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 Introduction 

 

Santería, also known as La Regla de Ocha or Lucumí, is an Afro-Caribbean religion that 
developed in the Americas from the syncretism of West African Yoruba beliefs and Roman 
Catholicism. This religion emerged as a result of the transatlantic slave trade, which 
brought African slaves to the Caribbean and Latin America. Santería blends the worship of 
Yoruba deities, known as Orishas, with elements of Catholic saints and practices. This 
paper explores the origins of Santería in America, tracing its roots from Africa to the New 
World, examining its syncretic development, and highlighting its evolution in contemporary 
society. 

 

Historical Roots 

 

The Yoruba Influence 

 

Santería's origins can be traced to the Yoruba people of present-day Nigeria and Benin. The 
Yoruba had a rich spiritual tradition centered around the worship of Orishas, deities 
representing natural forces and aspects of life. Yoruba religion involved complex rituals, 
divination, and ancestor worship. When the Yoruba were enslaved and transported to the 
Americas, they carried their religious practices with them. 



 

 

Yoruba Orisha Statue  

Figure 1: Yoruba Orisha Statue 

 

The Transatlantic Slave Trade 

 

The transatlantic slave trade was a brutal system that forcibly relocated millions of Africans 
to the Americas. In the 16th to 19th centuries, many Yoruba people were brought to the 
Caribbean, particularly to Cuba, Brazil, and other parts of Latin America. These enslaved 
Africans faced immense pressure to abandon their traditional beliefs and convert to 
Christianity. However, they found ways to preserve their religious heritage through 
syncretism. 

 

Syncretism with Catholicism 

 

Adaptation and Survival 

 



In the new world, Yoruba slaves encountered Spanish and Portuguese colonial powers, 
who imposed Roman Catholicism. To maintain their spiritual practices under the guise of 
Christian worship, the Yoruba began syncretizing their Orishas with Catholic saints. For 
instance, the Orisha Changó was associated with Saint Barbara, and Oshún with Our Lady 
of Charity. This blending allowed enslaved Africans to continue venerating their deities 
while outwardly conforming to Catholicism. 

 

 

Orishas and Catholic Saints 

Figure 2: Orishas Syncretized with Catholic Saints 

 

 Rituals and Practices 

 

Santería rituals often mirror Catholic ceremonies, incorporating prayers, hymns, and 
processions. However, the core of these rituals remains distinctly African, involving 
offerings, drumming, dancing, and divination. Santeros (priests) and Santeras (priestesses) 
play crucial roles in maintaining the religious traditions, performing initiations, healing 
rituals, and consulting the Orishas for guidance. 

 

Development in the Caribbean 

 

Santería in Cuba 

 

Cuba became a central hub for the development of Santería due to its large population of 
Yoruba slaves. In Cuba, the religion flourished, integrating elements of Spanish 
Catholicism and indigenous Taino beliefs. Santería became a key part of Cuban cultural 
identity, influencing music, dance, and other artistic expressions. 



 

 

Santería Ceremony in Cuba 

Figure 3: Santería Ceremony in Cuba 

 

Spread to Other Regions 

 

Santería spread to other parts of the Caribbean and Latin America through the movement 
of people and cultural exchange. In Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela, 
similar syncretic religions developed, each with unique regional variations. In Brazil, for 
instance, Candomblé emerged, blending Yoruba, Catholic, and indigenous elements. 

 

Santería in the United States 

 

Migration and Diaspora 

 

The migration of Caribbean people to the United States in the 20th century brought 
Santería to American shores. Cuban exiles and immigrants played a significant role in 
establishing Santería communities, particularly in Miami, New York, and Los Angeles. 
These communities maintained traditional practices while adapting to the new social and 
cultural environment. 

 

Cultural Impact and Legal Challenges 

 

In the United States, Santería faced legal and social challenges, particularly concerning 
animal sacrifice, which is a central ritual practice. The landmark Supreme Court case, 



*Church of Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of Hialeah* (1993), affirmed the right of Santería 
practitioners to perform animal sacrifices, citing religious freedom protections under the 
First Amendment. This decision was a crucial victory for the Santería community and 
underscored the importance of religious diversity in America. 

 

 

Supreme Court of the United States 

Figure 4: Supreme Court of the United States 

 

Contemporary Practice 

 

Today, Santería continues to thrive in the United States, with practitioners integrating 
modern lifestyles with traditional beliefs. Santería has also gained visibility in popular 
culture, influencing music, literature, and art. Notable figures, such as the late Celia Cruz, 
have celebrated their Santería heritage, contributing to greater awareness and acceptance 
of the religion. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Santería, with its roots in the Yoruba religion and its syncretic adaptation to Catholicism, 
represents a resilient and dynamic spiritual tradition. Its journey from Africa to the 
Americas, and its adaptation to new cultural contexts, highlights the creativity and 
resourcefulness of its practitioners. Despite historical and contemporary challenges, 
Santería has maintained its core spiritual values and continues to be an integral part of the 
religious landscape in the Caribbean and the United States. Through rituals, music, and 
community, Santería not only preserves a rich cultural heritage but also offers a unique 
perspective on spirituality and resilience. 
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