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The International Society for Krishna Consciousness
(ISKCON), founded by His Divine Grace A.C. Bhaktivedanta
Swami Prabhupada, has faced various questions regarding
its practices, leadership, and adherence to tradition. This
essay addresses two significant inquiries: the allegations of
Srila Prabhupada’s poisoning by his disciples and the
mechanisms for ensuring the quality and integrity of
ISKCON’s initiating gurus. Drawing on official statements,
historical context, shastra (the sacred scriptures of Sanatana-
dharma) and institutional policies, this discussion aims to
provide clarity on these matters while situating ISKCON’s
practices within the broader Vedic tradition.

The Poison Allegation: A
Rebuttal
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One of the persistent controversies surrounding ISKCON
involves allegations that Srila Prabhupada, the organization’s
founder, was poisoned by individuals close to him. These
claims have resurfaced periodically, relying primarily on
inconclusive evidence such as debated audio recordings and
hair sample analyses. On April 25, 2025, the ISKCON
Governing Body Commission (GBC) Communications
Minister, Anuttama Das, issued a statement addressing these
allegations, declaring them unfounded due to the lack of
conclusive evidence and the implausibility highlighted by
Prabhupada’s immediate caregivers at the time.  A similar
GBC statement from 2017 further reinforces this position,
dismissing the poison theory based on extensive prior
reviews.

Moreover, Mayesvara Dasa, a direct disciple of Srila
Prabhupada, has authored a comprehensive book rebutting
the poison conspiracy. The book’s title is Deception (2019),
and a key argument in his work is the historical improbability
of the claim, noting that in the 1970s, cadmium—a heavy
metal allegedly used—was not known at the time to have
been used in any deliberate poisoning cases worldwide. The
notion that Prabhupada’s young attendants possessed the
knowledge or means to employ such an obscure method is
absurd, as Mayesvara demonstrates. Those interested in a
deeper exploration of this controversy may request a copy of
Mayesvara’s book for further details.

The Role and Regulation of
Gurus in ISKCON
Another critical area of inquiry concerns ISKCON’s approach
to authorizing and overseeing its initiating gurus. Since Srila
Prabhupada’s departure in 1977, ISKCON has permitted
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multiple individuals to serve as diksa-gurus (initiating
spiritual masters). As of the latest records, the GBC maintains
a public list of 115 active initiating gurus, accessible online.
This practice aligns with ISKCON’s mission to continue the
disciplic succession as envisioned by Prabhupada.

To ensure the personal integrity and loyalty of these gurus to
the Vedic tradition, ISKCON has established rigorous
standards outlined in its Lawbook, which draws from
Sanatana-dharma shastra and Prabhupada’s teachings.
These standards were formalized in the GBC’s 1995
publication, Gurus and Initiations in ISKCON (1995), which
details mandatory and discretionary qualifications for gurus.
Mandatory requirements include being initiated for at least
ten years, strictly adhering to vows, having no history of
moral falldown, excelling in preaching, and demonstrating
proficiency in scripture, among others.  The authorization
process involves endorsement by an Area Council, a “no
objection” letter system, and oversight by the GBC, with
provisions for monitoring and sanctioning gurus through
warnings, probation, suspension, or removal if necessary.

Despite these safeguards, ISKCON acknowledges that
falldowns occur. A notable, recent case involved an 84-year-
old sannyasi-guru found engaging in inappropriate conduct,
prompting a response from Prahladananda Swami, the GBC
Minister for Sannyasa. In a two-hour video addressing
disciples’ concerns, Prahladananda Maharaja noted that in
1992, when he became Sannyasa Minister, there were about
60 sannyasis in ISKCON. And there had also been 100 others
who had given up sannyasa, many of them during
Prabhupada’s time. But since 1992, only three sannyasis have
faced significant issues, a marked improvement from earlier
decades when falldowns were more frequent.  Maharaja also
identified wealth and association with women as primary
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challenges for sannyasi-gurus, suggesting that tighter
institutional regulation may be needed.  This candid
acknowledgment reflects ISKCON’s commitment to
addressing shortcomings while striving for improvement.

Multiple Gurus in Vedic
Tradition and ISKCON
The practice of having multiple gurus within a single
institution is not unique to ISKCON but is rooted in Vedic
tradition. Historical examples include Adi Shankaracharya,
who established four mathas led by his foremost disciples,
and Ramanujacharya, who appointed 74 simhasana-
adhipatis to propagate his teachings. Similarly,
Madhvacharya’s dvandva-matha system in Udupi ensured
continuity through paired institutions. ISKCON’s multi-guru
system mirrors these precedents, fostering cooperation
among spiritual leaders under a unified institutional
framework.

Critics sometimes argue that ISKCON’s multiple-guru model
appears less stable than a single-guru successor system due
to a higher frequency of falldowns. To understand this,
consider a thought experiment where every guru in both
systems has a 95% chance of success (i.e., not falling down)
and a 5% chance of falldown.

In a multi-guru system like ISKCON’s, with 100 gurus
operating simultaneously in one generation
(approximately 30 years), the expected number of
falldowns is 100 × 0.05 = 5. This means about five
gurus are likely to falldown within a single generation,
making falldowns visible relatively quickly.
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In contrast, a single-guru system, where one guru
serves for 30 years before passing the role to a
successor, has a 95% chance of success per guru.

Over two generations (60 years), the probability
that both gurus succeed is 0.95 × 0.95 = 0.9025,
or 90.25%, meaning approximately 10% chance
of at least one falldown in 60 years. That is little
different from the 95% success rate for each
individual guru.

Over three generations (90 years), the probability
of all gurus succeeding drops to 0.95 × 0.95 ×
0.95 ≈ 0.8574, or approximately 85% probability
of success (no gurus fall) and 14% chance of at
least one falldown during those 90 years.

Over ten generations (300 years), the probability
of all gurus succeeding is 0.95  ≈ 0.5987, or
approximately 60% probability of no gurus
falling, or a 40% chance of at least one falldown
in 300 years.

Thus, in a single-guru system, falldowns are less frequent
and may not appear for centuries, creating an impression of
greater stability. However, the individual success rate
remains 95% in both systems, and the difference lies in the
structure: a multi-guru system reveals falldowns sooner due
to its larger number of simultaneous gurus, while a single-
guru system spreads the same risk over a longer period. This
statistical perspective shows that falldowns are not evidence
of institutional deviation but a natural outcome of scale and
time.

Shastric Guidance on Guru
Falldowns
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The Vedic shastras themselves acknowledge that gurus can
falter. The Mahabharata provides clear guidance in this
regard:

gurorapy avaliptasya kāryākāryam ajānataḥ
utpatha-pratipannasya parityāgo vidhīyate

“Even a guru who has become arrogant, who no longer
knows what is proper or improper, and who has deviated

from the righteous path—such a guru should be renounced”
(Udyog Parva).

This teaching, spoken by Bhishmadeva to his guru Lord
Parashurama, arose during their dispute as to whether
Bhishmadeva, as per his guru, had to break his vow of
brahmacharya and marry Amba. By this, Bhishmadeva, in
opposing his guru, is stating that a guru who gives irreligious
instruction and is ill behaved and arrogant is fit to be given
up. After the fight, of course, Lord Parasurama accepted
Bhishmadeva’s resolve to maintain his vow of brahmacharya
and not marry.

Nevertheless, this shloka from Mahabharata shows that the
shastra itself gives guidance on how one may deal with a
guru who has become disqualified to act as guru.
Prabhupada himself quotes this same shloka in his purport
to Srimad-Bhagavatam 8.20.1, in which he explains the
reason for Bali Maharaja refusing the order of his guru,
Shukracharya. Hence, one or more falldowns among ISKCON
gurus does not necessarily indicate that ISKCON has
deviated from its disciplic succession.

Conclusion
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ISKCON’s response to allegations of Srila Prabhupada’s
poisoning and its framework for guru authorization reflect a
commitment to transparency and fidelity to Vedic principles.
The poison allegations lack credible evidence and have been
consistently debunked by official statements and scholarly
rebuttals. Meanwhile, ISKCON’s multi-guru system, grounded
in historical precedent and regulated by strict standards,
strives to balance spiritual authority with accountability.
While falldowns even among gurus occur, they are neither
unique to ISKCON nor indicative of systemic failure or
misguidance, as shastra itself anticipates such challenges and
provides guidance for resolution. By maintaining rigorous
oversight and drawing on the tradition of Sanatana-dharma,
ISKCON continues to uphold Srila Prabhupada’s mission
while navigating the complexities of spiritual leadership.

Share this post: #ISKCON #RitvikDebate #SrilaPrabhupada
#PoisonAllegations #VedicTradition #ISKCONGuruSystem
#PrabhupadaLegacy #HareKrishna #GBCStandards
#RitvikCritics #MahabharataWisdom #GuruFalldown
#MultiGuruSystem #SanatanaDharma
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