Discuss whether the role of priestesses in African derived religions in America can empower women in the twenty-first century.
[bookmark: _Hlk150883237]Does the role of priestesses empower women in the twenty-first century? Empowerment is known to be a ‘process enabling individuals to understand the relationship between their actions and outcomes’ (Haddad and Toney-Butler, 2023). In other words, empowerment presents people with the authority and control to accomplish their personal desires (Haddad and Toney-Butler, 2023). The term ‘empowerment’ is significant to this essay because its predominant ideology represents the increase of power presented to a low power group, in this instance women, in comparison to a high power group, thus being men (Haddad and Toney-Butler, 2023). As the subject of both religion and women is particularly large in Latin America, it is fundamental to state the limitations of the material that will be included. The aim of this essay is to explore and discuss whether the role of a priestess, understood to be a capable woman sanctioned to perform sacred rituals and religious duties (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023), can empower women in the twenty-first century. For the purpose of this essay, it is firstly crucial to understand the history of religion in Latin America, providing considerable attention to the history of Haitian Vodou. Associated with Haitian Vodou, Mama Lola, a Haitian-born Vodou Manbo (priestess), formally known as Marie Thérèse Alourdes Macena Champagne Lovinski (1933–2020) (Brown, 2001, p. 1) will be the sole priestess under study, while considering possible criticisms presented by anthropologists Ioan M. Lewis and Melville Herskovits. Although both attempt to diminish the role of priestesses as empowering women in the twenty-first century, these explanations do not essentially rationalise the permissibility of misogyny and violence from a moral perspective. Significant fields of study subject to the impermissibility of misogyny and violence focus on the role of Mama Lola as a priestess and the Virgin Mary of Urkupiña as an important figure of worship within Catholicism. 
Firstly, it is crucial to acknowledge that one cannot understand the history of Latin American without considerable consideration to religion (Carpenedo, 2021). The history of Latin America, commonly consisting of the regions of South America, Central America, Mexico and the islands of the Caribbean (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2017), is fascinating because of its many universal encounters and confrontations that have resulted in increased diversity of former existing religious foundations (Carpenedo, 2021). Consequently, the entire history of Latin America is capable of being regarded as religious history, and therefore, perceived through the lens of religion (Garrard-Burnett, Freston and Dove, 2016, p. 1). Initially, between 1609 and 1614, the Muslim community were expelled and ousted from Spain due to religious and political reasons (Bernabé-Pons, 2020). As a result, the reformation, a key religious movement in Western Christianity, triggered the breakdown of religion in Europe (Smart, 1998, p. 5332). This breakdown motivated the Church to transport the Catholic belief further to the New World (Smart, 1998, p. 533) where the Iberian expansion encouraged the mass evangelisation of native and enslaved indigenous people to Catholicism (Carpenedo, 2021). This proved to be a straightforward and unproblematic strategy, enabling controllability of all people because of their easy incorporation into the formal system of encomienda, thus reflecting the configuration of forced labour (Smart, 1998, p. 534).  According to Robert Ricard, this was defined as a ‘spiritual conquest’ (1930) referring to both the ‘spiritual and institutional expansion of Roman Catholicism’ (Garrard-Burnett, Freston and Dove, 2016, p. 1). Consequently, the success of the conquest enabled the Catholic Church to establish ‘nation-states, public administration and cultural identities across the region’ (Carpenedo, 2021), meaning greater implementation of a new belief and symbolic system (Carpenedo, 2021), therefore highlighting its superiority and authority over others (Smart, 1998, p. 533). 
Traditionally, Latin America and the island of the Caribbean has featured over 425 million Catholics, although ‘folk Catholicism’ is equally largely practised across the region (Carpenedo, 2021). Folk Catholicism involves a group of people living in a community that represent the diversity of expression, language, cultural habits and institutions that are viewed as different from official doctrines and teachings of an orderly religion (Vergote, 1982, p. 5). This is particularly evident in the Haitian Vodou religion that started through the syncretism of established religions of Central and West Africa and Roman Catholicism (Kamerling-Brown, 2016, p. 5). For many Haitian Vodou believers, the imposition of European beliefs that complemented slavery (Michel, 1996, p. 281) and the conversion to Catholicism was immoral and totally misleading. This forced many to withhold their devotion to their ancestral religions, urging the utilisation of innovative techniques of worshiping African deities (Michel, 1996, p. 281), in order to preserve their own beliefs of spiritism (Garrard-Burnett, Freston and Dove, 2016, p. 7). Accordingly, demonstrating that Catholicism was primarily shaped by people’s own personal likings and religious preferences (Garrard-Burnett, Freston and Dove, 2016, p. 3). This conception is prominent when studying the role of Mama Lola in Latin America because it encourages the belief of maintaining personal experiences with God, known as Bondye for Haitian Vodou, through approaches of “healing, glossolalia and prophesying” (Carpenedo, 2021). This is particularly important for the reason that women in the Catholic Church are unable to be ordained (Dulles, 1998, p. 45), therefore, motivating women to seek other approaches of female empowerment through other religious movements such as Haitian Vodou. 
Historical and ethnographical analyses of women and religion have comprehensively  documented patterns of women's prohibition and rejection from positions of substantial religious leadership (Sered, 1996, p. 4). However, one prominent and respected figure that has been influential in empowering countless women in the twenty-first century is Mama Lola, a Haitian Vodou priestess, born in Port-au-Prince, now living in Brooklyn, in New York (Brown, 2001, p. 1). Mama Lola is a highly respected figure considered to be a spiritual healer providing support and guidance to Haitian immigrants in New York (Brown, 2001, p. 4). Mama Lola’s role involves the management of everyday matters that affect people’s lives, for example, health problems, family difficulties, work life and love, incorporating and exhibiting the skills and abilities of a social worker, medical doctor, psychotherapist and a priest (Brown, 2001, p. 5). Mama Lola utilises her ability to engage with spiritual healers, for example Gede, known as the ‘Vodou spirit of death’ (Brown, 2001, p. 330), to raise one’s expectations of life and redefine the distressing and agonising life experiences (Brown, 2001, p. 330). Mama Lola’s role as a priestess involves healing through ‘exercising, strengthening, and mending relationships among the living, the dead, and the spirits’ (Brown, 2001, pp. 345-346). Evidently, Mama Lola’s professional expertise and capability of instructing and guiding people on the realities of life, particularly with experiences of suffering, demonstrates that she is a significant role model empowering women to voice any concerns or issues and express their emotions and feelings to the wider community. 
Famous for being trustworthy and efficient, Mama Lola has an established group of loyal followers that value her leadership, advice and honesty, declaring her to be a reliable and rational priestess (Brown, 2001, p. 4). While it is important to provide focus to Mama Lola as a priestess that empowers women, it is equally crucial to acknowledge why women need that encouragement and inspiration from an empowered woman. Generally, Haitian people have experienced a difficult and very challenging lifestyle. The strong belief of Vodou in Haiti was strengthened following the Haitian revolution and political oppression that resulted in economic decline and therefore, extreme poverty (Mckey, 2016, p. ii). Haiti is considered the most impoverished country in the Western Hemisphere, a country that encompasses the lowest standards of living, prone to disease and malnutrition (Brown, 2001, p. 5) because people are deprived of adequate access to basic provisions, such as water, food, education and electricity (Mckey, 2016, p. 1). In 2006, it was estimated that over 60% of the population lived in extreme poverty, with 70% being unemployed and 50% of adults unable to read or write (Clark, 2006, p. 299). Unfortunately, Haiti’s poor economy and social instability has resulted in the incapability of rebuilding valuable resources and wealth for the country (Mckey, 2016, p. 1). 
Likewise, along with poor living conditions, life for women in rural Haiti community has been extremely unpleasant and punishing. The country of Haiti is understood to operate as a misogynistic culture, where women encounter unlimited difficulties because of traditional patriarchal views that emphasise their inferiority to men  (Brown, 2001, p. 220). The ideology that their male counterparts dominate, and control society is prevalent with structured discrimination and domestic violence being a common occurrence based on one’s sex (Brown, 2001, p. 220). Consequently, Haitian women experience severe inequalities regarding the protection and security of their social, economic, civil and political rights, including, awful conditions of poverty, cruel acts of violence and limited opportunities of contributing to society (Brown, 2001, p. 220). As a result, the women of Haiti were inspired to unearth new coping mechanisms that allowed them to cope with such horrific experiences, hence the engagement with spirituality (Brown, 2001, p. 5) and the turning to Mama Lola for appropriate direction and guidance (Mckey, 2016, p. 1).
The engagement with spirituality, or otherwise known as ascribed spirit possession is very prominent for women, referred to the ‘the poor and the religious other’ (Schmidt, 2016, p. 2) in all religious communities. In 1976, Erika Bourguignon, an anthropological scholar of spirit possession, introduced a multicultural evaluation of possession-trance, by associating ‘possession’ with cultural beliefs and ‘trance’ with psychobiological behaviour (Huskinson and Schmidt, 2010, p. 5). This involves changes to one’s consciousness or personal identity and the shared belief that these changes are a result of a spirit, entity or ancestor taking over the physical body (Bourguignon, 2004, p. 559). Women are well-known for being predominant figures in possession-trance religions, for they are the primary source of experiencing possession by spirits (Bourguignon, 2004, p. 557). This is due to their subordination and powerlessness in religious societies, where they have diminutive opportunities for accomplishment and little control of their everyday activities (Bourguignon, 2004, p. 559). Although Bourguignon recognises that anyone can experience possession-trance because is ‘a universal human capacity’, though ‘culturally modulated’ to women (Bourguignon, 2004, p. 558). Mama Lola’s role as a priestess is to allow engagement with appropriate spirits. In relation to women, Lasyrenn, Ezili Danto and Ezili Freda are the most influential (Brown, 2001, p. 220). This is because they connect and relate to human drama, presenting examples of love and care, while modelling feelings of anger, frustration, power, fear, and loneliness. Thus, providing women with direction and an objective reality of women’s silent suffering and damaged potential (Brown, 2001, p. 221), that should not transpire in the twenty-first century.
However, many scholars have made attempts to diminish women’s predominance in possession-trance religions and as figures of empowerment. Firstly, Ioan M. Lewis, a professor of Social Anthropology (James, 2019, p. 177), undermines the image of a woman by stating they are ‘weak and foolish and easily swayed’ (Lewis, 1969, p. 210). Lewis expands on this argument by emphasising that women's possession-trance religions are masked protest movements purposely directed at men, and the use of spirits is a strategy that women use to manipulate and exploit the opposite sex because they lack the intellectual capacity to forward their intentions (Lewis, 1971, p. 31). Furthermore, Lewis discourages female religious figures by emphasising that the way in which religious practice is interpreted and understood depends on the position of the people undertaking the practice within a society (Lewis, 1971, p. 135). Thus, implying that any woman responsible for a religious practice is viewed as unreasonable and ineffective for society’s benefit. Hence, Lewis’s focal point that women threaten public order through possession-trance religions, while men are associated with confirming and upholding moral order (Lewis, 1971, p. 135).  
Secondly, Melville Herskovits, an American Anthropologist (Northwestern University, 2023), argued that the primary reason for the increase of active priestesses in religions was because women appeared to have more time to participate in religious activities, suggesting that women were not active citizens, that they were simply unoccupied and lived sedentary lifestyles, in comparison to men (Schmidt, 2016, p. 50). Herskovits states that ‘it is easier to support a woman in the cult house than to withdraw a man from productive labour’ (Herskovits, 1948, p. 125), implying that men are far more significant and contribute greater value to society, while women are viewed as incompetent and incapable beings (Herskovits, 1948, p. 124). 
Nevertheless, both Lewis and Herskovits’s analyses of women and religion demonstrates their misogynistic and discriminatory attitude towards women, where they have failed to understand ‘the social and political changes of a society’ (Schmidt, 2016, p. 51), relating to women’s role within the family and wider community. At the outset, Herskovits use of the term ‘cult house’, with ‘cult’ frequently used as pejorative to describe a group of people, in this instance women, whose beliefs and practices are considered extreme and deviate from accepted social norms and values (Bell, 2023), reveals his ignorance and lack of knowledge concerning the harsh and callous social conditions women had to endure in the 1940s (Schmidt, 2016, p. 50). Equally, Lewis’s study of spirit possession (1971) does not appreciate or grasp the notion of social change from traditional rural communities to contemporary urban communities. In fact, Lewis’s study represents an absence of accurate measurements, generating a theory that is one-dimensional and open for extensive criticism (Schmidt, 2016, p. 51). 
In spite of this, it is necessary to appreciate that humanity and civilisation is in a constant circle of change and progression, particularly in Latin America, history demonstrates that women have remained active in the formation of their own religious purposes through maintaining open and fluid boundaries with religion (Hucks, 2001, p. 90).  In Latin America, it is estimated that women accomplish 73% of domestic labour within the household, in comparison to men at 27% (Piras, 2020). Many families are ruled by women and much of the employment available includes domestic services, where evidently, women, known as market women (machann) are far more suitable for this role than men (Brown, 2001, p. 157). Mama Lola, a mother and priestess is recognised as the backbone of her family and the community (Michel, 2001, p. 64). Living in New York with her daughter Maggie, and two sons, William and Kumar, along with her grand-children Michael and Betty (Brown, 2001, p. 9), reveals her nurturing role in effectively providing care and support to her family. In urban communities, such as New York, the greatest representation of the role of women can be understood when studying society’s social changes in the twenty-first century (Brown, 2001, p. 220), with at least half of Vodou leaders being women (Brown, 2001, p. 221). The reason for the high numbers of female Vodou leaders is because women and female temples are considered flexible and welcoming, similar to the home environment where the woman is viewed as having the ability to exchange between a mother and an authoritative figure (Brown, 2001, p. 221). Consequently, Mama Lola’s influence on people in New York strengthens her ability, as a priestess, to empower women in the twenty-first century.   
As mentioned previously, women in the Catholic Church are unable to be ordained (Dulles, 1998, p. 45). This is because traditional Catholic doctrines feature the notion of complementarianism (Schar, 2019, p. 2). Complementarianism ‘is the belief that the two sexes, male and female, are fundamentally different in function and purpose’ (Schar, 2019, p. 2). Thus, representing men and women’s biological differences, suggesting that the purpose of the creation of man was to be an active, authoritative figure, in contrast to the creation of woman as a passive nurturing figure for the role of motherhood (Schar, 2019, p. 2). Therefore, the Catholic Church, through religious doctrine and rituals, demonstrates an ideological institution of the validation for patriarchy, that both men and women are convinced to believe in the “rightness” of male domination (Sered, 1996, p. 4). Although, within the realm of  religion and the strong emphasis on internal experiences, women have uncovered new opportunities to manoeuvre within the faith, regarding their domestic lives, frustration and celebration with other women (Sered, 1996, p. 4). 
Typically, more and more women are getting involved in religious communities because they feel they have no other option and that their religious internal experiences provide them with a sense of security, comfort and personal growth (Ozorak, 1996, p. 17). Mama Lola experienced divorce and her son went to prison (Brown, 2001, pp. 8-9), yet she is deemed a strong woman, a survivor of experienced hardship, who became more involved in the religious community of Vodou and is now commanded with respect for her caring and empathetic position towards others (Brown, 2001, p. 9). The approachability and adaptability of Vodou supports women in making their lives visible, providing women with an objective to work practically and productively within society (Brown, 2001, p. 221). However, women in Bolivia do not have these opportunities, with seven out of every ten being subject to physical violence (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 303). Evidently, domestic violence is prevalent in Latin America, where men and women are expected to adhere to the gender stereotypes of machismo and marianismo (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 303). Machismo describes the ultimate man as powerful, masculine, aggressive and dominant. In contrast, marianismo refers to women as submissive and passive beings, believed to accept the values of the Virgin Mary as a sacrificing mother (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 304). Conversely, Stevens (1973) introduced the term marianismo to describe women’s ‘feminine spiritual superiority’, as semi-divine beings (Stevens, 1973, p. 91). For this reason, the Virgin Mary is an important figure of worship for Bolivian women because of her association with Pachamama, referred to as Mother Earth (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 304) and her ability to ‘stand in the divine presence’ and ‘intercede with God on their behalf’ (Matter, 1989, p. 80).
In Quillacollo, it is socially recognised that women use the notion of marriage to protect the status of the family (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 308). However, the repeated violence upon them caused intense anger (Rabia) and resentment towards their husband (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 309). As a result, women have turned to spirituality as a means of coping where they frequently visit a curandero, known as a native healer, to  provide strategies to women in order to hold men morally responsible for their acts of violence, through allowing their suffering to be visible to others (Derks and Heessels, 2011, pp. 309-310). Another mystical source utilised to assemble their vengeance and empower women is the Virgin Mary of Urkupiña (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 311). The Virgin Mary or Urkupiña presents a dual character likeness, where she can enforce both good and evil consequences (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 305) and maintains the ability to assess people’s life choices and determine, externally from God, if intervention is necessary (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 311). Accordingly, demonstrating her significance in being able to empower the lives of women, highly observed as a woman of ‘flesh and blood’, an influential and dictatorial figure (Derks and Heessels, 2011, p. 311) that has ‘an infinite capacity for humility and sacrifice’ (Stevens, 1973, p. 91) . 
In conclusion, unquestionably, there is no quality of life more valuable to a woman than to have equal consideration of opportunities and rights. This essay has evaluated the role of Mama Lola, a Haitian-born Vodou priestess, as an influential female figure of empowerment, while  observing anthropological criticisms exhibited by Ioan M. Lewis and Melville Herskovits. Prior to this study, it was difficult to make predictions on whether the role of priestesses could empower women in the twenty-first century, primarily because, historical and ethnographical studies of women and religion have recorded patterns of women's exclusion and dismissal from positions of significant religious leadership. Thus, particularly embodied in the Catholic Church where women are refused ordainment because their purpose is to exist as passive nurturing beings. Although Lewis and Herskovits present arguments diminishing women’s significance in possession-trance religions and as figures of empowerment, their findings of women have neglected the understanding that socially and politically societies and gender roles have evolved in the twenty-first century, consequently making their theories insufficient and susceptible to criticism.
Nevertheless, the exploration of Mama Lola has increased the knowledge and understanding of her role as a priestess and as an influential and empowering female figure in Haitian Vodou. Mama Lola’s capacity to observe and govern everyday issues that impact women’s lives eternally, from their health problems to family difficulties, highlights her intimate relationship and relatable connection to women in the twenty-first century. Equally, the representation of the Virgin Mary of Urkupiña as a powerful female figure, capable of interchanging between inflicting good or evil outcomes is comparable with Mama Lola’s ability to interchange between a caring and nurturing mother to a dynamic and authoritative figure of empowerment. There is strong, overwhelming evidence to suggest that the role of priestesses in African derived religions in America can empower women in the twenty-first century, despite traditional, stereotypical and patriarchal views that women cannot contribute to society, that they are weak and incompetent beings only useful for the role of motherhood and domestic activities.
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Discuss whether the role of priestesses in African derived religions in America can empower  women in the twenty - first century.   Do es the role of priestesses   empower   women  in the twenty - first century?  Empowerment is  known   to be   a  ‘ process enabling  individuals to understand the relationship between their actions and  outcomes ’   (Haddad and Toney - Butler, 2023) .  In other words ,   empowerment   presents   people   with   the authority and control to accomplish their  personal  desires   (Haddad and Toney - Butler,  2023) .  The term ‘empowerment’ is significant to this essay because its pre dominant   ideology  represents   t he increase of power   presented to a low   power group,  in this instance women,  in  comparison   to a high power group ,   thus   being men   (Haddad and Toney - Butler, 2023) .   As the  subject of   both   religion  and women   is particularly large   in Latin America , it is  fundamental   to  state the limit ations   of the material that will be  included .  The aim of this essay is to explore  and  discuss whether the role  of a priestess ,  understood to be a capable woman sanctioned to perform  sacred rituals and religious duties   (Cambridge Dictionary, 2023) , can empower women in the  twenty - first   century.   For the purpose of this essay,   it is  firstly  crucial to understand   the history of  religion in Latin America, providing considerable attention to the history of Haitian Vodou.  Associated  with  Haitian Vodou,  Mama Lola, a  Haitian - born   Vodou  M anbo ( priestess ) , formally  known as Marie Thérèse Alourdes Macena Champagne Lovinski (1933 – 2020)   (Brown, 2001, p.  1)   will be the sole priestess under study ,   while considering  possible  criticisms presented by   anthropologists   Ioan M. Lewis  and  Melville Herskovits .  Although both   attempt to diminish the  role of priestesses as empowering  women in the twenty - first century , these  explanations   do not  essentially   rationalise   the permissibility of  misogyny and  violence  from a moral perspective.   Significant  fiel ds   of  study   subject to the impermissibility of  misogyny and violence   focus on  the  role of Mama Lola as a priestess and the  Virgin Mary of Urkupiña   as an important figure of  worship within Catholicism.    Firstly, it is crucial to acknowledge  that   one cannot understand  the history of  Latin American  without   considerable   consideration  to  religion   (Carpenedo, 2021) .   T he  history of  Latin America,  commonly  consisting of   the regions of  South America, Central America, Mexico and the islands  of the Caribbean   (The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2017) ,   is fascinating  because  of its   many   universal   encounters   and confrontations   that have   resulted in   increased   diversity of  former   existing religious  foundations   (Carpenedo, 2021) .   Consequently,   the entire history of Latin  America is capable of being regarded as religious history, and therefore, perceived through the 

