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Introduction

Oya, known as Iansa in Candomblé, is
a major female orisha whose worship
developed across West Africa and later
throughout Afro-descendant religions
in the Americas. Rooted in Yoruba
tradition, she embodies powerful forces
of natureandtransformation. This poster
examines Oya’s identity as Iansa within
the Candomblé religion in Brazil and
considers how her attributes illustrates
the role of female religious figures.

Oya in the Yoruba Tradition

Oya is a powerful orisa associated with
storms, wind, and weather phenomena.
Her name means “she tore”. Closely
linked to the Niger River, she embodies
movement, change, and the boundary
between life and death. Oya can appear
as her buffalo avatar, a symbol of
strength and leadership. As a goddess
of thresholds and liminal spaces, Oya
is closely associated with death. She is
a warrior goddess, quick-tempered and
mercurial.

She is renowned as the favourite wife
of Shango, the historical fourth king of
Oyo who became the god of thunder.
In battle, Oya clears Shango's path
with her winds, lightning, and twin
swords. Some myths reverse expected
gender roles: Oya fights while Shango
hides, emphasising her independence,
courage, and agency.

Oya possesses mystical power (0ogun),
moralauthority,andtheabilitytoprotect,
punish, give wealth, and grant children.
She is unpredictable yet concerned with
balance and justice, making her both
feared and deeply respected.

Candomblé Religion in Brazil

Candomblé developed in Brazil through
the forced displacement of West African
peoples, especially the Yoruba, during

the Atlantic slave trade. Enslaved
communities preserved and adapted
their religious traditions, forming an
Afro-Brazilian system centred on the
worship of orixas. In this context, the
Yoruba orisa Oya became Iansa, the
warrior orixa who oversees death,
passage, and protection.

and the role of the orixa in Brazil

Iansa in Candomblé:
Key Attributes

Warrior orixa associated with lightning,
fire, and fierce storms

Governs thresholds and transitions,
particularly the passage between the
worlds of the living and the dead

Goddess of the dead, presiding over
funerary rites

Protects travellers on roads and

crossings,

Known for her intensity, courage, and
decisive action, embodying both danger
and protection

Carries a machete or sword and an
eruexim (flywhisk made from buffalo or
ox tail)

Wears red, caboclo-red, bright pink, or
white, often with flowing cloth and a
beaded face veil

Linked to buffalo imagery,
transformation, and swift, dance-like
movement in ritual

Honoured on Wednesdays; devotees
greet her with “Eparrei!”

Offerings commonly include acarajé
(fried bean cakes), red foods, and items
associated with fire

Forbidden foods (quizilas) include
mutton and hind (female deer),
depending on the Candomblé house

Syncretised with St. Barbara in Brazillian
Catholicism, linked through shared
lightning symbolism.

Candomblé Spritual Practices

Rituals centre on communication with
orixas through offerings of food, dance,
drumming, and spirit possession. In
ceremoniesledbypriestessesandpriests,
the orixas are embodied temporarily by
initiated devotees, who dance the orixa’s
characteristic movements.

How Iansa Illustrates the
Divine Feminine in Candomblé

Unlike the nurturing water orixas
associated with fertility and passive
energy, Iansa embodies a fierce and
active form of feminine power defined
by fire, movement, and conflict.
Her warrior role and authority over
death and storms challenges Western
expectations of feminine softness or
submission. In Yoruba she is described
as ‘a woman who behaves like a man’,
which reflects a model of womanhood
that rejects preconcieved notions
of feminity and includes courage,
leadership, and moral force. As Iansa
in Candomblé, she demonstrates that
feminine power can be assertive and
transformative. Iansa offers devotees,
especially women, a powerful example
of agency, independence, and strength.

Conclusion

As an orixa in Yoruba and Candomblé
tradition, Oya/Iansa demonstrates how
female divinity can embody power,
protection, and transformation. Her
attributes and responsibilities challenge
narrow expectations of femininity and
provides a model of active, assertive
spiritual leadership for her devotees.
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