To what extent does the female religious figure Yemaya challenge the patriarchal gender division in Brazil?
The topic of ‘patriarchy’ has long been explored throughout the years. In the literal terms, patriarchy is defined as the concept wherein the father or any other male figure, assumes a position or place of power. However, Feminist researchers over the latter part of the twentieth century have expanded the scope of the idea to encompass or refer to it as the social and political framework characterised by male dominance and female subordination (Quek, 2019, p.116).
The examination of the interplay between religion and gender in Brazil offers a fertile terrain for investigating the intricate dynamics of power and resistance. Yemaya or Iemanjá as she is known in Brazil, is a significant feminine religious entity among Afro-Brazilian belief systems such as Candomblé and Umbanda, who assumes a symbolic role that challenges the deeply ingrained patriarchal gender dichotomies prevalent in the cultural tapestry of Brazil. Iemanjá also has a well-known Catholic counterpart, who in her case is referred to as Nossa Senhora, which may be translated to "Virgin Mary" in some regional variants (Schmidt, 2016). And the physical or outward appearance of her image also holds close similarity to that of the Virgin Mary as well.
The purpose of this essay is to examine the degree to which Yemaya functions as a counterforce against patriarchal standards, utilising historical and contemporary viewpoints as sources of analysis. In this essay, the extent to which the female religious figure Yemaya challenges the patriarchal gender division in Brazil will be explored. A brief history of who Yemaya is, as well as her symbolism and characteristics in Brazilian religion, and the influence she has on Social practices in Brazil will be assessed. As the essay progresses the current status and relevancy of Yemaya’s worship in Brazil, and the challenges and criticism the religion faces will also be delved into.




Yemaya is a deity well known in the Yoruba-based Afro – Atlantic religious communities specifically due to her capacity to govern natural occurrences, in particular, that of the water bodies or aquatic corresponding areas of trade and transport which vary from the oceans and rivers, to the lakes, and lagoons (Otero and Falola, 2013). She is also the orisha of fertility. The name Yemaya originates from the Yoruba language, namely from the terms Yeye or Iya, which mean "mother," omo, which means "child/children," and eja, which means "fish." Consequently, the name Yemaya may be translated as "Mother whose children are the fish" (Canson, 2014).
In Orisha religious culture, where each orisha has its own set of vocations, locations, talents, challenges, desires, and abilities, Yemaya stands as the mother who exhibits a variable temperament, capable of providing solace or engaging in erratic displays of aggression. Trudelle Thomas in her contribution to the 2005 publication of Mothering, Religion, and Spirituality outlines two aspects of God as a mother. She first highlights God as a mother in the way that she “mothers us all”, whether it be a child or an adult. She emphasises the mother as a healer, during personal seasons of self-doubt. Another facet of God's role as a mother is the way in which she shares mothering with us. She is our "co-madre" or "other mother" as we tend to, and direct the development of our offspring and others who are in our care. We mothers co-create the world with God with our bodies, which include our minds, hearts, hands, and wombs in addition to our breasts. 
“God as Mother is an evocative metaphor; it not only connotes tenderness and nurturing, it also suggests creativity, person-making, and protection”. (Thomas, 2005). For many individuals, along with her many other traits, this is who Yemaya embodies.
Similar to several orishas, Yemaya is honoured by the presentation of offerings involving the ritualistic practise of animal sacrifices. The animal totems associated with her include the duck, vulture, snake, and little snail, while the animals used for sacrifice purposes are the ram, lamb, duck, rooster, goat, fish, and pigeon. The representation of her presence at different shrines around Africa is manifested via the utilisation of sacred stones, commonly referred to as ota. These stones are carefully positioned within a calabash filled with river water (Canson, 2014).


It is essential to go into the historical foundations of Afro-Brazilian religions if one wants to have any hope of understanding the role that Yemaya plays in fighting gender divisions. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, thousands of individuals from the Yoruba, Bini, Ewe, and Fon ethnic groups were kidnapped, uprooted, and sent to the Americas as slaves via the transatlantic slave trade, which is responsible for bringing Yoruba religious practises to Brazil, where they eventually merged with native beliefs as well as European Catholicism. It is within this syncretic structure, a space was found for Yemaya.
In many areas of the Caribbean and South America, people were able to revive the worship of the orishas, and keep it going even after slavery was abolished. The notion of orisha went through a series of shifts that were subtle but profound as a result of the social and cultural contexts of the Americas. Devotion to orishas played a significant factor in the development of new faiths like Vodou in Haiti, Santeria in Cuba, and of course Candomblé; all of which originated in that region (Brandon, 2019).
Candomblé challenges the established patriarchal, class, and racial systems inherent in capitalist modernity, and it actively resists and confronts privileged individuals by exposing a more stratified social order (Pereira, dos Santos and Oleto, 2022). By challenging these systems, Yemaya generates counter-revolutionary dynamics that contradict a domain that is actively pursued by the majority. Yemaya is frequently portrayed as a loving and formidable mother entity, hence opposing conventional gender norms that confine women to subordinate societal positions aligns with her identity. The protagonist's connection to the ocean, which is often regarded as a representation of boundlessness and changeability, challenges established patriarchal systems by personifying a form of feminine influence that surpasses limitations. 
Similar to several cultures, Brazil confronts deeply rooted patriarchal gender differences. The aim of this section is to examine the diverse aspects by which patriarchy challenges Brazil through the influence of social, economic, and political structures; beginning with the historical origins and tracing its trajectory to present day, to shedding light on the political ramifications of patriarchy on women in Brazil.
The country's history of colonialism is responsible for the establishment of patriarchal gender roles and segregation in Brazil. According to Klein (2009), the colonial period in Portugal contributed to the consolidation of the traditional gender norms that were prominent in Europe at the time. This resulted in the construction of a hierarchical household structure that was marked by male dominance and female subjugation. 
The formation of this historical foundation laid the groundwork for the continuation of the upholding of patriarchal values across all succeeding generations including that of Brazil.
Machismo is a culture that venerates traditional masculinity, dominance, and control, and it is pervasive in Brazilian society (Segrillo, 2012). This culture gives the Brazilian society its defining characteristic. Machismo upholds the conventional gender standards that, depending on a person's gender, call for them to engage in specific actions and meet a set of specific societal expectations. The practise of adhering to this cultural ideal helps to maintain or adds to the patriarchal structures, which in turn limits the agency of women and reinforces socioeconomic inequalities. 
As it relates to the economy, the presence of patriarchal gender boundaries is apparent in the economic differences observed between men and women in Brazil. The economic disparities that exist between men and women in Brazil are indicative of the patriarchal gender limits that are still in place in the country. The problem of gender inequality in the labour market is one that continues to be a source of worry, as shown by the pervasiveness of income imbalances, the limited prospects for women to acquire profitable positions, and the disproportionate participation of women in informal labour (Holanda, 2014). These factors all contribute to the issue of gender inequality in the labour market. The prevalence of economic disparities serves to preserve gender-related distinctions and restricts the financial autonomy of women, hence maintaining women's inferior status within a patriarchal framework. This keeps women in a position of powerlessness inside the patriarchal system.
The public display of patriarchy is also evident in the political sphere. As long as women continue to be under-represented in politics, we will continue to see an expression of the patriarchal gender gap that exists in our society. In spite of the fact that there are constitutional provisions that advocate for gender equality, women continue to constitute a minority inside political positions, which hinders their ability to exercise influence on legislative choices and policies. This very reason serves to ensure that the patriarchal dynamics that are endemic to Brazil's political arena are maintained.
Additionally, it is important to note that the numerous challenges that women encounter in respect to their reproductive rights are also illustrative of the patriarchal gender differences that are still prevalent in today's society. According to Diniz and Medeiros (2010), the obstacles that women experience while attempting to exercise their reproductive autonomy are affected by a number of variables. 
These issues include, but are not limited to, the restricted availability of contraception, rigorous abortion restrictions, and cultural expectations that promote traditional family values. With understanding women's physical autonomy and reproductive agency, there is a clear indication that the aforementioned obstructions are symptomatic of the widespread effect of patriarchal authority.
Upon doing an examination and acquiring knowledge pertaining to the historical background of some key aspects of patriarchy in Brazil, One could be inclined to inquire the following query: “To what extent does Yemaya help to, or facilitates transformative shifts within patriarchal-dominated domains?.” This question will be addressed in the subsequent sections through an exploration of several areas, particularly that of Social and Gender Dynamics, Rituals and Community Bonding, Economic Practises and Livelihoods, Political Activism, and Social Justice.
The first criticism was of a cultural nature, and it dealt with the legitimacy of female religious leaders holding positions of power. As a matter of fact, in Africa (specifically in Nigeria), the male is the one who has the authority in religious rites, not the woman, who is only permitted to take part in religious rituals in a subordinate capacity (Ortiz, 1979). For Yemaya on the other hand, this is not entirely true for her, because she was able to craft a new story for herself.
The impact that Yemaya has on the social practises that prevailed in Brazil was significant and multi-faceted. Yemaya's presence may be felt in many different elements of Brazilian culture, including the ways in which it affects gender relations and fosters communal connection, as well as the ways in which it influences economic practises and inspires political engagement. Yemaya has been able to transcend the constraints of religious settings as a result of the integrated character of Afro-Brazilian faiths. This has enabled her to become a dynamic force that continues to change the social fabric of Brazil.




Yemaya's effect on the power dynamics between the sexes is one of the key ways in which she exerts her influence on social practises. It is essential to recognise the role that gender played in determining the degree to which Brazilian society was prepared to tolerate the worship of Yemaya. To quote Mary N. MacDonald (2005),
…gender may be understood to refer to defined capacities and attributes assigned to persons based on their alleged sexual characteristics. Gender, then, is a construct within a people’s living experience, embedded in the base of their philosophy and manifested at theoretical and pragmatic levels of their polity. Because gender is never independent of other social systems, it would be futile to consider it as a fixed and immutable construct; rather, it is a process. (MacDonald, 2005). 
In the traditional religions of Africa, the deities who act as lieutenants to the ultimate deity can be either male or female, and Yemaya is a religion that welcomes people of all genders and sexual orientations (MacDonald, 2005).
The presentation of Yemaya as a strong and loving mother figure challenges conventional ideas about gender roles by offering an alternative narrative to that which is provided by patriarchal institutions. Women in Afro-Brazilian religious organisations have been given more authority as a result of the devotion of Yemaya, which has helped to cultivate a feeling of unity and agency among female devotees (Hayes, 2003). This empowerment extends beyond the confines of religious places and has an impact on the roles that women play and the goals that they pursue in the larger Brazilian society.
The effect of Yemaya is felt most strongly during the performance of religious rites and ceremonies. In order to establish a sense of community and a sense of shared identity, devotees participate in elaborate rituals in which they honour Yemaya and ask for her blessings. According to Brown (1994), these rituals serve as a platform for social connection, overcoming societal differences and re-enforcing a sense of communal awareness. The sense of community that permeates Yemaya worship continues into daily life, where it helps to fortify social bonds via the participation in common religious rituals and festivities. One example can be found in Festa de Iemanjá, where every January first in Rio de Janeiro individuals of various religious backgrounds come together  donned in white attire, to not only partake in the New Year's Eve festivities, but to engage in a ritualistic act of running into the water and leaping over seven waves. This practise is undertaken with the intention of celebrating and establishing a stronger connection with Yemaya. 
The celebrants frequently engage in the act of casting flowers into the water and presenting gifts such as perfume and food, which they set across the shoreline.
There is a clear influence from Yemaya on the economic practices of coastal towns, which are places where the sea carries a great amount of economic value. Establishing a connection between the employment of fishermen and religious rites is as simple as paying homage to the goddess Yemaya, who is believed by her followers to bestow blessings on those who do their jobs well, and protect them from danger. According to Bascom (1982), the symbolism of Yemaya as the deity linked with the sea has a considerably high influence on the economic activities of the communities, which illustrate a seamless union of religion and everyday life.
In the context of modern-day Brazil, the impact of Yemaya extends to political activity and programmes that are geared towards advancing social justice. The attributes of compassion, resilience, and maternal care that are shown by Yemaya serve as a source of motivation for believers to actively engage in the happenings of society. These characteristics are embodied by Yemaya. Mitchell (2018) notes that, the fact that women have effectively exploited their identification with Yemaya to support concerns connected to gender equality, reproductive rights, and social justice, serves as a perfect example of the transforming power that religious ideas may have on societies.
Comparable to any religious practise that deviates from or contradicts the prevailing religion to which people are used to, or in this case imposed, the worship of the goddess Yemaya had its own unique set of problems and criticisms. Primarily due to the compulsion imposed by slave owners in precolonial Brazil. All enslaved individuals were coerced into adhering to the Catholic faith. With this, the practice of Candomblé was met with significant obstacles.
After the institution of slavery was finally abolished in 1888, the newly founded republic of Brazil did not have a declared official religion until 1889, when its constitution proclaimed the ideal of religious freedom, and removed Roman Catholicism from the list of acceptable religions. Despite this, Afro-Brazilian religions continued to be persecuted throughout the twentieth century, while Catholicism retained its position as the de facto religion Mariano (2001, as cited in Schmidt, 2016). This took place despite the fact that the United States Constitution contains a clause called the "separation of church and state," which states that the government and religious institutions must maintain their independence from one another.

Candomblé, specifically in relation to the veneration of Yemaya, encounters several problems and criticisms within the Brazilian cultural setting. The intricate environment in which Candomblé groups function, is shaped by a variety of factors, including historical stigmatisation, preconceptions, legal and institutional barriers, gender-related hurdles, and apprehensions around commercialization. To effectively tackle these difficulties, it is imperative to possess a comprehensive knowledge of the intricate religious, cultural, and social factors in operation. Additionally, endeavours aimed at fostering tolerance, respect, and safeguarding religious freedom are crucial.
Candomblé, originating from African religious traditions, has traditionally seen stigmatization and persecution within the Brazilian community. The amalgamation of Yoruba religious ideas with Catholicism did not provide protection against discriminatory practises. Throughout the historical trajectory of Brazil, there exists a recorded sequence of occurrences including acts of violence, suppression, and endeavours aimed at repressing the practises associated with Candomblé (Johnson, 2002). The enduring historical ramifications of persecution persistently overshadow Candomblé, exerting influence on its level of societal acceptance.
The Candomblé practitioners, namely those who engage in the worship of Yemaya, have enduring hindrances in Brazilian culture characterised by the presence of prejudices and misconceptions. The media frequently presents Candomblé in a negative light, therefore perpetuating misunderstandings that link the religion to superstition or malevolent activities. The aforementioned circumstances have resulted in the manifestation of discriminatory practises towards those who engage in Candomblé, hence exacerbating the process of marginalisation experienced by these groups. Along with this, Candomblé faces institutional challenges, including legal issues that impede the free practice of its rituals. Zoning laws, noise ordinances, and restrictions on public gatherings have disproportionately affected Candomblé terreiros (ritual spaces) and hindered the community's ability to practice their faith openly (Hayes, 2003). This legal context creates a challenging environment for the worship of Yemaya and other deities within Candomblé.



Although Candomblé has garnered recognition for its ability to offer opportunities for women to assume positions of leadership, it is important to acknowledge that obstacles to achieving gender equality still remain. According to Bastos (2009), there is a critical perspective that suggests specific rituals, such as initiation rituals, have the potential to sustain gendered hierarchies and uphold conventional gender roles for women inside the religious sphere. The juxtaposition of questioning, established societal standards and maintaining adherence to ancient religious customs, presents a predicament for Candomblé congregations.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The reverence of Yemaya has run into roadblocks or encountered obstacles associated with commercialization as well as cultural appropriation in recent years. According to Olmos and Paravisini-Gebert (2011), the ethical concerns that accompany the commercialization of religious objects and practises for the aim of catering to visitors, give rise to worries over the possible exploitation of sacred traditions. The process of commercialization has the potential to result in a distortion of the original religious connotations connected with Candomblé practises, thereby weakening their validity. This could result in a negative impact on the legitimacy of the practises themselves.
In summary, Yemaya may be seen as a powerful agent of change that disrupts traditional gender hierarchies within the context of Brazil. The symbolism, rituals, and influence exhibited by her within religious settings serve to actively contribute to the continuing discourse about gender equality and the reconfiguration of women's societal roles. While Yemaya plays a significant role in empowering women within the religious sphere, achieving greater societal change necessitates coordinated endeavours across other domains, such as legal changes, educational initiatives, and cultural transformations. The ongoing influence of Yemaya's legacy serves as a testament to the enduring potency of religious symbolism in motivating acts of resistance and facilitating the progress towards a society that is more inclusive and equal. She assumes the role of a maternal figure for individuals of all genders and diverse origins, who exemplifies the archetype of a powerful female figure, leaving her mark across the realm of religion.
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