by the following morning vibhuti was flowing freely
all down the picture and onto the floor.
After the appearance of the ash on his shrine, Uncle continued
carrying out healing as before, but using the miraculous ash taken
directly from the shrine. Over the years, he cultivated the art of
meditation so that he could reach elevated levels of consciousness and
receive divine messages and insights. These guide him in his healing
practice. His association with the leaders of the Sai Baba organization,
particularly Brother Lingaswami, also became increasingly intense.
During my fieldwork, he was often present at Dharma Centre and he
usually officiated at the organization’s major rituals. He had also started
using both meditation and trance to access divine teachings that could
be used to give instructions for ritual practice and as advice for the
organization leaders. Local Sai Baba centres would invite him to come
and relate his messages to their congregations and he would tell them
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how to prepare for rituals and festivals and explain their inner significance.

Prayers
At the time of this study, Uncle was holding weekly prayer sessions in
his shrine room and devotees from local Sai Baba centres would attend
and assist. The prayers drew anything from 15 to 50 people, some of
them regulars. Almost all were regular attendees of the Sai Baba
centres. At prayers, everyone sits cross-legged on the floor except for
Uncle and his wife, who sit on chairs at the front. Women are seated on
the left and men on the right. Most weeks two or three families or
individuals come for healing and these may be people from outside
the Sai community, such as one patient from the hospital who had
heard about Uncle through a visiting Sai charity worker.
The prayers follow the regular pattern of Sai services, lasting about
one hour. Then follow the healing performances, which vary in length
but may carry on into the early hours of the morning, particularly if
Uncle goes into trance. The shrine is decorated in advance by Uncle,
his wife and often a few attending women. The shrine is packed with
images of Hindu deities: the goddess Amman, Lord Muruga, Lord
Ganesha, Lord Siva and others. On the lowest shelf of the shrine stands
a small statue of Shirdi Sai Baba and to the right of the shrine hangs a
life-size full-length standing portrait photograph of a smiling Sathya Sai
Baba. Along the sidewall are garlanded pictures of gurus and family
ancestors and on the floor are oil lamps, flowers and incense sticks
flanked by Hindu prayer offerings of tiffin tins and stainless steel trays
of food brought by devotees. The images on the shrine proper,
particularly those lower down, are covered in vibhuti. The other images
have ash scattered across the lower portions of the pictures. There is a
small dish in the centre of the shrine that is heaped with ash and it is
from this dish that Uncle takes ash to use for healing or for blessing the
congregation after prayers.
After bhajans, Uncle talks his congregation through a minute or so of
meditation and then delivers a spiritual message, often in the form of
allegory, followed by explication in terms of Sai Baba’s teachings. The
stories are often simple, everyday accounts. For instance, he once told a
story of an ant he had found in his bathroom. It was about to drown in a
pool of water but he rescued it. He set it aside, but it returned to the pool
again, seemingly determined upon suicide. So he rescued it again and,
accepting its fate to continue the struggle of life, it continued safely on
its way. This, Uncle explained, was an example of karma in action:
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The good karma of the ant resulted in its being rescued, but its egoism
drove it to return to the place of drowning. Luckily it still had some
accumulated stores of karma and was therefore entitled to a second
rescue ... Swamy talks about man’s free will. If God is everywhere and in
everything then we ask ourselves why there isn’t complete harmony in
the world. It is because Swamy created man with free will. This is God’s
game or leela. Life without God is illusion, and barren. But one day this
game will end and harmony and enlightenment will reign. [Uncle
looks purposefully at his audience] This is the process we are beginning NOW. We are going towards self-realisation, and this is all part
of God’s plan.

These kinds of delivery demonstrate Uncle’s right to wield and
interpret ancient Hindu concepts and to use them as guidance for
those he incorporates into his community.

Ritual
After prayers, if there is a client, Uncle begins his healing. The rituals
vary in length and detail, showing the same kind of ritual tolerance
that Bharati (1976) describes for East African Hindus, but there is
some constancy in their variability. They all involve manipulating Hindu
ritual paraphernalia though some of the symbols he uses are common to
other Asian traditions, making it easier for non-Hindu clients to identify
with them. He told me that his healing is tailored to the reference
frame of the client as well as his audience. Sometimes he may use
herbal tinctures or pastes for problems such as skin conditions, or he
may prescribe a herbal medicine for use at home.
His treatments range from straightforward advice to the elaborate
weekly ritual performances, sometimes involving trance. The problems
his clients consult him for span the spectrum of cosmic-socialpsychological-physical conditions, covering anything from spirit
attacks, to family disharmony, to eczema and even cancer.
Uncle explained to me that his rituals are a means of bringing
people in contact with the energy that animates them, like illuminating
a light bulb by connecting it to an electricity source. He described
sickness and distress as blocks in the flow of this divine energy. He told
me that when he meditates, he taps into cosmic energy sources; by
attuning his own ‘vibratory level’ to that of the cosmos, he channels
divine energy into the temporal world. It is these abilities that have
earned Uncle his reputation for being able to mind-read, perform
astral travelling, heal, perform rituals with direct guidance from
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Divinity rather than scriptural knowledge, sense states of purity or
pollution in others and deliver divine teachings.
Following a pattern typical of bhakti ideas, Uncle explained to me
that rituals are actually not integral to healing. They represent rather
the ‘kindergarten’ level of spirituality and are appropriate for those
who cannot yet plug directly into cosmic energy sources. They provide
a crutch, reaching out to people at the level of their own reality and
drawing them towards that which is beyond form. For this reason, he
reasoned, they may vary in structure to cater to
... different perceptions, backgrounds, customs etc. Rituals discipline
and fine-tune energy. They prepare you for a higher level, for plugging
into the cosmic energy ... It’s like opening the front gate and letting me
in, in order for us to converse.

Healing ‘disorders’
Uncle’s portrayal of his rituals as opening a portal for conversation
suggests that they deal with the conveying of ideas. But in order for a
ritual to communicate ideas it must be connected with a conventional
sign-system or be simultaneously conveyed in language (Humphrey
and Laidlaw 1994: 77). Uncle’s practice is indeed ensconced in the
sign-system and sermons of the Sai Baba organization.
Uncle’s healing rests upon the idea that the world should comply
with the dictates of dharma or eternal cosmic order, which, in this
context, means the order defined by the organization. His rituals are
purificatory, not in the Brahminic sense of bringing about a state of
ritual purity, but rather bringing about ‘internal’ purity: purifying the
mind. When he told me that he feels religious practice is becoming
increasingly mechanical and meaningless for people and that the Sai
mission is to regenerate awareness of its inner significance, he was
claiming moral and religious authority for his organization. His ritual
laxity ultimately transmits a relatively inflexible set of ideas.
One evening during my fieldwork a boy of about 12 years of age
attended prayers with his parents. Uncle explained to me later that the
boy had earlier attended the annual Hindu festival of Thaipusam (see
chapter 7) in Kuala Lumpur, and since then had been agitated, waking
at night and hearing voices. The parents were afraid he was possessed
by a spirit and so they consulted Uncle. He told them to fast for some
days to purify themselves before attending the healing ritual.
No explanation of the goings on is offered either to the audience or
the client during the healing performance and the audience is not
necessarily aware of what problem is being treated. As this ritual began,
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Uncle invited the family into the area closest to the shrine and bid them
stand, the husband with his arm over his wife’s shoulder, their heads
together, their son in front of them. They were united and ordered –
man, wife and child. Uncle blessed them all by placing vibhuti on each
forehead, and then he instructed them to sit. Then followed an
elaborate ritual, which took almost an hour. The pattern was similar to
his other healing rituals but had its own variations. Generally the rituals
consisted of three elements: purification, unification (of the family if
members other than the client were present) and establishment of
principles of order.
Throughout the ritual, Uncle and the congregation chanted Sanskrit mantras. The ritual proper opened with the family (husband first
followed by wife and then child) being purified with a sprinkling of
sacred water from the shrine. This water had absorbed the energy of the
preceding prayer and had been symbolically transformed into Ganges
water by mantras Uncle had chanted over it. The water contained
turmeric, sandalwood and vibhuti and was administered with sacred
tulasi leaves. Each person cleansed their hands, head and shoulders
and finally their inner self by swallowing some drops.
After this, Uncle cleansed a coconut with a sprinkling of the water,
dressed it with vibhuti, vermilion powder and flowers, and placed it in
the hands of the mother, then placed her hands in those of her
husband. Taking a thin thread he cleansed it too and placed it in the
tray of vibhuti on his shrine. He snapped his fingers and rotated his
hands towards where the thread lay. Picking the thread out of the ash,
he placed it in the lap of the Amman statue lower down the shrine, then
touched the feet of the other statues and of Sai Baba’s portrait photo.
He then placed the thread around the shoulders of the seated family,
encircling and uniting them within it, and sprinkled a little more water
on each person’s head.
He took a lime, cleansed it, put it in his right hand and described a
circle with this hand around each head, then put the lime to their ‘third
eye’. Taking a handful of flowers from an offering bowl on the floor, he
circled them around the oil lamp on the floor and then put some on
each person’s head.
Bringing the boy closer to the shrine, he bade him sit before the oil
lamp on the floor. He placed his own right hand on the boy’s head and
then put the father’s right hand on the child’s right shoulder and the
mother’s left on his other shoulder. He sprinkled them with water and
flowers once more and then suddenly cast the stainless steel water cup,
now empty, out towards the congregation. It was a startling and dramatic
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movement that spoke in its direct way to the congregation, instructing
them to pay attention. Later he explained to me that this is an action he
performs when he senses stubbornness, arrogance or resistance before
him. One of the three women who were assisting picked up the cup and
took it away for washing.
Uncle then took some vibhuti from his shrine and placed some in
the father’s hair, followed by turmeric and vermilion powder. He
repeated this on the mother and then the child. Then he scooped more
of the blended water over the three until it ran down their upper
bodies. Again he threw the cup away from the shrine and again it was
retrieved and washed. He took a thick black string, cleansed it and
placed it in the vibhuti tray and then on the lap of the goddess statue.
He then offered flowers to all the images, including Sai Baba. As he was
preparing a second coconut, Brother Kumar and his wife appeared to
his left. At the time of my fieldwork, they were both central figures in
the official following (later, Uncle conducted a sacred thread ceremony
for Brother Kumar so that he could act as priest at the Dharma Centre
anniversary celebrations, see chapter 4). The couple knelt to the left of
the shrine and Uncle sprinkled water on them and with a brief gesture
indicated that Brother Kumar should put his arm around his wife’s
shoulder and bless her with vermilion powder on her forehead. He
then blessed them with flowers before handing the prepared coconut
to Brother Kumar, who promptly hacked it open. This ritual act is
understood to enact the sacrifice of the ego: the cracking of the shell of
the self to expose the purity within. He removed the husk and placed it
on the floor beside the oil lamp where everyone could see its white
interior.
Uncle then told the boy to stand and face his parents. He bade the
father take his son’s right wrist in his own right hand and his mother to
do the same for the left. They were now in a circle, with the boy elevated
above his parents and the parents holding their coconut in their joined
hands at the heart of the circle. The boy was then told to remove his
shirt and kneel down. Uncle blessed him with water again and then,
using three fingers on his right hand, drew three lines of vibhuti and
then vermilion powder across his shoulders, chest, back and arms. He
placed flowers behind the boy’s ears and on his shoulders. Catching the
boy’s expression of surprise, I noticed him smile in embarrassment.
Uncle then took the black string from the idol’s lap, circled it around
the heads of each family member and tied it in a double knot around
the boy’s waist before blessing it with water, turmeric, vibhuti and
vermilion powder. He then removed the flowers from their heads,
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finally taking the boy’s flowers, describing an om shape in the air before
his face and then throwing the flowers towards the altar.
The ritual culminated with Uncle placing a flaming camphor tablet
in his own right palm, again describing an om before the boy and then
suddenly, and to the boy’s evident surprise, extinguishing the flame by
smacking his palm on the top of the boy’s head. The performance was
concluded by Uncle’s removal of the thin thread that had bound the
family throughout. The parents then stood up and Uncle told the boy
to perform padenamaskar, full prostration, at his parents’ feet. He
corrected the boy sternly when he failed to carry it out properly,
forgetting to cross his feet behind him, the boy’s unfamiliarity with the
act having been made clear by his mistake. When he had completed this
for his parents, they gestured him to repeat it for Uncle. The family thus
physically re-instantiated the proper ordering of relationships between
humans, and between humans and Divinity. Finally, Uncle gave the
coconut to the mother with a handful of tulasi leaves and instructions
about blessing the boy’s ankles and wrists with vibhuti.
This ritual, like others I have seen Uncle perform, juggles with
Hindu ritual symbols. Although his rituals may be long and complex,
they are recognizably Hindu, but they are also flexible, innovative and
individual. Uncle’s authority is not derived from scriptural learnedness,
hereditary religious status or world renunciation and ascetism, but
rather from his discipline and devotion and his legitimacy derives from
his ability to personify and ritually perform the values that unite his
religious community.
Uncle is part of a community that tends towards closure, the Sai
Baba organization. He deals with its boundaries. His powers
incorporate people into it, but they are also protective. This is well
portrayed in a story he told me. One day he received a visit from two
young men who had come in the service of a maleficent bomoh (Malay
medium). Uncle had once unwittingly antagonized this bomoh by
healing one of his victims of bewitchment. But before the men could do
anything, a family arrived with a sick infant and Uncle asked their leave
to deal with this client before speaking with them. The men then saw
how Uncle healed the child. They were so moved by this that they
tearfully confessed to him that they had been commissioned by the
bomoh to destroy his house. The episode ended with the two of them
begging forgiveness.
Uncle’s powers are not only rehabilitative for individuals and
families, but they also form part of a process of community regeneration. His healing offers health and harmony to those who submit
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to an order that is propagated by the organization and instantiated by
him: he and his patrons collaborate in creating this order. It has many
faces; it is hierarchical, it is gendered and it revitalizes Hindu
devotionalism but with a Protestant flavour.

Being Healed
The stories related by people who have experienced Uncle’s healing are
often about moral rectification according to particular ideals. As we
shall see, spiritual purity and well-being may be rewards for obedience to
a gendered and non-egalitarian order or participation in charity.
Clients’ stories frequently involve family disharmony. Usually, a family
member has broken some moral imperative: a husband who drinks
alcohol, a youth who is taking drugs or refuses to study, a woman who is
assertive or disrespectful towards her husband or in-laws. Devotees
believe that Uncle can perceive these problems even when modern
experts such as doctors have failed. He handles them with sensitivity,
approaching individuals usually indirectly, pricking their conscience
without humiliating them, reminding them of their duty to uphold
righteousness and propriety. This compassion and intuition may bring
about a feeling of surrender in those who are open to his gaze. They
feel themselves to have been truly seen. A young woman, whose child
Uncle cured of eczema, explains:
Uncle has got something, you can either call it extra-sensory perception, I don’t know what you call it but, you know he can see beyond
what we can see, into the past and into the future … One or two times
when Uncle has gone into trance, he has told me one or two things
‘Maybe you’re worried about this’, and then I think, no, I didn’t come
here with any worries. I just came, you know, just to pray … and then
when you look deep, deep back you think ... and you realize that might
have been my deepest fear since I was young.

Uncle claims that it is love that gives him the power to heal and
transform people. What then is this love? Dolar (1996), from cultural
studies, proposes that love brings about unconditional surrender to an
Other. It is mediated by the gaze – a gaze that passes through all that is
contingent directly to the core of this Other. It is as if the deepest truth,
the sign of fate, has been revealed. And with this surrender to fate and
to the Other, the person feels his autonomy is released and recreated.
The love of which Uncle speaks is the power behind his penetrating
gaze, which makes people feel he has seen into them, understood them
and touched them. The dynamic of his healing lies in its asymmetry: the
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gaze is not mutual. Uncle penetrates and controls, while his client, like
an iconic Hindu bride, must submit to win protection. The image
smacks not only of hierarchy, but also of gender complementarity and
consummation. The suffering person’s autonomy is compromised and
some part of their world is disordered. As victim, their distress suggests
passive and unwilling subjection to destructive forces, and the client
who resists Uncle’s healing and control proves the continuing hold that
these have on them. By bringing about their submission (the giving up of
ego, deliberation, self-interest), Uncle reconstitutes the hapless victim as
agent. By surrendering to him, the disordered individual allows him to
re-order their sundered world within a coherent system of meaning. By
submitting to this new order, they also become contributors to it. The
chaotic and destructive forces of the universe, in a classic Hindu move,
shift into regeneration through the re-establishment of hierarchical
order.
All the stories of marital disharmony that Uncle or his clients told
me located the source of disorder in women. Sometimes women were
brought to Uncle against their will. For example, he told me about a
young estate worker girl who had been married by arrangement to a
‘relative’. She was brought to Uncle because she had begun behaving
like a vampire, biting her husband and even her baby and beating her
mother-in-law with a stick. Several bomohs had failed to help. Using
vibhuti and trance, Uncle, as the monkey-god Hanuman, finally
subdued her after what seems to have been a violent physical struggle
and when the performance was complete she prostrated herself first at
his feet and then at those of her husband and her mother-in-law.
A middle-aged woman described to me how Uncle had saved her
marriage. Born and raised a Jain in India, she migrated to Malaysia to
marry her husband, whose family were all Sai Baba devotees. Their
different religious orientations (she described Sai as a branch of
Hinduism, which she contrasted with Jainism) brought her into deep
conflict with her husband and his family. It was Uncle who explained to
her that all religions are the same, and he advised: ‘You cannot be
fighting for the sake of religion. Everybody must compromise. You
cannot leave your religion, which you have been following for 26 years,
I agree. But the family that you are going to, they have been following
the same religion for many, many years. They cannot change for you’.
At his prayers, he once called the pair forward and asked the wife to
separate a block of burning camphor into two pieces. She was unable to
do so and he explained that marriage is like the camphor – a single,
inseparable light. He told her that although she did not want to hear it,
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she would be with her husband for life and now, she admitted, she sees
this was right and good. She subsequently began to follow ‘Hinduism’
alongside her Jain practices, and is raising her child not as a Jain but as
a Sai Baba devotee. She described herself to me as improved and more
compromising since becoming a devotee and this has rewarded her
with family harmony:
Last time my anger and all that was very bad, but now I can get over. I
get angry but I can come out of it … I think, ‘I must give up my ego,
never mind’. I was not thinking like this earlier. But [Uncle] makes
the person softer and gentler … I used to think, ‘why a person can do
like this to me?’ The question was like that ... but now I think, ‘never
mind, God will show them the path ... the day will come that they will
understand me.’

The next story concerns the importance of giving. The selflessness
Uncle promotes, mirrored in his own practice, is about social commitment rather than renunciation.
One devotee told me how Uncle saved her sister’s life. When her
sister was fatally ill in hospital in the USA, she consulted Uncle to ask
for help. He went to his altar and prayed to Sai Baba. Half an hour later
the sister called to say that something had happened; at the time that
Uncle was praying, she had felt a dramatic improvement and was about
to discharge herself from hospital. The healed woman then became
interested in Sai Baba and she began to smell the characteristic scent of
vibhuti in her house. Her devotee sister reasoned:
Uncle gets the help of Baba, he communicates with him, and prays for
the people who are sick. He begs for their life, to Baba ... sometimes
karma is there, but he begs and begs: ‘No, please, she will change, she
will improve, she will be a better person, she will help other people’.
Like that he begs.

Uncle himself emphasizes the primacy of redemption through
action:
When you perform your duty, prayers and seva you must not think of
any benefit that may accrue to you, not even for future lives. You must
simply do it without motive, for its own sake 100 per cent, with
excellence and sincerity. Then leave the rest to God. He decides your
just deserts, just get on with working your best and your hardest.

And this reiterates the central point of bhakti devotionalism, namely
that it is possible to leave the world from within. It is finally the ideology
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of a particular reinvention of Hindu devotionalism that is instilled in
those healed, constituting their remedy.

When the Deities Speak
According to devotees, Uncle’s trance episodes have over the years
become increasingly associated with the delivery of teachings rather
than healing per se. This seems to reflect his increasingly intimate
association with the Sai Baba organization leaders. Trance episodes
make his role in the process of community regeneration and institutional formation still more apparent. Important political decisions
for the Sai Council are often only clinched after Brother Lingaswami
has consulted the deities through Uncle.
Uncle may goes into trance during prayers at his home. While
entranced, he delivers divine messages received directly from a Hindu
deity such as Lord Ganesha, the goddess Amman or Lord Muruga. As
far as I am aware, their content is almost always didactic. The trance
episodes have apparently become less frequent with Uncle’s advancing
age, although they still occur at important events, particularly when
divine advice is needed for the carrying out of some ritual or festival
preparation at the local Sai Baba centre. Devotees acknowledge that he
will go into trance when the level of devotion in his audience and the
vibrations from the singing are particularly intense. This usually
corresponds with times when those devotees thought to be most
committed are there, particularly office-bearers from the Central
Council. The passions and fervour of devotees, expressed in rhythm
and sound, fuse with divine forces manifest in Uncle’s body.
The single occasion on which I witnessed Uncle’s trance was immediately prior to the Deepavali festival of 1998. He became possessed
first by Lord Ganesha, and shortly after by Amman. The goddess
Amman asked the audience to offer interpretations for the inner
significance of Deepavali, and with pedagogical skill guided them
towards this interpretation of the festival: the enactment of family unity,
respect for elders, removal of negative feelings and the inclusion of new
family members (female in-laws and children) into this ethos. Then the
goddess specifically described the roles of husband and wife. The
former is the breadwinner, whose material success is assured through
worship, while his wife shoulders the duty of transforming the house he
provides into a temple. The dharma of the wife is to provide good food
for her husband and children, to uphold the light (jothi) of the house
and ensure the family harmony essential to the children’s educational
progress and health. She should then prostrate herself at her husband’s
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feet and he should respond by feeding her one of the sweets she has
prepared. The children should then prostrate themselves at their
parents’ feet and receive sweets from them. The deity concluded by
announcing: ‘I hope we can all learn from this, as much as possible, and
we shall all get some benefits’.
Trance may be considered one of the most intense refractions of
Divinity into individualized form. It delivers divine power to the world
through individuals whose access to Divinity is not assured in other,
conventional ways. Collins (1997: 106–126) notes that trance follows
cultural scripts. The disorder it seems to predicate is ultimately subject to
the social imperative of conformity. Trance may break into established,
everyday order, but it is not chaotic. It is a recognizable aesthetic form
that falls within acknowledged schemes of interpretation.
Although the aesthetic modes available in a society for engendering,
communicating and interpreting experience are to some extent
standardized, societies generally contain several different aesthetic
modes, each associated with a particular community and world-view.
While trance may be performed in the mode of one community’s sense
of order, it may also subvert other orders. For instance, the trances of
penitents at the Tamil festival of Thaipusam in Kuala Lumpur are
frequently associated with spectacular forms of self-mortification, and
suggest a rebellious potential (see chapter 7). By contrast, Uncle’s
trances are neither exuberant nor spectacular. There is no suggestion
of disruption in their style. They do not seem to be about release from
control, but rather about reinforcing it. His behaviour is gentle and
smooth, his movements graceful and delicately articulated, portraying
Divinity as artistry, cultivation and restraint. The deity within him is also
highly concerned with the audience, addressing and responding to it in
a way that contrasts with the inward-directedness of the Thaipusam
trances. He refracts a socially committed and disciplining form of
Divinity, a form that guides the audience into a specific moral frame.
This frame is co-extensive with that verbally articulated by the Sai Baba
organization and publicized in its texts. The diffuse and potentially
disruptive powers of faith are therefore both realized but also
contained by him and by the social network he represents.
Uncle’s association with the Sai Baba organization leaders, and
particularly Brother Lingaswami, suggests bilateral support and
sanctioning. While Brother Lingaswami enjoys influence in the
national arena, and Uncle is confined to the local, it is nevertheless the
former who performs prostration at the feet of the latter. The
relationship between Hindu priest and King described by Dumont
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(1970: 65) is echoed here as the subordination of worldly power (artha)
to divine ordering power (dharma). Uncle offers divine sanction to
Council members and their temporal authority, while his own powers
are ratified through connection with the organization. His connection
to Brother Lingaswami seals his magical powers within the controlling
structure of the body politic of the organization.
OUT OF BOUNDS: AUNTIE ELIZABETH

There is also a woman healer and Sai Baba devotee in Kuala Lumpur
whose status and practice contrast interestingly with those of Uncle
Murthi. This woman, whom I call Auntie Elizabeth, demonstrates how
Sai power may take highly various forms. When we look at the two
healers, a tension becomes apparent between open inclusiveness, which
reflects Sai Baba’s ecumenism, and the exclusivity of particular devotee
communities. Auntie contradicts the ideals of the Sai Baba organization
and its community and thus brings the limits of its tolerance into focus.
Although her practice is well within the range of Sai possibilities, the
organization leadership rejects her as a heretic. The propensity of the
organization to glide towards increasing orthodoxy and closure is
problematic because it threatens the looseness and ambiguity that are
vital engines for this movement. Therefore, people like Auntie are
actually essential revitalizers of the logic of the system. By refusing to
allow complete institutional coagulation of the movement, they ensure
its continuance as heterogeneous, expansive and non-monolithic.
Auntie lives in a small house in a working class suburb of Kuala
Lumpur. She is a childless widow in her 60s, born in Malaysia of South
Indian Tamil parentage and, although raised a Catholic with little
exposure to Hindu deities, she notes that she was brought up to respect
other people’s gods. She first encountered Sai Baba in 1976 (the same
year that Brother Lingaswami experienced his first miracle) when her
sister brought her a book containing numerous stories of Sai miracles.
Some time later she claims to have seen Sai Baba appear before her
image of St Anthony, chewing betel leaf, which he breathed over her. In
1984, she travelled to Puttaparthi and received ash. Her husband had
recently suffered a stroke and when she returned to Malaysia she
applied some of this ash to him, whereupon he recovered. He died ten
years later. Shortly before his death, she herself experienced Sai Baba’s
healing when he ‘reached into [her] heart and removed a clot’.
Following her husband’s death, Auntie began regularly witnessing Sai
Baba in her house. When Sai Baba made his mysterious appearances,
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he told her he was one with Jesus and that Jesus and he were the same,
and she began to receive visions of Hindu deities, which she
understands to have been delivered by Sai Baba. Several times, she even
saw how her images of Sai Baba and Jesus would melt into one before
her. Sai Baba told her in these visions that she should erect a shrine and
that she should work as his healing instrument.
In the early days, she treated mainly Chinese who were afflicted by
various kinds of spells. Those she has healed usually make a small
financial donation or give a gift of a god-form for her altar, which was
packed with statues when I visited her in 1997 and 1998. She practises
healing every weekday evening and, like Uncle, conducts weekly bhajans
in her home, where her cramped front room serves as a shrine. Her
congregation spills into the vestibule and out onto the front porch.
Indians and Chinese attend for healing and most of the people at
her weekly prayer meetings have experienced her healing powers
themselves or indirectly through a family member. Her bhajans follow
the general pattern, modelled upon Hindu prayer ritual. They are
introduced with the chanting of om and mantras together with the
offering of flowers at the feet of the chair placed in the shrine for Sai
Baba, followed by about one hour of devotional singing. The prayers
are closed with a simple offering of camphor flame before the altar and
to all the images in the house, many of which are Christian, and finally
to the congregation. There are no oratories or preaching, and Auntie
makes no moralizing dictum about charity, nor does she deliver Sai
Baba’s teachings. There are no recitations of prayers from other
religions. In conclusion, she simply distributes ash and places some on
the heads of selected individuals, waving her hand subsequently
towards the picture of Sai Baba on her altar, or towards an open
window. With this movement, she says, she removes blockages and
spirits from within the person, casting them graphically out into space
or towards Divinity. The ash she uses does not materialize miraculously
on her shrine, but is purchased. However, it is touched by Sai Baba’s
grace, she says, because she buys it unscented, but Sai Baba’s presence
then blesses it with fragrance.
She explains that she is a kind of screen for Sai Baba, and that
people with a sixth sense, or an open third eye, can see his face in hers.
During my interview with her she demonstrated her direct communication with Sai Baba by repeatedly stalling, listening attentively to
an inner voice, and then turning to me to deliver its message, prefaced
by ‘Baba says ... ’. When I asked her why Sai Baba had chosen to come
to her house, she told me that the god-man had told her: ‘No one can
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fathom my reality. I came to a Christian house.’ She explained: ‘I have
no powers. I am only his instrument.’ However, although she generally
emphasizes her Christian identity and Sai Baba’s approval of this, her
connection to him is also validated by the fact that she claims
knowledge of a past birth, in which she says she was the daughter of a
famous Hindu sage.
Auntie and Uncle’s clienteles are distinct, though there is no
watertight division in spite of their ideological and social polarization.
Some of those who attend Auntie’s prayers or consult her for healing
also attend Sai Baba centres administered by the organization and they
may participate in charity events and other activities there. Generally,
though, while Uncle’s regular audience is almost exclusively Indian and
Hindu and many of its members have close social attachments to key
figures in the organization, Auntie’s following is more diverse. Her
weekly prayers may draw as many people as Uncle’s, usually between 20
and 40, but her influence is confined largely to her home. She has no
access to wider audiences at the Sai Baba centres and she receives no
legitimation from other influential figures. From what I could establish,
her retinue comprises a core of middle class Indian followers, including
several Catholics. Beyond this she attracts many Chinese to her
thaumaturgical skills, though the Chinese do not appear to participate
regularly in her weekly prayers. She is content to help a broad range of
individuals but makes no obvious attempt to try to co-ordinate her
clientele into a moral community or institutionalized format.
Unlike Uncle, who plays down the importance of physical cure and
stresses the delimiting moral conditions of karma, Auntie recalls having
cured 2,600 ‘cases’, and of these she says 26 were cancer, two were brain
tumours and six were heart cases. It is Sai Baba, she says, who keeps
count for her. She recounts how, during the healing sessions, she sees
spirits, clots, lumps and black substances exiting the body of her client,
although usually no one else is able to see them. Both she and her
clients told me of how the Sai Baba organization is opposed to her. She
explained that this is because she deals with spirits and spells, many of
which have been caused by Malay bomohs, and that members of the Sai
Baba organization have accused her of practising black magic. She is
clearly upset by their rejection and mentions how she has even healed
some of those who most vehemently deprecate her today.
The area in which she most blatantly contradicts the organization’s
ideology is that of womanhood, not only in her own person but also in
her practice. One of her clients told me a disturbing story of repeated
sexual abuse by her husband. After years of suffering she found help
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through Auntie, who came to her home and marked out a division
through the house with vibhuti, leaving an area into which the wife was
assured her husband would not trespass. This line protected the
woman; the husband subsequently stopped his aggressive advances and
she felt safe in her sanctuary. This kind of practice brings to light issues
of women’s oppression and abuse that have no place in the official
ideology upheld by Uncle, where female virtue is closely connected to
self-sacrifice and submissiveness. The vibhuti line itself refuses the
principles of subordination through encompassment that drive Uncle’s
practice and it prioritizes individual emotional and physical integrity
over the subsuming of the individual into a moral community.
Her disregard for the ideals represented in Uncle’s healing is
complemented by the way she filters Sai healing power through a
Christian scheme. On one occasion, I entered her house as she was
finishing treatment of a mother and her two children. I noticed she
piled vibhuti onto the head of the mother, put a small pinch on the
daughter’s head and nothing on the son. Later I asked her why, and she
explained that the mother had been troubled by feelings of uneasiness
related to the presence of spirits. She is Hindu, but her husband, and
consequently the children, are Catholics. Auntie explained that as
Catholics they were ‘clean’ and therefore did not require as much or
sometimes even any protection from the spirits. This again refuses the
possibility of Hindu supremacy and the right of particular actors to
define the terms and forms of purity. Although Sai Baba opens the
possibility for general agreement about the necessity of purity, he also
opens the way for considerable manoeuvrability concerning the precise
nature of this purity – as the abstract becomes concretized so too does
it become contradictory.
Her Christianity, intriguingly positioned within a Hindu framework,
underlies Auntie’s understanding of her powers and of divine protection in general. She claims that Jesus Christ was the only avatar to carry
out miraculous healing and this is the reason that Sai Baba chose to carry
out healing through a Christian household. However, although Auntie
broadly equates purity with Christian identity, she still does not elaborate
a didactic moral framework and seems largely unconcerned with the
purity of conscience that is celebrated by the organization leaders.
The absence of explicit references to morality is also notable in the
stories told by her clients. Healing is phrased in terms of worldly rather
than moral or spiritual transformation. One middle-aged man explained how Auntie had repeatedly helped him with ‘clots around the
heart’, sometimes even accomplishing this over the telephone with
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Auntie communicating directly with Sai Baba and channelling his
energy towards the client’s body. The man described how he
immediately felt warmth around his heart as the clot dissolved. The two
of them demonstrated a session for me there and then, after verifying
between them that a small clot was still bothering him. Auntie Elizabeth
again heard Sai Baba’s voice. She nodded in accord as she stood by her
altar and held her hand in the air, pointing towards her seated client.
In a few minutes the session was completed and her client claimed
relief. There was no sermonizing and no missionizing. Auntie’s healing
entails neither penetration nor conquest.
LIMITING COMMUNITY

Both of the healers discussed here have helped large numbers of
people. Both utilize mystical sources of power and both claim direct
connection to Sai Baba. Yet while Uncle is praised and acclaimed by
the Sai Baba organization, Auntie is outrightly spurned. This is so in
spite of the fact that many of those loyal to the organization privately
confess to considerable scepticism about Uncle’s performances. The
organization authenticates claimants of Sai power according to
whether or not they exemplify and expand its moral community. In
the case of these two healers, only Uncle Murthi absorbs individuals
into the social body of the organization, priming them for enlistment
in the Sai political body. Auntie Elizabeth does not.
Through his lifestyle, his teachings and his rituals, Uncle instils the
importance of Indian tradition and values for maintaining order and
harmony: he is a pillar of tradition and norms. He personifies beneficent patriarchal authority, middle class male control over religious
authority and moral purity through this-worldly ascetism. His divine
empowerment is ratified because of his adherence to the organization’s
dharma, which is correct, and corrective – a yardstick against which
religious diversity is assessed. Uncle is an appropriate figurehead of the
organization’s ideals. He has all the qualities and skills required to
disseminate them locally and to protect them. While his healing
imparts remedial order and incorporates the disordered individual into
a regulatory social body, Auntie’s healing makes no requirements of her
clients to commit themselves to a community, with its ideology and
distribution of authority, and it makes no connection between
obedience and relief.
While Uncle enacts some of the salient features of the Sai Baba
organization’s mission, Auntie’s neglect and even defiance of these,
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and her consequent rejection, help elucidate the way the organization
distinguishes between community and non-community. Those who are
most loyal to the organization explicitly reject Auntie Elizabeth’s claims
to healing powers. Auntie herself and one of her congregation members
told me that she has even received several poison-pen letters accusing her
of practising black magic and using Sai Baba’s name in vain. Several
people advised me not to publicize to people at the official centres the
fact that I had been attending bhajans at Auntie’s house. When I
cautiously mentioned to one of the Council members that I knew of
her, he told me that she was not genuine and that she was simply
claiming these powers for egoistic reasons. Similarly, Auntie says that
none of the members of the official centres have any authentic healing
powers.
Several of her stalwarts support her own contention that the
organization’s condemnation has mainly to do with the fact that she is
a woman. Some point out that there is no place for female autonomy or
authority within the organization. Clearly, she fails to embody the ideals
of womanhood cherished by the organization. While Uncle is the
exemplary family man, who stresses the role of women as contributors
to societal redemption through their commitment as ritual assistants,
mothers and wives, Auntie is a widow, a highly inauspicious social
condition in Hindu tradition that betokens the loss of male control. She
is also childless and so she cannot represent the ideal of motherhood
either. Further, she is clearly capable of taking the side of abused and
oppressed women whose cases are obfuscated in the organization’s
attempts to promote patriarchal authority and the role of women as
obedient nurturers. A woman healer threatens this order by suggesting
female rights to define and remedy disorder. This healer is not the only
example of a woman failing to gain audience with the Sai Baba
organization in the region. In Singapore, I was told, a Buddhist female
healer met with a similar cold shoulder and was ousted from the
community.
Furthermore, as a Catholic, Auntie is not a natural transmitter of
dharma, which is for the Sai Baba organization an eternal, Hindu order
into which all other religious forms of order ultimately collapse. Nor
does she deliver her Catholicism as subsumed by the Hindu cosmos.
Rather, Jesus and Sai Baba are merged on mutual terms. Sai philosophy’s recognition of all religions as expressing the same universal
values is put to the test. Since Hindu members tend to privilege
Hinduism as ‘mother of all religions’, encompassing and subordinating
142

Book_Kent Page 143 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Healing Bodies of Thought

all others, her refusal to submit to the hegemony of the organization
suggests a kind of intra-ethnic ‘counter-culture’ resistance.
Although Auntie makes no overt attempt to secure her clients’
commitment to an ideology, some clearly become committed to her
personally. Her efforts are designed to gratify individual needs. Members of the organization, some of whom have experience of Auntie’s
healing, refer disparagingly to the fact that, unlike Uncle, she accepts
donations in exchange for her services. Donations and healing alike,
devotees argue, should express selflessness and should therefore go to
the needy without expectation of return. Since Hindu religious giftgiving traditionally subordinates transactions utterly to disinterested
giving (Parry 1985), the criticism of interestedness is an effective way of
discrediting Auntie’s healing and her spiritual worth. Moreover, failure
to emphasize charity excludes Auntie’s practices from a discourse that
has broad currency in contemporary Malaysia, and which provides an
avenue for accumulation of symbolic capital. Auntie’s determined
autonomy must therefore in part be seen as an implicit refusal to
politicize Sai power.
Some devotees understand disagreements such as these to be
necessary phases in the spiritual progress of those concerned. One
explained that when conflicts arise, we should observe and learn since
they are all meaningful parts of Sai Baba’s divine play. Sai Baba himself
can be both stern and reprimanding but also indulgent and tolerant.
While he insists on the importance of building an organization, he
repeatedly undermines its authority:
My child, do not get mixed up in the politics of administering organisations, the Sai organisation or any other.
You have free will and you should use that free will as you believe it
should be used ... Concentrate on the totality, not on the petty detail of
everyday affairs (Sai Baba in Ralli 1993: IV, 140).

He is both the detached observer and also the compassionate
orchestrator, and seen through his philosophical filter, all human
tensions simply prove his point that:
The mind is the cause for all this variance of character and conduct ...
The world plays its tricks on man, catering to the joys of his senses. It is
the world that tempts his body, tantalizes his mind, rejoices his eyes
and moulds his life ... The mind which is the seat of attachment, is the
cause for all this confusion (Summer Showers in Brindavan n.d.: 52).
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And that the internal oppositions and variegations of the world
finally dissolve into the oneness of Divinity:
Try to become aware of My presence and see God everywhere,
especially in all the people around you. It is only when you become
aware of God at all times that your earthly problems will disappear. All
problems are a form of illusion, something which you have created out
of ignorance (Sai Baba in Ralli 1990: III, 87).

The two healers I have discussed here illustrate the indwelling
tension between the Sai Baba’s expansive ecumenism and the closure
that occurs when it is introduced into a particular social setting – a
closure that could in fact threaten the movement’s pluralism.
Uncle Murthi’s healing, like a microcosm of the nation, recreates
the ordering power of patriarchy and material progress. He inscribes
the organization’s orthodoxy on the worlds and bodies of his clients. He
does this through his eclectic, yet systematic use of symbols that are
Hindu but also have broader Asian fields of resonance. His healing
incorporates individual bodies into a social body that is attuned to the
political exigencies of contemporary Malaysia. By imposing the
organization’s social and moral order on disordered individuals, he
offers them emotional and physical empowerment that is circumscribed within a restructured world. But the salvation he offers
prioritizes the group and its quasi-political interests over the individual
and his (or more particularly, her) subversive potential.
The complete crystallization of Sai into a male, middle class, urban
Hindu faction is prevented by the existence of alternative interpretations. Auntie provides one example of a refusal to allow Sai
ambiguity to become reduced in the hands of particular actors. Her
rendition of Sai is tolerant, egalitarian and syncretistic. Christ and Sai
Baba are interchangeable, and the supremacy of Christian purity and
power is possible. This, of course, refuses the organization’s subtle
assertions of Hindu supremacy.
By affirming individuals, Auntie’s healing actually seems to help
people resist the oppressive forces of social and political order. This is
most poignant in relation to gender, where both state and Sai Baba
organization discourses perpetuate a male monopoly over definitions
of womanhood and sexuality. Auntie’s insistence on her own and
others’ autonomy subtly, yet non-violently, subverts the forces that work
upon individual bodies to make them submit to an imposed order.
Her resistance to the organization’s hegemony means that
rigidification into a particular Hindu cultural form is staved off and the
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logic of coherence of the whole system is preserved. Ironically, practice
like hers is essential to maintaining the movement’s fluidity and
tolerance, factors that in turn feed the organization’s own rhetoric.
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As we have seen, the realm of religion consists not only of official
rhetoric and ideology but includes more nuanced voices and
behaviour that reflect the contradictions of everyday life. In social
worlds, religion may form part of the complex strategies by which
people negotiate their relationships with others. By viewing religion as
part of the ‘moral variables’ and ‘the political economy and cultural
psychology of ambivalence’ (Peletz 1997: 233) in everyday situations,
we may enrich our understanding of its role as a cultural resource.
This may best be achieved by observing what people actually do, which
may differ from what they say they do.
I now want to examine the paradox of ethnicity in the Sai Baba
movement in Malaysia. Ethnic boundaries and inequalities are officially
denied, yet ultimately reproduced. Looking at the history and contemporary politics of Malaysia, one might expect the pursuit of
solidarity to be of great importance to the non-Malay community and
an ecumenical, tolerant and adaptive religious revitalization movement
might seem to provide an ideal basis for this. However, there are also
divisive factors that weaken non-Malay unity. Those who promote Sai
Baba in Malaysia struggle to overcome these divisions and at the same
time maintain control over their religion in an environment in which
issues of religious unity and diversity are politically charged.
Although the global movement attracts a broad selection of
devotees from various parts of the world, the movement in Malaysia is
of special interest because of its inclusion of Chinese followers. Chinese
participation in Malaysia is intriguing since Malaysia offers a variety of
religious avenues to non-Muslims, many of which target the Chinese or
are Chinese in composition. I therefore want to look at some of the
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reasons for this and its implications for the Malaysian Sai Baba
organization.
A religion that stresses inter-ethnic bonding has peculiar relevance
for Chinese and Indians in Malaysia. Indians and Chinese share
exclusion from the category of true ‘sons of the soil’ (bumiputras) and
from its privileges. As eternal immigrants, they share the ambiguous
status of strangerhood. Recent decades have seen the tightening of the
Malay ethnic boundary and the revitalization and cleansing of Islam.
This has prompted various religious intensifications in the non-Malay
community. However, most of these, including the Hindu ones, have
been intra-ethnic and this has tended to create new sub-communal
divisions rather than establishing non-Malay solidarity.
The Sai Baba organization differs from these in its expansive
ambitions. Non-Indian recruits offer proof of its ecumenism and swell
membership. However, its community expansion tends to follow the,
‘logic of encompassment [by which believers] seem almost intuitively to
encompass what they understand of other religions’ (Baumann 1996:
117). For the Malaysian Sai Baba followers this takes the form of moral
universalism, which, in the process of embracing, simultaneously redescribes intolerances, differences and boundaries.
Ethnicity, as Barth (1969) established for anthropology, has much to
do with boundaries. It also has to do with perceived relationships
between groups and the dynamics of their contact and mutual
accommodation (Hylland-Eriksen 1993: 9) and with the way in which
groups establish themselves by reference to shared symbols (Cohen
1985). Ethnicity and religion are deeply embedded in nation building
in Malaysia and since political expression is legally constrained and
risky, the ambiguities of ethnicity and religion become important
resources for the presentation of self and community in relation to
others. The Sai Baba organization exemplifies this by obfuscating
ethnic differences in its rhetoric and public visage, yet asserting Hindu
Indian moral superiority in its practice and offstage discourse.
There are cultural and social similarities between Indian and
Chinese Malaysians that ease religious co-operation, but there are also
differences that give rise to rifts. The mechanisms by which ethnic faultlines are reproduced within the Malaysian Sai Baba movement need to
be understood in the light of the Indian anxieties about cultural
marginalization (see also Kent 2000 b).
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CHINESE ATTRACTION

Council members told me that Chinese interest in Sai Baba is growing
rapidly. When I visited Kuala Lumpur in 1998, one told me that some
miracles had begun occurring in the home of a Chinese devotee in a
small town in the Klang Valley, around 20 km from the city and that a
Sai Baba centre was going to be opened there. I learned that the
miracles were already drawing many new Chinese and that there are
many other instances of Sai miracles occurring in Chinese homes in
Malaysia. At the Sai Baba centres I visited in Kuala Lumpur, however,
only Dharma Centre attracted significant numbers of Chinese
devotees to prayers. Of the congregation there, which was usually
between 70 and 100 people, usually between 20 and 30 were Chinese.
Some of these were from mixed Chinese-Indian marriages and some
seemed to be marginalized from the Chinese community. One older
woman had apparently been abandoned by her family and had then
become deeply attached to the Sai Baba centre, even taking up
residence with one of the Indian devotee families, and she acted as a
minor ritual officiant at the centre.
Dharma Centre is also the only centre in Kuala Lumpur that has
arranged weekly, all-Chinese prayers and these attract between 30 and
50 Chinese devotees. These services consist of normal Sai worship, with
flower offerings, the camphor flame and food offerings, but the songs
and teachings are in Chinese. The contents of the teachings I heard
echoed the organization’s emphasis on charity, compassion and
selflessness. Though this group is small and unique in Kuala Lumpur it
suggests the possibility of culture donation. Since Dharma Centre is the
leading centre for the national organization, the events that take place
there, even if not imitated elsewhere, are recognized and cited by other
devotees as evidence of the organization’s potential.
There are groups of Chinese devotees in Malaysia that have
established Sai Baba centres in different parts of the country. One of
the best known is a unique temple in Ipoh, which was established by
Chinese but is now run primarily by Tamils. In the northwest of Malaysia
the centres are said to draw almost exclusively Chinese devotees. One
older Chinese-educated woman from that region told me how, after
experiencing some miracles, she started a worship group at her home
there. People began coming to her to worship Sai Baba and benefit
from his powers. Her group was affiliated to the Sai Baba centre in the
local town, which falls under the organization’s administration. In
1996, she moved to Kuala Lumpur with her daughter and established a
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shrine in the new house, which then began to attract local Chinese.
However, she showed no knowledge of Dharma Centre and the official
goings on, and when I told her about them she expressed no desire to
find out more. It is difficult to speculate too far on this, but this story
suggests that the influence of the Central Council may not extend to all
parts of the country, and that there is often considerable ideological
and social autonomy, particularly at the more distant registered centres.
CHINESE STORIES OF TRANSFORMATION

As with Indians, Sai Baba’s main appeal in the Chinese community is
among the emergent middle classes and again miracles are common
themes in the lead up to faith. One English-educated Chinese schoolteacher, whom I call Sister Lee, told me how she had found out about
Sai Baba thirty years earlier. Having been married for six years, she still
had no children. Her gynaecologist had told her that if she ever
conceived it would be a miracle because she had multiple ovarian cysts.
Hearing this, a friend advised her to go to Sai Baba and ask for help.
So she set off for Puttaparthi and stayed a few days at the ashram. She
prayed hard while there, but nothing out of the ordinary happened.
However, two years later she conceived and had a problem-free
pregnancy before giving birth to a son. She had only prayed for one
child, and after that she never conceived again. She then became a
staunch devotee and when I met her she was the secretary of a large
Sai Baba centre in a town on Malaysia’s west coast. She travels regularly
to Puttaparthi and has worked as a volunteer at the ashram and participated in the Malaysian contributions to the Chinese New Year
celebrations there. When I met her in Malaysia, she took me to her
centre. She wore Punjabi dress for worship and participated in a local
Hindu temple festival to which her co-devotees had invited her. In her
home she had a small altar with statues of the Buddha and Kuan Yin
and images of Sai Baba.
A Chinese construction developer told me how Sai Baba had helped
him in 1995. His wife had noticed a magazine article about Sai Baba
when she was at her beautician. She took it home and her husband read
it. It seemed to fulfil so many of his needs just then. His mother and
brother had both died in the preceding week and he had lost several
million Malaysian ringgit on the stock market. His life had fallen apart,
he explained, and then he found Sai Baba. He told me how his father
had died shortly after his birth and how he had been raised in poverty.
His mother had always told him that if he ever became rich he must give
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to the poor. This he tried to practise; he showed me numerous newspaper cuttings on the wall of his office reporting donations he had
given to poor families who needed money to pay for cardiac surgery for
their sick children.
After the devastation of losing his two close relatives and coming so
close to bankruptcy, he was despairing. When he saw the article about
Sai Baba, he phoned a friend in Sabah who had been a devotee for a
long time and decided to go to India with him and a group of devotees.
In India his friend advised him to write a letter to Sai Baba and to hope
that he would receive it at darshan. This he did, and the story continues:
I asked myself, very simply, very sincerely what I’m looking for. I have
these three wishes; I said please bless the soul of my late mother and
my late brother. Please bless them and guide them and help them
reincarnate to a better life. I said please bless me with the best of
health. I said please give the blessing to be able to start and launch the
foundation that I have in mind [foundation for children with a hole in
the heart]. I showed this letter to my good friend. I said please read.
You know, just in case. He said, yeah, you know, you’re very noble. You
don’t even ask for anything for yourself, you see [At darshan the friend
said] ‘go forward’. He starts pushing me. I said no, can’t cause a
stampede [when Sai Baba came] He took my letter, he smiled. When I
give the letter to him I looked at him for the first time. How did I feel?
Something very unusual, a force beaming from him towards me – very
warm, very fatherly. Some people from the third or fourth row tried to
give him a letter, he just pushed them aside. Then I went back, I asked
myself, what is this? We have to believe, hunh? Swamy knows everything. Because Swamy knows maybe the letter is a pack of rubbish,
maybe it’s not time yet, maybe not urgent, maybe no grace yet. [Then
Sai Baba called him and the Malaysian group to go to the interview
room]. But when Sai Baba came, he looked at three ladies, not
properly dressed, no scarves and all [at the ashram devotees are
instructed to buy a coloured scarf with the name of their country on
it]. Just said: ‘Go’, with a wave of hand.
He walked right in front of me, no more smile, very serious.
‘Where is your scarf?’. I said: ‘Swamy I’m sorry. I flew in at the last
minute ... I don’t know anything’. I was prepared also to go, but he
said: ‘You are a naughty boy’ ... [after some questions Sai Baba asked]
... ‘What gift do you want from me?’ When he talked like that I said I
want blessing that I asked for in my letter. When I was about to talk, he
was sitting, just like that, one hand just like that [palm down]. I look at
his hand. Then he starts to manifest. I couldn’t see how did this come
out, but the people who were sitting close to him they saw exactly how
this thing happened. One move and three diamonds appeared,
second move, gold ring came out, the diamonds went into the ring.
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Just like that. He said: ‘This is a gift from God. It fits you exactly’. [He
was then invited for a private interview, alone with Sai Baba] I said:
‘Swamy, I have problems’, he said: ‘No, you have no problems, Swamy
knows everything. Your problems are events. Events.’ I said: ‘I need
your blessing’. He said: ‘I give you full blessing’.

The following day he attended darshan again and this time Sai Baba
materialized eight small packages of vibhuti for him. Although he was
amazed by what he had seen, he confesses his faith was not so strong at
first, but when he returned to Malaysia, he explained:
When you receive all this you feel very much relieved ... When I came
back it has certainly reinforced my confidence in what I’m doing
because at least I have something to fall back on and somebody behind
me, somebody supernatural, somebody, God is behind me to give me
full blessing.

This devotee subsequently put a Ganesha statue in his office. He
explained to me that he is now learning how to pray, since he has never
practised it before. He very rarely attended prayers at the Sai Baba
centres and when he did it was to Dharma Centre he went. I only saw
him there twice and on one of those occasions he remained seated
outside the hall, although his wife came and sat on the floor inside.
After bhajans he did not wait around for the announcements and
messages. When I asked him whether he intended to become involved
in the organization, he answered evasively, saying simply that it carried
out a good deal of important work. Unlike Sister Lee, his experience of
Sai Baba did not seem to propel him into the group religion that the
centres stand for, and his behaviour at the hall suggests curiosity but
finally an assertion of autonomy.
As these stories show, miracles can transcend Chinese-Indian ethnic
or communal fault-lines by addressing personal crisis and providing
individualized re-enchantment. As evidence of paranormal power
manifests in a living deity, it is readily understandable to both Chinese
and Indians. There seems to be little hindrance to Chinese and Indians
sharing Sai religiosity as a form of faith, and through this consolidating
their overlapping orientations to the world.
MALAYSIAN CHINESE RELIGION

Chinese religion in Malaysia is flexible philosophically, ritually and
organizationally. These factors smoothe the way for cross-pollination
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between Hinduism and Chinese religion. Today’s syncretic Chinese
Malaysian religion has evolved from the weaving together of Mahayana
Buddhist, Taoist and Confucianist threads (see Ackerman and Lee
1990). The result has been a novel, decentralized and pragmatic system
of faith. The Chinese array of gods in Malaysia consists basically of
deities selected from the Buddhist/Taoist pantheon, but new deities
continually accrue to it. These are often deified humans that have
evolved over time and been absorbed. The Chinese god-forms, as well
as the various priests and mediums who serve them, are of interest to
worshippers primarily because they provide access to divine powers
(shen).
For most Chinese in Malaysia, a powerful god is one that responds
to the appeals of his supplicants. This echoes the contractual relationship between worshipper and deity in ‘instrumentalist’ Hinduism. A
god that does not deliver the goods is often quickly abandoned in
favour of another. However, at the pinnacle of Chinese Mahayana
Buddhism is the bodhisattva ideal: the fullest state of compassion. To
achieve the bodhisattva state, an aspirant must be concerned with the
salvation of all beings (Kuan Ming 1985:11), and this conforms very well
to the highest ideals of bhakti Hinduism. Sai Baba’s renown as a miracle
worker means he can easily be placed among other powerful Chinese
deities and his emphasis on divine self-realization through charity
echoes the more idealistic pole of Chinese religion.
Sai Baba is easily accommodated within the Chinese pantheon of
gods. The altars of Chinese devotees usually include an image of Sai
Baba alongside others, such as the Buddha and the Chinese goddess of
mercy, Kuan Yin. Showing a ready acceptance of Sai Baba as a new
source of divine power, some Chinese spirit mediums use trance to
access his powers and use them in healing. One of these mediums is a
successful Chinese businessman in Kuala Lumpur who regularly goes
into trance and becomes possessed by Kuan Yin. He has established a
Kuan Yin worship hall, which is full of altars adorned with posters and
images of Chinese god-forms but also several images of Sai Baba. A
small pearl can be seen attached to one picture and the healer says this
manifested miraculously: evidence of the workings of Sai Baba’s
supernatural power in his hall.
The Chinese healer appeals to English-educated Chinese and
promotes an ideology similar to that of the Malaysian Sai Baba
organization, emphasizing unity of faiths and the bodhisattva ideal of
compassion. These leaders of these two bourgeois formulations of Sai
religion sanction one another and appeal to the cosmopolitan classes
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Figure 10. A Chinese altar with Buddha statue, Kuan Yin image and Sai
Baba’s picture
of both ethnic groups. In interviews, both Brother Lingaswami and this
healer expressed respect for one another although the Kuan Yin centre
is not under any form of control by the Sai Baba organization. One
informant, a journalist with a background from Christian missionary
schooling, explained that she attended the Kuan Yin centre regularly
and the Sai Baba centre occasionally. She appealed to Sai Baba for help
with her deaf daughter and was also impressed by the charity work of
the Sai Baba organization. But ultimately she felt more at home in the
Chinese environment of the Kuan Yin centre, where contemplation was
emphasized over action. She wrote favourable articles about Sai Baba in
one of the main Malaysian national newspapers, and her presence was
welcomed at Dharma Centre.
Some of the Malaysian Sai literature pays attention to the mutuality
of Indian and Chinese religion and cites, for example, cases of possession. The argument holds that universal divine power manifests in
remarkably similar ways in the two traditions, though it is pointed out
that the Chinese forms are derived from Hinduism (Jagadesan 1995
chapters 2 and 15). From the perspective of the Sai Baba organization,
Hinduism is generative while Chinese religion is derivative, and this
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position is accepted by some, particularly middle-class, English-educated,
Chinese.
Not only is there cosmological and philosophical compatibility
between Chinese and Indian religion, but the two groups also share
certain historical experiences in Malaysia. Like their Indian counterparts, Chinese immigrants arrived in large part during British colonial
times in pursuit of work. Unlike Indians, however, they gravitated to the
tin mines more than plantations and also to the developing urban
centres. Also, while most Indians were restricted by the various
recruitment systems under which they were brought to Malaya, the
Chinese came under their own steam and enjoyed relative autonomy.
They soon became the group most closely associated with towns and
trade.
During colonial rule, the burgeoning of Christian missionary
schools in the cities furnished an opportunity for Chinese and Indians,
though not Malays, to access English-medium education for their
children. This offered a way of enhancing their chances of high-status
occupations later. Missionary school education also entailed enculturation with a Protestant world-view and values. This alienated students
from ancestral religious traditions, a development the Muslim Malays
feared. Missionary schooling contributed to the sketching out of class
divisions that crosscut non-Malay ethnic boundaries. In this respect, the
Indian urban bourgeoisie has more in common with the Chinese urban
bourgeoisie than it does with working class Indians.
Religious alienation and subscription to the capitalist ethic then
help unite the non-Malay Malaysian bourgeoisie across ethnic bounds.
Moreover, Chinese and Indians are excluded from the politicized
ethnic unity of the Malays and this encourages their solidarity. The
unification of the Malays under the banner of Islam makes Sai Baba’s
promise of a faith that transcends ethnic difference especially poignant.
The Hindu origin of the movement and its emphasis on Hindu mythology and symbolism do not present much of a problem to Chinese
followers. They see no contradiction in including a Ganesha statue in
their office, or a picture of Sai Baba on their altar at home, and do not
generally feel that they are by this being converted to Hinduism. Not
only are Sai Baba’s supernatural powers of interest for some Chinese,
but so too is religious cooperation with Indians.
This does not mean, however, that the Chinese accept monopolization of Sai Baba by Indian gatekeepers. In informal talk and also
in the social configuration of Malaysian Sai religion, ethnic prejudices
reappear. Although Chinese attraction to Sai Baba is unproblematic
154

Book_Kent Page 155 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Embracing the Chinese

and probably on the increase, the absorption of Chinese into the
Indian-dominated and largely Hinduized Malaysian organization is
contentious. In this contested area, the social reality that the organization seeks to overcome with its rhetoric is inevitably resurrected.
For Indian devotees, the continuity between Hinduism and Sai Baba
affirms Indians as ‘culture donors’ when Sai Baba appeals to nonIndians (Lee 1982: 134). Sai Baba’s universalistic teachings may be
considered equally available to everyone, but his manifest status as a
Hindu Indian is interpreted by Indians as ascribing to them, and not to
Chinese, the right to claim a direct, ethnic association with him. This
tendency towards theological and symbolic encompassment of Chinese
religion within Hinduism by Indians who claim that Chinese god-forms
have evolved from Hindu forms, corresponds with an attempt to encompass and control Chinese devotees within the organization’s
structure.
LEADERSHIP AND ETHNICITY

The office-bearers from the Sai Council consider it important to
expand and secure Chinese membership. The ethnic heterogeneity of
the movement exemplifies interfaith tolerance and demonstrates that
the movement practises what it preaches. The profile of ethnic and
religious diversity denies that this is a Hindu, communalist movement.
Chinese devotees certainly also help to buttress the ranks of an
otherwise numerically weak group, and donations made by wealthier
Chinese to Sai charity are also valued.
The attraction of Malaysian Chinese to Sai Baba himself, however,
does not insure that Chinese devotees will become loyal to the Sai Baba
organization. In Malaysia, there are loosely connected centres and
devotees that operate independently of the organization. They consider themselves to relate directly to Sai Baba, without institutional
intermediaries. Some of these unofficial centres are the result of
schismatic division from the organization because of conflict, and some
have been outrightly refused validation by the Council. The unofficial
following, particularly the schismatic breakaway groups, are an
awkward problem for the organization. They tend to be dismissed as
the result of the pride and egoism of their founders. However, while the
organization aspires to expand, the control and sanctification of
authority in its higher echelons by middle class Indian males bars
virtually all others from participating in the formulation of its visions or
in decisions regarding their implementation.
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As already described, Brother Lingaswami has a strong hold on both
mundane and divine power in the Sai Baba organization. This effectively prevents others from usurping his position. Those beneath him must
ultimately defer to his correctives and didacticism. As far as the
organization is concerned, the authority to ratify or reject the claims of
others to power rests with him. Further, his connections with highstanding Malay/Muslim officials augment his divine legitimacy with
political validation. This combination offers followers a chance of
spiritual brotherhood and social influence across the Malay/non-Malay
divide, something that has relevance for all non-Malays. It also makes it
imperative for him not to lose control of the community that symbolizes
his political credibility.
The legitimacy of Brother Lingaswami and the Sai Council is not,
however, unquestioned. The socio-economic status of Council members and use of bourgeois symbols makes them poor competitors in the
religious market for working class Chinese. One Chinese member of
the organization told me how he had questioned Brother Lingaswami
on the choice of the classy and imposing style of Sai functions. The
reply he received was that people need comfort and that since
everything is provided free, the poor should feel welcome. My
informant explained to me, however, that working class Chinese are
more than willing to pay for religious activities:
The Chinese also give talks about human values. They charge about
ten dollars, but use a very big hall ... over 1,000 people may come. You
see, it is not that the Chinese people are not forthcoming ... when the
Buddhists talk, the hall is packed. It’s full of all the people, the
hawkers, all like that, they come ... the atmosphere is conducive for
them to come ... but our events are very posh, in a five-star hotel.
Whenever we have big functions, there are very few outsiders. And
these outsiders are always very well dressed, well behaved. They may
not have a good heart but then they are well behaved at least ... But the
Buddhist people, the Christians in Malaysia, even the Chinese
community ... they use a local community hall, they open up. But ours,
they say, see, we provide high tea, air-con. But the people are not happy
because the people are scared to go, people from all walks of life,
average people will not want to go because if they go there they do not
dress like that ... they would not feel very comfortable ... looking at the
people with tie, when they only come in slippers.

This informant noted that many Indian members of the organization share his criticisms of the Council’s public image, but he added
that, ‘Indians are good servants, but bad masters, so whatever [Brother
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Lingaswami] says, nobody dares to say no, no, no. Even though they
know it is totally wrong’.
As we saw in the previous chapter, the refusal of some devotees,
particularly those who are able to attract followers, to submit to the
organization’s control is met with reassertion of moral dominance,
‘[the different centres should] ... come together in unity and ... detach
themselves from the Ego of ‘SAI Centre worship’ to true SAI worship –
making all understand that Unity is Divinity and that Discord and
Disharmony represent the demonic nature of man’ (SSSCCM Vol. 7
n.d.: 8–9). The organization is quite unambiguous in its claim to be the
legitimate custodian of morality and this has implications for Chinese
devotion.
BREAKING AWAY

There are two notable breakaway Sai Baba groups in the Kuala Lumpur
area. One was founded by a wealthy English-educated Chinese family,
though its congregation is mainly Telegu Indians, which perhaps
suggests Telegu resistance to the Tamil domination of the organization.
The other is said to consist of Chinese-educated Chinese. My data cover
only the first centre in any detail, but a brief discussion of this will
serve to highlight certain issues.
The woman of the founding family of the first centre has a long
history of conflict with the organization’s Council members, and the
story is roundly dismissed by people from both sides as a matter of
egoistic interests and personality clashes. Like Brother Lingaswami, she
is invited for interviews with Sai Baba almost every time she visits his
ashram, and she has apparently asked for his advice over the years about
how to manage the growing rift back home. Finally, a few years before I
met her, Sai Baba approved her plans to build her own centre and she
set to it with gusto. Today her centre boasts one of the most magnificent
halls in Kuala Lumpur. It is larger and more luxurious than Dharma
Centre but has a much simpler altar. The entire front of the hall is
decorated with a pastoral scene depicting Krishna, and at the foot of
this is a trough with flowing water. The only other image is Sai Baba’s
red velvet throne and a picture of his feet before it. This is the only hall
I have seen that had air-conditioning. Behind the altar the building
extends into a guest-suite, which includes a bedroom for Sai Baba, to
house his ethereal presence. The building is evidence that its founder,
like Brother Lingaswami, is able to mobilize considerable amounts of
capital.
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This centre seems to present a counterweight to the kind of group
religion celebrated at Dharma Centre. While it looks more ostentatious, the style of its prayer services is stricter, stressing silence and
contemplation and the cultivation of a personal relationship with God.
Bhajan singing is more tranquil and its tempo more regulated. The
instrumental accompaniments express virtuosity rather than the ecstasy
that is encouraged at Dharma Centre. The moralizing speeches and
public deliveries of personal experiences of miracles by devotees that
mark the end of bhajans at Dharma Centre are discouraged here
because they are thought to encourage superciliousness. At the time of
my fieldwork, the centre had no charity or educational activities, although the founder did say they intended to begin with them soon.
There were no activity announcements and consequently no pressure
upon devotees to contribute to the centre’s profile. The style of worship
they use is also suited to Chinese mores regarding time management.
Prayers are strictly one hour long. ‘Prayer,’ the Chinese founders say,
‘should be adapted to life, not the other way around.’
The founders of this centre consider Brother Lingaswami’s style too
political. They feel he is concerned with gaining public recognition
more than inner tranquillity and a relationship with God. They
explained to me that they had been unable to achieve a dialogue with
the leadership of the organization and they pointed out that custody of
truth was being monopolized by someone who was simply a mortal. In
sum, they refused to bow to authority that was not that of Sai Baba
himself, an attitude that privileges Sai Baba’s charismatic authority over
any incipient legal-rational authority.
Some devotees loyal to the organization also attend bhajans at this
breakaway centre because they enjoy the more peaceful, less demanding
atmosphere there. However, Council members repudiate their
opponents by stressing Sai Baba’s principle that ‘The hands that serve are
holier than the lips that pray’. They remind their congregation that
participation in charity and other public programmes is closer to Sai
Baba’s will than the individualistic self-gratification of prayer alone.
When I interviewed Brother Lingaswami about the breakaway
centre, like others, he explained it as the consequence of egoism.
Egoism is repeatedly cited in organization rhetoric as the root of
spiritual impurity: ‘Spirituality must transform the individual from the
selfish ‘I’ syndrome, the ego-centric concept for myself, my family, my
children, my friends, my work to being SELFLESS – where the ‘I’, the
ego, begins to recede and the ‘self’ becomes less and less important’
(SSSCCM Vol. 5 n.d.: ii, emphases original). One of the Council’s
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publications includes a quote from Sai Baba in which spiritual and
institutional unity are conflated:
The sole object of the Sathya Sai Seva Samithis [groups], the very
breath on which they thrive, is the consciousness of unity of all as one.
But the politics of proliferation attacks the Samithis too and ten men
develop into eleven institutions. As in politics, here too, factions,
competition, clamour for power and authority, greed for office, raise
their heads; people are not able to resist the infection of the
atmosphere of elections and parties. Such tactics and tendencies will
not fit in with associations of aspirants towards the goal of spiritual
unity. Sathya Sai Seva Samithis are built on love (SSSCCM 1984: 8).

Though the Council would prefer to absorb rather than exclude this
breakaway group, it shows little readiness to relinquish middle class,
male, Indian control over the terms of inclusion. A Chinese devotee
told me that most Chinese find no place in the ranks of the organization since they do not share its attitudes, which he finds distinctively
Indian. ‘We Chinese all want to be King of our own island,’ he explained, quoting a Chinese saying. He related the current top-heavy
distribution of authority in the Malaysian organization to Indians’
unwillingness to openly question their superiors, even if they quietly
bemoan certain goings on. He mentioned that Brother Linga-swami is
relatively young, yet autocratic. This flouts Confucian ideals concerning
respect for elders.
The leadership includes a Chinese representative, the Englisheducated Chinese president. However, the way in which his role is
circumscribed seems to have done little to help secure Chinese loyalty.
The choice of a Chinese president was clinched with the help of the
deities, through one of Uncle Murthi’s trances (see chapter 5). The
president himself claims that his leadership abilities, evident from his
professional and political engagements in the past, make him interesting to the organization, but that his Chinese status gives him a special
edge. He sees himself largely as an appointed symbol of ethnic diversity
with little genuine leverage in the Council.
The multi-ethnic profile that the Council declares through its
Chinese president does not solve the problems of controlling Chinese
devotion, nor does it furnish a genuine structural avenue for Chinese
participation in formulating the organization’s visions. In a series of
interviews, the president aired his concerns about the Council’s
aspirations for Chinese devotees. Though he largely shares the
organization’s ideals of compassion and charity, he objects to the way
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these are formulated in terms that suit Indians far better than Chinese.
He explained that Chinese-educated Chinese in particular feel that the
organization fails to understand their community. For instance, he
argued that the Sai Council’s TRAC (Tradition, Religion, Aspiration
and Culture) programme, designed to revitalize tradition, was only
appropriate to the ‘Westernized’ Chinese, who lack a firm sense of
cultural heritage. Most Chinese, he said, enjoy a strong sense of their
own cultural origins and are offended by the Council’s assumptions
about cultural decay. He pointed out that Malaysia is, in fact, widely
known as a repository of knowledge on Chinese tradition. He used the
ladies’ wing of the Sai movement as a case in point:
The Wanita [Women’s] movement in our Council, they teach best for
the Indians ... because the majority of them are Indians … [I
mentioned that the Ladies Sadhana Camp I had attended had drawn
no Chinese, and that presumably none had been anticipated since the
first session dealt with dressing well in a sari]. If you were to talk about
some Chinese items a lot of Indians would not come. And then the
Chinese also would not come, you see because what they are doing is
already being done by the Chinese community ... we have got special
classes that teach you how to do all that [preparations for festivals etc.]
... we don’t have the time to do [so much] because we are such
occupied people.

The president recognized that the Chinese are interested in religion, but that the Sai centres somehow fail to appeal to Chinese
sentiments in the way other religions do:
It’s not that the Chinese are not active. They are active. You see the
Buddhist movement, the Christian movement, there are a lot of
Chinese there. They are very active, and a lot of youths are very active
there, but we cannot do that in our Sai centre ... because the way we do
things is a bit different. So we have to think about how we will be able
to guide them together.

Another Chinese devotee laughingly told me that she thought most
of the Chinese who participated in Sai centres had become Hinduized,
though she did not see this as a problem. She explained that as Englisheducated Chinese, she and her husband had difficulty accessing the
spiritual teachings from Chinese tradition and Sai offered an
alternative. Like the president, she explained that Chinese-educated
Sai devotees keep away from the Sai Baba centres because they do not
identify with the Indian rhetoric, but clearly she and her husband felt
greater affinity with the Sai group than with the Chinese community.
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Estranged from the Chinese community, people like this may find their
particular kind of ‘inbetween-ness’ accommodated in the Sai community.
Those Chinese devotees who refuse the conditional accommodation offered by the Sai Baba organization trouble the Council. In an
address to the Council, the president noted that devotees can be
divided into four categories: active charity workers, semi-active workers,
bhajan participants and fringe devotees. The last category, who only
attend major functions such as Sai Baba’s birthday celebrations, he said
consist largely of Chinese. Although a Chinese Activities Committee has
been formed to try to rectify the problem by bringing the fringe
devotees into the fold of the active workers, the prospects of success
seem fairly remote.
The president explained to me that the Indian leadership prefers to
blame the Chinese for lack of spiritual commitment rather than adjust
its profile to better suit their requirements. Brother Lingaswami’s single
hold on authority and sanctity within the organization, and the
improbability of his relinquishing it into Chinese hands, may mean that
many of the Chinese who worship Sai Baba will prefer the new Buddhist
leaders who are emerging in their community, even though they may
incorporate Sai Baba into their worship as and when they see fit.
Despite these difficulties, the Council tries to engage Chinese
interest and it has had some success. Some Chinese participate in the
centres and some centres are even run by Chinese. This differs markedly from the situation in Trinidad and Tobago, where very few AfroTrinidadians show any interest in Sai Baba. There, Sai Baba’s message is
delivered and interpreted as a variety of Hinduism and in spite of the
missionary character of the faith, the Sai Centres and Council make no
efforts to proselytize among Afro-Trinidadians (Klass 1996: 164). Like
the Sahaja Yoga and Sai Baba communities in England, described by
Coney (1995) and Bowen (1988) respectively, the Malaysian Sai Baba
organization sees non-Indian devotees as important symbols of the
transcendence of ethnicity and as advocates of international
authentication – an endorsement that Bowen (ibid.: 333) describes as
‘para-Sanskritization’. However, this kind of inclusion entails moral
ordering in which Chinese values become subordinated to Indian
ideals.
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THE MEANING OF MEANS AND ENDS

A clear fault line between Indian and Chinese Sai worshippers is
expressed in attitudes concerning worldliness. Although the majority
of Sai followers were originally attracted by Sai Baba’s miracles, Indian
devotees often try to downplay the importance of the paranormal for
their faith, as indeed do many of the Chinese who are loyal to the
organization. While Indians and Chinese alike see Sai Baba as a source
of divine power that can intervene in their lives, it is primarily Indians
who align this to a modern Hindu framework in which karma and
worldly ascetism are central. Following Sai Baba’s lead, they often
stress that miracles are really only attractive titbits drawing people
towards God, proving the existence of Divinity but ultimately
propelling people beyond them towards the higher realms of the
Divine: they lead towards release from worldly interest. In this sense,
miracles are the trivial means to a divine end. This hierarchy of values
is inverted for most Malaysian Chinese.
In Malaysia, the Chinese are stereotypically described as practical or
even utilitarian. They are widely conceived of as the controllers of
Malaysia’s economic empires (Nagata 1974) and this breeds some envy
and suspicion among Indians, who are largely politically and economically impotent. The Indian community is still dogged by its historical coolie
stigma, although the concept ‘Indian’ is also sometimes associated with
spiritual and philosophical expertise, an image middle class Indians are
keen to cultivate. One middle class Indian informant jocularly described the difference between Indians and Chinese in terms of
geography – on one side of the Himalayas the people invented bean
sprouts and bean curd, and on the other side they starve but have
perfected the art of meditation and renunciation. This kind of stock
image often colours each group’s image of itself and the other.
Malaysian Chinese are concerned to a large extent with accessing
shen power for mundane ends, including the regulation of human
relationships. Time spent on worship and activities at the centres
should not hazard the welfare of work or family. A Chinese woman
devotee explained:
I feel that nowadays we must be practical, even in our worship. You
see, not everybody is staying in [the suburb where Dharma Centre is
located]. Every time at the centre they talk about centre cleaning, but
because we can’t come and clean at the centre every day, we get a
cleaner to do it. A few ladies claim that they are going all out to do seva
[service] for other people. They are talking about seva, but some
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people don’t even know how to do seva in their own home. Only those
people who stay in [the suburb] can afford to come like that. We don’t
have the time because of the [traffic] jam, you know. This is why a lot
of Chinese don’t come for bhajans. [Some do come] you see, they are
hawkers, a few of them are hawkers. In the morning at 6am they start
the stall. In the evening at 6, they close. But they have to clean up the
stall. Every week, Tuesdays, they will close it at 4 to come for bhajans
[She explained how other devotees complain that these never come
for the regular service activities at the weekends] but people are going
to the market for food and all those things.

Then she and her husband told the story of an Indian Catholic man
who had been very active at the Sai Baba centre. They explained how
he had been a ‘hero at the Sai centre, but a zero in the family’.
He was never home and when he died he was celebrated by the Sai
community and abandoned by his family. Their story expressed the
general misgivings they had towards Indian willingness to devote so
much time to centre activities. The couple also proposed that the
Chinese devotees who attend the Sai Baba centres regularly and devote
large amounts of time to them are those who lack strong family or other
commitments, and who may even be seeking a substitute family in the
Sai community.
The wife of this couple also explained that the Chinese come to the
centres mainly for bhajans, but also for offering the camphor flame,
when they receive the power of the god. She said that the Chinese used
to come to Dharma Centre and leave after making the offering at
around 10pm, thereby missing all the announcements and calls to
participate in charity events that followed. But the Council became wise
to this and decided to postpone the offering until after the
announcements, so now she feels that many Chinese avoid coming to
the centre because of the time commitment involved.
The Chinese generally consider that religious observances should
assist in the primary objective of living a worthy and prosperous life.
One Chinese man explained how he had converted from Buddhism to
Christianity in order to save spending so much money on incense. For
the Chinese I spoke to, neglecting worldly commitments in favour of
worship made little sense. Some even expressed moral outrage at the
thought of prioritizing long hours of worship over things like
supervising the children’s homework or preparing dinner. According
to this way of thinking, worship, miracles and God are seen foremost as
means of achieving definable mundane ends. The president of the
organization explains:
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Swamy’s house is actually a big hospital, those who are sick will come,
those who are good will not come. People who have got problems will
come to the Sai centres. Without problems so why should they come?
They will not come. You know, a lot of people [are] like that. You see,
especially the Chinese. I’ve got no problem, why should I go? When my
problem is finished then I will go away ... Indians are different. So you
must know the mentality, you see.

Some Chinese devotees judge their Indian counterparts’ willingness
to sacrifice time for worship and lengthy fasting as legitimizing escapism
from or neglecting life’s duties. They say this can even compound their
problems; spouses can become suspicious and jealous, children become
neglected and work may suffer.
For their part, Indian devotees tend to view the Chinese favouring of
pragmatics over salvation as morally inferior. They say the pursuit of
miracles for worldly benefit constitutes the ‘kindergarten stage of
spirituality’. Informants explained to me that pleasure and pain, success
and failure all exist only at the level of maya or illusion, and it is only when
you gain insight into this that you can let go of your desires for divine
returns on worship and offerings. Like the Chinese, Indians often said
that family obligations should come first, but the pressure for devotees to
contribute to centre activities is considerable. This is particularly so at
Dharma Centre, where some of the Indian office bearers will even mention by name those they consider to be the spiritually purest devotees –
those who are most active in charity and public events. It is de facto in the
public and not the domestic arena that merit can be gained in these terms.
Chinese and Indian devotees in Kuala Lumpur differ significantly in
the degree to which they participate in charity and other activities. The
Chinese devotees from centres within the organization may attend
prayers regularly, but do not participate to nearly the degree that the
Indians do in other spheres. For instance, at the children’s classes in Sai
spiritual education I saw no Chinese children in a group of more than 60.
Likewise, there were no Chinese among the 50 women at the Sai ladies’
spiritual camp I attended. At larger events, a few Chinese are usually
present, and in the case of some of the charity activities there is a handful
of regular Chinese participants. Financial sponsorship of Sai activities is
dealt with discretely, yet both Chinese and Indians agree that it is easier
to get the Chinese to donate money than time, while for the Indians it is
the reverse.
This kind of stereotyping lends weight to an Indian conviction that
Chinese devotees need the spiritual guidance of Indians. One Indian
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(Ceylonese) devotee told me how she had found a Ganesha statue
standing neglected in the toilet of a shop in Kuala Lumpur. She had
fallen for it and had brought her husband to see the statue. She decided
it should be installed at her Sai Baba centre, and bought it. So 48 days
of preparatory prayers had to be carried out to purify it before it could
be installed. During this period, a Chinese devotee, who was responsible for the week’s regular Ganesha prayers, performed the
purifying prayers incorrectly by placing a tulasi leaf garland on the
statue. My informant told me that the tulasi bush had once been a
beautiful woman who wanted to remain pure and never marry, so she
prayed to the gods to be metamorphosed into a bush. The bush, she
explained, is therefore female and it is wrong to use female things to
decorate Ganesha. She then mentioned that nine couples from the
centre all fell sick around this time and suggested that the misdeed of the
Chinese devotee may have been responsible. Chinese misdemeanours,
therefore, may be perceived both to constitute and cause disorder and to
require Indian rectification.
The discourse of means and ends fuels each group’s subordination
of the other’s values to their own. This shows how the spiritual
compatibility Sai permits does not inevitably forestall ethnic tension or
guarantee a common sense of belonging. Nevertheless, these frictions
are to some extent offset by the Chinese and Indian need for solidarity
in relation to Malays.
EXPANDING THE SAI EMBRACE

Although the organization officially denies any interest in proselytization it nevertheless cherishes expansive ambitions. The president
admits:
We always say that OK, we do not want to pinch devotees from other
religions ... it’s Swamy who will get the devotees for us. But I think this
is only for our self-consolation. We cannot just sit down and wait for
devotees to come to the centre. We must have good activities. Activities
not so much of service to the poor, you know, in a sense, activities that
attract them to come into the centre first ... When you are part of an
organization you will also want to have more members to support your
activities. That’s obvious ... it’s not that we want to pull all the people
from all over the place but we feel that when more join us then it will
be even much better – we’ve got more force.

The larger the institutionalized following, the more ambitious the
charity projects achievable and the greater the organization’s potential
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to advertise itself. The group’s interface with the uninitiated also
expands. Although the individual devotee may dream of a world united
in Sai, such a world can only be created collectively. Notwithstanding all
its internal frictions, many see the organization as an indispensable tool
for furthering their utopian quest, a quest that may be desirable
enough that ethnic and personal differences are overlooked.
The quest that unites Malaysian Sai devotees under the organization’s leadership has to do partly with the equation of Islam with
political power. Chinese and Indian devotees insist that Islam is of equal
value to any other religion, and contains universal principles common
to all faiths. However, they also often express distaste for the way in
which they see Islam being used in Malaysia as a force to control and
unite one group of people and thus divide them from their non-Malay
compatriots. Often they deride this as political and ‘religious’ rather
than a truly ‘spiritual’ endeavour. They argue that you cannot take
people to God through coercion and law as the Islamic authorities are
trying to. They object that the law forbidding Muslims from participating in other religious activities overlooks the fundamental oneness
of all spiritual paths. Sai Baba’s new insistence on religious openness
therefore has special resonance for both Chinese and Indian Malaysians.

***
The movement does appear to have been successful in attracting,
though not necessarily uniting, considerable numbers of Indians and
Chinese in Malaysia. Sai Baba and his powers magnetize Indians and
Chinese alike, and the religious traditions of both groups are receptive
to new miracle workers. However, while the two groups’ cosmologies
and values interdigitate, they cannot be completely superimposed
upon one another, and though they may share a conviction of Sai
Baba’s divine status, this may mean different things to each group. The
establishment of the Malaysian Sathya Sai Central Council, and the
formulation of its mission by middle class Indians, have led to an
unequal ordering of Indian and Chinese interpretations of Sai. The
dominance of the Indian vision is assured by means of the sanctification of Brother Lingaswami; the Chinese president beneath him
lacks this accreditation. The Indian management of authority in the
organization is immune to challenge, and in some respects resonates
poorly with Chinese criteria for authentication of primacy. Although
the organization has managed to establish itself as an administrative
body covering all the major towns in Malaysia, there are clearly
substantial numbers of devotees who have been drawn to the divine
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authority of Sai Baba, but who remain outside the Council’s auspices.
This non-formalized following may well answer to the needs of the
Chinese, perhaps especially Chinese-educated Chinese and working
class Chinese. For the Council, the great challenge remains that of
bringing and keeping devotees together under the institutionalized
authority of the Indian-dominated leadership in Malaysia – leadership
in which divine, personal and political power coalesce in such a way as
to discourage contest.
In spite of the fact that the Council’s quest and the manner in which
it seeks to realize it are balanced in favour of middle class Indian
interests, some middle class Chinese clearly identify with and profess
obedience to it, thus accepting Indian culture donation and justifying
an Indian sense of ethnic ennoblement. There are evidently Chinese
whose interests are sufficiently catered for by the organization that they
are prepared to allow Indians to steer the course. Some try to overlook
ethnic differences, and a number may feel dissatisfied with their own
community and find compensatory solidarity with their Indian codevotees. Further, Brother Lingawami’s skills in the political arena may
help to vanquish some of the adversities encountered in mustering
Chinese support for an Indian claim to divine power. The organization’s
promise of spiritual and social influence over Malays offers an avenue for
Chinese and Indian devotees to realize a Malaysian society permeated
by values that resolve their experiences of both modernity and
ethnically determined disadvantage.
The struggle to formalize and maintain Indian control over
Malaysia’s Sai Baba movement takes place against a backdrop of Indian
political and economic marginalization. The exclusion of both Indian
and Chinese from the privileged Malay domain potentiates non-Malay
solidarity. But a perception of the Chinese as stewards of economic
capital leaves Indians doubly marginalized. Chinese participation in a
religion that Indians control may provide political and economic
strength, but perhaps more significantly it enhances the Indian
leadership’s hopes for external (here, Malay) validation. The need to
incorporate Chinese devotion into a Hindu framework is therefore
integral to this Indian appeal for recognition as stewards of spiritual
capital in Malaysia.
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A major problem for proponents of modern religiosity concerns how
to relate to today’s forms of worldly power. Far from accepting a role as
dealing only with private, individual emotional or otherworldly
matters, many modern religions try to engage directly with secular
powers and the processes of creating world order. This close-up
examination of the Sai Baba movement in Malaysia shows that the
relationship a particular religious movement develops to the increasingly globalized and capitalist world order – acquiescent,
supportive or antagonistic – has to do not only with its philosophical
underpinnings. Perhaps more crucially, it has to do with the interests
and relationships of its prime movers. The Sai Baba organization
leaders select particular cultural options from a broad range of
possibilities and manage them in ways that may earn them legitimacy
from their followers and influence among secular leaders. In this final
chapter, I shall examine how members of the Malaysian Sai Baba
movement position themselves in relation to the Malaysian Indian
community at large through the medium of religion. While they seek a
foothold in the Indian community, they also elevate themselves over it
in their attempts to woo the national leadership.
Much of what has been said in previous chapters culminates in a
discussion of a central dilemma that the Sai Baba organization tries to
handle. On the one hand, the leadership seeks a role as partner of the
Malay-dominated government in leading the nation’s moral
development. On the other hand, it has a clear agenda for regenerating
and universalizing Hinduism. The predominantly middle class Sai Baba
devotees oscillate between these two poles, emphasizing in some
instances pan-ethnic bourgeois identity and in others, Indian identity.
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When trans-local ideas are incorporated into local social and
cultural frameworks, people may act according to complex, intersecting and often contradictory motives (Bowen 1997: 178). Social
scientists, in their desire to find patterns and structures in social life,
have perhaps too frequently overlooked the issue of ambivalence in
their studies. Following this thread further, I want now to turn attention
to how the Sai Baba organization and its followers participate in two
seemingly contradictory forums, and how they position themselves in
relation to each.
In the first instance, I shall discuss the annual Tamil festival of Thaipusam in Kuala Lumpur, which is a predominantly working class event.
The Sai Baba organization has a double-edged relationship to the
festival. Members’ participation speaks of their inclusion in a common
Indianness, while the leaders use a rhetoric that claims discreteness and
superiority for the Sai community. Although Sai rhetoric subordinates
and includes ‘lower’ forms of Hindu worship, in practice, individual
devotees become absorbed at the festival into a cultural form that is not
of their making or within their control. In this, their identity as Indians
is foremost and they allow themselves to become moved by forces and
forms that are markedly anti-establishment.
In the second instance, I shall look at the way in which government
leaders, and the former Prime Minister in particular, have reshaped
Malaysian Islam into a rational and modernist religion. The Sai Baba
organization’s ambition of harnessing the good will of the government
therefore requires careful distinctions to be made. In this forum, the
Sai leaders portray themselves in bourgeois terms suited to the discourse of the Malay elite, and simultaneously obscure their identification with the larger, working class Indian community. In this delicate
situation, where ‘Indianness’ seeks to penetrate ‘Malayness’ in an
endeavour to gain access to the means of cultural production, Brother
Lingaswami again plays an indispensable role.
THAIPUSAM

The Tamil festival of Thaipusam is celebrated each year on a major
scale in Malaysia, on the days around full moon day of the Tamil
month of Thai (January-February). The grandest festivities take place
in Kuala Lumpur, at the Batu Caves temple complex on the outskirts of
the city, but the festival is also celebrated in other towns, particularly
Penang and Ipoh. In Malaysia, Thaipusam is held in honour of the
deity Murugan (son of Siva), a deity associated with eternal youth,
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creative power and mastery of the senses. His weapon, the vel, or lance,
is said to represent the piercing power of wisdom, which destroys
delusion and quells the passions.
The most characteristic event associated with Thaipusam is kavadi
(burden) carrying. This involves carrying a burden to the temple,
usually in fulfilment of a vow. The classic kavadi consists of an archshaped wooden frame, often decorated with peacock feathers to
represent Murugan’s vehicle, the peacock. The kavadi relates to the
mythological event upon which the festival is based:
Shiva (Murugan’s father) presented two hills located near Mt. Kailas in
the Himalayas to a Shaivite sage named Agastya. These hills, known as
Shiva and Shakti, were to be moved to South India to be worshipped
there. Agastya entrusted the task of moving them to the demon,
Idumban, who had become his disciple. Utilizing the staff of the god
Brahma and two sacred serpents, Idumban was to carry the hills south
in the form of a kavadi, a burden in which the load is tied to the two
ends of a pole carried over the shoulder. Idumban did as he was
directed, and upon his return to the South, he became tired and
placed his burden down at a place called Palani. When he attempted
to resume his journey he discovered that the hills had become stuck
fast to the ground. Idumban then met Murugan, who appeared
disguised as a youth carrying a stick. The youth claimed the hills as his
own and defeated the demon in the resulting battle. In the end
Idumban became a fervent devotee of Murugan and he is worshipped
as the doorkeeper guardian in Murugan’s temples today (Babb 1976:
6).

Much, though not all, of the Murugan worship that takes place at
Thaipusam is of a contractual nature, emphasizing debt bondage.
Devotees draw up agreements with the deity that if he fulfils their wishes
they will make an offering at the festival, or they may make an offering
to implore him for help. The blessings sought are usually tangible
personal rewards such as health, prosperity and progeny. Some take
offerings without having made a specific vow, simply to honour the god
and receive his blessings, and these may be simpler – a pot of milk or
shaving the head. More elaborate vow fulfilment involves a period of
preparatory purification and often takes the form of entering trance
and carrying a kavadi together with piercing the tongue or skin with
silver skewers, hooks and lances. Anything from a few days to over a
month of ritual preparation may be observed prior to carrying kavadi.
The purificatory austerities involve the transcendence of desire and the
practice of ascetism. Vegetarianism, sexual and social abstinence, cold
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Figure 11. A woman carrying the arch-shaped kavadi
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baths, prayers and sleeping on the floor are among the common prescriptions, although there is wide variation in the duration and extent
to which these are followed. When the time arrives to carry the burden,
the devotee first bathes in the nearby river, where an experienced
kavadi bearer may initiate them into trance.
Achieving trance is often considered evidence of receiving the god’s
grace. Trance allows the penitent to transcend pain and the piercing
demonstrates publicly the inner purity and divine grace that the
devotee has achieved. Over the past decades, attendance at the festival
has increased and in 1997 the media reported over a million visitors to
the Batu Caves temple outside Kuala Lumpur and almost a million
more were reported to have visited the sites in Penang and Ipoh.
Special transport arrangements to the caves are provided to meet the
needs of growing crowds. Thaipusam is the single largest annual public
event to take place in Malaysia, even though it is given no formal
recognition by the state and there is no national public holiday during
the festival. It is the major festival for Tamils and attracts huge numbers
of working class Indians, and Tamil pilgrims flock in from estates and
squatter settlements. The egalitarian devotionalism associated with
Murugan has been interpreted as providing an avenue through which
labourers may resist the hegemony of powerful elites (Collins 1997: 90).
However, Indians of all classes, including non-Tamils, attend the festival
even if only to observe and experience the atmosphere or to support an
Indian event at which so many Indians are gathered, or perhaps quite
simply to identify with the Indian community (see Willford 2002). Even
Chinese are showing increasing interest in carrying kavadi, particularly
in Penang. There is also a notable (Caucasian) Australian who has
written of his experiences of carrying kavadi and piercing his body each
year at the festival (Belle n.d.).
The Kuala Lumpur festival opens with the removal of Murugan from
the Mahamariamman temple in the city centre. He is carried in
procession the 12 km to the festival site at Batu Caves, followed by a
train of devotees. The Batu Caves temple consists of a large limestone
cave that houses the spear of Murugan as well as other small shrines.
The ascent to the cathedral-like cave complex is steep and long,
consisting of over 200 steps up the rock face. At festival time, the
grounds at the foot of the rock swarm with vendors selling trinkets,
books, clothes and religious paraphernalia. There are food stalls and a
fun fair with a Ferris wheel and Tamil music blasts from loudspeakers
all over the site. The effect is overpowering and perhaps incongruous.
Many of those who have travelled from other parts of the country sleep
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Figure 12. Elaborate piercing on chest, face and through the cheeks
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out in the grounds, their children beside them. The crowds swell as the
time for the full moon approaches, which is the most auspicious time to
carry kavadi.
In recent years kavadi bearing has become increasingly spectacular.
Some carry superbly decorated burdens on frames above their heads,
with chains hanging down and joined to hooks in the penitent’s back
and chest. The more sensational kavadi-bearers, often young men, may
be accompanied by a troupe of drummers, which adds to the dramatic
impact and helps to clear the crowds ahead as the small procession
advances. The atmosphere is intense and exuberant. Middle class
Indians tend not to participate in the more lurid forms of kavadibearing. Nevertheless, although some educated Indians claim to find
this sort of religious behaviour embarrassing and inappropriate to the
philosophy of Hinduism, there is no unanimous condemnation. Some
agree that the extraordinary feats of self-mortification must require
divine grace.
THE SAI BABA GROUP AT THAIPUSAM

Most of the contemporary Hindu movements make their presence
visible at Thaipusam, including the Sai Baba organization. In 1997, the
organization managed to secure the use of a building close to the
entrance to the temple grounds and right en route for the passing
crowd proceeding up to the temple steps, and here they were able to
display Sai literature, hang their banner and sing bhajans.
In the lead-up to the festival, one of the Ceylonese devotees from the
Council tied Thaipusam to their own charity policy by announcing that
the centre would be holding a blood donation drive especially for the
event, though held separately. He then stressed the Indianness of the
occasion by reiterating custom:
We must prepare mentally and physically to receive this [Murugan’s]
wisdom. We must purify the heart, and with a pure heart pour milk. We
must abstain for the nine days preceding Thaipusam, or 48 days if you
are carrying kavadi – the more you abstain the more grace you will get.
You must be an empty vessel to be filled with the Lord’s grace. You
must be a clean vessel and bring a clean vessel with milk. The milk
must be covered with a yellow cloth, because saffron is antiseptic. It
must be tied with a string. No jeans – or you’ll feel Westernized.

Finally, he told everyone that there would be an initiation ceremony
for those who were to make offerings and it would be carried out by
174

Book_Kent Page 175 Wednesday, November 24, 2004 11:44 AM

Power and Ambivalence

Uncle Murthi (see chapter 5). Devotees would then make the journey
together barefoot up the temple steps at a pre-decided time: a modification of the individualistic style of Murugan worship at Thaipusam.
When I arrived at the crowded festival grounds, there were only
around 60 Sai Baba devotees, mainly people I recognized from Dharma
Centre who were sitting singing bhajans. Most had prepared offerings of
milk in a small pot, covered with a saffron yellow cloth. During the
festivities that night, Brother Lingaswami managed to gain 45 minutes
access to the public address system and he led his group in singing
bhajans glorifying Murugan and thereby proclaiming the organization’s
support of and identification with the festival.
The presence of the Sai community at the festival advertised its
identity and its god-man but it also came across as an appeal for spiritual
kinship with other Indians. Most of the core devotees from Dharma
Centre attended Thaipusam in 1997, taking pots of milk with them to
offer to the deity. Most of those I asked said they had no specific vow to
make but were making offerings simply to receive the god’s grace.
There was, however, one interesting exception. Before the festival, I
visited the wife of one of the most active and committed members of the
Central Council at their home in a Kuala Lumpur. The couple were of
Ceylonese extraction and the husband was employed in lower management. As she prepared some lunch for us, she told me to go upstairs to
the shrine and have a look. On the floor, beside the altar, stood an as
yet undecorated kavadi frame. I was intrigued and asked what this
meant. She explained that her husband, whom I call Brother Siva,
planned to carry kavadi and was currently fasting in preparation. She
was not sure of the reason because he was unwilling to discuss it, but she
suspected it might be to protect his health, as several of his family
members had died of cancer.
After that, I noticed that Brother Siva was very quiet and contemplative at the Sai Baba centre services and that his beard was becoming
noticeable. When I asked him about his intentions he quietly told me
he had been strictly fasting his senses and that he planned to carry his
kavadi at 4am on the night of Thaipusam, several hours after the rest of
the Sai group was to make its pilgrimage up to the temple. He would
not pierce his body but would simply carry the kavadi and pray. I asked
him if Uncle Murthi would be carrying out the initiation for him but he
smiled and answered: ‘No, it will be one of the seasoned fellows, [Uncle
Murthi] is only for within the family [meaning the Sai Baba community]’.
His departure from the rhetorical stance of the organization by engaging
in ‘superstitious’ practice would be reinforced by his temporary social
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distancing. His choice here expressed individual rather than group
religiosity.
On the eve of his pilgrimage, he waited together with the other
devotees as they sang bhajans, but seemed lost in contemplation. He
looked gaunt and stood out from the others with his saffron robes and
beard. I was unable to accompany him when he made the trip up the
steps but his wife told me she accompanied him and that she, not he,
had fallen into trance there.
When I asked other devotees what they thought about Brother Siva’s
decision, they spoke glowingly of his devotion and commitment to his
religion. They felt he was a model of self-discipline. For them there was
no contradiction in his behaviour since Sai Baba encourages his
devotees to engage in their familiar religious traditions.
Nevertheless, Brother Siva’s choice contrasts with the rationalistic
Sai Baba rhetoric about charity and values that is used in the interethnic forum. In his pursuit of a highly individualistic religiosity, he
shows some of the finer nuances of meaning possible in the ambiguities
of Sai worship. His pursuit of divine grace through practices that do not
have a place in official Sai Baba organization ideology shows how
individuals can shift from the forum of intellectualized Sai ecumenism
into a fervent Hindu identity in which the non-rational supersedes the
rational. As a devout Sai Baba devotee jostles his way up the temple
steps shoulder to shoulder with Indian labourers and others, their
shared faith fleetingly unites them in a way that ultimately reasserts the
power of Hindu cultural forms.
IDEALS AND INDIVIDUALS: RELIGION AS FAITH

The relationship between the Sai Baba organization and the majority
of Thaipusam participants is fluid. Although in its appeals to the
government and the urban elite the Sai Baba community is at pains to
distinguish itself from the stigmatizing practices of working class
Hindus, the passions and faith of its members are truly stirred by representations of Indianness and Hinduism. The organization’s moralizing
and subordinating self-presentation, which remakes class, caste and subethnic differences, is tempered and modified by the power of faith.
The belief structures that shape Hindu faith are shared by all classes
of Indians, even though they may not share ideological positions of a
more political character. Sharing in the field of faith can therefore unite
individuals and obscure the social and quasi-political divisions between
them.
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Sai Baba devotees understand Thaipusam through these Hindu
belief structures. Shortly after I arrived at Thaipusam that evening,
waves of disturbance wafted over the dense crowd. People were saying
that a youth had fallen into the temple pond and drowned. As the
emergency vehicles sped past us, my devotee companion explained to
me that the power of God is a dangerous and unpredictable force. This
theme repeated what other devotees had told me earlier. One of the
Council members had told me of a friend whose ten-year-old daughter
flatly refused to go to Thaipusam after having seen a man expose
himself to her at the festival, and she mentioned that a million visitors
attend the site for a million different reasons. Some go to steal gold
chains from women’s necks, or money from their pockets. When I
asked why this sort of thing happens at a religious event, she recognized
the untamed power inherent in the festival and told me: ‘Where
Divinity manifests itself there also the ocean of creativity churns’.
Through common belief structures, individuals from different
ideological positions can celebrate their own, unique powers. Babb
refers to this as the ‘singular mode’ of worship, in which the individual
is hypostasized as a person in relation to a nominal deity (Babb 1976:
15). It is in the singular mode that the hierarchical order of society and
the precedence of the group are momentarily obliterated and the
autonomy of the individual becomes manifest – separation of groups
may be replaced by communion between individuals. This experience
is both powerful and empowering since transcendence of the sensory
aspects of self is accompanied by the release of raw, individual powers:
‘While austerities are undertaken to purify the body and mind, they are
believed to produce ‘internal heat’ which are sources of spiritual power
necessary for carrying kavati. The penitents demonstrate this power by
various acts of self-mortification’ (Lee 1989: 333).
The overlaps in terms of structures of belief in the worship of Sai
Baba and the worship of Murugan are extensive. Both are founded
upon devotionalism and therefore celebrate the individual. Devotionalism is predicated upon the idea of a believer who sees himself as an
individual and, thanks to sublime love, allows renunciation to be
internalized. In this sense, the self-denial required for successful kavadicarrying lies very close to the ideal of emotional detachment expounded by the Sai Baba devotees. The rational and non-rational
dimensions of religion become fused as internal and external purity
slide into one another – fasting in preparation for Thaipusam allows
ritual purity to blend into devotional purity.
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In individual interviews, Sai Baba devotees expressed no consensus
regarding the self-mortification carried out at Thaipusam. Some
considered it in principle justifiable if it helps bring one closer to God,
but most disapproved of harming the body, which should be regarded
as a sanctuary. None of the devotees I saw engaged in it themselves,
although I spoke to one young man of Ceylonese background who had
carried a lance through his tongue the year before, and it is not
uncommon for urban professional Indian men to carry out some minor
form of piercing. Occasionally, even professional Indian women may do
so as well. Control over one’s purity and ability to access the source of
supreme power lies, theoretically, in the hands of the individual,
regardless of his everyday social position.
The seemingly superhuman achievements of penitents at Thaipusam
connect further to the non-rational dimensions of faith evident in the Sai
Baba movement. Penitents repay the god for his intervention into their
lives. Similarly, Sai Baba devotees beseech the guru for help and try to
repay him through internalized emotional and sensory self-purification. The presence of Sai Baba devotees at Thaipusam therefore, in
one sense, betrays their Indian identity and their sharing of belief
structures and orientation of faith with other Indians, although class
and sub-ethnic differences are never entirely obliterated.
RELIGION AS IDEOLOGY

Despite the anti-structural potential of Thaipusam with its celebration
of individual powers, the fact cannot be overlooked that idioms of faith
may be appropriated in the service of particular groups’ interests.
Faith may refer to a way of life or tradition that is definitionally nonmono-lithic and operationally plural, while religious ideology
identifies populations in the service of political and socio-economic
interests (Nandy, 1988 in Bharucha 1993: 11). Although faith, which is
intensely private, is shaped by the visions, rules and needs of specific
communities, if we conflate it with ideology, we risk losing sight of its
subversive potential:
At a theoretical level, therefore, it would be difficult to deny the
ideological base of ‘faith’ itself insofar as the institutions of ‘family’,
‘caste’, ‘class’, and ‘community’ are products of ideologies in their own
right. On the other hand, if we accept the total complicity of ‘faith’ to
the large structures and discourses of life in which it is grounded, then,
and some level, we are foreclosing its capacities to resist these
structures in the first place (ibid.).
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Brother Siva’s supplication of Murugan, and other devotees’
understanding of Thaipusam, show how the ideological discourse of
everyday life may be to some extent transcended through intense,
individual faith. However, faith is one variable of a dynamic relationship
in which the other is the several ideologies of participant groups.
I want therefore to turn now to how the Sai Baba organization
addresses Thaipusam in terms of ideology and how this re-establishes
sub-ethnic and class boundaries. Sai values are posited by Sai Baba and
his Malaysian followers as superordinate to instrumental, folk
Hinduism.
Sai Baba devotees see no contradiction in their participation in
Thaipusam, despite its working class associations. For them, this is quite
in harmony with Sai Baba’s insistence that his followers return to their
own religious traditions, rekindle them and their spiritual essence.
Devotees therefore foster a supportive sentiment towards Hindu
activities in general. However, they phrase their own participation in
terms of ‘raising their level of consciousness’ and ‘cleansing the mind
through concentration’, and they sometimes outrightly scorn the
behaviour of the working class Hindus, which they say is based in
ignorance. The Sai leaders teach their congregations that participation
in rituals without a philosophical understanding of their inner
significance is simply empty performance. Brother Lingaswami talks of
how people have become ‘illiterate in the language of the gods’. This is
delivered in the context of the organization’s general emphasis on
detachment and disinterestedness: purity means the transcendence of
worldly benefits. My Sai Baba devotee informants explained that
Murugan’s spear represents the sharpness, the penetration and the
breadth of wisdom. Accordingly, penitents at Thaipusam should
request wisdom rather than mundane rewards from God. Instrumental
worship, like the pragmatic interests of the Chinese, is disparaged and
ideologically subordinated to the rational goal of self-betterment
through emotional detachment.
The Sai Baba organization sees the upgrading of low class Hinduism
as part of its mission. At Dharma Centre and in public speeches, leaders
sometimes read out newspaper cuttings describing social decay among
Indians: alcoholism, drug abuse, suicide, crime and family breakdown.
This and the bizarre and macabre behaviour associated with
uneducated Hindus can be embarrassing to the Indian elite in the
inter-ethnic forum, where they struggle to give Hinduism and
themselves a different, sanitized image.
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The Sai Baba devotee who told me how thieves are attracted to
Thaipusam, also told me how small children often go missing at the
festival but did not explain this in terms of the structures of belief;
instead, she said it was the fault of uneducated and irresponsible
parents not looking out for their children. It is this attitude that drives
the Sai Baba organization’s ‘Education in Human Values’ programmes,
which focus on working class Tamils as a target group for upliftment.
The presence of the devotee group at the festival does not negate its
class status or the values it perpetuates. The fact that this patronage of
Thaipusam is promulgated by an elite does not go unnoticed by the
working classes, who show little interest in the overtures of urban
middle class movements like the Sai Baba movement. The Sai Baba
organization’s rhetorical emphasis on the moral superiority of its
charity programme over individual-centred and contractual religious
behaviour is perhaps, in any case, unlikely to give it appeal to those
whose participation in charity is usually as beneficiaries.
With its ideology, the Sai Baba organization asserts a claim to the
means of cultural production within the Indian community. However,
its assertions look weak against the reality of the festival. The group of
Sai Baba devotees who gathered together under the Sai Baba banner at
Thaipusam was numerically insignificant among the swelling crowds of
other Indians. And, in fact, control over Thaipusam is associated with
powerful political forces from which the Sai Baba community is largely
excluded.
Attention to the military aspects of Murugan’s powers have recently
become a popular feature of Thaipusam (Lee 1989). The shooting of
arrows together with whips, knives, hooks and skewers all suggest naked
power associated with violence. The penitents are predominantly nonBrahmin and they are initiated by laymen, which gives wide scope for
religious innovation. Indeed, ‘The increasing emphasis on a baroque,
uninhibited style of penance seems to signal the advent of a Tamil
superciliousness toward Brahminical and Sanskritic definitions of
Hinduism’ (ibid.: 335). Lee relates this directly to the dominance of
non-Brahmin, middle and lower-ranking caste political leadership of
the Indian community. These leaders, through their own political
alliance with the Malay leadership, play a significant role in the shaping
of emergent Tamil identity. The festival in Kuala Lumpur namely
receives generous sponsorship from the Indian political party, the
Malaysian Indian Congress (MIC). The MIC patronizes the Mahamariamman temple, whose administrators oversee the festival. The MIC has
also become a populist rather than elitist political body and is reliant
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upon the support of the working class Indian community. This suggests
that the predominant definitions of Hinduism in Malaysia are governed
largely by a non-Brahminical pact of temple bureaucrats and Tamil
politicians. This, of course, is in tension with the elite Hindu definitions
of Hinduism characteristic of Vedanta organizations such as that of the
Sai Baba following.
In other words, the social framework within which this festival takes
place is inevitably fractured by class and sub-ethnic distinctions and
interests. However, some of these divisions become indistinct, if only for
a moment, through the fluidity of faith that is manifested in individualized religiosity. This helps us understand the complex and intersecting
motives of the people involved. The Sai Baba organization and its
members, though they may struggle to establish a discrete and superior
status for themselves over the rest of the Indian community, are also
pulled into a common Indian identity by the intractable power of faith.
This tempers the moralizing self-presentation of the elite, which
remakes class, caste and sub-ethnic differences. One influential member of Brother Lingaswami’s entourage said in an interview for the
Malaysian Sai quarterly newsletter: ‘Any obstacle in life should be
welcomed as the divine will. One should not bargain with God by
promising something in return if his prayer gets answered’ (SSSCCM
1998: 10). Yet, although he devalues instrumental religious practice, he
still does not foreclose the possibilities of its power. But he rephrases it:
Prayers work wonders. Sometimes when hospitals and medical doctors
had pronounced a patient hopeless and given up hope of recovery, the
power of prayer has miraculously cured many of them. Dying patients
have been healed. I have experienced this situation on many occasions. [However] to reach greater heights in spirituality, one must
also get involved in performing selfless service to the sick and needy
and to all creation of the almighty with spontaneous and meticulous
Love, compassion and a sense of sacrifice (ibid.: 11).

Willford (1998), following his interview with the Sai Baba
organization leader I call Brother Lingaswami, concludes that his ‘...
bhakti to his “miracle-working” guru shows that for all the rationalistic
posturing (sponsoring dialogue and debate over “values”) and social
work among elite Hindus, there remains a core of faith that is
ambiguously close to the beliefs of the working class ... This ambiguity
... fuels ambivalence of cultural identity’ (pp. 439 – 440).
Yet, against the political backdrop, it is clear that elite Indians are
not the brokers of cultural reproduction at Thaipusam – the largest and
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most ostentatious of all Indian, and indeed all religious celebrations in
Malaysia. The lapses into Indian identity that they show at the festival
must therefore be managed carefully in the dialogue the organization
seeks with Malay leaders.
SIDING WITH THE MALAYS

The impressive displays of faith at Thaipusam blatantly flaunt the
power of the non-rational. The festival is an unashamedly ‘unsanitized’
ritual, which goes right against the modernization project and its
rationalization of religion. However, the Malaysian state is largely
unconcerned with non-Malay religion as long as it does not outrightly
challenge Malay dominance or government hegemony. Non-Malay
religions are diverse and not incontestably tied to ethnic identity, as
Islam is with Malay identity. Nor are non-Islamic religions subject to
sponsorship or constraint in the same way as Islam. Indians lack
political clout in Malaysia, so the counter-hegemonic implications of
Thaipusam provoke no repressive responses from government, and
the festival is allowed to run unhampered. In fact, in recent years, the
festival has come to be recognized as a potential tourist attraction that
may well be subsumed by the state’s propagation of commercial
culture.
The Sai Baba organization’s participation in the festival may be
described as agile fence-sitting. Though its members are subordinated
to the cultural and political dominance of the working class Indians at
the festival, their official formulation of their relationship to Thaipusam asserts their moral and cultural superiority. In this move, they align
themselves culturally with the ruling Malay elite and divide themselves
off from the working class Indians.
Middle class Indians are sensitive to the systematic derision and
suppression of Hindu ritual elements of Malay culture that Islamic
cleansing implies. So, they adopt a similar ideological stance in their
inter-ethnic dealings. But since Malays are forbidden to participate in
the non-Islamic religious forum, all Indians can safely let down the
front at intra-ethnic rituals and festivals, such as Thaipusam.
The rulers of the new nation-states of Asia, borrowing their modernization theory from the West, seek to liberate people from superstition
and resource-consuming rituals so that they can instead commit
themselves to a new rationalized order oriented towards economic
growth. Indeed, modern states do not like dealing with faiths but prefer
to deal with ideologies. After all, ideology is rational, abstract and
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discursive and can also be deployed to control the nebulous, embodied
passions of faith, which cannot be readily grounded in the language of
reason. Faith is particularly problematic to modernizing nation states
since, as Kapferer points out (1988), nationalism is in essence religious.
It commands a leap of faith – faith must be transferred from other
sacred visions to the nation-building enterprise and its rational visions.
The legitimacy and power of the state therefore depends upon its
success in displacing other objects of faith.
As earlier chapters have shown, the Sai Baba organization proposes
itself as the handmaiden of government and the torchbearer of nationbuilding. Advertising its involvement with degrading Hindu practice
and Tamil identity would be counterproductive to this and to its
attempt to transcend the communal leanings of Malaysian politics and
religion. It therefore opts to officially distance itself from them without
hazarding its own acceptance as part of the Indian community.
Ostracization from the community to which one is inevitably legally
ascribed is not desirable, particularly since there is no possibility of
acceptance into any other. This requires a delicate balancing of
sensitivity to Malay as well as Indian sentiments. It is notable that
although the Sai Baba organization repeatedly advertises its
commitment to charity and values, it does not decry the practices of
other Hindus. It simply implies its own superiority while recognizing
other practices as valid, though less spiritually evolved. By providing a
means both to reconstitute but also to transcend Indian identity, Sai
Baba’s pliant, ambiguous religion is most appropriate to this balancing.
THE STATE PRODUCTION OF CULTURE

The sensational exhibitionism at Thaipusam has previously received
little recognition from the government. Each ethnic group in Malaysia
has one annual cultural festival officially recognized by a public
holiday. For the Malays this is Hari Raya, or the end of Ramadan. For
the Chinese it is Chinese New Year, and for the Indians it is Deepavali,
or the festival of lights. Deepavali has none of the contentious and
provocative symbolism of Thaipusam. It is a serene festival, characterized by cleanliness and domesticity, although it has become highly
commercialized in Malaysia, which is why Willford (1998) refers to it as
the ‘Festival of Neon-lights’. The family is supposed to clean the home,
give new clothes to each other and visit the temple in the early
morning. Indian oil lamps are lit and guests are invited to eat special
Deepavali delicacies. The Prime Minister in public speeches encourages
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all Malaysians to further national harmony and respect for one
another’s traditions by holding open houses on their allotted religious
festival. The idea is to invite home acquaintances from all ethnic
groups to eat traditional festive food.
These officially sanitized rituals shape cultural expression and
interchange in certain respects. Practices that may offend another
ethnic or religious group must be curtailed. Chinese, for instance, often
remark on how Malays have become increasingly reluctant to eat from
kitchens in which pork has been prepared, and Malays and Chinese
cannot offer beef to Indians. This means invitations to open houses
require a certain constraint of normal cultural practice. The state
welcomes these celebrations as innocuous displays of a pleasing cultural
diversity and as evidence of Malaysia’s tolerant pluralism. Thaipusam
has no place among them.
Although non-rational religious forms from the non-Malay
community are not usually encouraged in the inter-ethnic forum or in
the building of Malaysia’s national image, they are not subjected to the
same suppressive regulation as Islam. Islam is the most significant
symbol of Malay identity. The government’s moral claim to state power
relies on the ability of the dominant party, UMNO, to reflect and secure
a unified Malay identity. The English-educated elite Malays who
dominate in government have therefore had to constantly check and
streamline expressions of Malay identity that threaten the state’s
rationalized modernization project. This has meant cultivating new,
bourgeois religious formations in Malaysia. Among the Malays this
process has been strongly sponsored by the government and it is
thereby tied to political authority. A similar embourgeoisement can be
seen among non-Malays, for instance in the Hindu organizations, but
since religion is not incontestably tied to ethnic identity or political
authority for non-Malays, they may enjoy a field of religious choice from
which Muslims are barred.
The free market of religious alternatives among non-Malays means
that sanitized, rational and bourgeois forms can co-exist alongside a
range of thaumaturgical specialists and healers, as well as ‘idolatrous’
rituals such as Thaipusam. For Malays, the religious market is tightly
controlled by the state, which has secured the sole right to define what
is appropriate in modern Islam. The Islamic intellectuals and
bureaucrats are indeed employees of the state. State-approved Islam is
cleansed of Hindu-Buddhist and animist practices, magic, idolatry and
irrational elements. Hard work and individual striving are promoted.
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Since independence, the government’s legitimacy has rested upon
its ability to promote Malay unity and dominance. It has achieved this
in two ways. Firstly, it has granted material privileges to Malays. The New
Economic Policy that was introduced in 1971 in response to violent
ethnic unrest following elections in 1969 included substantial upgrading of Malay special rights. This reinforced the cultural boundary
around Malays by emphasizing ‘... “race” – being a Malay or a non-Malay
– as a criterion in the allocation of scarce and highly prized government
resources (scholarships and loans, contractor’s licenses, business
permits, and so forth)’ (Peletz 1997: 234). The vigorous commercial
culture that Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad ushered in during the
1980s was envisaged as eventually being driven by efficient state
bureaucrats, dynamic Malay entrepreneurs and a disciplined workforce
(Case 1995: 99).
The second tool in the government’s armoury has been the
assurance of the ascendancy of key symbols of Malayness, the most
prominent of which is Islam. Prime Minister Mahathir therefore paid
great attention to the promotion of Islam, while at the same time
attempting to transform it in the Malay mind:
It is clear that we can achieve progress if we are willing and prepared to
develop a culture suitable for success ... It is not the colour of the skin,
or the climate, or the race which determines achievement. And
certainly it is not Islam which is an obstacle to progress. What obstructs
progress is the culture we have formed for ourselves, a culture which
we regard as consistent with Islam and identifies us as Malays ... we
must consciously and wisely build a new culture which will ensure that
we can become a progressive race (Mahathir Mohamad in Hng Hung
Yong 1998: 94–95).

The project of cultivating new Malay capitalists capable of competing on an equal footing particularly with Chinese, but also with the
developed world in general, has entailed the modernization of Islamic
thought:
There is nothing wrong with Islam ... It does not discourage the
pursuit of success in the world. What is wrong is the interpretation
which has prevented Muslims from succeeding. Allah’s creations are a
gift for all. Not to appreciate and not to use this gift is particularly
ungrateful to Allah. And yet Muslims are afraid to study all the
mysteries around them, to discover the wonder of Allah’s creations,
and to utilise them to sustain and enhance the quality of our lives.
Because we do not study in depth, Muslims today have to rely on the
results and discoveries of those of other faiths (ibid.: 92).
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Government control over the shaping of Islam has not proceeded
uncontested by some sections of the Malay community. In the past 20
years the dakwah Islamic revivalist movement, driven by members of the
new Malay bourgeoisie, has proffered its definition of Islam. Though it
too promotes values through overt displays of piety and condemnation
of superstition, it rejects secular, Western-style education and Westerninspired modernization (Shamsul 1994: 103). The popular energies
and moral verve that this movement has mobilized have been perceived
by the state as a threat to its moral authority. As a means of pre-empting
this and more extreme versions of Islamic opposition, the state’s
response has been to promote its own brand of Islamic values, in this
way ‘... wresting control of the public definition of Islam from the hands
of the new Malay bourgeoisie’ (ibid.: 64). The state’s concession to
Islamic reformists has taken the form of cultural compromise. UMNO
has granted the establishment of an Islamic university, an Islamic system
of banking and finance, the sponsoring of Islamic conferences and
upgrading or construction of mosques. These institutional changes
appear to have been practical, rational and effective ways of bringing
Islam into the national mainstream. Such moves were further
reinforced by the co-optation of important Islamic leaders into the
government – the most notable being Anwar Ibrahim, former leader of
the Malaysian Muslim Youth Movement, ABIM (acronym for Angkatan
Belia Islam Malaysia). This is, however, balanced with various legislative
measures to maintain the government’s unique right over the
definition of Islam. This has meant the stifling of any dissent cast in
Islamic terms.
Attempts at more radical religious reform from groups within the
Malay community have been responded to by vigorous state campaigns
to stamp out ‘deviationist’ Islam, including charismatic movements
stressing supernatural powers. More extreme interpretations of Islam,
such as those proffered by the Darul Arqam movement, are not only
perceived as a threat to economic progress and state control but also to
communal harmony and national security, and therefore legitimately
punishable under the Internal Security Act and other coercive legal
instruments. However, coercive measures have been used sparingly in
Malaysia; the government has largely succeeded in maintaining the
faith of most Malays as well as middle class non-Malays in its progressive
brand of Islam and in its reliability as provider of both rural and urban
amenities, elite-level patronage and middle class comforts.
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THE ELITE JOINS HANDS

Given the character of Islam and Islamic discourse in Malaysia, the
bourgeois ideology propounded by the Sai Baba organization is
particularly poignant. The state’s censure of superstition and idolatry,
and its promotion of bourgeois values are strongly echoed in the
organization’s public self-presentation. There is little contradiction
between the modern rendition of Islam promoted by the Malaysian
government and the universalistic Hindu rhetoric promulgated by Sai
Baba. Through this, the organization leadership would seem to work
in tandem with the state in disciplining and streamlining the masses
into the elite’s shared vision of progress.
Willford (1998: 439) notes that many Indians perceive a Hindu
substratum within the Malay orientation to the world (why else would
Malays feel the need to purge Islam of contaminating Hindu cultural
forms?). But they are also well aware of the risks bearing upon careless
trafficking in religious discourses. The Sai Baba organization resolves
this by attempting to awaken Malay sympathies for values, which,
though proposed by Indians as both Hindu and universal, resonate with
modern Malay culture. In doing so, the middle class Hindu leaders
align themselves to powerful Malays while simultaneously setting
themselves apart from working class culture. Both Sai Baba and Prime
Minister Mahathir have proposed a form of spirituality based upon thisworldly renunciation. Sai Baba claims:
Vairagyam or detachment does not imply renunciation of family ties
and fleeing into the loneliness of the jungle. It means giving up the
feeling that things are permanent and are capable of yielding supreme
joy (Sathya Sai Speaks Series: n.d.: X, 14).

Former Prime Minister Mahathir argues:
In Islam helping people is a virtue and Muslims are exhorted to do so
... What should be judged is not [a person’s] striving for wealth but his
attitude and beliefs ... Worldly wealth is God’s gift, and not to Muslims
alone. Spurning it is an act of arrogance and ingratitude to God for His
gift. What Muslims should do is to accept and value the gift without
forgetting that they have certain duties in this world (Mahathir
Mohamad 1993: 81).

The state concern with breeding Muslim capitalists among Malays is
similar to the Sai Baba organization’s attempt to align Hindu spirituality
(detachment) with prosperity and thereby allow a new breed of Hindu
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capitalist to flourish: ‘Service to society is everyone’s primary duty. Businessmen should develop a moral approach, use right means for earning
wealth and utilise it for the benefit of society’ (SSSCCM 1985: 43).
The former Prime Minister’s approval of Sai Baba organization
initiatives to promote these kinds of values is advertised in publications.
In 1985, the Sai Baba organization even held a symposium entitled
‘Science and Spirituality, Commerce and Morality’, the report for
which includes a letter of support from the Prime Minister:
This Symposium on Science and Spirituality, Commerce and Morality
has the potential of generating lively discussions as the topic is both
challenging and relevant to our daily lives. Discussions on such matters
will not only provide insight into these subjects but would also throw
more light on them.
I would like to welcome the guest speakers and participants,
especially those from overseas, for coming forward to address and
discuss publicly matters that normally most would prefer to leave
unspoken (SSSCCM 1985: 5).

Not only do the rhetoric and programmes run by the organization
extend state propaganda, but the social constellation of the Sai
leadership supports this even further. State-sponsored Islam is a
capitalism-friendly religion, defined in a manner that helps to ‘... build
bridges between industrial development and religious expressions’
(Lee 1997 b: 64). This bridge-building exercise coincides marvellously
with the person of Brother Lingaswami and his own bridging project.
He is a leading figure in a government department concerned with
industrial development, but also the missionary of an apparently fully
rationalized religious ideology.
A VISIT FROM GOD TO MALAYSIA?

Brother Lingaswami’s presumed intimacy with Sai Baba on the one
hand and with the former Prime Minister on the other epitomizes the
equivocality of the Sai Baba organization in Malaysia. He is in a
singular position to propose a uniting of Indian divine power and
Malaysian secular power. Late in my fieldwork, a devotee, whose
husband is on the Central Council, told me the story of how Sai Baba
had told Brother Lingaswami that he wanted to visit Malaysia but he
had later changed his mind. I was unable to pursue this, but Willford
received the full story from Brother Lingaswami in an interview and I
therefore cite him in full:
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The guru asked his devoted disciple to make arrangements for his visit
to Malaysia. After promising to do all he could, panic struck him. How
was he, a junior member of the government, and an Indian on top of
that, going to manage this, he thought to himself. While driving to
work that morning, he suddenly felt a ‘strange confidence’, and
decided to take the matter up with the Prime Minister himself. He
drove straight to the Prime Minister’s residence, ‘Sri Perdana’, and
asked the security guard if he could see the Prime Minister (Mahathir
Mohamad) . . . The Prime Minister was having breakfast at the time
and invited [Brother Lingaswami] to join him. He asked him what he
could do for him and [Brother Lingaswami] told him that Sai Baba
wanted to come to Malaysia. Additionally, Sai Baba wished for a private
audience with the Prime Minister. The Prime Minister told him that
while he personally had no problem with the visit, he had to be careful
with all the ‘extremists’ in the country. [Brother Lingaswami]
explained to him that Sai Baba was a great patron of Islam in India,
and had even arranged to have a mosque built. The Prime Minister
said he would think about it before deciding. Later that day, to
[Brother Lingaswami’s] surprise, the Prime Minister called his office
and told him that he could invite Sai Baba over to Malaysia, and that
he would agree to meet the guru privately. Overjoyed, he thanked the
Prime Minister. After pursuing this course bravely, he was surprised to
later hear that Sai Baba had decided himself that the time was not right
for him to visit Malaysia. But, having conducted a ‘dry run’, he knew it
was now possible for the guru to come over and meet his devotees in
the future. He hinted to me that when Sai Baba eventually does come,
it will usher in a new age of tolerance and understanding in Malaysia
(1998: 438).

This last point speaks of the driving motivation behind the Sai Baba
organization’s determination to permeate Malaysian society with Sai
Baba’s power. Their moral alliance with government, proposed
through self-subordination, seems to underpin their hope to become
the pioneers of a new age of spirituality and harmony. This stance
echoes Gandhi in its non-confrontational, humble imaginings. However, as we have seen in this chapter, it is a strategy adopted by elite
Indians who carefully balance their ambivalent identity – part cosmopolitan bourgeoisie, part Indian.
DIVINITY AND DIVERSITY

Class interests are not necessarily the most important of all social
interests. Cultural domination and cultural disenfranchisement may
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often trouble people as much as or more than political or economic
concerns. The Malaysian Sai Baba organization tries to negotiate its
ambivalence between identification with the predominantly working
class Indian community and a desired identification with the Malay
elite. In so doing, it treads a delicate balance between appeasing the
state, with its ultimate control over the means of cultural production,
and merging with the working class Indians who are taking the means
of Hindu cultural production increasingly into their own hands, and
with Indian political support. The Sai leadership is left in an indefinite
and culturally beleaguered position.
As we have seen, there is no unifying Indian identity apart from an
ascriptive one, and little possibility of establishing broad-based unity
between Indians and Chinese. I have focused now upon the divide
between the middle class urban component of the Indian community,
which is characteristically ambivalent towards government, and the
working class section, which may contain the seeds of class-based
discontent but lacks the means to effectively express this in political
terms.
This situation creates complex fault lines within the Indian cultural
forum. The Sai Baba organization purports to transcend all social
divisions: ethnic, religious and class. Yet in Malaysia it is clear that
labouring class Indians are largely absent from its congregations and
completely absent among its leadership. They are, however, engaged in
revitalizing Hinduism in their own way and with support from the Indian
political organ. The Tamil festival of Thaipusam clearly shows this, with
its MIC patronage, anti-Sanskritic or counter-culture character and its
extravagant displays of individual powers, which fly in the face of
modern reason, order and propriety.
This form of religiosity has a kind of visceral appeal even to middle
class Indians. A common sense of Indianness seems to be potentiated
by the individualism of the festival and its stress on intractable Hindu
power. In the assured absence of Malays, accessing this power becomes
an uninhibited Hindu affair. The move by which Brother Siva temporarily left his Sai community to become initiated within the Tamil
majority is illustrative. His behaviour shows the ease with which he
could pass from the more or less sanitized religion of Sai to the blatantly
non-rational religion of Thaipusam and it is in the latter that some of
the inchoate emotive and physical powers of religious performance can
be discerned: a kind of ‘communitas’ that, ‘. . . goes to the root of each
person’s being and finds in that root something profoundly communal
and shared’ (Turner 1995: 138).
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In the singular mode of ritual, the boundaries between social groups
and classes may become blurred. In the collective mode of ritual,
however, boundaries are remade as groups are hypostasized in relation
to their object of worship. It is in this mode that the Sai Baba organization and its members distinguish themselves from working class
Indians, dissociating themselves from idolatry and superstition, and
deploying value rationality while decrying instrumental rationality and
ritualism as the kindergarten stage of religiosity. It is this that motivates
the education they provide for working class Indians in what they
define as the true, inner significance of Hinduism. The working classes,
however, are not easily wooed by attempts by an elite group to upgrade
their religion, and they show little interest in middle class religious
overtures.
In the inter-ethnic forum, the rhetoric by which the Sai Baba
organization sets itself apart from working class Hinduism and promotes
ecumenism and human values is well matched to state visions,
particularly as they are manifested through state modification of Islam.
The embourgeoisement of Islam that the state has sponsored has also
meant the spurning of Indian cultural elements, superstition, idolatry
and other non-rational ingredients. To propose an essential spiritual
sameness between all races, then, the Sai leaders cannot promote
symbols from which the Muslim community is currently trying to
cleanse its faith.
Certain aspects of Indian culture are therefore, by definition,
impotent or downright counterproductive in the struggle to achieve
discourse with Malays. The sharpening of the bumiputra legal
classification and the assurance of material and cultural privilege for
indigenous peoples, have also further restricted Indian leverage in the
building of the new nation. The Indian elite’s former status as a
favoured group that could penetrate the administrative corridors of the
country has been severely eroded in recent decades, as they have been
largely cast aside to make space for the new breed of modern Malay.
Few Indians today enjoy access to leading positions from which they
might steer Malaysia’s social or cultural development. As we have seen,
though, Brother Lingaswami enjoys a unique and ambivalent position,
favoured by both the Malaysian government and by a powerful Hindu
god-man. Much of the ambivalence of the whole Malaysian Sai Baba
organization is distilled in him, his ideas and his position.
At every turn and in every relationship the ‘middleness’ that is so
characteristic of the middle class Indian community in Malaysia recurs.
The Sai Baba organization represents a culturally besieged and socially
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marginal, but nevertheless elite reform group that struggles to distinguish itself from others while at the same time proposing to
incorporate them within its scheme of tolerance. The organization
seeks to form brotherhood with other religions, other ethnic groups
and other social classes as part of its ecumenism. Yet this brotherhood
is predicated upon the protagonists’ urge to recreate a cultural order
by which other cultural forms are tolerated, yet subordinated. In
relation to prospective members, the processes of incorporation
through subordination are undisguised, as witnessed in Uncle Murthi’s
healing rituals (chapter 5) and the constraining of the Chinese
president’s authority (chapter 6).
In relation to the government, however, the organization’s ambivalence is more acute. The Sai vision of Malaysia’s spiritual destiny is
one in which the ethnic and religious exclusivity of the Malays will melt
away, and Malays too will come to understand their religion as a
participant in a cosmos most fully described by the symbols and tenets
of Hinduism. Yet this incorporative, subordinating ambition cannot be
expressed overtly. Instead, the organization, spearheaded through
Brother Lingaswami with his extraordinary double foothold in the
arenas of both divine and secular power, proposes itself as the partner
of government in the unfolding of Malaysia’s moral and economic
destiny.
Brother Lingaswami also exemplifies the way in which Sai religion
works through, and not in contradiction to, existing norms and
structures. While Thaipusam shows how working class Indian religion
increasingly flouts the dominant discourse, middle class Indian religion
engages in it. It portrays itself in terms of morality and philosophy
rather than cult and magic, although the hidden transcript of its
practices and its intra-communal dialogues suggest a deeply Indian
identity manifesting in non-rational cultural forms. In order to
maintain a modernist visage that does not conflict with the norms and
structures of Malaysian authority, the organization is obliged to quieten
those aspects of its practice that approximate non-bourgeois religion.
As we have seen, in the instigation of individuals’ faith in Sai Baba, the
magical far outweighs the philosophical. The magical power and
attraction of leaders like Sai Baba could suggest a threat to secular
leaders’ ability to maintain the absolute faith of their constituency. But
through the muting of the magical, together with lauding of the
government, the organization implicitly denies any tendencies towards
dissent.
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The Sai Baba organization’s ambitions are expansive and incorporative rather than subversive. Dissatisfaction felt by middle class Indians
with their subordination to Malay rule and their ousting from privilege
as well as from ‘natural’ association with the national territory is
tempered in middle class Hindu discourse by a clear desire to remain
non-oppositional. This finds support in Sai Baba’s conservatism, which
directs criticism away from governments and towards the conscience of
each individual (presumably propertied) follower:
Spend your money for service. Where there is water shortage, try to
solve that problem. Where health care, education and medicines are
required, participate in that activity. Do everything for society and not
for the individual ... We should not depend upon the Government for
everything. People should co-operate to the extent possible and
provide all types of conveniences for themselves. Then only will there
be a feeling of one family (Sai Baba in SSSBP 1995 8:8, 1:6).

But the organization’s acquiescence to secular powers does not imply
powerlessness on their part. Sai Baba’s moral superiority and his
indomitable magical powers offer a covert spiritual re-empowerment of
Indian culture. By fixing this morality and divine power to a particular
social group and rhetoric, the Malaysian Sai Baba organization leaders
are able to transform their religion into an overt and politically unproblematic formula with which they may make claims to symbolic capital.
Sai Baba’s re-enchantment may provide emotionally satisfying
solutions to individual distress and disorientation in an increasingly
rationalized world that threatens religious certitude. But he also
provides the impetus for the kind of cultural regeneration we have seen
in the Malaysian case, with its special relationship between secular
power, ethnicity and religion. Through his ambiguous symbols and
teachings, Sai Baba proffers a modernity that addresses his Malaysian
followers’ ambivalence towards the world the Malay leaders strive to
enforce. The loyalty that Sai Baba followers show towards the government is perhaps a means to win legitimacy in a political culture that is
characterized by obligatory followership. Sai Baba himself, however,
also reduces all religious difference to a single, Hindu source of
omnipotence. The faith of his devotees is rooted in the declaration
that, ‘God lives in India’ and this potent revivifier of Indian pride seems
to inject new ethnic vigour into a community that perceives itself as
culturally depleted.
Through Sai Baba, the felt threat of Westernization, religious
alienation or absorption into non-Hindu nation states can all be met
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with a resurgence of Hindu power from a traditional source that defies
regulation by secular authorities. It can offer a renewed sense of
belonging and continuity between self and world, which is of
significance for estranged, diaspora Indians. The global reaches of the
movement and the presence of wealthy and influential devotees among
its membership reinforce the status claims of the organization,
satisfying the need for a cosmopolitan identity among increasingly
mobile middle class groups and simultaneously creating a sense of unity
that goes beyond national boundaries to create a global, imagined
community. Through Sai Baba, Hindus who have become alienated
from the bharat, or sacred motherland of India, and her Hindu
traditions, find their cultural heritage re-emerging as a powerful
spiritual force within, and not in contradiction to, their modern world.
Not only is the Sai Baba organization’s agenda versatile and multilayered, but the modern order it engages with is less straightforward
than models such as Bauman’s (1995) might intimate – modernity is
not only a monolithic philosophical progression towards everdecreasing ambiguity. There are, in fact, many modernities’ (Comaroff
and Comaroff 1993: xi). Although some modern schemes certainly
attempt to suppress the powers inherent in magic, ambiguity and
ambivalence, alternative schemes may actively promote them. As we
have seen, the Sai Baba organization is not simply contesting modern
order, but is actively attempting to construe and shape its own version
of modernity. Schemes of modernity are, however, promoted by socially
and historically positioned actors and the relationship between various
world-views therefore reflects differentials in access to power.
Modernity, as defined by Western authors and largely for Western
settings, is valuable really only as a launching pad for the investigation
of other settings. The crisis of modernity experienced by those people
I have studied, although it is part of a cosmopolitan cultural sea change,
reveals local concerns. Many of the ideas associated with Western,
Protestant-like modernization also have profound resonance with preexisting themes within Islam and Hinduism. Rather than seeing the
modernization of Malaysia as the result of a mono-directional flow of
ideas from west to east – a process of ‘world-acculturation’ (Geertz
1968: 58–59), I suggest that the Malaysian encounter with Western ideas
has quickened several non-Western world-views, whose features and
interrelationships speak of specifically Malaysian reality. Malaysian
questions regarding faith, final truths and ultimate morality are very
much a part of our modern, global reality.
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I hope that by attending to ambiguity and ambivalence rather than
dominance and resistance, I have remained faithful to the complexity
both of actors’ motivations and of the phenomenon of power itself.
Religious innovations based in miracles and charisma may address
some of the profoundly felt disjunctions between lived experience, in
all its complexity, and the standardizing powers of an imposed modern
order. If this is so, then we may expect to find various religious
expressions continuing for a long time to come to vie for the right to
play a role in formulating the world we share.
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