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changed this negative attitude towards “primitive” peoples. Comparing the mental -
capacity of the adult “Savage” with that of the European child, Spencer argues that both
are unable to distinguish between “useless and useful facts” or concentrate on the
abstract or complex. He further states that “discriminations easy to us are impossible to
those who have but few words, all concrete in their meanings, and only rude
prepositional forms in which to combine these words. By such undeveloped grammatical
structures, only the simplest thoughts can be rightly conveyed. We learn that among the
lowest men, inadequate words indefinitely combined are also imperfectly pronounced”
(Spencer 1877, 706). In the same way, colonial anthropologists and other European
writers reduced 1nd1genous knowledge to folktale or superstitions. They argued that
Western’ civilization is superior to indigenous farming practices (Adams 1990, 171). In
the 1940s, modemization theorists advanced the same view. They advocated thgt the
injection of capital, transfer of capital and cultural transformation would enable
developing countries to be free from the yoke of traditionalism. Many writers have
continued to label non-western people as savages. Garrett, for instance, writes, ”[n]o
matter how low (in a socioeconomic sense) an American white may be, his ancestors
built the civilizations of Europe; and no matter how high (again in a socioeconomic
sense) a Negro may be) his ancestors were (and his kinsmen still are) savages in an
African jungle” (Garrett 1962, 982).

Europeans destroyed local craft traditions and people’s knowledge of nature in many
non-European countries (Harding 1997, 63-64). Developing countries were forced to
export natural resources like timber, oil and other minerals, and export crops in order to
pay for the import of modern technology and inputs. The disparity between developed
and developing countries has hampered the attempt to build technology on the basis of
indigenous practices and values (Medani Mohamed Ahmed 1994). The indigenous belief
systems have been destroyed by the introduction of a money economy with its capitalist
mode of production, the introduction of religions like Christianity and Islam, and by the
introduction of state control of natural resources (Omari 1990, 172). Omari underlines
that Western value systems have had negative effects on traditional African land ethics.
Being influenced by the new values, people now use natural resources as objects for
exploitation and profit making (Omari 1990). The young people have been alienated
from their culture through the influences of missionaries, modern schooling and the
mass media. As Johannes, for instance, noted “most biologists have not been trained to
seek knowledge through direct interaction with ‘laymen’; they are trained to go first to
books then directly to nature for their answers” (Johannes 1989, 5). Some Western
trained individuals have tried to promote scientific knowledge by eroding the
accumulated knowledge of the local people. “Development then entails disseminating
this modern, scientific, and sophisticated knowledge to inform and uplift the rural
masses. Knowledge flows in one direction only--downwards--from those who are strong,
educated and enlightened, towards those who are weak, ignorant and in darkness”
(Chambers 1989, 76). 4 '

Similarly, in Ethiopia, the conventional literature identifies peasants as ignorant of the
process of environmental degradation, and responsible agents  of environmental
destruction. According to Kebede and Hurni, “[iln many circumstances real
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7. OROMOS ENVISION THEIR FUTURE

The Oromo are future-oriented people. Contrary to the views'? of some writers about the
African conception of time, the Oromo are not only concerned with the past and the
present but also with the future. For the Oromo the past is a powerful tool for critically
evaluating why we are in the present situation. The future is a powerful one to enact
change. What happened in the past and what is happening in the present affects their
future concerns. In light of this, I will discuss how various happenings help the Oromo
to envision and make valiant efforts to build their future., Through my fieldwork, I have
confirmed the observation of Baxter (1970) that the Oromo’s concern of ancestors and
genealogical continuity shows that they are concerned with the future.. Baxter’s
observation in the pastoral Boran conveys this fact.

No man disposes of cows and camels, even his handhuuraa [a calf given to the som at
birth] without consulting his brothers. A father of a herd is a trustee, and a man who
imperils his herd would be treated as a potential suicide or murderer and restrained---
"Fathers of herds”, like fathers of the land or lineage heads in many African agricultural
societies, or trustees, and a herd on which future generations depend for subsistence is
not at the free disposal of its living “owners”. A man has no right to endanger his
descendants because, as their “father”, he is responsible for their welfare (Baxter 1970,
126).

The Gadaa system reflects that the Oromo rely on the present and the past to build the
new future. In contrast to some African people, the Oromo did not have a tribal chieftain
structure. They had a democratic system of government called the Gadaa. As has been
stated earlier, at the end of each Gadaa cycle, the Orormo used to evaluate the weakness
and the strength of the previous government, and formulate new programs and rules by
correcting past mistakes.

There are five Gadaa grades in a cycle of forty years in Ambo, namely Roobalee,
Birmajii, Horata, Michillee and Duulo. If a person enters office (becomes raagaa now),
his sons become Luba forty years from now. The names of the Gadaa cycle differ from
region to region. Each of the Gadaa grades have features that are very unique. The first
Gadaa grade, Roobalee is believed to have heavy rainfall. The people plant many trees.
Roobalee is full of happiness and prosperity. Circumcision is common during this
period. There are many singers in Birmajii. Economically it is not bad. Animals are
believed to breed well in Horata. It is full of happiness. Michillee is believed to be a
friend of war. Individuals fight and kill one another. The last Gadaa grade, Duuloo, is
full of war and famine. Duuloo has the nick name “bututtuu’--tatter. What is interesting
is that the Oromo have tried to adjust themselves to the features of these periods. They
try to prepare beforehand and avoid famine and suffering (Infs: Dalassa; Dawo;
Dhabassa; Duresso; Gamtessa; Lemo; Nagara; Ulfata).

The Gadaa system served as the major time regulator for scheduling rituals, assemblies,
intertribal warfare and peace process. In this case, then, environmental history can be
constructed on the basis of the past record of the five Gadaa grades. The informants
underscore that generally the natural environment is well protected in Roobalee and
Horataa owing to the existence of rain. Some individuals plant trees. War and famine






























































































































