
throwing the bones
throwing the bones is an ancient divination practice rooted in various
African spiritual traditions and has found resonance in many cultures
worldwide. This method involves casting bones, shells, or other small objects
to interpret messages from the spiritual realm, offering guidance, insight,
and clarity. Often associated with ancestor worship and shamanistic rituals,
throwing the bones serves as a bridge between the physical and metaphysical
worlds. The process not only aids in decision-making but also fosters a
deeper understanding of personal and communal challenges. This article
explores the origins, cultural significance, methods, and interpretations
involved in throwing the bones, providing a comprehensive overview of this
mystical practice. The following sections will delve into its history, tools
used, the divination process, and its role in modern spirituality.

History and Origins of Throwing the Bones

Tools and Materials Used in Throwing the Bones

The Divination Process and Techniques

Interpretation and Meaning of Bone Throws

Throwing the Bones in Contemporary Practice

History and Origins of Throwing the Bones
Throwing the bones has a rich historical background that spans several
indigenous cultures, particularly within African communities such as the
Zulu, Xhosa, and San peoples. This divination technique is believed to have
been practiced for thousands of years as a means to communicate with
ancestors and spiritual guides. The term "throwing the bones" generally
refers to the casting of small objects, often bones, to reveal spiritual
insights.

Historically, the practice was central to traditional healing and decision-
making processes. Medicine men, shamans, and spiritual leaders used throwing
the bones to diagnose ailments, predict outcomes, and provide counsel. This
ancient art was passed down through generations, evolving with cultural
exchanges and adapting to new spiritual frameworks while retaining its core
principles.

African Spiritual Traditions
Within African spiritual systems, throwing the bones is closely linked to



ancestor veneration and the belief that the spirits of the deceased continue
to influence the living. The divination process serves as a dialogue with
these spirits, seeking their wisdom and protection. Different tribes and
regions have variations in the objects used and the methods of
interpretation, reflecting diverse cosmologies.

Global Influence and Adaptations
As African peoples migrated and cultures interacted, throwing the bones
influenced other spiritual practices worldwide, including Haitian Vodou,
Afro-Caribbean religions, and even modern New Age movements. These
adaptations often blend traditional bone casting with contemporary
metaphysical concepts, expanding the practice's reach and relevance.

Tools and Materials Used in Throwing the Bones
The tools involved in throwing the bones are essential to the divination
process and carry symbolic meanings tied to the practitioner's culture and
spiritual beliefs. While bones are the primary medium, the range of materials
can be diverse and purposefully selected.

Types of Bones
Bones used in the practice are typically small, such as those from animals
like sheep, goats, birds, or cattle. Each bone may represent different
energies or messages depending on its origin and shape. Some practitioners
also incorporate bones that bear natural markings or wear, which add layers
of meaning during interpretation.

Additional Objects
In addition to bones, diviners often use shells, stones, seeds, beads, or
carved wooden figures. These objects complement the bones and expand the
symbolic vocabulary of the reading. For example, cowrie shells are common in
many African traditions and symbolize fertility, wealth, and protection.

Divination Tray or Cloth
The surface on which the bones are thrown is also significant. A flat, often
circular tray or cloth is used to contain the cast objects. The material may
be decorated with symbols or colors that enhance the spiritual atmosphere and
focus the diviner's intent.



The Divination Process and Techniques
The practice of throwing the bones involves a structured ritualistic process
that combines intention, symbolism, and interpretation. The diviner plays a
crucial role in facilitating communication between the material world and
spiritual forces.

Preparation and Setting
Before casting the bones, the diviner often prepares the space through
cleansing rituals such as burning sage or incense. This purification helps to
create a sacred environment conducive to receiving clear messages. The
diviner may also enter a meditative state or perform chants to invoke
spiritual guidance.

Casting the Bones
The actual throwing involves tossing the bones and accompanying objects onto
the divination surface. The manner of the throw, the pattern formed, and the
position of each item are all carefully observed. The randomness of the throw
is seen as the will of spiritual forces manifesting physically.

Reading the Patterns
Interpreting the spread requires deep knowledge of the symbolic meanings
associated with each bone and object. The diviner analyzes clusters,
orientations, and proximities to discern messages. This interpretation often
involves storytelling and connecting the symbols to the querent's specific
questions or life circumstances.

Interpretation and Meaning of Bone Throws
The interpretation of bone throws is a nuanced art that involves
understanding complex symbolic languages and cultural contexts. Each throw is
unique and can provide insights into health, relationships, career, and
spiritual matters.

Symbolism of Bones and Objects
Every bone or object has attributed meanings that can vary between
traditions. For example, a long bone might symbolize strength or a journey,
while a small, worn bone might relate to past struggles or ancestral
influence. The presence of particular objects alongside bones can modify or
enhance the reading.



Common Themes in Interpretations
Bone throws often reveal themes such as:

Guidance from ancestors or spirit guides

Warnings about potential dangers or obstacles

Confirmation of decisions or paths

Insight into hidden influences or energies

Healing and reconciliation advice

These themes provide practical and spiritual direction, helping individuals
navigate life's challenges with greater awareness.

Throwing the Bones in Contemporary Practice
Today, throwing the bones continues to be practiced within traditional
communities and has also gained popularity among spiritual seekers worldwide.
Modern practitioners often blend traditional methods with personal intuition
and contemporary metaphysical frameworks.

Integration into Modern Spirituality
In contemporary settings, throwing the bones is sometimes incorporated into
holistic healing practices and counseling. Practitioners emphasize its role
in connecting individuals with their intuition and ancestral roots. The
ritualistic aspect is maintained to preserve authenticity and spiritual
efficacy.

Ethical Considerations and Cultural Respect
With the global spread of throwing the bones, ethical concerns arise
regarding cultural appropriation and respectful practice. It is crucial for
practitioners outside traditional cultures to approach the practice with
sensitivity, acknowledging its origins and maintaining reverence for its
spiritual significance.

Learning and Mastery
Mastering throwing the bones requires dedicated study, mentorship, and
experiential learning. Many practitioners undergo formal training or
apprenticeships within traditional communities to gain the necessary skills



and understanding. This ensures the accuracy and integrity of the divination
process.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does the phrase 'throwing the bones' mean?
'Throwing the bones' is an idiomatic expression that refers to the act of
casting bones, bones-like objects, or similar items as a form of divination
or fortune-telling.

What cultural practices involve throwing the bones?
Throwing the bones is commonly associated with African traditional religions
like Santería, Ifá, and Vodou, where practitioners cast bones, shells, or
other objects to seek guidance from spirits or deities.

How is 'throwing the bones' performed in divination
rituals?
In divination rituals, a practitioner throws a set of bones or small objects
onto a mat or surface and interprets the patterns and positions of the
objects to provide insight or answers to questions.

Is 'throwing the bones' used outside of spiritual
contexts?
Yes, outside spiritual contexts, 'throwing the bones' can colloquially mean
making a decision based on chance, like rolling dice or casting lots.

Can anyone learn to throw the bones for divination?
While anyone can learn the basic methods of throwing the bones, authentic
practice typically requires guidance from experienced practitioners and
understanding of cultural and spiritual meanings.

Additional Resources
1. Throwing the Bones: A Guide to Traditional Dice Divination
This book explores the ancient practice of throwing bones as a form of
divination and insight. It covers the historical background of bone casting,
different types of bones used, and step-by-step instructions for beginners.
Readers will learn how to interpret the patterns and symbols revealed through
the throws to gain guidance and clarity.



2. Bones and Spirits: The Art of African Divination
Focusing on African traditions, this book delves into the spiritual
significance of throwing bones in various cultures across the continent. It
provides detailed descriptions of rituals, meanings of different bones, and
the role of the diviner. The book offers a respectful look at how these
practices connect the physical and spiritual worlds.

3. The Celtic Bone Thrower’s Handbook
This practical guide presents the Celtic method of bone throwing, combining
historical lore with contemporary practice. It includes charts and
interpretations of common bone throws used by druids and shamans in ancient
Celtic societies. Readers are encouraged to develop their intuitive skills to
enhance their readings.

4. Throwing the Bones: A Shamanic Journey
This book invites readers on a journey through shamanic traditions that
utilize bone throwing as a tool for healing and prophecy. It explains the
symbolic language of bones and shares stories of shamans who have used this
method to communicate with spirit guides. Exercises and meditations help
readers connect with their own shamanic power.

5. Dice, Bones, and Destiny: The History of Divination Tools
Covering a wide range of divination practices, this book situates bone
throwing within the broader context of ancient and modern tools like dice,
runes, and tarot. It traces the evolution of these methods and highlights
their cultural significance across civilizations. This comprehensive history
offers insight into humanity’s enduring quest for knowledge through chance.

6. Throwing the Bones: Interpreting the Signs of Fate
This interpretive guide focuses on understanding the messages revealed in
bone throws. It offers a detailed system of symbols and meanings, helping
readers decode the subtle nuances in each pattern. The book also includes
case studies and examples to illustrate different types of readings.

7. Modern Bone Throwing: Techniques and Practices for Today’s Diviner
Designed for contemporary practitioners, this book updates traditional bone
throwing methods with modern insights and psychological perspectives. It
covers how to create personalized sets of bones, ethical considerations, and
integrating bone throwing into daily spiritual practice. Readers will find
practical tips for enhancing accuracy and confidence.

8. The Bone Oracle: Unlocking Ancient Wisdom through Casting
This book presents the bone oracle as a powerful tool for accessing ancient
wisdom and personal transformation. It discusses the philosophical
underpinnings of bone casting and offers guidance on developing a deep
connection with the oracle. The text combines scholarly research with
experiential learning exercises.

9. Throwing the Bones and Reading the Signs: A Cross-Cultural Anthology
This anthology compiles essays, stories, and instructions from various
cultures that practice bone throwing divination. It highlights similarities



and differences in technique, symbolism, and spiritual significance. The
collection provides a rich, multicultural perspective on this fascinating
tradition.
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