To What Extent Do Female Religious Figures in One of the Religions in Latin America Challenge the Patriarchal Gender Division Countries Such as Brazil or Mexico?
A Brief History of the Origins of The Cult of The Virgin Mary in Latin America
During Central and South Americas long history of colonisation and engagement with the slave trade, many forms of religious beliefs were brought over and combined with existing spiritual ideals to create unique amalgamations of religiosity. The 16th century colonisation of Latin America by Spanish had a focus on the mandatory introduction of Christianity, something which was seen as either completely rejected or completely accepted. But many indigenous communities would quietly and inconspicuously resist against this regime by taking aspects of Christianity that resonated with them and transforming these parts and combining them with their own ways, so they could outwardly show their acceptance of the Christian standards being forced upon them in a performatively accepted way whilst inwardly still being able to practice and preserve their own values under the guise of Christianity. The Virgin of Guadalupe in Meso-America and the Virgin of Copacabana in the Andes were figures who were the syncretised forms of the figure of the Virgin Mary with indigenous saints and figures like Pachamama, a way for these indigenous communities to escape the persecution and eradication of their cosmologies under the Spanish crown without having to abandon their ways.
Whilst this method was originally used by the Spanish crown as a form of religious erasure, taking an indigenous figure and supplementing them with a Christian figure, it was taken on by indigenous communities as a way to continue the worship of their figures that are distinctly different from the Christian figures. The Virgin of Guadalupe was substituted by the Spanish with the Virgin Mary, who did indeed share many similarities with Our Lady of Guadalupe, with one striking difference being that Our Lady of Guadalipe had indigenous features and tan skin or dark skin, as opposed to the Virgin Mary’s fair skin. In the Andes, the figure of Pachamama, who was a creator goddess associated with agriculture, fertility and motherhood, was also substituted with the Virgin Mary and syncretised into the Virgin of Copacabana, but with again the difference of being described as having olive skin, dark hair and wearing traditional Andean clothes. These syncretised figures were a form of resistance against religious erasure and forced acceptance of Christianity, and the use of the Virgin Mary turned her into a widespread symbol of resistance under the guise of religious adherence to Christianity in many forms throughout Latin America that popularised her cult. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Sam Schneiderhan, A Mother of Many Faces: Religious Syncretism, Spiritual Defiance, and the Virgin Mary in Colonial Latin America, <https://deathinlatinamerica.com/december-issue/a-mother-of-many-faces-religious-syncretism-spiritual-defiance-and-the-virgin-mary-in-colonial-latin-america/> [Accessed 3 December 2025]] 

The Virgin Mary as an Avenger
The Virgin Mary can be representative of many things, and in Latin America there is a dichotomy of her being a symbol the ideal role model of how a passive and submissive woman should be for her husband but also one that can be turned to for respite and vengeance against violent men. In Bolivia, the Virgin Mary is often merged with the Virgin of Urkupiña, and the Virgin Mary of Urkupiña combines Roman Catholic beliefs voodoo. She is both powerful through her ability to suffer but also in her cruelty. 
An Aymara woman called Margarita describes he ‘rabia’, a feeling of intense anger that is sometimes associated with ‘coaje’ which is a feminine feeling of despair. These two terms can be linked back marianismo, which can be described as the way in which women are spiritually superior to men through their ability suffer passively due to an infinite capability for humility, a trait that women in Latin America have derived from the values of the Virgin Mary. Margarita says her rabia allowed her to fight back against her violent husband, and though it was not something she considered to be an overall good strategy, it demonstrates how values assigned to the Virgin Mary empowered women not to passively suffer and submit and let their husbands abuse them, but to fight back. There was not only a capacity to physically fight back, but also a spiritual method that Margarita also used. She drank the blood of her husband after he sustained an injury so that any curse he tried to place on her would come back to him, and she claims he did in fact try to place a curse on her which failed and several years later her husband died. Margarita had taken comfort in the Virgin Mary whilst she was still married and had had a vision of being held in her arms whilst she saw her husband carrying a heavy bag that she knew meant that the Virgin would make him bear his own curse that will eventually kill him. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Sanne Derks & Meike Heessels, ‘Battered women venerating a vicious Virgin: Reconsidering Marianismo at a Bolivian pilgrimage shrine’, Culture and Religion: An Interdisciplinary Journal, Vol. 12, No. 3, (2011) pp. 303-316, (p. 305-312)] 

What the Virgin Mary Means to Women verses Men in Latin America
Michael Carroll suggests that the Cult of the Virgin Mary has a significant place in the lives of both men and women because of it serves different functions to them under the Oedipus complex, with the Mary Cult being formed by the sons repressed desire for his mother and then for women the Mary Cult is a way to indirectly fulfil their repressed desire to have children by their fathers. [footnoteRef:3] Brandes notes that women overall have more of a participation in church activities, which he attributes to it being a woman’s role to take charge of the family’s spiritual well being, leading them to have a higher level of religiosity in their attendance of mass and participation in church rituals, whereas men care significantly less for Mary’s importance and are more concerned with practical problems outside of the home, leaving spirituality to be a feminine trait. [footnoteRef:4] Whilst these are not necessarily incorrect reasonings, they gloss over the more complex and cultural backgrounds to the development of the Mary Cult. [3:  Nancy Frey Breuner, ‘The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Southern Italy and Spain’, Ethos, Vol. 20, No. 1 (1992), pp. 66-95 (p. 67)]  [4:  Breuner, ‘The Cult of the Virgin Mary in Southern Italy and Spain’, p. 71] 

How the Virgin Mary Challenges the Patriarchy
As mentioned previously, Mary has the capacity to represent o Latin American women a way to fight back both physically and spiritually against violent men, which opposes her usual vision of a passive and suffering woman. The women of Latin America have adopted her and syncretised her with other similar indigenous figures, as someone who can be passive and suffering, not because she is weak but because she can endlessly endure but also gives women strength to fight against men physically and will facilitate their calls to fight spiritually by turning curses around on men. 
She also challenges the ideal of women as sexual objects for men or as inherently unclean once they become mothers as they are no longer virgins. Whilst the patriarchy might try to use her as an impossible goal for women to achieve, to be both a mother, as was their role, but also a clean and pure virgin, the women of Latin America took her and made her a symbol of their own. Her status as a virgin did not mean that she was clean, it meant that through her it was possible to remove motherhood from an inherently sexualised ideal created by men to be imposed upon women, women wouldn’t have to identify themselves by their relationship to men, particularly their sexual relationship to men, in order to fulfil the role of motherhood. [footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Giovanni Sarto, ‘Queer Mary: A Reflection on Gender, Sexuality, Violence and Resistance in the Symbol of the Virgin in Latin America’, in The DARE Primer on Global Queer Theologies ed. by Lisa Isherwood, Hugo Córdova Quero (London: SCM Press, 2025)] 

Despite being a mother, therefore not a virgin, there were claims by women that they were in fact virgins. Whilst this could be the struggles to come to terms with the fact that the Virgin Mary is an impossible ideal for women to live up to, it could also be the freedom from the stigma of uncleanliness provided to women by the Virgin Mary’s grace, as she has given them the ability to separate themselves and their supposed cleanliness from the sexual system imposed by men. This way, whilst their body might be unclean from the act of motherhood, their souls are not unclean, and they are still spiritual virgins. [footnoteRef:6] in this way, women don’t rely on the patriarchal standard of judgement on their own purity, it is provided to them by the Virgin Mary, taking away control from men to decide what women are worthy and which are not and giving that power to Mary and the women she protects.  This is similar to what Virgil Elizondo says about how it is that Mary can be both a mothered and a virgin, and how God acts as her protector. Despite the accusations that come against her and her purity, God still claims her as the Virgin mother of the Son of God, because her motherhood comes from the Holy Spirit and therefore, she is both a virgin and mother. [footnoteRef:7] [6:  Linda B. Hall, Mary, Mother and Warrior: The Virgin in Spain and the Americas, (Texas: University of Texas Press, 2004) pp. 1-4]  [7:  Bertrand de Margerie, ‘Mary in Latin American Liberation Theologies’, in Marian Studies, Vol. 38, (1987) pp. 47-62 (p. 52)] 
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