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Rishikas & Vaishnavis: Women as Gurus
by Amogha-lila dasa

Introduction

In June of 2026, Pranada devi dasi published a book titled Rishikas & Vaishnavis: Women as
Gurus, wherein she presented a number of women who contributed to various areas of Vedic
culture throughout history, along with some examples of those who acted as diksa-gurus within
the Gaudiya sampradaya. In the fourth chapter, she makes the claim that it is a “myth that only a
Vaishnavi of Jahnava Thakurani’s caliber, i.e., an eternally liberated associate of Sri Krishna or
Mahaprabhu, can fulfill the role of diksha-guru”, and dedicates the rest of the chapter to refuting
this myth by citing various examples of female diksa-gurus from Gaudiya Vaisnava history. This
paper seeks to evaluate the efficacy of her refutation by addressing the question, “Are each of the
female diksa-gurus mentioned in the fourth chapter of Pranada’s book sadhakas or non-
sadhakas?”

The criteria by which we propose to determine whether or not the following personalities are
sdadhakas are primarily twofold:

1. Descriptions of activities or events wholly impossible to be performed or experienced
by sadhakas.
2. Statements directly identifying them as non-sadhakas.

Srimati Laksahira

Despite her inclusion in this list, there is no account in mainstream Gaudiya literature that
corroborates that Srimati Laksahira, the prostitute delivered by Srila Haridasa Thakura, acted as
a diksa-guru. Nevertheless, all evidence indicates that she was not a s@dhaka at the time of her
becoming a celebrated devotee. Gaudiva Vaisnava Abhidhdana states:
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“Being engaged by Ramacandra Khan to break the s@dhana of Haridasa Thakura, she became
parama mahanti by his (Haridasa Thakura’s) immense power.” (Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana,
from the History of Jessore-Khulna p. 364-365)

That the words parama mahanti indicate her siddhatva is confirmed by Sri Caitanya-caritamrta:
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[By] Serving tulast, chewing [her food without swallowing], and fasting, her senses became
controlled and prema manifested [in her]. (Sr7 Caitanya-caritamrta, Antya-lila 3.141)

The words premera prakdasa in the above payara indicate that she was experiencing symptoms of
prema-bhakti. Stila Prabhupada’s translation reflects this:

...and as soon as her senses were controlled, symptoms of love of Godhead appeared in her
person. (Ibid.)

Such symptoms are only genuinely manifest in those who are at least on the level of bhava:
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If softness of the heart, the symptom of rati, becomes clearly visible in persons desiring
liberation, or in other unqualified persons, then it is not real rati. (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu
1.3.41)!

Thus, it can be concluded that Srimati Laksahira was not a sddhaka but was at least on the level
of bhava when she became a celebrated devotee and perhaps also took disciples.

Srimati Sita Thakurani
Srimati Sita Thakurani is well-known as the wife of Advaita Acarya. The author quotes

Nityananda dasa’s Prema-vildsa to demonstrate that she gave mantra-diksa to her two servants,
Nandini and Jangali. The following description comes in the 24" vilasa of Prema-vilasa:
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Stta devi herself gave diksa into krsna-mantra to her two servants Jangali and Nandin.

! The word rati is used interchangeably with the word bhava.
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In the Puranas and Natya-$astra, rati and bhava have the same meaning. Thus they will have the same
meaning in this work also. (Bhakti-rasamrta-sindhu 1.3.13)
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However, also in the 24" vilasa, Nityananda dasa identifies Sita devi as yogamaya:
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Bhagavati Sita is yogamdya Durga. Know it well that her expansion is StT devi. (Ibid.)

The above payara closely mirrors Kavi Karnapiira’s description of her identity in Gaura-
ganoddesa-dipika (83):
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Now, yogamaya-bhagavatt, his wife, has descended in the form of Sita. Sii is her expansion.

Thus it may be concluded that Srimati Sita Thakurani was not a sadhaka.

Srimati Jangali devi and Srimati Nandini devi

As mentioned previously, Srimati Jangali devi and Srimati Nandini devi were the servants and
disciples of Sita Thakurani. As the author herself states, these two Vaisnavis are identified by
Kavi Karnapura as Jaya and Vijaya:
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NandinTt and Jangali are known as Jaya and Vijaya respectively. (Gaura-ganoddesa-dipika 89)

Since Jaya and Vijaya are nitya-parsadas of the Lord, it is to be concluded that they were not
sadhakas. A further look into their lives more clearly indicates their spiritual stature:
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NandinT served the lotus feet of S Sita. Jangali went to one forest to do tapasya. She stayed in
the jungle in the company of animals like tigers and bears. The king of Gauda went to that forest
to hunt and saw a most beautiful woman. The woman was in the dress of a tapasvini and was
doing fapasya, and the king got the idea to break her chastity. Coming close, he saw the form of a
man, and the king became doubtful. The king said, “Tapasvini, are you a man or a woman?”’
Jangali replied, “Women see a woman, men see a man. I never address anyone as a man.? Saintly
persons see me as a woman and always address me as “Mother, mother.” A man initially sees me
as a woman, but if his mind becomes corrupted, he sees the form of man.

The king said “Mother, [ am a great offender. Please be merciful to me and give me the dust of
your lotus feet.” Jangali was very merciful to the king, and he gave her one city. The name of that
place is Jangali-tota. Thus I have expounded the opulence of Jangali.

As is clear from the above narration, the activities of Jangalt were far from ordinary and certainly
impossible to be performed by a sadhaka. Noteworthy here is that there is no mention of Jangalt
initiating the king, nor anywhere in Prema-vilasa of her or NandinT initiating any disciples. The
author does not cite the source for her claim that they did.

The author does cite that Jangali-tota has become a center for the sakhi-bhava or sakhi-bheki
sampraddya. This came to be because of claims made about Jangali’s identity in Lokanatha
dasa’s Sita-caritra, a book which the author cites in her own. Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana
states:
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2 Some sources allege that she said, “I was never a man.” (Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana)
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But, from Lokanatha’s Sita-caritra, it is known that Jangali was not a woman. The prince of
Haripur, near Shantipur, took initiation from Stta devi. His name after [initiation] is Jangali-priya.

The claim made here is that Jangalt was a man who took on a female name after his initiation.
Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana states that this Jangali-priya took at least one disciple, a man,
whose name thereafter became Hari-priya (another female name). Though the full text of Sita-
caritra could not be located by the author of this analysis, a summary of its contents was, and
therein the sixth chapter is described as follows:
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The story of Sita’s two disciples; moral teaching and Sita’s amazing character; Her two disciples
adoption of stri-bhava (feminine emotions) and stri-vesa (feminine dress).

Thus it appears that S1ta Thakurant’s servant Jangalt later became erroneously identified with a
sakhi-bheki due to her having displayed both female and male forms to the king of Gauda, and it
is still unclear whether the real Jangali (or Nandin1) factually took disciples or not.

Srimati Narayani devi
Narayani devi is famous as the mother of Srila Vrndavana dasa Thakura, to whom Si Caitanya

Mahaprabhu showed special mercy. Gaura-ganoddesa-dipika (43) states that Srimati Narayani
devi is the incarnation of Kilimbika, the daughter of Ambika, an associate of Srimati Radharani.
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She who was previously known by the name Srila Kilimbika, who was the younger sister of
Ambika, and who always ate the remnants of Krsna, she is Narayani.

Since Srimati Narayanit devi is an associate of Krsna in Goloka, it is concluded that she was not a
sadhaka. As the author admits, the claim that Narayani dev1 initiated disciples is unsubstantiated
and no such accounts are found in mainstream Gaudiya literature.

Srimati Jahnava devi
Srimati Jahnava devi is known to be a nitya-siddha, being the sakti of Nityananda Prabhu. She is
not a sadhaka.

Srimati ISvari Draupadi Devi and Srimati Gauranga Priya devi

These two women are the wives of Srinivasa Acarya. Yadunandana dasa writes of them in his
work Karnananda as follows:
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Both were one-pointedly absorbed in suddha-raganuga-bhajana. Their bhajana was absolutely,
purely parakiyda-bhava. What can I say about their steadfast bhajana? They never heard karma or
jhidna, or anything else [opposed to their bhajana] with their ears.

The above excerpt gives some hint of their exalted status; however, a much more specific
indication is given in the course of a narration in Karnananda about the exalted status of
Srinivasa Acarya’s disciple Ramacandra Kaviraja:
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Prabhu (Srinivasa Acarya) said: listen carefully, both of you. I brought this prasada for
Ramacandra. If you take this prasada you both become the same as Ramacandra. This nectar
from Radha’s lips (betel prasdda) is rare even for Brahma. Having taken it, your lives are
fulfilled. What to speak of others, what is rare even for S17 Krsna you have obtained by the mercy
of Ramacandra.

Ramacandra Kavirdja is known as a siddha Vaisnava. That I$vari and Gauranga Priya became
“the same” as Ramacandra, having taken the remnants of Srimati Radharani, indicates that they
achieved the same kind of siddhatva as him, and thus they were not sadhakas.

Srimati Hemalata Thakurani

Hemalata Thakurani is one of three daughters of Srinivasa Acarya. The following account is
given in Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana:
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Hemalata devt is famous as Ardhakalt (a form of Kalt devi). Once, while feeding brahmanas, the
sari covering her head slipped. Devi suddenly manifested two more arms from behind her
shoulders and placed the cloth back in its place.

The statement that Hemalata devi is famous as Ardhakali is uncorroborated. Furthermore, the /ila
narrated here, though attributed to Hemalata dev1, is recorded in Prema-vilasa as having been
performed by Sita Thakurani. These accounts are spurious, but that they are attributed to her
gives an indication that she was seen as someone capable of performing mystic acts possible
only for those who are spiritually exalted. Nevertheless, for lack of any reliable corroboration of
their factuality, they cannot be taken as evidence.

Though we find no explicit statements regarding her spiritual status, nor much about her life at
all, it is clear that she was not an ordinary devotee, being the daughter of a nitya-parsada and a
recipient of his mercy, which she was capable of distributing widely:
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Then, Prabhu (Srinivasa Acarya), being pleased, gave mercy to his own daughter, whose name
was Hemalata. Her disciples and grand-disciples became great in number and she inundated the
entire world in the nectar of prema. (Karnananda, 1** niryasa)

An authorized account given in Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana describes her rejection of Riipa
Kaviraja:
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It is said that because Rupa Kaviraja published a fraudulent text promoting sahajiya philosophy
in the name of Sr1 ST Riipa Gosvami and for disrespecting his own guru, Hemalata expelled him
from society and broke his kanthi-mala.

That her chastisement of Riipa Kaviraja resulted in his expulsion from Vaisnava society also
indicates that she was accepted almost unanimously by Gaudiyas as an authority within the
sampradaya, something only possible for someone of truly elevated spiritual stature. Her
breaking his kanthi-mald also demonstrates her transcendence to the traditional dharmas
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governing women’s behaviour, which were certainly rigidly observed at the time she was on the
planet. Thus, the birth and activities of Hemalata strongly suggest she was an especially
empowered devotee, though no explicit statement is found

Srimati Krsnapriya and Srimati Visnupriya

Krsnapriya and Visnupriya are the daughters of Srila Narottama dasa Thakura’s disciple
Ganganarayana Cakravarti. Narottama-vilasa gives the following information them:
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Sri Cakravarti’s wife was named Ramanarayani. She was the mother of the world-famous
Visnupriya. Visnupriya’s sister was Krsnapriya, the embodiment of devotion who was favored by
Radha and resided at Radha-kunda. (Narottama-vilasa, 11" vilasa)

That Krsnapriya the “embodiment of devotion” and was “favored by Radha” indicates that she
was at a very advanced level of devotion, and not an ordinary Vaisnavi. Furthermore:
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Ganganarayana’s daughter was Visnupriya. Her heart was always blissful due to the rasa of
serving Govinda. Her sister, Krsnapriya was the embodiment of devotional service and was
famous as the thakurani who lived at Radha-kunda. From Gauda to Vraja, they traveled
everywhere and then made a vow to live at Radha-kunda. (Ibid, Appendix)

That both sisters wandered from Gauda to Vrndavana, travelling to various places on the way
before deciding to stay in Radha-kunda indicates a level of renunciation not present in ordinary
sadhakas. Krsnapriya’s siddhatva is confirmed in the following account of how Raghunatha dasa
Gosvam1’s sila came to be entrusted to her:
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In Mukunda dasa’s old age, he had a severe stomach problem which caused him to have no
appetite. Krsnapriya provided him with a diet such that his illness was cured. Mukunda humbly
said again and again, “You have shown me affection just like a mother. What can I know about
your devotion to Krsna? You are qualified to receive the rasa of [Raghunatha dasa Gosvam1’s]
Govardhana sila.” Having said this, he gave her the sild and within a few days SrT Mukunda left
this world. I do not know how to describe the love with which Thakurani served the $ila. In the
sild, she saw Vrajendra-nandana Himself, and what pastimes happened on what day cannot be
described. (Ibid, 11" vilasa)

That Krsnapriya was able to daily see and relish the pastimes of Krsna while worshipping the
sild indicates that she was a perfected soul, as such spiritual visions do not regularly occur on the
level of sadhana.

Aside from her association with Krsnapriya and the above details of her renunciation, there is
little readily available information about Visnupriya. However, her extraordinary renunciation
and transcendence to worldly dharma, as well as her “always relishing the rasa of service to
Govinda within her heart” certainly indicate that she was not an ordinary sadhaka, and thus in all
likelihood Visnupriya was a perfected soul.

Srimati Sucarita devi
Aside from the information provided by the author, which comes from Karnananda, no

information is readily available about the life of Srimati Sucarita devi from standard books of our
sampradaya.
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Srimati Gangamata Gosvamini
Gangamata Gosvamini was a disciple of Hari dasa Pandita, the chief sevait of Radha-Govinda in
Vrndavana. Aside from the information present in Gaudiya Vaisnava Abhidhana, which is

translated and paraphrased in the author’s book, Sundarananda Vidyavinoda wrote an elaborate
account of Gangamata Gosvamini’s life and activities in his book Sr7 Ksetra. Therein, he writes:
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Sacidevi (Gangamata) was ordered by J agannatha in a dream, “On the day of the auspicious
timing for bathing in the Ganga, bathe in the Sveta-ganga. Ganga devi, praying and longing for
your association, will be present there.”

Despite the lack of an explicit statement defining her exact spiritual stature, her exceptional
service and vows of renunciation, the Lord’s numerous personal interventions in her life, and
Ganga dev1’s praying for her association all indicate that it is highly unlikely that Gangamata
Gosvamini was on the level of sadhana.

Srimati Iccha devi

Srimati Iccha devi was the wife of Rasikananda. Gopijana Vallabha’s Rasika-marngala identifies
her as follows:
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A portion of Laksmi descended as Iccha, his chief queen. For that reason, birth after birth, she is
the love of Rasika. (Rasika-mangala, 12" lahar)

Because Iccha devi is an amsa of Laksmi and the eternal consort of Rasikananda, she cannot be
classified as a sadhaka.

Conclusion

Of the fourteen examples of female diksa-gurus Pranada devi dasi cites in the fourth chapter of
Rishikas & Vaishnavis, eleven are confirmed siddhas:

Srimati Laksahira
Srimati Sita Thakurani
Srimati Jangali devi
Srimati Nandini devi
Srimati Narayani devi
Srimati Jahnava devi
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Srimati I$vari Draupadi devi
Srimati Gauranga Priya devi
Srimati Krsnapriya devi
Srimati Gangamata Gosvamini
Srimati Iccha devi

Of those eleven, six are nitya-siddhas:

Srimati Sita Thakurani
Srimati Jangali devi
Srimati Nandini devi
Srimati Narayani devi
Srimati Jahnava devi
Srimati Iccha devi

Aside from these eleven, the three others are unconfirmed, either because the historical record in
each does not clearly point one way or the other, or there is insufficient evidence to make any
assessment at all.

Srimati Hemalata Thakurani
Srimati Visnupriya devi
Srimati Sucarita devi

Thus, none of the evidence the author cites supports her contention that it is a myth that only a
Vaisnavi who is “an eternally liberated associate of Sri Krishna or Mahaprabhu can fulfill the
role of diksha-guru.” Indeed, the evidence produced would more strongly support the opposite
conclusion. However, there is a more fundamental flaw in her presentation, in that it relies on
evidence which cannot reliably support its conclusion.

A publication which intends to establish the eligibility of sadhaka Vaisnavis to act as diksa-
gurus must demonstrate that such a practice is doctrinally sound, rather than simply historically
precedented. History documents that an event occurred; doctrine evaluates its validity and
significance to the present.

To illustrate this, we may look to the sixth chapter of Rishikas and Vaishnavis and the example
of Srimati Jayasri Gosvamini, the dcarya of the Shree Guru Prapanna Ashram and a grand-
disciple of Srila Bhaktisiddhanta Sarasvati Thakura. Leaving aside the question of her authority
as a diksa-guru, Jayasri Gosvamini presents herself as a sannydasi and openly initiates many of
her female disciples into sannydasa. If precedent alone decided authority, then the practice of
offering women sannydsa could be implemented in our own institution simply on the basis of
Jayasri Gosvamin1’s precedent. However, in reality, doing so would violate the teachings of our
acarya, Srila Prabhupada, who explicitly rejected such a practice as characteristic of “so-called
spiritual societies” (SB 3.24.40) and such sannyasis themselves as “pretenders and prostitutes”
(Letter to Brahmananda). That Jayasr1 Gosvamin1’s practice exists as a matter of historical fact
does nothing to grant it authority because it is not supported by doctrine.
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Many more such examples of historically precedented deviations could be cited from the history
of our sampraddya, including: offering fish to Krsna, allowing the guru to take the virginity of
one’s newly wedded wife, chanting various concocted mantras, men dressing as gopis, gurus
performing rasa-/ila with their disciples, ef cetera ad nauseam. Again, the status of these
practices as historical does nothing to mitigate their status as deviations.

Thus, though we welcome any opportunity to hear of the devotional feats of the great
personalities cited in the fourth chapter of Rishikas and Vaishnavis, it must be remembered that
authority derives not merely from precedent but from doctrine. By relying wholly on historical
examples to the exclusion of doctrinal statements, Pranada devi dast’s presentation fails at a
fundamental level to differentiate deviation from tradition and thus does not sufficiently address
the question of women’s eligibility as diksa-gurus.
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