	
	
	



[bookmark: _Int_poCWlpel]Discuss whether the role of priestesses in African derived religions in America can empower women in today’s society. - Mama Lola

[bookmark: _Int_6rSMc5OS][bookmark: _Int_1IkAlXDT]This essay will focus on The African derived religion of Haitian Vodou, its history and women's place within the religion at the centre of this discussion is the Haitian vodou priestess known as Mama Lola it will showcase the work that she did within the Haitian Brooklyn communities as well as her use of ancestral stories, ancestral worship and the spirits helping to empower the women around her as well as herself. This essay will also look at the other ways in which Haitian vodou can empower woman such as through festivals and celebrations however it will also showcase how Haitian Vodou does not empower women and how the media’s interpretations of Vodou has actually negatively impacted woman in today’s society.
[bookmark: _Int_i80dAC4A][bookmark: _Int_64XUDTDE][bookmark: _Int_GOcA9NOM][bookmark: _Int_ev43d4AH][bookmark: _Int_UR1eJQs2][bookmark: _Int_PbZeJ774][bookmark: _Int_jS4L3x4u][bookmark: _Int_yb9HN2CK]Haitian vodou is a belief system that stems from west African countries such as modern day Nigeria, Togo and Ghana but was reworked by Haitian slaves as a way of holding onto their roots as well as gaining independence in Haiti. When traced back the word vodou also dates back to western Africa and the Fon language and means spirit or deity (McAlister, 2018).  Haitian vodou is based on the worship of spirits and the divine through the Natural elements (Water, Earth, Air and fire) and human activities (healing, work and sexuality). Vodou as a belief puts a large emphasis on ancestors and showing respect towards the dead. In Haitian Vodou the spirits are known as the Lwa (derives from the French word for law – Loi) the different spirits represent the different elements and human condition. There are three categories of The Lwa known as nations: the first is the Rada nation – the original deities that came over with the religion from Africa. The second is the Petro nation – these are the spirits from the time of the Haitian revolution against the colonial French. The Haitian revolution was a Anti slavery and colonisation revolution that lasted from 1791 to 1804 it was one of the first successful slave uprisings and broke the Haitian people free from the French and European colonial powers. Vodou played a large role in the revolution bringing people together and giving the revolvers something that could be universally believed in, it was used as a way of making sure that ancestral stories, identity and culture was properly preserved for the future generations of Haitians (Hurbon, 2022). This is why the Petro spirits are so important within the religion for making sure traditions can be remembered. The final nation is the Gede nation – these are the spirits of the dead and of death as an entity (Duvalier, 2025).  One of these Lwa is a Petro spirit+ known as Erzulie Dantor, she is considered to be the defender of women and children and is known to be vengeful towards abusive partners or anyone who she deems as being hurtful towards women and children. Haitian values are still in today's society rather patriarchal in nature, with the concept of having an overly aggressive form of masculine pride machismo being a deeply ingrained justification in how men act towards women. This may be empowering to woman today as they can have belief that not only do they have a divine spirit who is looking out for their wellbeing and will seek revenge against those who have wronged them but they also have comfort in knowing that they can ask for advice and guidance from this spirit. There are many traditions, festivals and celebrations that revolve around giving thanks and offerings to the dead to show appreciation and remembrance (Hurbon, 2022). One such festival is the Haitian day of the dead Fet Gede, this is a festival that takes place every year on the first and second of November it is a day of respect and remembrance for loved ones that have passed on.  Fet Gede is considered an extravagant event with practitioners such as Mama Lola dressing up in outfits representative of the Lwa and Gede (Fils, 2020).  many practitioners will have a personal Gede who may have been a close relative or friend of the practitioner they can be used as a spirit guide and called upon for advice. There are many misconceptions that surround the following of vodou, with many of the criticisms coming from the Catholic church who saw the religion as practicing magic and witchcraft.  These discriminatory ideals were also held in America with many viewing the religion and its followers as worshiping evil spirits this made those who did follow Haitian Vodou concealed the fact that they did through using their homes as places of worship as it provided a private area for them to freely worship their spirits and deities without the fear of persecution for their beliefs. This also made the practise of Haitian Vodou an intimate religion to observe in the sense that worship groups were often smaller and made up of those within close circles. 

[bookmark: _Int_M6JamApv][bookmark: _Int_H4L2Neyb][bookmark: _Int_wkgDJ0Uj][bookmark: _Int_fhHmv95G][bookmark: _Int_7HV22poZ]Marie Thérèse Alourdes Macena Champagne Lovinski more commonly known as Mama Lola is the most well-known vodou priestess in the United States of America.  Mama Lola was born in Port-Au-Prince Haiti in 1933 she came from a long line of vodou priests and Manbos, a word for female priests who performs ceremonies, initiations, healings, and divinations as a spiritual guide (The Pluralism Project and Harvard University, n.d.). She grew up in Haiti with her mother who was a well respected manbo in the area. At fifteen while still living in Haiti she auditioned for Haiti’s Troupes Folklorique, this was a singing and dancing troupe that used the local folkloric tales and ancestral music to entertain as well as educate through the arts. Mama Lola quickly became the lead singer of the troop and preformed both spiritual and popular music for people. However, Mama Lola’s time as a performer swiftly came to an end when she was briefly married and had three children. This marriage also came to an end shortly before Mama Lola moved to the United States leaving Mama Lola with three children, herself and household bills to compete with. (McCarthy Brown, 2001) In the early 1960s she moved to the United States where she lived in Brooklyn New York city, while living in Brooklyn, she finished her initiation to become a manbo.  After becoming a manbo Mama Lola opened up her home to consultations where she sat with clients usually in small groups or with singular people. Mama Lola worked mainly in healing however she would also have small gatherings to conduct spirit feasts. These public events that allowed her to bring people together are one of the reasons that Mama Lola gained such a devoted following (Mama Lola; Brown, Karen McCarthy (1995). pp. 227–239. Cited in Wikipedia 2021). It wasn’t unusual for Mama Lola as a woman to be a priest figure however male priests were a lot more common place within the religion. In her book McCarthy Brown describes how Mama Lola worked out of her house rather than out of a larger hall like some of the other well known priests. This also allowed for a more intimate and personal experience for the people she was working with. Mama Lola’s story is one that I believe may be empowering for many women today to hear. As she was able to build herself up using her beliefs from practically nothing. She was able to start a new life in a brand new country that worked entirely different to anything that she would have known.  Yet she was able to make such a name for herself especially in a time of such discrimination against not only her as a vodou priestess but her as a female immigrant in America is an inspiring story for anyone to hear. 

[bookmark: _Int_p9RXAKT7][bookmark: _Int_3Tu7ss8C][bookmark: _Int_9ivxaiUt]As a priestess Mama Lola had many roles within the community. One of these roles was conduction religious events and festivals such as spirit feasts. The use of food within Vodou events is highly important and prominent. (Haitianfoods.org, 2025) During spirit feasts people give offerings to the spirits around them this can be specific spirits that they either want to communicate with but can also be ancestral spirits that are being shown respect and remembrance. During spirit feasts there is celebration not only through food but also through the use of dance and music it is during this time that a spirit can attach to a practitioner. This is described as the spirit mounting the practitioner while mounted any movements or words are not that of the practitioner but that of the spirit. This process can be used guide, protect and heal those who were in attendance of the ceremony (Barrett, 2022). This may show the way in which priestesses such as Mama Lola help to empower women in today's society as if a woman within the community is experiencing problems of any kind and wants to have some advice from a religious perspective to know that they could go to another woman such as Mama Lola to gain this advice would be empowering. Women are more likely to feel more comfortable talking to other women and therefore they may ask for advice on more sensitive subjects and problems that they need empowerment to be able to solve.  Haitian Vodou hasn’t always been kind towards women but as McCarthy Brown states woman have always had a place within Haitian vodou with women being able to study and become herbalists in their own rights using this many were able to gain not only a source of income but also respect. Herbalists within Haitian vodou are a sought after group of people, healing is a major part of Haitian Vodou as a religion with herbalism being the most used version of healing. Herbalism is passed through generations with people studying for decades to be able to properly concoct the correct recipes. It is typical for followers of Haitian Vodou to use herbal remedies for ailments such as headaches, fevers and rashes. however physical ailments are not the only affliction that herbalists treat they also treat spiritual upset such as the evil eye (zahhhhra, 2022).

[bookmark: _Int_hfX1NvAu]The use of ancestral stories is highly prevalent in Mama Lola’s form of worship. Each story has been passed down and has been given meaning over time. McCarthy Brown writes about the ancestral stories that Mama Lola told highlighting one about Mama Lola’s maternal grandmother. It portrays the idea that jealousy and arrogance can materialise into a spirit that torments the subject. Ancestral worship is incredibly important in Haitian vodou, dating back to vodou’s roots in Africa the worship of ancestors has been used as the ancestors are seen as not only useful in terms of their wisdom, protection and guidance but also due to the thought that they connected the human and spirit worlds. The traditions and celebrations that shape Haitian Vodou in the United States are all passed down from or based on those of the ancestors. McCarthy Brown also records Mama Lola’s use of ancestral worship, she states that not only are Mama Lola’s ancestors one of her most important and used sources of spiritual incite but when dealing with a particularly plagued client she has her mother visit her in her dreams to help give her advice on how to aid the client. This again may empower women in the Americas today as factors such as familial tradition brings women together. In Mama Lola’s case she is able to when she needs the help turn to the stories of her grandmother or converse with the spirit of her mother therefore rather than having to turn to a male priest, she is able to instead use her female ancestors to show her the way and give her the spiritual guidance that she is in need of.
Mama Lola as a Vodou Priestess would help people within the community with healing. As mentioned earlier in the essay healing is a vital part of Haitian Vodou tradition. When talking to Mama Lola in her book McCarthy Brown about healing Mama Lola describes a spirit, she calls Papa Gede. Papa Gede is a spirit of death who is good she states that he lives in the cemetery but that he loves women and children. Papa Gede loves to help people and while all Lwa can be used for spiritual healing he is the only one who has it as his main job description. Papa Gede was Mama Lola’s main spiritual helper when she was conducting healing rituals. There are many types of healing rites that are used by Haitian Vodou practitioners with the type of diagnosis categorising what rite is being used. On the lower end of the spectrum is a client suffering from what Mama Lola calls “eyes” this similar to the idea of the evil eye is when others have been talking about or watching the client the attention that is placed upon them has shifted their spiritual energy and is what is causing their illness. jealousy is also something that can cause a person illness enough to go to Mama Lola for healing. Healing rituals are one of the ways in which Mama Lola uses Vodou dolls if someone needs their love life healing then she will bind the dolls face to face in hopes that the client will become more emotionally close to their loved one. However, if a person is wanting to be separated from a relationship, then she will bind the dolls back to back for them to turn their backs on one another. There are many ways to solve the problems that people have with Haitian Vodou rituals including ones for violent marriages this may help to empower women as they may not feel as if they have a way out of a violent or controlling marriage but if they can go to a Priestess such as Mama Lola and even just gain some hope for change that can give some women the empowerment that they need to be able to leave a bad situation.  
[bookmark: _Int_pVhk5OBJ]There are many depictions of Vodou in modern media however these depictions do not always show the religion in the best of lights. Hollywood likes to show Vodou priestesses as women sat in front of an alter chanting spells and performing sacrifices to cause suffering and pain to others. Additional depictions show the use of vodou dolls to make people do the priestesses bidding and the creation of zombies rising from the dead all of which paints the priestesses in a bad light even if the depictions are almost entirely untrue. For instance, Vodou dolls are something that are used by some priestesses and practitioners however they aren’t used to try and control someone or cause them pain they are instead used to connect one to the spirit world. The introduction of Vodou in film set a large cultural impact against Vodou as a religion with people only viewing it as a use of black magic and witchcraft. One of the first films to show Haitian vodou was a film released in 1932 called White Zombie this showcased the idea of the supernatural taking over the body of a person to puppeteer them. White Zombie mixed ideas from Haitian vodou practises with Gothic horror to bring in western viewers, in the film one of the characters enlists the help of a Haitian Vodou practitioner to use dark magic to turn a woman who was the subject of his unrequited affections into a zombie. They showcase zombies differently from another form of media at the time this idea that instead of the dead being brought back to life they were alive people who were robbed of their free will and forced into being an unwilling servant. White Zombie reinforced great misconceptions against people who practised Haitian Vodou it reduced the religion and its practises as Dark magic mumbo jumbo that was used to harm and control rather than protect and guide (free haiti, 2024). This caused hostility towards Vodou practitioners from many western cultures and religious groups this is one reason why many practitioners such as Mama Lola practise out of their homes in an effort to be more inconspicuous something that doesn’t entirely help to empower women if they are misjudged and are having to hide their religious practises out of fear of being persecution. 
In conclusion, Haitian vodou priestesses such as Mama Lola can play a large role in the empowerment of women today’s society.  As a religion Haitian vodou has incredibly historical roots that have not always been kind towards women with its origins being highly patriarchal. historically Haiti has a very machismo ideology this mindset puts heavy emphasis on men being self reliant and resilient, it asks for an exaggerated form of manliness that shows that men are superior to women and should be in a dominant position over the women around them. While this may not show how women can be empowered through Haitian Vodou or may give the impression that women are oppressed there are many factors of Haitian Vodou that prove this wrong. For instance, one way in which women can be empowered by priestesses is through the use of spirit guides and ancestral guides, this allows women to have a relationship with the divine and gives them a personal sense of guidance (Karen Mccarthy Brown, 2001).  in many major and minor world religions women are placed below men for example until recently in Christianity that women could hold a title of power such as bishop. This title was first presented to Barbara Harris an American clergywoman and social activist in 1989 by the evangelical church in Massachusetts. She fought for women's religious and social rights both before and after her consecration (www.britannica.com, n.d.). however in Haitian vodou there has always been priestesses and important female roles. The role of the Manbo is one of constant learning that is passed through the generations of a family this is one of the reasons ancestral stories are so important as priestesses use them to learn how to better help their followers and community members. This shows that women have the same value within the religion as their male counterparts something that may be considered empowering.
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