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Many NRMs have often excluded women from leadership socially and spiritually. In Women in New Religions, Elizabeth Puttick says that most women are subordinated in both old and new religions. However, with the wave of global migration,  women have been empowered, having an impact on the transformation of secular society; women may be more receptive to discussions related to ethical issues such as abortion, elimination of violence, forced marriage, sexual abuse and poverty.  

This paper focuses on the significance of changes in gender roles in the West and examines the non-Western influence of NRMs. The aim of this study is to investigate t  t he psychology of women and their impact on men, investigating how it is possible for a woman to live out her masculine side (the animus) and at the same time be her own feminine self (the anima): an independent woman.

This study therefore takes a feminine phenomenological standpoint. Firstly, it examines the symbolic relation between women and men, which is often divisive and whose barriers to communication are frequently unsolved, particularly in various religious groups. Secondly, it demonstrates the difficulty and even the inability to express thoughts and feelings between woman and man. Thirdly, it supports the thesis that women tend to follow the men whom they like, even changing their own political and religious ideas because it seems that women find it difficult to invent metaphysical and political discourses.  Finally, we may explicitly wonder what has contributed to changing our secular society as well as our moral and religious civilization. 

Background 

The religious and social role of women has changed considerably in different cultures and time. Men have held primary positions of authority in politics, religion, in the military and the education.  Women have had clearly a differentiated status and roles than men. Even the religious veneration of female has not implied an equal status of women itself in social and religious context. Historically, women were described by historians, sociologists and psychologists as expressers of ecstasy and mental illness. Unmarried women and artists have often paid the price of their creativity and independence in a patriarchal society. Women have been often considered as being subject to mental problems and also described as susceptible, irrational, sexually instable and economically marginal. 

Cultural stereotypes have provided a variety images and labels on women and their polarity/dichotomy of rationality and irrationality, goodness and evilness. The figure of woman, in many Abrahamic religions, as the Egyptian psychiatrist and renowned African writer Nawal El Saadawi says, has been classified as a second being, diminishing the myth of Goddesses, the divine nature and the creative diffidence (‘the spirit of freedom’), and emphasising the aspect of darkness, lunatic nature. Nawal El Saadawi’s humanism/creative political activism, for instance, thanks to her leadership of the Arab Women’s Solidarity Associations (AWSA), is based on a understanding of women oppression in the sphere of hegemonic and patriarchal politics, economics and religions.  El Saadawi believes women have suffered the most serious marginalisation in any patriarchal structure and they need to create their own dissident/revolutionary philosophy to the class system which is still prevalent today. She asks: ‘Can we be creative if we submit to the rules forced upon us under different names: father, god, husband, family, nation, family planning, human rights, modernism or post-modernism?’  According to El Saadawi women are discriminated by roles and traditions dominated by male elites and psychologies. 

In this way, the psychological status of women has been split in two archetypes:  the seductive witch, the demon (the bride of Satan) and the instinctual free spirit woman ‘Lilith/Isis’ who moved from the patriarchal marriage, and ‘Eve’, the weak and sinned woman, the wife of Adam and the mother of humankind, and the counterpart of man (made from Adam’s rib), the woman who was bound in a relationship. 

The approach of many academics is to have commonly tried to describe alternative rituals and beliefs of women in a mainstream patriarchal culture which has often marginalised the intellectual perspective of women who are involved in alternative spiritualities. For example, in the northern Europe (Germany, Scotland, England – Essex and in Sweden) in the early sixteenth-century, the age of Reformation many women (mainly old women) were involved in witchcraft and therefore were accused, persecuted, punished and also executed by secular and religious world. The phenomenon of witches, in fact, was very common between sixteenth and ninetieth centuries and it was widely considered as a deviant and abnormal spirituality. However, nowadays feminist scholars in a multiethnic culture have placed sensibly gender in the heart of their agenda/scholarship. Feminist works have gained their independent recognition in the field of religions. Many reformist feminists see women in the Judaeo-Christian traditions as Goddess; calling Lilith as a revolutionary and libertine woman who seduce men; the Virgin Mary, the spiritual mother of Christianity, Mary Magdalene, the Bride of Christ.  Even in the study of NRMs, some modern researches take a new look at alternative practices, studying issues of gender based on the subjectivity/psychology of women. Feminist discourse in NRMs can perhaps be appropriate to the social and religious reality of women whose lives and experiences have been shaped and dominated largely in a world by men. According to Elizabeth Puttick:

Female leadership in secular life is still relatively rare and contentious, despite the advances of feminism. Women have barely been acknowledged as possessing souls and capacity for spiritual growth, let alone allowed to achieve rank and status in religion.

Elizabeth Puttick offers a critical study to NRMs considering the status of women still unrecognised by many misogynist religions. In fact, many NRMs are shaped/formed by ideas and practices of the main Religions and women have been occasionally charismatic and leaders. Many ambitious women rarely become leaders even if they are attracted to NRMs. However, both Elizabeth Puttick and Susan Greenwood observe in her works women through an alternative Goddess spirituality can develop feminist concepts, beliefs and rituals removing sexism and making a theological and esoteric revolution within the patriarchal religious traditions. 
Gender differences and alternative spiritualities

For women, who are the process of becoming part of NRMs is a pre-requisite to provide a feminine identity and equality within a divisive society which classifies people sexually, ethnically, and economically. Equality has developed through standardised values in our Western cultures: the same opportunities, the same qualifications, the same rewards and the same rights.  However, this ideology of equality and gender is based paradoxically on the principle that men and women are fundamentally different in nature (in traits, ethnicity, personality, values and skills). Consequently, considering this paradox many women historically to obtain equality have been the same as men. Objectively women have been subjected to male discrimination and have been excluded systematically from our political, cultural and religious institutions. But in my opinion women I have lost their matriarchal identity; developing rapidly their masculine side. Men on the other hand, have adopted the feminine side, but are less interested in the values of life and relationships. Men are becoming more self-centred than altruist. Accordingly, Irene Claremont De Castillejo in Knowing Woman explores the psychology of men and women saying that both men and women are less in touch with their own nature; women are more focused on their careers and thus neglect their role as mediator to man, a channel whereby his own creative inspirations can flow more easily. 
 

Women who belong to NRMs seem to live a paradox between of finding the self and losing the self. One of my recent discussions with some women in Birmingham, U.K. who have decided to become member of Womens Federation for World Peace Movement (WFWP) found the movement as an advantage for their interpersonal and social relations. Women who take part of the movements have more connections and also a better capacity for empathy for each other. In a climate of general crisis economic women live a higher level of distress as a result of unemployment. They may be more likely affected or potentially disrupted. Women constitute a numerical majority in the world but are the objects of marginalization (subalternity) in a society with its dominant systems. Proportionally more women than men are discriminated. Women, in particular black and ethnic minority groups, older women and lesbian face multiple disadvantages and social and economic consequences. However, in most societies women received less education, employment opportunities and rights such relationship bond, inheritance, abortion, marriage and divorce. Women live also sexual discrimination/violence due to religious practices such female genital mutilation, bride price, and marriage young girls. Discrimination and negative attitudes on women, for example inequalities in employment, violence and abuse towards women can cause in long-term frustration, tension and psychological problems. As consequence women, whose thought is particularly vulnerable spend more time in different social groups seeking their own spiritualities. Alongside such self-researching (their autocoscienza) women consider NRMs a vehicle to establish independently new archetypes of liberty and self-identity/self-esteem overcoming any gender differences and discriminations.  Women, therefore, find NRMs as search of their own community, sexual and spiritual power. NRMs are a new model of spiritual values which can break the chain of oppression and abuse of any authoritative system. It is incorrect to think of minority groups in terms of numerical size. 

In Wicca as in other many pagan groups of the West including one recent pro-ana movement women live a free status invoking, giving and offering the ancestors and divinities with food, chants and prayers. In the case of the pro-anorexia movement, a media/online community, whose culture is based on the myth of unhealthy meagreness, stresses a pantheon of skinny Goddess. There are also movements like art’s movement in 60s which found their sense of feminine ancestors and divinities in astonishing paintings made by western feminist such the Swedish Monica Sjoo (1931-2005) who searched materials and delivered works on woman’s spirituality through topics such a beauty, love, violence and death tracing back the matriarchal lineage in the ancient times. Her paintings sacralise women stories depicting them as mothers, teachers, goddesses, priestesses, and spiritual healers. Monica works express the esoteric power of the ‘Great Mother’, the Matrix of the cosmos; whose aims is to break the chain from any form of oppression. She expresses indignation, strike, and defiance of the injustices women suffer, demanding an end at last to violence against women. Another Latin-American woman, Marsha Goméz, descendent from Mexico, that explores in her artefacts the more profound ways of understanding female divinities that the traditions of any indigenous populations offer us. Again, we have new environmental and esoteric movements run by women across the world demanding indigenous, green and women’s rights. There is also a neo-eco-feminist movement which has found, in our era of ecological and sexual exploitation, a window of view. Mystical and spiritual women such Irina Benz with ‘ascencion.100’, Lucia Renè in her project ‘Academia Women’ and Sera Beak with ‘Redvolution’ with an unorthodox approach on nature, humanity, beauty (sensuality) and divinity (‘Goddess within’/‘Solar Feminine’) attempt to break down the paradigm of patriarchy (the Divine Masculine) in order to find a provocative way towards healing powers of female imagination and consciousness.  Finally, there are African-matriarchal movements in the West like the Mama Lola’s Voodoo which focus on traditional African societies where the pantheon of Goddesses  cover the importance of women in kinship, in domestic arrangement and their central  role in economy as leaders and catalysers.  The matriarchy-focus in Goddesses affirms some form of authority over other deities and spirits, including the ancestors. Therefore, in African matriarchal heritage is still evident among African Caribbean families and African-Americans in the United States and also in Europe. In language and culture, we see the love of daughters, and amongst RastafarI movement the love of sisters ‘sis or sistren’. For African culture woman is symbol of motherhood and has its matriarchal rules combining power with autonomous organisations. 

Conclusion:

NRMs often mention the presence of male leadership rather than charismatic women, who instead gave a strong contribution to the history of sacred and esoteric spiritualities like Theosophy, Wicca and other pagan movements between the nineteenth and the twentieth century. In the past, Western women such as Helena Blavatsky (1831 -1891), Annie Besant (1847 -1933), Katherine Tingley (1847-1929), and Alice A. Bailey (1880 -1949), and Dion Fortune (1890 – 1946) were women rights’ activist, political speakers, writers, orators, and occultist and philosophers/psychologists. Those women had an impact on patriarchy and were, in a way, initiators of esoteric movement in the West. Nowadays, non-Western women as the African Nawal El Saadawi and the Indian philosopher Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak of the so-called ‘Third World/The Third Space’ have faced with numerous difficulties the sexual problems, new immigration, political and economic oppression of women who are marginalised by dominant patriarchies. Womanhood is generally portrayed as unequal status and women are thus subjugated (as subservient, passive, timid and with low confidence) to patriarchal system. Therefore, women should be take place as prominent religious and political leaders in NRMs and should give a creative, provocative and liberative voice to all the women in changing societies and religions.  
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