Situating the debate about women in ISKCON                                            

Is it possible to square the account given by the devotees themselves about gender equality with this damning sociological critique? How can these seemingly contrary positions be explained, and the internal wrangles on the nature of women devotees and their treatment by their male colleagues be understood? 

To understand these differences of opinion, we need to evaluate the beliefs and practices of Krishna consciousness concerning the issue of gender. Moreover, to comprehend the debate more fully we must gain some insight into the problems of interpretation which revolve around the issue of women both inside and outside the movement. To fulfill these aims, I will begin by investigating the claim of spiritual equality and then discuss ISKCON’s view of the gendered body and the way in which this view is conditioned by its theology of nature and society (dharma). This, as I hope to show, explains some of the hermeneutical difficulties which exist within the movement on the question of women. From there I will examine the problems of interpreting the issue from a position outside the theological framework of Krishna consciousness. In the final sections, I will move from a theological consideration of ISKCON’s understanding of gender — via the founder’s attitudes to women — to a brief history of women’s experiences in the movement. 

The Hare Krishna movement, established in the United States in 1966, aims to spread the teachings and practices of love and service to Krishna popularized in India in the sixteenth century by Caitanya Mahaprabhu and his followers. As such, it is part of the Indian tradition of Vaisnava bhakti. [4] Although it is new to the West, it is familiar to Indians and seen by many as a legitimate form of ‘Hinduism’. In the early days of the movement those who became involved were nearly all young. [5] It is helpful to remember that, although they were eager and quick to learn, they did not at first have a sophisticated understanding of the philosophy of the movement or its founder, A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada. This resulted in a number of disputes and misunderstandings, not least of all in relation to this question of gender, some of which are reflected in the testimonies of devotees reproduced in the sociological and anthropological literature. Judah, for example, cites one female devotee, interviewed in the early 1970s: 

‘Well, spiritually, we have an equal position ... We’re subordinate now in Kali-yuga, but it doesn’t mean we’re inferior necessarily. Actually we are ... I can see that women tend to flip out a lot more than men. They are more emotional. Women’s lib tries to gloss over all of the very obvious differences ... and it’s nonsense... On the whole we are less intelligent, our attention is not so good ... So we take our orders from the men and it’s nice. They’re very nice. It’s no problem. You’re protected and you’re given instruction, and you don’t have to make the decision; it’s really pleasant … The boys really have propensities for administration... that we just don’t have. So it must be my female body, but I’m very pleased not to have to make very many decisions anymore.’(Judah, 1974:87) 

Although there are undoubtedly many different views held by devotees concerning the different strengths and characteristics of women and men, there are now very few who would go as far as this devotee. The issues of ‘protection’ and the nature of male and female continue to be discussed in the movement, but generally speaking the tenor of her comments is rejected, at least in public. The movement’s leadership teaches a view of equality-in-difference (to which Will return shortly), and practical opportunities for advancement are supposedly made available for people according to their propensities and abilities. As in society at large, the practical outworking of these theories and intentions are conditioned by a range of local social, historical and psychological circumstances. It is here, of course, that inequality of opportunity and actual discrimination against women generally arise. 

Equality and the soul: the starting point 

‘Women themselves have to transcend the bodily conception of life and become liberated from the mundane social sexual rat race. And of course men have to raise their consciousness. Spiritual life begins with the realization that one is not the material body but an eternal spiritual soul and the designations “male” and “female” refer only to the material body. So ultimately they have nothing to do with the soul or self.’ (Sitarani, 1982:11–2)

Devotees may differ on other matters regarding the women issue, but no one dissents from this view. Many articles written on the subject of women in Krishna Consciousness by devotees make this their focus of attention. [6] Judah also mentions this: ‘Regardless of their social positions, the souls of female devotees are to be considered of equal value with their male counterparts.’ (Judah, 1974:86) While this priority can be confusing to those outside the movement who are not acquainted with the Krishna Consciousness philosophy or its language, it is central to those within it. Like many religions, this movement teaches spiritual equality. All the souls (jiva) are distinct from one another and are of the same quality and nature, yet separate from the supreme soul, Krishna. [7] 

The self-realization sought in Krishna consciousness is not primarily the liberation of the soul from the round of rebirth (samsara), although this is a by-product of the process, but the attainment and perfection of a relationship of loving service to God. Bhakti, or devotional service, is both the path and the goal, and is open to anyone. Its success is dependent not just on keeping the regulative principles (abstention from meat and other unacceptable foodstuffs, alcohol and drugs, illicit sex and gambling), but particularly one ‘service attitude’, a position of surrender to Krishna, the spiritual master or guru, and other devotees. Egoism, pride, envy and greed, whether they are directed to material or spiritual attainments, are signs of deviation from the realization that one is by nature servant. In Krishna consciousness it is essential to recognized dutiful nature (dharma) of the soul as well as the body. While the latter is dependent on one’s social position, stage of life and gender, the former is eternal (sanatana). It is the constitutional nature of the soul to be a servant of God. The perfection of this natural role is exemplified by Radha, the beloved consort of Krishna, and it is only through Her that devotees ultimately can approach Him. 

This explains why devotees writing on the subject of women return again and again to the same philosophical starting point, and where their concept of equality has its roots. What is more, the successor the self-realization of the soul is measured against the ‘service attitude’ of Radha. Therefore, in theory, it is not that the women on the path of Krishna Consciousness must aspire to or imitate male spiritual practice, but that all devotees, whether female or male body, must adopt what might be called a ‘feminine’ approach to spirituality. [8] This ’feminine’ approach is essentially an attitude — spiritual, mental and physical — of surrender and service to others, and ultimately to Krishna who manifests a ‘masculine’ approach. Femininity and masculinity, as manifested transcendentally in Radha and Krishna, are eternal values, not merely cultural constructions. This is important for several reasons. Firstly, the spiritual role model for devotees is apparently ‘female’ (though her transcendental form is non-material). Secondly, the ‘feminine’ approach of surrender and service is recommended for all. We see it manifested by Arjuna in the Bhagavad-gita as well as by Radha. Thirdly, women, by virtue of their social and cultural conditioning in Indian and Western societies, are better practiced in this attitude or approach than men. Many men — and some women — have, for example, found it difficult to surrender to a spiritual master, and there have been battles in the history of ISKCON over the issue of serving God through his representative, the guru. Most women, it is said, seem to hiveless problem accepting this aspect of the philosophy, or the practical consequences of obedient and submissive behavior. There are, naturally, a number of women who, while attracted to Krishna, find the notion of submission initially objectionable on the grounds that it reminds them of the oppression from which, as intelligent women, they retrying to escape. It will be pointed out to them, however, that there is a world of difference between material submission and spiritual submission, the one leading to oppression, the other to liberation.

The basic philosophy of Krishna Consciousness concerning the souls one of spiritual equality. At this level, the women problem is largely irrelevant. Devotees are the first to admit, however, that although they are aspiring to live on what they call ‘the spiritual platform’, they have yet to achieve it. Equality may exist on this ideal level, but, at the level of conventional experience, it is threatened by all the circumstances of material and social embodiment.

Equality and the body: a can of worms? 

Although in the philosophy of Krishna Consciousness the soul is eternal and the body impermanent, it cannot and should not be ignored; the body is there to enable the soul to experience service to God. Human embodiment is to be treasured for providing the soul with the opportunity for liberation. Human beings may respond to God’s call in a way that other living beings may not, and they may experience, albeit in a qualified way, the pastimes of Krishna. 

However, human embodiment also provides many opportunities for entrapment. Living out a spiritual path in which the body is used with care as a vehicle for liberation is extremely difficult. The way is full of material temptations. It might be easier if all bodies were the same, like all souls; but they are not. They are different, each one having a unique dharma or dutiful nature. This dharma differs according to one’s social situation (varna) and stage of life (ashram). And, traditionally, both of these differ according to gender. [9] 

Formally, according to scripture, women are excluded from the requirements of varnashrama-dharma and have their own dharma. Various women in the texts exemplify different aspects of this, e.g. Kunti, Draupadi, Devahuti and Sita. Although all these women were strong and devout, their roles were essentially supportive. They expected to serve their husbands (though difficulties arose with this even for these women) and to find spiritual fulfillment and material protection in doing so. These roles derived from an understanding of women’s nature, which is associated with prakriti (matter) and maya (illusion). Their bodies were designed for procreation, and this process bound them to material nature to a greater degree than men. What is more, the beauty of their form made them potentially dangerous both to men on the spiritual path (hence they were perceived to be a problem to be avoided) and to the honor of families (as a result of which they were to be protected at all times by male relatives). As we will see, this traditional view of women’s nature and roles, stri dharma, has been influential in the women issue in ISKCON. 

Although devotees come across these ideas regularly in scripture, the teachings of the movement focus more on the problems of dealing with our material bodies while striving to live on ‘the spiritual platform’. As all jivas or souls are embodied materially until spiritual realization is attained, this is a problem for both women and men. However, different bodies have different problems, and there does seem to be a common view among devotees that the woman’s body is the more entrapping for a soul in search of liberation for the reasons given above. 

It is in relation to this issue of the body that confusion arises in critical circles outside the movement and also within the movement itself. The disparity of views on the issue of material, as opposed to spiritual, equality arises in relation to two areas: conflicting approaches to understanding how devotees, particularly women, should live, and the practical problems of interpreting the subject offender from inside and outside the movement. I will now try to give some account of these. 

Women and dharma: three levels of meaning 

The first area of difficulty stems directly from the teachings of the movement on dharma as they relate to women, and concerns the use of three distinct levels of meaning. These are not always clearly distinguished and, as a result, have led to a certain amount of confusion both inside and outside ISKCON. [10] For example, devotees speak of participating both in varnashrama-dharma, social nature and its attendant responsibilities, and in bhagavat-dharma, divine nature. [11] In fact, Krishna Consciousness, as a radical Vaisnava bhakti movement, offers the latter as a challenge to the old, brahminical orthodoxies. 

Devotees remind us frequently of the promise in the Bhagavad-Gita of spiritual realization to women and shudras as well as those from twice-born groups. Surely it is the teaching on humanity’s divine nature and duty in service to Krishna, on bhagavat-dharma, that is of greatest importance in Krishna Consciousness? Or is it? There is certainly recognition in the movement of asrama, the different stages of life. In addition, although Prabhupada initiated male and female devotees as brahmanas, there is a common parlance of varna-dharma at work in the movement —devotees seeing themselves as engaged according to their nature in shudra or ksatriya activities, and so on. 

How do women fit into all of this? Should they obey the classical legal prescriptions laid down in Manusmrti on a woman’s duty (stri dharma) which place them outside the conventions of varnasrama-dharma, or does their position in ISKCON’s bhagavat-dharma leave them immune to these? These difficulties are compounded by references made by devotees to ‘Vedic’ culture and ideals. Are devotees trying to live out a philosophy and practice derived centuries previously in a different social and cultural context? Should women devotees try to live in a ‘Vedic’ manner and what would that mean in practice? 

What is ISKCON’s understanding of dharma, particularly as it applies to women? To answer this, it is helpful to distinguish between three distinct understandings of dharma which mightiest be designated ‘Vedic’, ‘Hindu’ and ‘Krishna conscious’. [12] Although devotees frequently refer to their aspiration to live according to ‘Vedic’ prescriptions, at the theological level distinction is made between the Vedic way of life per se and the ideal, Krishna Conscious’ way of life or bhagavat-dharma. The account that follows, particularly with regard to the concept of ‘Vedic’ culture and ideals, conforms with a devotional scholarly view and is not necessarily shared by scholars outside the movement. [13] 

The ‘Vedic’ way of life was specific to a particular period of time and a particular people, who lived out their relation to God in a particular social form. [14] In Indian ‘Vedic’ varnasrama-dharma men served God through their spiritual masters, and women served God through the men who protected them — their fathers, husbands or sons. Since they understand this social system to have been operated in a different time and place, and by a people who knew how bestow perfectly serve God, the devotees do not see this arrangements unequal or oppressive. The men did not abuse their positions by using them as mechanisms for the pursuit of power over women, and women served God by supporting the male members of their family. In this arrangement, the husband was the wife’s spiritual master, patidev. [15] This view of social life has a mythic and historical reality for devotees to which I will return shortly. 

The ‘Hindu’ system of varnasrama-dharma also has unhistorical reality, but it relates to a different period, that of the dark age of Kali-yuga. According to devotees, the ‘Hindu’ social system is a function of this age. During this period Indians have continued to live by the social rules of Vedic varnasrama-dharma, but these have become distorted in practice. In Kali-yuga the path of spiritual life has been obscured, and people resort to the lesser goals of material and sensual gratification. What was once a spiritually legitimized system of social organization has become a means of oppression? Women are still expected to serve, but instead of offering spiritual guidance and protection, men exploit and oppress them. Similarly, although varnasrama-dharma is not indigenous to the West, Europe and America in Kali-yuga have experienced a similar period of social and moral degradation in which the distortion of old social structures and principles has led to the exploitation of women. As devotees see it, this has led to the rise of feminism. Women have been oppressed by the very people who they were told were supposed to protect them and their interests, and their natural response has-been to attempt to take control of their own lives, to protect themselves. When such women come into ISKCON, unsurprisingly they wish to resistant hint of male protection. They want to take charge of their own bodily needs and spiritual advancement. 

Difficulties may certainly arise as a result of this. ISKCON isn’t a ‘feminist’ movement. As we saw earlier, it understands the essential nature of masculinity and femininity to be different, and believes, ideally, that men and women should have separate and different natures and roles while being spiritually equal. The recognition that women and men cannot be expected to behave in conformity with their ideal ‘Vedic’ types, is conceded unwillingly in the cold reality of Kali-yuga. Thus this brings us to the ‘Krishna Conscious’ view of dharma, or bhagavat-dharma. 

The ‘Krishna Conscious’ view is an attempt to apply the Vedic ‘service attitude’ to Kali-yuga. The aim is not to copy the Vedic system of varnasrama-dharma, but to use it for guidance in troubled period. This cannot be achieved by introducing the system wholesale and expecting it to work. This, as the devotees see it, is the failing of the ‘Hindu’ system. For this reason, in the ‘Krishna Conscious’ system, men and women are seen not only as spiritually but also materially alike in the sense that they are ultimately responsible for their own spiritual welfare with guidance from a guru. Both men and women take gurus, and when they marry, although the women are responsible for bearing and raising children and then for supporting them in this, both are expected to serve Krishna and the spiritual master in the best way they can, be this cooking, gardening, teaching, sewing, managing, writing or whatever. Women are not seen as less intelligent or less able. Kali-yuga has changed the ground rules.

Following the Vedic ideal in this dark and dangerous age of Kali-yuga, then, does not mean that women should submit to the whims of their husbands but that both parties should do whatever is best for serving Krishna. In the Vedic period this would naturally have meant service through the husband; in Kali-yuga it means service through the spiritual master by whatever means is most conducive. If a woman feels thither spiritual life is best practiced through serving her husband she may focus on this; if she feels that she can serve best through cooperative independence, she may cultivate her career in conjunction with sharing the care of her family with her husband. 

The changing demands of the contemporary situation are illustrated with reference to the thought-provoking comments of two male devotees:

‘We had to become friends in Krishna consciousness, because couldn’t become that varnasrama husband — the one that’s so respectable that the wife would automatically do everything; as soon as I come home she would wash my feet and whisper pleasantries in my ears. That’s not real life for ISKCON devotees today.’ 

‘I’d like to challenge the supremacy of the male body for realization... It seems to me that that concept actually belongs to varnasrama-dharma. Bhagavat-dharma doesn’t actually place a stress on male or female. When you go to any place of worship, there are always more women than men there — church, temple, mosque, even... Vrindavan, even in Radhakunda, there’s at least as many women as men there. So I really wonder if it’s true, on the bhagavat-dharma platform, that women can’t make progress as easily as men.’[16] 

In the first statement we see the welcome recognition by a male devotee that it is not only women but men who are affected by the changes brought about in Kali-yuga. A relationship of equality and partnership came about as a result of the impossibility of either party living up to the Vedic ideal. In the second, in a powerful challenge to the common assumption that the female body is unsuited to the path of spiritual realization, the speaker affirms the radical nature of the’ Krishna conscious’ system or bhagavat-dharma for overturning the problems of material embodiment. Together these examples confirm that, for devotees, Kali-yuga demands changing strategies from both women and men, and that the most appropriate are those which conform not to ‘Vedic’ ideals (impossible to achieve in Kali-yuga) or ‘Hindu’ practice (the failure of Vedic varnasrama-dharma) but to bhagavat-dharma, the Krishna conscious spiritual path. 

Needless to say, these complex levels of interpretation have lento many misunderstandings among both commentators and devotees. Devotees continue to strive for clarification of Prabhupada’s own view on the relationship between varnasrama-dharma and bhagavat-dharma. My view is that the ambiguities of this relationship are not possible to resolve in a movement which accepts both scripture and guru as fundamentally authoritative. Ancient texts speak of philosophical ideals and social principles which were worked out for distant places and times; living teachers have to interpret these in the light of contemporary circumstances while not losing the impetus for real spiritual revolution. Themed to balance a commitment to ideals and the wisdom of a spiritual tradition situated in real time and place inevitably elicits mixed messages: those spoken out of an appreciation of ideals and those framed in the experience of the hard realities. It is commendable that in the face of this tension the founder of the Hare Krishna movement made a philosophy and practice available to women that had once been largely closed to them, allowing them effective material equality with men and the opportunity to serve in the same ways despite his own cultural background and the ideal prescriptions of his tradition. He acted in accordance with the spirit of bhagavat-dharma, in the manner of Caitanya and in the specific context of Kali-yuga it manifested itself in the West. What happened in ISKCON subsequent to the initial positive opportunities for women is a matter to which will return later. 

Representing the gender issue: rhetoric and context 

Before moving onto this subject, I want briefly to discuss several more practical matters which compound differences of opinion on the subject of women in the movement. These apply particularly to views expressed from either side of the ISKCON boundary. Chief among these matters is the misuse of comparative examples. Commentators outside the movement and exponents inside it make frequent use of the device of comparison in order to underline the differences between the relative situations of women. Sometimes a writer seeks only to observe a difference; at other times he or she may seek to show that one situation is superior to the other. Both intentions are legitimate, when and where appropriate, if and when they compare like with like. This is not always the case.

In the early sociological accounts attention was frequently given to the practical restrictions placed on women in the movement. Judah, for example, stated that:

‘The position of women in the society may not appeal to Americans interested in women’s liberation ... Females may not become presidents of any temple, nor occupy positions of authority. They may do the cooking, help with the devotional services and maintenance of the temple, and prepare flower offerings for Krishna.’ (Judah, 1974:86) 

Reading this now, we feel that women in the Hare Krishna movement in the early 1970s faced many restrictions. However, if we think of women in American society as a whole in the early seventies, we remember that the situation was not so different. Few women wherein important managerial positions or were engaged in activities other than those traditionally assigned to women. There were welcome ideals concerning the equality of women and their career entitlements, but these had not filtered through to the practice of working life in general. 

A common reading of Judah’s words, I surmise, is that the practice of gender roles in the Hare Krishna movement differed considerably from the ideal of gender roles in liberated American society. Thesis true, but is it a fair point of comparison? Devotees writing on this subject are equally prone to the rhetorical device of comparing like with unlike. ‘When Krishna, or God, is at the centre of our relationships, we can live in perfect harmony with those around us. This principle is basic to the entire Krishna Consciousness Movement. Without a spiritual foundation a marriage stands a good chance of deteriorating into the fifty percent of recent US marriages ending in divorce.’(Satarupa, 1982:17) 

Here, the ‘principle’ of Krishna conscious marriage is compared favorably with the ‘empirical observation’ of the poor success rate of American marriages in general. However, are Krishna conscious marriages always true to the ideal? Do they never fail? Are there not laudable sentiments concerning love and marriage even in secular society which, if they could be adhered to, would provide the basis for a higher rate of success?

These mistaken, and I am sure unconscious, comparisons of principles or ideals with practices or empirical observations tend to exacerbate the disparity between the views of women inside and outside the movement. The ‘life’ of women in the movement, therefore, can seem and has seemed restrictive by the ‘standards’ of those outside. The same kind of problem can arise from a further practical problem, the failure to contextualize statements on the subject of gender.’ Ideally, the woman must be completely submissive and a constant servant to her husband’ (Daner, 1976:68) This was how Daner described thee theoretical role of women in the Hare Krishna movement in the mid-1970s. From what we have seen of the philosophy of Krishna consciousness there is some truth in this. However, it would also be true to say that the man must be submissive and a servant to his wife (the suffix Dasa or Dasi, which all devotees take after their names, denotes ‘servant’). The important point, of course, is that everyone is a servant of God, and must be submissive, particularly to the spiritual master, but also to all other Vaisnava devotees. [17] Daner’s comment is not incorrect, but, by making no reference to the philosophy which produces this ideal, suggests that women are subordinate. [18] 

The teachings of Krishna consciousness concerning the body and material life have produced a number of problems of interpretation. As we have seen some of these have resulted from the complexity of the teachings themselves. This has been compounded by the fact that, as a young movement with an old theology, its members are still learning the task of articulation. The other problems are related not to the teachings directly but to the way in which they have been expressed by those describing the movement. 

In some ways they are only minor points but they have had an important effect on our understanding of the women issue in ISKCON. Whereas the souls are equal and the same, in Krishna consciousness or bhagavat-dharma, bodies are to be viewed as equally useful for liberation, but clearly materially different. The souls have the same nature (dharma); bodies have different natures, depending on their social situation and gender. It is not the case; however, those women’s bodies and minds are of intrinsically lower status than the bodies and minds of men. Neither is it the case that the souls which inhabit women’s bodies must be born again in men’s bodies in order to achieve liberation. As far as it is possible to tell, the philosophy of Krishna consciousness attributes spiritual and material equality to those in bhagavat-dharma (but not to ordinary men and women). This is not to say, however, that the male and female devotees use or have been allowed to use this potential in the same way.

Women in the Hare Krishna movement: a short history

What have been the experiences of women in the movement? Are the teachings on the soul, the body and gender safeguards for the treatment of women or mere platitudes? After all, although provisions were made by the founder, Prabhupada, for women in the movement, he also wrote, ‘never put your trust in a diplomat or a woman’ and referred to women as ‘less intelligent’ (Bhaktivedanta, 1970:7, 21).  In order to understand why someone who upheld such an apparently sexist view should choose to open his movement to women, we must again return to the focal point of the philosophy, the equality of the souls. Early disciples frequently point out that Prabhupada saw and treated his disciples as equals regardless of gender. He did not, however, see those outside the Hare Krishna movement as necessarily equal, although they had the potential to be so once they saw themselves as spiritual rather than material entities. To put it another way— using ISKCON terminology — according to the ‘bodily conception’ of life there are men and women; according to the ‘spiritual conception’— bhagavat-dharma — there are only souls. When two female devotees asked Serial Prabhupada if they would make slower progress than the male devotees, he replied, ‘Yes ... if you think of yourselves as women, how will you make any advancement? You must see yourself as spirit-soul, eternal servant of Krishna.’ (Satsvarupa,1983a:147) 

Prior to Prabhupada’s arrival in the United States in 1966, his religious training and empirical experience had provided him with little reason to take women seriously except as home-makers. In the Gaudiya Vaisnava tradition of which he was a part, the emphasis had previously been placed on the spiritual progress omen. Certain women, renowned for their great spirituality and leadership, were mentioned favorably in the texts, but at that time they had no place in the ritual practices or ashrams of this tradition. [19] In addition, the normal role of women in Indian society was one of domestic subservience, with few women given the opportunity to attain higher material or spiritual positions. When Prabhupada came to the United States, however, his empirical experience changed. In a talk to the residents of Vrindavan, India, several years after his arrival in America, he reported, ‘... in the Western countries there is no distinction. They (boys and girls) are given equal liberty. In our country there is still discrimination’ (Satsvarupa, 1983b:21–2).Because of this Prabhupada thought it appropriate to allow both men and women to enter his movement, and to become disciples on the path of Krishna consciousness with the same opportunities for advancement and responsibilities for service.

Women were involved in Krishna consciousness from the earliest days of the movement. [20] A woman devotee named Janaki was one of the first initiates and was married shortly after in the first ISKCON marriage ceremony. With two other couples, she and her husband, Mukunda traveled to England to preach Krishna consciousness under instruction from ‘Swamiji’. Other early female disciples were given special responsibilities too, such as Yamuna who sang and cared for the Deities, and Visakha who received encouragement in her vocation as a photographer. Both men and women were enjoined to start centers for the movement: ‘Krishna does not make distinction — female dress or male dress ... Krishna gives intelligence’ (Satsvarupa, 1983a:147). Women participated actively in worship, cooking and serving Krishna and the spiritual master. Prabhupada made the women responsible for more traditional feminine activities, but did not bar them from stepping out of these into other roles if those suited them better. After setting up the Governing Body Commission (GBC), Prabhupada offered membership to one of his female disciples (although this was never taken up). Women also gave scripture classes. Like the men, they traveled freely with Prabhupada and served impersonally, even in India where Hindu women were generally denied equal participation in religious movements and close involvement withal spiritual teacher. [21] 

However, as a number of female and male devotees attest, the situation began to change in the mid-1970s. [22] By this time several male devotees had been initiated as cannabis (celibate renunciates). [23] They worked closely with Prabhupada, particularly on various projects in India where they were exposed to very different cultural circumstances to those operating in the West. Looking back to this time, older devotees now see this situation as causal in the devaluation of women within the movement. With a desire to protect their own aroma and their individual spiritual advancement, they saw the involvement of women as a problem. The householder or grhastha asrama as a whole was criticized, with women in particular targeted (Ravindra, 1994:52) Some sannyasis, it is said, wanted to see the initiation of women stopped, presumably in line with the majority of Indian religious practice. One practical effect of their preaching was the reorganization of worship such that in many temples women were made to stand at the back of the temple room behind the male devotees. 

Prabhupada was certainly aware of some of the things which took place in this period.  However, most devotees, in evaluating the changes in relation to Prabhupada’s original openness and equal treatment of women, believe that he allowed such things to happen’ to allay the fears of ... (his) newly celibate male population’(Veranda, 1992:9) and perhaps to help them with the difficulties that the renunciate lifestyle inevitably engendered. The female devotees close to Prabhupada were able to appeal to him in some of these matters, with some success, until he passed away in 1977.Following this, while the management of ISKCON was in the hands of the GBC, spiritual authority was taken on by a group of male initiating gurus, all sannyasis, who were not sympathetic to calls for the reinstatement of opportunities for women. 

Although in the early 1980s some devotees wrote about the position of women in the movement in response to feminist developments in the wider society, it was not until the mid to late-1980s, with the rise of a more vocal group of women in the movement — and with pressures for reform growing in relation to a number of matters — that real calls for change began to resonate throughout ISKCON. Both male and female devotees began to acknowledge the degree of damage that was being done through a failure to tackle the issue of women’s second-class status. 

‘Shouldn’t women be taken seriously? If they aren’t, our movement may survive, but will it prosper? Not only will we be turning away half of the world’s population, but we will be neglecting those who are strong enough to stay. We will exploit them, hurt them, and not allow them to reach their full potential. And in the process of doing this, we will be exploiting, hurting, and denying ourselves. We will not progress, nor will we understand even the simplest things about the Krishna conscious view of women.’(Satyaraja, 1992:11) 

Women started to propose changes and to write about the problems they faced. One devotee, suggesting that women devotees organize to place a referendum of their views before the GBC, drew fellow devotees’ attention to the violation of,

‘... One of the main objectives of Vaisnava culture which is to inculcate in its adherents an enlightened, broad-visional and compassionate attitude, thereby creating a socially just, non-repressive, God-centered society.’ (Vrinda, 1992:10)

Changes slowly began to take place. In the mid-1990s, the issue has by no means disappeared completely, but there is a little more reason for optimism. Some positive European examples include the changes in Ireland and England which brought women and men side by side for worship and entitled women to give classes to all devotees, and the situation in Germany where three out of eleven temple presidencies and one-third of National Council seats are held by women.[24] Similar progress is gradually occurring elsewhere. 

With regard to spiritual advancement as opposed to these important managerial changes, all devotees are reminded that there are no scriptural grounds and no GBC rulings which deny advanced women devotees the possibility of leading classes or taking on the role of guru. The latter has not yet occurred in ISKCON. [25] Perhaps it is only when it does that women devotees will feel fully affirmed as equal spirit-souls in Krishna consciousness. Principles of equality are all to the good, but if they are never practically enacted, it is all too easy to doubt the sincerity of those who proclaim them. 

As it remains the case that few women are given the public opportunity of speaking prophetically about ISKCON it has been left to two men, one a devotee and the other a sympathetic outsider, to invite the movement to proceed further and faster down the road to reform. Ravindra Svarupa Dasa, a leading commentator within ISKCON, was not referring explicitly to the women issue when he wrote the following, but his comments elsewhere lead me to believe he would include it in his hopes forth future:

‘Our work of reform and renewal continues. It has to be perpetual. As part of that work, ISKCON is beginning to look back at itself, engaging in its own process of honestly coming to terms with its past. Only by so doing can it have a viable and progressive future.’(Ravindra Svarupa, 1994:33) 

This sentiment is echoed by a British scholar of Hindu studies, Julius Lipner, who calls with great sincerity for a serious commitment to change on the issue of women’s participation in the Hare Krishna movement: 

‘I would suggest, on the basis of this account, that the philosophy and scripture of ISKCON need provide no significant barrier for women’s progress in ISKCON. Moreover, its history provides examples— if comparatively few in number — of great women devotees. Prabhupada’s own writings — which need some explanation and commentary for new devotees and outsiders — when set alongside his radical actions in opening up a previously male movement to substantial female participation should provide no obstacle for women’s spiritual advancement and material involvement in ISKCON. As Vrinda Devi dasi points out in her plea for change, ‘(We do) a terrible disservice to His Divine Grace (Prabhupada) and his mission. These points should be cleared up for the sake of our own interpersonal dealings, and secondarily for our appearance in the eyes of the public.’ (Vrinda, 1992:9)

While those in new religious movements may always be misunderstood, even misrepresented, by outsiders, the primary responsibility, for cleaning the ISKCON house and the hearts of devotees on the subject of women, falls squarely to those inside the movement. [26] It is only once this has been achieved that the movement will rightfully shake off the stigma of sexism.
