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Spaniards.In the Puerto 
Rican culture today the 
African presence can 
be felt by the musical 
expression of Bomba. 
Africans used the drum-
heaving music of Bomba 
to liberate themselves 
from everything their 
people were going 
through. Africans also 
used the sounds of 
Bomba as a form of 
communication. In the 
slave trade, the slaves 
were not able to carry 
long conversations 
because of the Spanish’s 
fear that they were 
planning an escape. 
Though, with Bomba, 
they were able to plan 
rebellions. Through 
the mountains and the 
valleys they would send 
messages to each other 
with the conga drums 
with different rhythms 
and beats interpreted as 
different message.  Things 
like sound and dance is 
how these families and 
friends communicated. 
�%�J�V�M�G�E�R���M�R�¾�Y�I�R�G�I�W���E�V�I��
also found in our Spanish 
language today, like mondongo (a stew) and 
mofongo (a plantain dish) were words that 
were taken from West African languages.

Puerto Rico was raped by the Spaniards, and 

we cannot deny it has affected us.  Puerto 
Rico today has a culture that many are 
not willing to give up, a culture that shows 
our struggle, a culture that would not exist 
without the presence of Africans on our 
island.
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There is no doubt that religion is a very 
sensitive subject among Latinos. For this 
reason it is important that we maintain an 
open mind and open dialogue when discussing 
religion in the context of Latias/os. The religion 
that has had the most profound impact on 
this group has no doubt been Christianity, 
imported to the Americas by the Spanish, 
among other things, after 1492. Since then, 
some denominations of Christianity have 
become the norm in terms of religion for 
Latinas/os and Latin Americans. However, it is 
important to note that not every Latina/o is a 
Christian.

Before 1492 most religions in the Americas 
were polytheistic, or the belief in more than 
one God. It is difficult to generalize these 

pre-Columbian religions because they are 
so diverse, but most held similar ideas about 
creation, nature, god, life and death. Many of 
these pre-Columbian religions still exist today 
but it is important that we shed or at least put 
the Eurocentric lens aside before discussing 
any “alternative” religion. 

Among these alternative religions is a 
very specific set of religious practices that 
were also imported to the Americas after 
1492. These religions are known as African 
Traditional Religions or ATR’s. These ATR’s 
made the journey along with African slaves 
and arrived throughout Latin America. Most 
arrived from the western part of Africa. One 
group in particular, the Yoruba, have had a 
large impact on the status of ATR’s in Latin 

by Joshua Rojas

The African Religious Practices of Latinas/os
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America and the U.S. today.  

How these religions survived in the “new” 
world is a remarkable example of human 
resistance. The African slaves were forcibly 
baptized and converted to Christianity. All 
aspects of their religions were seen as devil 
worship and savagery. As a way to continue 
their traditions the African slaves began to 
incorporate Catholic elements into their 
belief system. They actively began to hide their 
Orishas or intermediaries between God and 
humans, behind the faces of Catholic saints. 
Every Orisha had its Catholic counterpart. 
This is just one example of how ATR’s 
survived in the Americas, it is also the birth of 
the syncretic religion commonly know today 
as Santería.

The incorporation of Catholic elements into 
the Yoruba tradition helped them and their 
religious practices survive those tumultuous 
times. Although they have been syncretized 
they still maintain a strong African influence. 
Today ATR’s , specifically the Yoruba traditions, 
have manifested themselves throughout 
Latin America and the United States. There 
is Candomblé and Úmbanda in Brazil, La 
Regla de Ocha/Regla Lukumi/ Santería in 
Cuba, México, Puerto Rico as well as the 
U.S., Voodoo in Haiti and 21 Divisions in 
Dominican Republic. While these religions 
have been syncretized, many practitioners 
actively practice them without the Catholic 

elements.  

It is difficult to say how many practitioners of 
ATR’s there are in the world but the estimates 
have been in the hundreds of millions. It is 
difficult to get a clear number of practitioners 
because there are different levels of devotion, 
from the casual to the absolute. It also can be 
difficult for practitioners to openly disclose 
their devotion to ATR’s. While ATR’s are more 
visible they still are not widely accepted by 
society, because most of the world adheres 
to the five major religions—Buddhism, 
Christianity, Hinduism, Islam and Judaism, and 
their denominations. Any deviation from the 
five major religions and their denominations 
is considered deviant, therefore it rejected by 
members of society.   

ATR’s are also rejected because almost 
all of these traditions are portrayed in a 
negative light. Most negative opinions formed 
about ATR’s are based on a Eurocentric 
bias, misconceptions, misinformation and 
close-mindedness. Negative media focuses 
can serve as a way of scaring people from 
anything outside the “norm”. Sporadically one 
hears news about a raid on house where 
satanic rituals were being performed, where 
there were animals being sacrificed. A person 
with no exposure to any religion outside their 
own will form judgments and opinions based 
on this type of misinformation.  

“How these religions survived in the ‘new’ world is a 
remarkable example of human resistance.”


