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What happens when religious objects enter the mass market? The Virgin of Guadalupe 

has exploded in popularity and her image can be found on mugs, t-shirts, key chains, and purses. 

The same item might be purchased by an ironic hipster and a true believer. This paper explores 

the ways in which mass production affects religious devotion, specifically focusing on the Virgin 

of Guadalupe in the United States and Mexico.  I investigate consumption, audience, and 

vernacular religion through a cultural theory lens, discussing examples from my own experience 

and those of my research informants.   

Some familiarity with the historical background of the Virgin of Guadalupe is necessary 

to appreciate her importance and growth in popularity.  December 12
th

, in the year 1531, a poor 

indigenous man named Juan Diego was walking near the Tepeyac hill in Mexico City when a 

brown skinned Virgin miraculously appeared.  She spoke to him in Nahuatl, his native tongue, 

asking him to approach the Bishop and request that a shrine be built in her honor.  She plucked 

some roses from a nearby bush that had suddenly bloomed and gave them to Juan Diego.  When 

he spoke with the Bishop, he opened his cloak and the roses tumbled out, which was surprising 

in December.  What‟s more, an image of the Virgin was stamped on the cloth.  The roses 

together with the icon were considered miracles and a shrine was built immediately (Bierhorst). 

The first textual account of the Guadalupe apparition was published in 1648 by Miguel 

Sánchez (Peterson 42).  A great deal of controversy surrounds this account.  Sánchez claimed 

that he was simply writing down an oral narrative that had been circulating within indigenous 

culture.  However, later analysis by colonial Mexican historians shows that although the 

language is flawless Nahuatl, the grammar and phrasing is European.  It seems likely that the 

account was written by a Spaniard in order to be disseminated to indigenous Mexicans.  After 

publication, the apparition narrative did indeed enter into native oral tradition.  This raises some 
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questions.  Was the Virgin of Guadalupe created by Spanish friars in order to convert indigenous 

Mexicans to Catholicism?  Is she, after all, just a tool of hegemony?  Or did Juan Diego really 

exist and see a miraculous apparition?  In my opinion, it is not productive to enter into an 

argument over facts.  The Virgin of Guadalupe is real enough for true believers and she has 

become a mascot of sorts, validating indigenous social justice and anti-oppression (Wolf 144). 

The Virgin of Guadalupe is a complex figure, a symbol with many contradictory 

meanings.  As a powerful indigenous woman, she represents liberation, nurturing, and 

protection.  Her image appeals to marginalized peoples as proof that their voices can be heard 

and understood.  But as a Catholic Virgin, she also represents submission to authority and 

justification of the Spanish Conquest.  In this way the Virgin of Guadalupe can be seen as a 

„multivocal‟ symbol (Taylor 24). 

As the apparition narrative entered into public awareness, the Virgin quickly became 

popular throughout Mexico.  Her image was reproduced in countless paintings and placed in 

home altars, churches, and shrines.  Almost immediately she was associated with creole identity 

and became a source of pride for indigenous and mestizo Mexicans (Poole 100).  She also 

quickly became a patriotic symbol.  According to Bierhorst, “[d]uring the war of Mexican 

independence, which lasted from 1810 to 1821, patriots rallied to an image of Christ‟s mother 

that was felt to be uniquely Mexican” (189).  Even Mexicans and Chicanos who do not believe 

the apparition story or who do not claim a religious affiliation agree that the Virgin of Guadalupe 

is a “force for national unity” (Bierhorst 192).   

The cultural significance of the Virgin of Guadalupe can be investigated through popular 

culture theories.  Walter Benjamin‟s discussion of mechanical reproduction is useful here.  
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Suggesting that the earliest works of art were connected to magic or religious ritual, giving art an 

“aura” of uniqueness; Benjamin describes mechanical reproduction as emancipation “from [art‟s] 

parasitical dependence on ritual” (101).  Thus, art has become increasingly secular and perhaps 

less unique, but also much more accessible to the average person.  The Virgin‟s wide 

availability, due to mechanical reproduction, has perhaps strengthened devotion for the religious, 

as it has diluted her “aura” in the secular realm.   

For Baudrillard, endless copying of an image masks the true concept and ends up 

substituting the image for the original.  Especially concerned with the reproduction of religious 

images, he questions, “What becomes of the divinity when it reveals itself in icons…  Does it 

remain the supreme authority… or is it volatilized into simulacra which alone deploy their pomp 

and power of fascination?” (389).  This fear echoes what many Protestants think about 

iconography; that worshipping images is blasphemous, because the image is not divine.  

Catholics, however, readily utilize images and objects for devotional means, because they are 

believed to be filled with God‟s power.  This can be observed in miracle narratives in which the 

Virgin of Guadalupe cures various maladies when the afflicted person is brought before her 

image.  Whether or not these icons are authoritative and true, or false simulacra; seems not to 

matter, as devotees do gain spiritual satisfaction through the veneration of such icons. 

Turning our attention to consumption and audience, I ask who the audience is for miracle 

narratives and religious products.  Fiske defines the people as having “cultural forms and 

interests of their own that differ from, and often conflict with, those of the producers of cultural 

commodities” (2006: 538).  People are constantly interpellated or hailed with advertising and 

products, but do not blindly purchase what they are told to.  The audience for Virgin of 

Guadalupe products is not a mass of passive consumers but rather a group of people with their 
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own desires and goals, who may select products for devotion, for irony, or for appropriation.  

The audience may interpret the product in any way that they like.  Some may venerate an image 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe while others find it amusing.  Both types of consumers gain pleasure 

from the product, perhaps in ways not anticipated by the distributers. 

With this basic understanding of popular cultural theory, we can begin to explore the 

dynamics of vernacular religion.  Graziano‟s research on folk saints is highly relevant to this 

discussion.  Folk saints are accessible beings who have the power to grant wishes and cure 

illnesses.  They are more available to devotees than God, who is perceived as far away and 

associated with the bureaucratic Church.  Devotees of folk saints tend to be poor, ethnic 

minorities, social outsiders, or otherwise oppressed.  Public devotion is strengthened by 

community celebrations, booklets, prayer cards, and stories of intervention.  As folk saints are 

marketed, devotion becomes commercialized, codifying the saint and defining their identity.   

This phenomenon can clearly be observed in the case of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  Her 

true believers tend to be marginalized peoples: indigenous or mestizo Mexicans, women, the 

poor, and people with disabilities.  She appeals to her followers because she pays attention to 

them when nobody else does, particularly those in positions of authority, socially and politically.  

Devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe is expressed through pilgrimage to her shrine in Mexico 

City, traffic in relics, the wearing of medallions, and prayer to her image.   

Westerfelhaus addresses signs and the construction of meaning using the terms iconicity 

and indexicality.  A sign is meaningful as an icon if it strongly resembles the thing it represents.  

A sign is meaningful as an index if it has an existential link to the thing it represents.  

Reproduced images of the Virgin of Guadalupe are infused with supernatural power, both 



Commodification of Devotion: The Virgin of Guadalupe in Popular Culture 

Caroline Louise McNabb 

 

 

 

because of their iconic resemblance and their indexical connections.  Westerfelhaus suggests 

that, “for believers, these qualities imbue reproductions of the image with powers akin to what 

anthropologists refer to as imitative and contagious magic.  Like iconicity, imitative magic is 

based on the similarity that one thing has to another.  Contagious magic, on the other hand, is 

indexical in that it depends on existential connections, which are often established through direct 

physical contact” (92).   

Reproduced images of the Virgin of Guadalupe are remarkably faithful to the first known 

painting.  This strict consistency has made the Virgin recognizable and strengthened the faith of 

believers.  Although these images are known to be reproductions, they are still authentic to 

believers.  Images are prayed to and worn on the body as medallions.  At least fifteen separate 

miracles have been attributed to the Virgin of Guadalupe, mostly through bringing afflicted 

individuals in front of her image.  It is clearly powerful, both as an icon and as an index. 

The Virgin of Guadalupe has long been understood to be a symbol of Mexican 

Catholicism.  But various groups have appropriated her image to represent other concepts.  She 

has variously symbolized Mexican nationalism, labor organizing, revolutionary militarism, 

grassroots feminism, queer sexuality, and Chicano ethnic identity.  Although she started as and 

remains a strong religious symbol, she also represents other often subversive things. 

Clearly, the Virgin is not only a religious symbol.  But her importance in religious 

devotion is not to be underestimated.  When mass production became widely available, her 

image erupted in popularity.  Media plays a major role in contemporary religion.  

Commodification of culture is a cause for concern for many in the religious community.  The 

mass production of religious commodities is seen as a dilution or weakening of the Church, and 
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some devotional practices as moving away from the original message.  When sacred symbols are 

scattered throughout popular culture, people may appropriate them and use them in ways not 

intended by the Church hierarchy.  Miller claims that “this fragmentation… divorces faith from 

practice.  Symbols, beliefs, and even spiritual disciplines become free-floating cultural objects 

ready to  be put to whatever use we desire” (84). 

But is the situation really so dire?  Many Guadalupan devotees possess reproductions of 

her image and use them in devotional practice.  One can go so far as to say that there would be 

no Guadalupe cult without artistic reproduction.  Media, in this case, seems to strengthen 

devotion as well as attract potential new devotees.  Wojcik comments that many contemporary 

religious communities “embrace technology wholeheartedly, promoting apparitions at a 

grassroots level through mass-produced religious tracts, books, videos, audiocassettes, radio 

broadcasts, and cable television” (132).  Indeed, nobody would have heard about the Guadalupe 

apparition in the first place had it not been for the publication of the miracle story.  Mass 

production was a way to reach out and form a new community.  Technology has also arguably 

made religion more accessible for many people.  People who may not encounter religious 

symbols otherwise now find them readily available.  Many devotees do not have the resources to 

make a physical pilgrimage, but these people do have the option of praying to an image that is 

invested with the same power.  People who cannot leave the house for various reasons can access 

religious services on their television sets.  And people who live away from their religious 

communities can communicate with them via telephone and internet.   

In my research with Mexicana and Chicana storytellers, the Virgin of Guadalupe has 

been a persistent theme.  I spoke with several female artisans in Oaxaca, Mexico who make their 

living by crafting folk art and selling it through a women‟s grassroots cooperative.  The Virgin of 
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Guadalupe is extremely prevalent in these art works.  As crafters, these women judge the market 

and create art according to what sells.  However, the women I spoke with expressed their 

satisfaction at being able to include the Virgin of Guadalupe in their creative work.   

One young woman I spoke with did not seem particularly interested in being interviewed 

at first, but perked up right away when I mentioned my research with the Virgin of Guadalupe.  

She immediately recounted her own apparition experience, encountering the Virgin‟s image in 

the bark of a tree in her home village.  Several other women identified themselves as 

Guadalupanas, or true believers.  Only two of my dozen or so Oaxacan informants claimed no 

religious affiliation, but they agreed that the Virgin of Guadalupe was an important national 

figure and they encountered her image in popular culture multiple times daily. 

I had similar responses with eight Chicana informants in Eugene, Oregon.  Although 

several did identify as Catholic and Guadalupana, a few were conflicted with their religious 

identities.  All, however, did have extensive knowledge of the Virgin of Guadalupe and 

concurred that she was a significant figure for Mexicanas and Chicanas.  One informant grew up 

Catholic but has drifted from the Church; she believes in God but does not regularly attend 

religious services.  However, the Virgin remains important in her life.  She told me that 

“Guadalupe is such an important, empowering thing for women in Mexico.”  Talking about 

growing up hearing the apparition narrative, she said “I could just see the flowers just spreading 

all over the place, and then seeing this beautiful visual image of hope and perseverance within- 

and that‟s what I get from that story.”   

This informant is a visual artist and the Virgin of Guadalupe is featured in several of her 

paintings.  She describes art as a universal language, one that allows her to express her identity 
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despite feeling caught between two cultures.  She considers the Virgin of Guadalupe to be a 

symbol of spirituality and female strength, saying that she is about “honoring what is within a 

woman.”  She identifies with the Virgin of Guadalupe because she went through persecution and 

judgment but still is a nurturing, maternal figure.  She appreciates the Virgin‟s inner strength and 

equates her with social justice, a topic that she herself is very invested in. 

Another Eugene, OR informant told me, “I have a little portrait of la Virgen de 

Guadalupe, her image, in my dorm.  So I believe in la Virgen and God, but I am not church 

going. I hardly ever pray but I do believe in her.”  Someday she wants to go back to Mexico and 

see the basilica.  For her, the apparition story is powerful because it combines indigenous and 

Catholic elements.  Although she does not participate in organized religious services, she does 

utilize an image of the Virgin for her own personal devotion.   

Whether or not these Mexicana and Chicana women were religious, they all had at least 

heard of the Virgin of Guadalupe.  They all seemed to have fairly strong feelings about her.  

These few interviews would suggest that the Virgin of Guadalupe is quite widespread in popular 

culture in Mexico and the United States.  She is recognizable as an icon and her story is well 

known. 

But not just religious people come across the Virgin of Guadalupe and purchase 

commodities bearing her image.  In recent years there has been an influx of kitschy religious 

products that are purchased by people with very different motivations and beliefs.  Olalquiaga 

differentiates between three degrees of kitsch.  In first-degree kitsch, objects are created to 

represent the sacred, and those who purchase them are genuine believers.  These items are mass 

produced and inexpensive, but consumers treat them reverently.  Second-degree kitsch is 
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removed from the sacred.  Profit motivates the cultural producers, and consumer products are 

created to be intentionally tacky.  Olalquiaga describes this as “a popularization of the camp 

sensibility, a perspective wherein appreciation of the „ugly‟ conveys to the spectator an aura of 

refined decadence, an ironic enjoyment from a position of enlightened superiority” (45).   

Third-degree kitsch is a reappropriation and revalorization of religious imagery, often in 

a syncretic, hybrid context.  The motive here is the reclamation of ethnic identity, a resurgence of 

interest in religious art, or an appreciation of Chicano culture by an outsider.  An example of 

third degree kitsch is the Olympia, WA artist who uses Virgin of Guadalupe imagery in her art.  

An Anglo who grew up Catholic, she says that the Virgin Mary has a big part in her personal 

cosmology.  She sees the Virgin of Guadalupe as a “strong, beautiful, powerful woman who is 

uniquely Mexican. She embodies the character of Mexico, a blend of different peoples and 

cultures.  She represents the world as it really is.”  This informant has created a grotto outside her 

home, incorporating a glass Virgin of Guadalupe figure, gemstones, marbles, shells, and a 

candle.  This is a prime example of textual poaching, whereby consumers appropriate cultural 

texts creatively, producing their own interpretations.   

Despite the encroachment of mass production, or perhaps because of it, the Virgin of 

Guadalupe remains an important symbol for many Mexicanas and Chicanas.  Her image is mass 

produced on a grand scale and can be found everywhere.  She is a multivocal symbol, 

representing nurturing and protection, as well as sexuality, female power, and even religious 

hegemony.  Mechanical reproduction may have secularized her for non believers, but it seems to 

have strengthened devotion for true believers.  She has been recycled and reappropriated by 

artists, activists, hipsters, and scholars to fit into a wide variety of contexts and to mean many 

different things.  Mass production has made her infinitely accessible.  
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