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O risha, also spelled orixa or orisa, any of the

deities of the Yoruba people of southw estern

N igeria. They are also venerated by the Edo of

southeastern N igeria; the Ew e of Ghana, Benin,

and Togo; and the Fon of Benin (w ho refer to

them  as s). Although there is m uch

variation in the details of the rituals and

m ythology of these deities am ong these W est

African peoples, the underlying religious

concept is essentially the sam e.

An orisha m ay be said to be a deity. Yet defining an orisha as a deity does not do justice to

the concept, in large part because the term   often suggests a sort of

anthropom orphic supernatural entity. An orisha m ay be said to arise w hen a divine pow er

to com m and and m ake things happen converges w ith a natural force, a deified ancestor,

and an object that w itnesses and supports that convergence and alignm ent. An orisha,

therefore, is a com plex m ultidim ensional unity linking people, objects, and pow ers.

The w ord  is related to several other Yoruba w ords referring to the head. The m ain

one, , refers, first of all, to the physical head atop a person’s body. This visible ,

how ever, serves as the vessel for an invisible , the  or internal head, the indw elling

spirit of a person and the kernel of that individual’s personality. The  exists before

birth; it com es from  God and determ ines an individual’s character and fate. Just as the

physical head perches atop the body, the  stands over and rules, guides, and

controls a person’s actions. The w itnessing object for the  is a shrine for the head

called  (house of the head), a pointed crow nlike container covered w ith cow rie shells,

w hose w hite colour indicates purity and good character. In them selves the cow rie shells

sym bolize w ealth, because they w ere once a m edium  of econom ic exchange. The w hite

cow rie-shell covering of the  also alludes to the w hite-feathered bird called ,

the sym bol of the m ind that God puts into the head at birth. The  seem s to say that a

good head (i.e., good character and a good m ind) constitutes true w ealth.

The head also has other values associated w ith it that derive from  the hierarchical nature
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of Yoruba social life. The Yoruba use the head as a m etaphor for suprem acy and

chieftainship; it m eans the first in rank and status, the m ost im portant and influential

person or official. Age, w hich is priority in tim e, is highly valued and respected, and it is

also an im portant aspect of status and ranking.

The N igerian scholar J. O m osade Aw olalu divided the orishas into three categories:

prim ordial divinities, deified ancestors, and personified natural forces and phenom ena.

These categories are not rigid, and in som e cases they overlap.

Prim ordial divinities

In W est African religions and in traditions that have been influenced by them , prim ordial

divinities are those that existed long before the creation of the w orld as it is now  know n.

Som e of these orishas are prim ordial in the sense that they existed before the creation of

hum an beings. They em anated directly from  God w ithout any hum an aid. They are 

, people of heaven. They cam e from  heaven, and they still reside there. O ther orishas

are , the earth’s first inhabitants that are now  sacred beings dw elling on and in

the earth.

D eified ancestors

D eified ancestors are people w ho lived in this w orld after it w as created and had such a

profound im pact upon it that their descendants have continued to prom ote their

m em ory. They w ere kings, culture heroes and heroines, w arriors, and founders of cities

w ho had a m ajor influence on the lives of the people and on Yoruba society through their

contributions to culture and social life. In the Yoruba tradition these w ere individuals w ho

w ere able to establish control over a natural force and m ake a bond of interdependence

w ith it, attracting its beneficent action tow ard them selves and their people w hile sending

its destructive aspects onto enem ies. To achieve this degree of control and

interdependence, the ancestors m ade offerings and sacrifices. Later these ancestors

disappeared— often, according to tradition, in a rem arkable m anner, such as by sinking

into the ground, rising into the heavens on chains, com m itting suicide and not dying, or

turning to stone. Such a disappearance w as not true death; rather, it w as the occasion of

the ancestor’s m etam orphosis into an orisha. Several prim ordial divinities have oral

traditions stating that they w ere once the chiefs or kings of still existing Yoruba tow ns.

W hen these ancestors disappeared and becam e orishas, their children began to sacrifice
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to them  and to continue w hatever cerem onies the orishas had perform ed w hen they w ere

on earth. This w orship w as passed on from  one generation to the next. In their native

areas, people form ed groups that w orshipped and venerated these orishas and secured a

place for their cult group in the religious and social organizations of the tow ns w here they

lived. Eventually a local orisha’s cult m ight spread to other tow ns and becom e m ore w idely

know n. The w orship of other deified ancestors, how ever, rem ained confined to the tow ns

w here it originated, even som etim es restricted to particular fam ilies or lineages.

Personified natural forces and phenom ena

From  the Yoruba point of view , any elem ent of the natural w orld that has m anifold and

useful functions for hum an beings has a spirit dw elling in it. There are m any spirits of this

kind, but som e of them  are so preem inent that they supersede all others; they too are

orishas. Am ong them  are the earth; rivers, lakes, and lagoons; and m ountains, certain

trees, and the w ind. W orship is directed at the orisha that dw ells w ithin the natural

phenom enon, often at the site w here the natural phenom enon m anifests itself.

These specific forces of nature are part of the orisha because the cult of the orishas directs

itself tow ard them . The orishas, how ever, are only one aspect of these natural forces. An

orisha is that part of a natural force that is disciplined and controllable and that can be

cultivated by people using ritual m eans. There is alw ays the other part— the part of the

natural force that can be explored but never com pletely know n, the aspect of nature that

w ill alw ays rem ain w ild and escape definition. To the benefit of hum an beings, the orishas

m ediate betw een hum anity and these forces of the natural w orld by putting the tam able

aspects of nature under hum an control w hile standing betw een hum anity and that part

of nature that cannot be tam ed, hem m ed in, or controlled by hum an beings.

O risha w orshippers see the tam ed natural force and the deified ancestor as indissolubly

linked. This unity is represented by a w itnessing object that acts as the m aterial support of

an orisha’s pow er to com m and and cause things to happen. A collection of these objects,

even if it is not perm anent, constitutes an altar w here the orisha is present and can be

addressed through prayers and offerings. In this context the altar m ay be referred to as the

orisha or as the orisha’s face. Everything that w ent into form ing these w itnessing objects—

from  leaves, earth, m etal, pottery, or anim al bones to the incantations and sacrifices that

praised and coerced the orisha’s m any pow ers to lodge in one place— becom es part of the

object’s (and the orisha’s) secret.
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D uring the 18th and 19th centuries thousands of Yoruba, Bini, Ew e, and Fon people w ere

enslaved, uprooted, and transported to the Am ericas. In som e locations in the Caribbean

and South Am erica, they w ere able to reestablish the w orship of the orishas and m aintain

it during slavery and after its abolition. In the social and cultural environm ents of the

Am ericas, the orisha concept underw ent som e subtle but significant changes. O risha

devotion becam e a profound influence upon the em ergence of such new  religions as

Vodou in H aiti and Santería in Cuba.

The general idea of the orisha as a deified ancestor w hose descendants perpetuate the

ancestor’s practices is reflected in the self-identification of the m em bers of an orisha cult

group’s priesthood as that orisha’s “children.” This idea also undergirds a practice of

secrecy that excludes from  som e part of an orisha’s cerem onies people w ho have not

been initiated into its priesthood. H ow ever, it becom es the responsibility of the orisha’s

hum an descendants to transm it to subsequent generations the objects and secrets

through w hich hum an beings can interact w ith the orisha. Because each orisha has

particular occupations, places, skills, preferences, diseases, problem s, capabilities, and

m isfortunes w ith w hich it is closely associated, devotees— through the orisha’s

priesthood— can m ake appeals to the orisha that is best able to resolve the problem  they

are experiencing. It is the orishas w ho are the guardians and explicators of hum an destiny.

D espite the ascendance of Christianity and Islam , m any Yoruba and other W est Africans

still turn to the orishas for help, aid, and advice in the great and sm all problem s of life.
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