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Orisha

O risha,also spelled orixa ororisa,any ofthe
deiisofthe Yoruba peopk ofsouthw estem TABLE OF CONTENTS

N geria.They are also venerated by the Edo of

. . _ Introduction
southeastem N gersn ;the Ewe ofGhana,Benn,

and Togo;and the Fon ofBenin who referto Definition

them asvoduns).Although there ism uch Types of orishas

varaton h the detailsofthe rtualsand Transmission of orisha beliefs outside
m ytholbgy ofthese detiesam ong these W est Africa

African peop ks, the underlying relgious Contemporary practices of orisha
conceptisessentially the sam e. devotees

Definition

An orisham aybe said to be adeiy.Yetdefining an orisha asa deiy doesnotdo justice to
the concept,n large partbecause the term deity often suggestsa sortof

anthropom orxphic supematuralentity.An orisham aybe said to arise when a divine pow er
to com m and and m ake thingshappen convergesw ith a naturalforce,a defied ancestor,
and an obEectthatw inessesand suppozrts thatconvergence and algnm ent.An orxisha,

therefore,isa com pkxm ulidin ensionaluniy Inking peopk,objEcts,and pow ers.

The w ord orisha is related to severalotherYoruba w ords referring to the head .Them ahn
one,ori,refers,firstofall,to the physicalhead atop a person’sbody.This visbl ori,

how ever,serves as the vesselforan nvisbk ori,the ori-inU orntemalhead ,the indw ellng
spirit ofa person and the kemelofthat ndividuals personality.The Ori-inU existsbefore
birth ;tcom es from God and determ mesan mdividuals characterand fate.Justasthe
physicalhead perches atop the body, the ori-inu stands overand rulks,guides,and
controls a person s actions.The w inessing obect forthe Ori-inU is a shrine forthe head
called ile ori house ofthe head),a pointed crow nlke containercovered w ith cow rie shells,
whose white coburindicatespuriy and good character.h them selves the cow rie shells
sym bolize w ealth ,because theywere once am edium ofeconom ic exchange.The w hie
cow rie-shellcovering ofthe ile ori also aludesto the w hite-feathered bid called ejye ororo,
the sym bolofthem .nd thatGod puts nto the head atbirth .The ile ori seem s to say thata
good head (ie.good characterand a good m Ind) constitutes true w ealh.

The head also hasothervalues associated w ith tthatderive from the hierarchicalnature
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ofYoruba socillife .The Yoruba use the head asam etaphorforsuprem acy and
chifrtaimship;itm eansthefirst h rank and status,them ost imn portantand nfluential
person oroffichlAge,which ispriority In tin e,ishighly valued and respected ,and it is

also an in portantaspectofstatusand ranking.

Types of orishas

The N gerian scholhrJ.Om osade Aw okhli divided the orishas nto three categories:
prin oxdiBldwihhiis,defied ancestors,and personfied naturaloresand phenom ena.

These categoriesare notrigid,and In som e cases they overhp.
Primn ordialdivinities

I W estAfrican relginsand n traditions thathave been nfluenced by them ,prin ordial
divihiies are those thatexisted Iong before the creation ofthe world as it isnow known.
Som e ofthese orishasare prin ordialin the sense thatthey existed before the creation of
hum an beings.Theyem anated directly from God w ithoutany hum an aid.They are ara
orun,peoplk ofheaven .They cam e from heaven,and they stillreside there .0 therorishas
are frunmole,the earth sfirst hhabiants thatare now sacred benhgsdw ellng on and 1
the earth.

Defied ancestors

Defied ancestorsare peopk w ho lived In thisw orld affertw as created and had such a
profound m pactupon itthattheirdescendantshave contihued to prom ote their

m em ory.Theywere kings,culture heroesand hermmhes,w arrors,and foundersofciis
who had am ajprinfluence on the Iivesofthe peoplk and on Yoruba society through their
contrbutions to culure and sochllife.Th the Yoruba tradition these w ere ndividualsw ho
were able to establish controlovera naturalforce and m ake a bond of mterdependence

w ih i, attractihg itsbeneficentaction tow ard them selvesand theirpeopl w hile sending
itsdestructive aspectsonto enem &s.To achieve thisdegree ofcontroland
hterdependence,the ancestorsm ade offerings and sacrfices.Laterthese ancestors
disappeared— often,according to tradiion,nh a rem arkabl m anner,such asby smhkng
hto the ground,rising mto the heavenson channs,com m itting suicide and notdyng,or
tuming to stone.Such a disappearance w asnottrue death ;rather, it w as the occasion of
the ancestor’sm etam orxphosis mto an orisha.Severalprin ordildivihitieshave oral

traditions stating thatthey w ere once the chifsorkimgsofstillexistihg Yoruba tow ns.

W hen these ancestorsdisappeared and becam e orishas,thefrchidren began to sacrfice
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to them and to conthue w hatevercerem oniesthe orishashad perform ed when theywere
on earth .Thisworshi waspassed on from one generation to the next.h theirnatie
areas,peoplk fom ed groupsthatworshpped and venerated these orishas and secured a
phce Portheircultgrmup In the rrlgibusand socialorganizationsofthe townsw here they
Iived .Eventually a bcalorisha’sculm ghtspread to othertownsand becom em ore w dely
known .The w orshp ofotherdefied ancestors,how ever,rem amned confined to the towns

where Ttorigmated,even som etin es restricted to particularfam iliesorlneages.

Personified naturalforces and phenom ena

From the Yormubapohtofview ,anyelm entofthe naturalw orld thathasm anifold and
usefulfunctions forhum an bengshasa sprritdw ellng I it.There arem any sprits ofthis
kind,butsom e ofthem are so preem mentthatthey supersede allothers;they too are
orishas.Am ong them are the earth ;rivers,lakes,and lagoons;and m ountains,certain
trees,and the w nd .W orsh isdirected atthe orisha thatdwellsw thn the natural

phenom enon,often atthe site w here the naturalphenom enon m anifests iself.

These specific bresofnature are partofthe orisha because the cultofthe orishasdrects
tselftow ard them .The orishas,how ever,are only one aspectofthese naturalforces.An
orisha s thatpartofanaturmlforce thatisdiscplned and controlbblk and thatcan be
culivated by peopk usihg ritualm eans.There isalw ays the otherpart— the partofthe
naturmlforce thatcan be explbred butnevercom plktely known,the aspectofnature that
w llalw aysrem ain w id and escape definition .To the benefitofhum an beings,the orishas
m ediate betw een hum aniy and these forcesofthe naturalw orld by putting the tam ablk
aspectsofnature underhum an controlw hike standing betw een hum anity and thatpart

ofnature thatcannotbe tam ed , hem m ed In,orcontrolled by hum an bemngs.

O risha worshippers see the tam ed naturalforce and the defied ancestoras mdissolubly
Inked .Thisuniy is represented by a w Inessing objctthatactsasthem aterialsupportof
an orisha’spow erto com m and and cause things to happen .A collection ofthese obfEcts,
even ifit isnotpemm anent,constiutesan altarw here the orisha ispresentand can be
addressed through prayers and offermgs.th this contextthe altarm aybe referred to as the
orisha orasthe orisha’s face .Everything thatwent nto fom ing these w inessihg objcts—
from laves,earth,m etalpottery,oranin albonesto the hcantations and sacrfices that
praised and coerced the orisha’sm anypow ers to bdge n one plhce— becom espartofthe

obpct’s @nd the orisha’s) secret.

Transmission of orisha beliefs outside Africa
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During the 18th and 19th centuries thousandsofYoruba,BihiEwe,and Fon peopk were
enshved ,uprooted,and transported to the Am ericas.Th som e bcatibns in the Carbbean
and South Am erica,theywere abk to reestablish the w orsh ofthe orishasand m alntan
itduring shvery and afterisabolition .nh the socialand culuralenvironm entsofthe

Am ericas,the orisha conceptundexw entsom e subtlke butsignificantchanges.O risha
devotion becam e a profound mfluence upon the em ergence ofsuch new rrlgionsas

Vodou In Haitiand Santera In Cuba.

Contemporary practices of orisha devotees

The generalidea ofthe orisha asa defied ancestorw hose descendantsperpetuate the
ancestorspractices is reflected In the self-dentification ofthem em bersofan orisha cul
group spriesthood asthatorisha’s 'chidren ” This dea also undergids a practice of
secrecy thatexclides from som e partofan orisha’scerem onikspeopl who have not
been mikhted nto itspriesthood .How ever,itbecom es the responsbilicy ofthe orisha’s
hum an descendants to transm ito subsequentgenerationsthe objEctsand secrets
through which hum an belngscan mteractw ih the orisha.Because each orisha has
particularoccupations,places,skills,preferences,diseases,problem s,capabilities,and

m isfortunesw ith which it isclbsely associated ,devotees— through the orisha’s
priesthood— can m ake appealsto the orisha thatisbestabl to resolve the problem they
are experiencihg .k isthe orishasw ho are the guardiansand explicatorsofhum an destiny.
D espie the ascendance ofChristian ity and Ikslam ,m any Yoruba and otherW estAfricans
stilltum to the orishas forhelp,aid,and advice in the greatand sm allproblem soflife.

George Brandon The EditorsofEncycbpaedi Briannica
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