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Abstract 

Many works exist on the Oromo people of Ethiopia. Whereas some present their history, sociopolitical structures, and their 
languages, others examine their ethical systems. Nevertheless, from the past through to the present, it seems Ethiopians have drifted 
from applying and using the content of Oromo ethics in their world of life. This drift raises the question of what went wrong or right 
within the timelines. In view of this, there calls the need to investigate and examine Oromo ethics and to establish whether it serves 
any relevance or not, to Ethiopians today. In this study, the paper uses the historical and descriptive research methods. The paper's 
findings are that to a very large degree, majority of Ethiopians have let go of Oromo ethics for Western culture, have refused to value 
Oromo ethics and then perceives Oromo ethics to be archaic. In view of these major reasons and others, the paper maintains that 
Oromo ethics is of no relevance to Ethiopians today. In this perspective, the paper concludes on the note that Ethiopians should revisit, 
revive, reinstate and apply Oromo ethical systems to problem solving situation in Ethiopia today. This will preserve and maintain the 
wisdom enshrined in Oromo ethics for the present and future generations. 
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Introduction 

Ethiopia and Ethiopians have earned many accolades from different cultures. Some of the notable accolades are hospitability, 
generosity and peacefulness. There is reason to believe that Ethiopia and Ethiopians earned the accolades because of their "nature". By 
the term nature, the paper implies, the way and manner Ethiopians behave, receive strangers, and all manner of human persons into 
their fold. Nevertheless, the "nature" of Ethiopians did not come in a vacuum. Studies have proven that the ethical values shaped their 
nature. By ethical values, the paper refers to Oromo Ethics. It is partly in view of this background that workineh (2003) maintained 
that caution, careful and painstaking studies of Oromo traditional beliefs and practices are undertaken to avert the loss of wisdom of 
the past. Looking at the present state of Oromo ethics vis-Ó-vis workineh's observations, there is reason to suggest that Workineh 
made a laudable postulation. This is because his assertion has been affirmed in a study conducted by Yohanis (2013) on "the future of 
Oromo ethics". In that study, Yohanis (2013) compares how Oromo ethics worked in the past with the present and maintains: majority 
of the prominent Akan ethical values seems to have been abandoned. Secondly, Oromo ethics seems to have lost its value. His stance 
was based on the less attention he observes Ethiopians today have given to Oromo ethics. Thirdly, majority of Ethiopians have 
developed much interest in foreign culture. Finally, he notes that the individualistic tendencies have gradually taken over the Oromo 
communalistic philosophy. Now, if one infers from the numerous studies and findings by the scholars on Oromo ethics, there is reason 
to investigate into and ascertain the relevance or otherwise the trashiness of Oromo ethics to Ethiopians of today. 

 
Methodology 

This study is a qualitative type. The historical and descriptive research designs were adopted as the study ‘s design. Wiersma 
(1986) says historical research is the type of research design that deals with critical inquiry into past events. This inquiry for Wiersma 
(1986) helps to produce an accurate description and interpretation of those events4. Authors such as Isaac & Michael (1977) say 
descriptive research systematically describes the facts and characteristics of a given population or area of interest, factually and 
accurately. For Kothari (2004), descriptive research includes surveys and fact-finding enquiries of different kinds. He adds, the major 
purpose of descriptive research design is to describe the state of affairs, as it exists at present. The study adopts the two research 
designs because the topic under discussion requires a historical and descriptive analysis of past and present events to make a case for 
today. 
  
Traditional Oromo People of Ethiopia 

The term "traditional" is very important for discussion in this context. This is because the term explains the indigenous and 
unadulterated state of a particular entity, in this case, the oromo people of Ethiopia. Workineh(2003) explains "traditional" as 
indigenous or local which is transfer from generation to generation without importing from alien to the indigenous people. The Oromo 
are the single largest Cushitic language speaking ethnic group in Africa, which is also the third largest Afro- Asiatic language next to 
Arabic and Hausa. Although not known certainly due to the lack of reliable population census, Oromo supposedly constitute more 
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than 40 million people (Jemjem and Dadhacha, 2019, p. 29). They are one of the most numerous communities in Africa (Baxter, 
Hultin and Triulzi, 1996, p. 7). The Oromo constitute a good half of the population of Ethiopia (Hassaen, 1994, p. Xi).  

 
The Oromo speak Afaan Oromo (the language of Oromo), an Afro-Asiatic language and the most widely spoken language of 

the Eastern Cushitic linguistic sub-phylum. All Oromo people, regardless of their differences in the region and religion, mutually 
communicate and understand one another through their language, Oromiffa (JOS, V.1, No.2, 1994, p. 48). The Oromo practice three 
religions: Islam, Christianity and waaqeffanna (belief in Waaqa or sky God). Waaqeffanna is the Oromo version of the African 
traditional religion (Hussein 2004, p. 2005). Existence of wakefulness as indigenous African religion can also falsify the myth of 
western hegemony, saying Africans have no religion of their own. In general, Oromo societies have their own essential historical, 
political, cultural, religious, linguistic, geographical and civilizational foundations beside unrealistic and fabricated information about 
Ethiopia.  

 
The Oromo is distinguished from other peoples in the Horn of Africa by their distinctive culture. One thing that makes the 

Oromo the most important people in the African continent is their possession of the Gadaa system, the egalitarian cultural, political, 
economic and military organization. Their modes of livelihoods, the Gadaa system (Oromo democracy) represent their world views, 
philosophy and religion.  

 
Conceptualizing the terms Ethics and Traditional Oromo Ethics 

Under this section, the paper briefly explains the terms ethics and traditional Oromo ethics. Explanations of the terms are 
important for the sake of clarity and reader-guide. 

 
Explaining the term Ethics 

The term ethics is technical. For some philosophy scholars, the terms "moral" and "ethical" are often taken to be identical, 
and have as their cognate, the word "morality". Fagothey (1959) traces the roots of the term ethics and gives a definition. For him, 
ethics comes from the Greek word ethos (meaning custom). It is often used to mean a man ‘s character. The Latin word for custom is 
mos; its plural, mores, is the equivalent of the Greek "ethos". From mores, we derive the words moral and morality which means the 
rightness or wrongness of human acts". In the words of Azenabor (2008), ethics consists in the study of the fundamental principles 
(i.e., the "whys" and "why-nots" of human action or conduct). For him, the principles guide the individual ‘s conduct within the 
context of the social interactions and the community. In sum, his definition implies that ethics is all about human behaviour or 
conduct. 
 
In Ethics: Discovering right and wrong, Pojman and Fieser (2012) first maintain that ethics is a branch of philosophy. Secondly, they 
say ethics guides the individual ‘s way of life and provides him/her with good ideas. They also see ethics to deal with concepts such as 
"right" and "wrong” Like Fagothey (1959), Anderson (2013) understands ethics as a science. For him, ethics studies people ‘s way of 
life. This study includes studying the customs, behaviours and the people ‘s patterns of adaptation and change to culture. From the 
discussions on ethics, we understand the term ethics as that branch of philosophy that studies the ought of human conduct. 
 
Traditional Oromo Ethics 

Barely few people have written on Oromo Ethics. However, majority of the literature17 on Oromo present their history, 
socio-political structures, and their languages. Only a handful of literature exists on their ethical systems. Nonetheless, in this work, 
we fall on Workineh (2003) whose work on Oromo ethics serves a good reference point and he point out that saffuu is basically an 
ethical principle by which human actions are judged as right or wrong. 
 

The expression, "Oromo ethics‟ is very difficult to define. For Workineh (2003), one of the difficulties is that "Oromo ethics" 
is not systematically presented, or stated in a series of coherent and logically related propositions. Rather, Oromo ethics describes a 
system of ethics worked out pragmatically in the day-to-day living of the people. Oromo ethical principles rely upon several activities 
which can regulated the individuals related to human beings, God and natural environment as a whole. This implies that Saffuu 
(Oromo ethics) concerned with respecting each other’s, respecting God and also respecting natural environment. 
  
The Present State of Oromo Ethics: An Observation 

The paper maintains that Oromo ethics is in its bad state. This is because there seem to be no active and existing structures 
keeping Oromo ethics operative and vibrant at present. This is evident in the following developments. In Ethiopia today, the elderly 
person’s moral right to render punishment seems to have been buried to the earth by some people in the society. This is in view of the 
seemingly impermissibility of elderly persons to chastise a child who has misbehaved in the society. If they did, the parents of the 
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child retaliated vehemently against that elderly person. Moreover, the youth and children use abusive words on elderly persons 
without feeling remorse. They also barely show respect for authorities in the society. Away from the above, there is reason to mention 
that technological advancement, diverse philosophical stance on democracy, and the heightened desire expressed in foreign cultures by 
majority of Ethiopians has rendered Oromo ethics of no or less relevance. Oromo ethics seems to have no significant role and place in 
the Ethiopian's educational system/curriculum. There seems to be no Oromo Ethics taught-courses integrated in the school's 
curriculum to expose Oromo ethics. However, courses like the History of America, Russia, Modern Europe, Caribbean and the like are 
rather tailored into Ethiopian school ‘s curriculum. This, to a large extent has obscured the exposition of Oromo ethics. 
  

In the past, there were Ethiopian's educative radio programmes like “Abba Coqorso” who taught several Oromo proverbs, 
folktales, riddles and stories to the children to develop the IQ of the children. These Radio programmes were geared towards teaching 
Ethiopian children and the youth moral lessons and exposing Oromo ethics. Nevertheless, such educative programmes are no more. 
Instead, traditional priests and priestesses who perform magic and incant spell are the programmes streaming on almost every 
television station in Ethiopia. Pastors and politicians who are expected to be epitome of life and embodiment of knowledge now 
poseinsults against each other and are telecasted on television and aired on radio stations daily. Moreover, Ethiopian movies, music 
and advertisement on national and private televisions are now oriented with abusive languages, alcoholic beverages and with 
pornographic scenes. Entrepreneurs have subscribed to cocaine business and fraud to the international level and have defamed the 
nation, Ethiopia. The question is where are the ethics that shaped the lives of Ethiopians that earned Ethiopia many respectable 
accolades? Nonetheless, if we should go by the current developments in Ethiopia, can we deny the assertion that Oromo ethics is in its 
bad state? 
 
Discussions 
Traditional Oromo Ethics vs. Ethiopians Today: Relevant or Trash? 

Today, one observes an attitudinal change in majority of Ethiopians vis-Ó-vis their moral lives. This change is evident in 
varied endeavors. Decisively, in the areas of religion, morality, politics, work, and social dimensions (dress code, behavioral attitude 
etc.). Some of the issues that narrow down to such endeavors are, but not limited to bribery and corruption, religious confrontations, 
armed robbery, rape, chieftaincy crisis, industrial actions. For example, religious manipulation, religious commercialization, religious 
competition and the use of fear by Penteco-Charismatic pastors and traditional priests to accrue wealth from people. Today, it can be 
called a ritual to hear and watch religious teaching and those who are calling themselves prophet airing on national radios and 
televisions respectively to showcase their potentials. Often times, they display and discuss about some self-made religious products. 
Such products are hyped and are told to possess supernatural powers and origin. 
 

Nevertheless, testimonies by some church members coupled with self-pilot studies conducted in four Penteco-Charismatic 
churches in Ethiopia revealed how three different head pastors from three of the four Penteco-Charismatic churches charge their 
clients sums of money before their (clients) problems are addressed. Away from religious commercialization and manipulation, one 
reads from the national dailies about pastors undergoing public disgrace coupled with court charges. Primarily because of their failure 
to fulfill a promise made after acquiring spiritual powers from traditional priests to cause exponential increase in church membership, 
or by duping people to accrue wealth, bathing, impregnating, and having sexual relations with another man ‘s wife.  
 

Nevertheless, in the past, such practices were abhorred and rare to hear. This is because Ethiopian ethics vehemently opposed 
such vices. In this regard, it espoused friendliness, care, faithfulness, no cheating, and desisting from having sexual relations with one 
‘s husband or wife. Moving away from religion, the paper turns to the youths in Ethiopia. In almost every Ethiopian traditional society 
at past, it was rare to observe the elderly folks disregarded, insulted, challenged and battered by the youth. Again, the youths (young 
girls and men) in the society dressed modestly and attached respect to sharing greetings. Dressing was purely a cover-up of the entire 
human body. This implies covering the breast area to the feet. There was no room left for someone to observe one ‘s breasts, thigh or 
buttocks. Greetings were to be couched in polite manner. The young men were of no exemption; however, they were to remove their 
hats or caps to share greetings. Gambling and fraudulent means of getting money was hard to hear about the youth. The manners 
above expressed by the youth became practical and grounded because there were operating mechanisms devised to check the conducts 
of people in the society, i.e., Oromo ethics. These manners/attitudes portrayed by the youths in the society were by diverse means 
inculcated into them.  A setting whereby children and the youth gathered under a tree in the evening for an educated elderly folks from 
the society to narrate to them stories. Normally, during this setting, fire was set in the midst of the people gathered. The aim was to 
provide warmth to those who may feel cold. Generally, the content of such stories admonished the listeners to put up chaste lives, 
embrace good behaviors and to eschew bad attitudes so that they became responsible children and adults in the future. 
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In Ethiopia today, it is very rare to see young girls who have tailored their dresses to their feet or beneath their knee level as it 
used to be in the past. Generally, they dress to expose their thighs, breasts, beads, and their buttocks. This dressing is generally called 
“I am known”. The young men dress with their collar standing, and under wears showing. In the rural and some parts of the urban 
settings in Ethiopia, one observes how some of the youths maltreat the aged. In this regard, the aged are insulted, yelled at, pushed 
down, and severely battered. Moreover, almost all social vices ranging from internet fraud, rape, armed robbery, abortion to theft are 
associated with the youth. Moving to the political terrain, there is reason to argue that politics in Ethiopia today is characterized by 
insults (abusive language), cheating, deceits, unfairness and favoritisms. Furthermore, most politicians especially, those in government 
seem not to care for the entire nation. They live luxurious life furnished by the taxpayers‘monies whereas the majority of the Ethiopian 
populace wallows in the quagmire of poverty and squalid conditions. 
 

However, if the findings revealed by the studies are facts to go by, then there is reason to question the state of Oromo ethics 
and its relevance to current trends of developments vis-Ó-vis the attitudes of Ethiopians. This is because one would want to know the 
where abouts of 'the ethics ‘(Oromo ethics) that guided and shaped the lives of people in almost every Ethiopian society in the past. 
The question is can we still place hands on these ethics? If we (Ethiopians) can, then, wherein lays their relevance to us today? 
 
Conclusion 

The paper sought to investigate the relevance or trashiness of Oromo ethics to present day Ethiopians. The paper's findings 
point to the following. Firstly, Oromo ethics is in its bad state. This is partly because the structures and mechanisms that keep Oromo 
ethics vibrant and operative are extinct. Secondly, Oromo ethics serve no relevance to Ethiopians today. In one development, this 
stance is evident in the maximum attention and importance the Ethiopian's educational system has attached to the study of Western 
taught-courses (for e.g., History of America, Russia, Modern Europe, Caribbean etc.) in Ethiopia ‘s Senior High Schools and 
Universities than courses that are Ethiopia-oriented- for e.g. Oromo ethics. Secondly, Ethiopians today have developed much desire in 
and interest for western culture and their ways of doing things. Here, the paper makes reference to the style of dressing, the way of 
talking, and the manner the youth treat elderly persons in the society. Finally, the paper notes that there seems to be less or no 
application of Oromo ethics in the political, religious, economic, business, and social spheres of Ethiopians. In view of the findings, 
the paper concludes on the note that Ethiopians should revisit, revive, reinstate and apply the Oromo ethical values and ideas that 
shaped their moral life in the past. This will in turn preserve and maintains the wisdom enshrined in Oromo ethics. 
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