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Introduction 

A l t h o u g h the phi losophy of nature is at 

least as o ld as the pre-socratics, the natural 

e n v i r o n m e n t has not b e e n g i v e n due 

attention u n t i l recently i n the history of 

phi losophy. The ma in concern of mora l , 

poHt ica l and soc ia l phi losophy has been 

the s o c i a l envi ronment rather than the 

na tu ra l env i ronmen t (see A t t f i e l d and 

Belsey, 1994: 1). 

T h e major theories of morali ty, whether 

vir tue based, u t i l i t a r ian , contractarian or 

r igh t s b a s e d , have not p a i d s u f f i c i e n t 

attention to the fact that things other than 

human beings have a place i n our moral 

t h ink ing i n their own right despite some 

noteworthy exceptions. The major i ty of 

Western philosophers have t r ied to show 

that humanity has a central place i n the 

universe. 

M o r e recent ly , however, env i ronmen ta l 
p r o b l e m s , i n b o t h a d v a n c e d a n d 
deve lop ing countr ies have attracted the 
a t t e n t i o n o f m a n y p h i l o s o p h e r s . 
Env i ronmen ta l phi losophers have tr ied to 
e x p l a i n the e t h i c a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of 
human beings for the natural environment. 

M e a n w h i l e , l o c a l s y s t e m s of l a n d 

management and indigenous knowledge of 

the environment have received relat ively 

l i t t l e sys temat ic a t tent ion u n t i l recent 

y e a r s , a n d o v e r a l l t h e y h a v e b e e n 

p e r i p h e r a l to m o d e r n c o n s e r v a t i o n 

s y s t e m s . C u r r e n t l y , h o w e v e r , some 

Western and non-Western scholars have 

t r i e d to s h o w that a n i m p l i c i t 

env i ronmenta l e thic has exis ted i n the 

environmental knowledge of indigenous 

peoples around the wor ld . Most of the 

re la ted research has centered on A s i a , 

native A m e r i c a n Indians, and Aus t ra l i an 

Abor ig ines wi th l i t t le attention be ing pa id 

to most of A f r i c a . M a n y wr i t e r s have 

assumed that the A f r i c a n " is a man without 

a past. B l a c k A f r i c a — A f r i c a south of 

the Sahara desert — is on this v iew a 

continent where men by their own efforts 

have never raised themselves much above 

the level of beasts" (Davidson, 1970: X I V ) . 

Contrary to this c l a i m , the wor ld view of 

many A f r i c a n societies has i nc luded an 

environmental ethic that can serve as the 

basis for modern environmental ethics. 

The objective of this paper i s , therefore, 

to explore the l inkage between indigenous 

and m o d e r n e n v i r o n m e n t a l e th ics by 

examining the Oromo environmental ethics 

as an example. The Oromo constitutes one 

of the largest e thnic groups i n Eas te rn 

A f r i c a . They belong to a Cush i t i c group i n 

Eas t A f r i c a . O the r C u s h i t i c s p e a k i n g 

g roups i n c l u d e S o m a l i , K o n s o , A f a r . 

S idama, Kambata , Darassa, A g a u , Saho, 

B e j a , B u r j i , and others. In this paper. I use 

the terms " ind igenous" and " t rad i t iona l" 

i n t e r c h a n g e a b l y to m e a n s o m e t h i n g 

h a n d e d d o w n f r o m g e n e r a t i o n to 

genera t ion . Ind igenous k n o w l e d g e is 

constantly evolving, and involves both o ld 

and new ideas and b e l i e f s . T h e r u r a l 

people do not slight imported values and 
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s t i c k s o l e l y to the i r ances t r a l cus tom. 

Instead, they have tr ied to improve their 

t r a d i t i o n i n l i n e w i t h the n e w 

c i rcumstances and thereby adapt foreign 

va lues to the i r way of l i f e . The re fo re , 

i n d i g e n o u s k n o w l e d g e e m b o d i e s bo th 

i n t e r n a l l y g e n e r a t e d a n d e x t e r n a l l y 

b o r r o w e d a n d a d a p t e d k n o w l e d g e . 

Indigenous knowledge tells us how people 

conserve trees, revere w i l d animals and 

transmit knowledge f rom one generation 

to a n o t h e r g e n e r a t i o n . I n d i g e n o u s 

k n o w l e d g e is embedded i n c o m m u n i t y 

pract ices , cu l tu ra l ly based value systems, 

systems of product ion and consumpt ion, 

i n s t i t u t i o n s , r e l a t i o n s h i p s a n d r i t u a l s . 

I n d i g e n o u s k n o w l e d g e is the b o d y of 

k n o w l e d g e a c q u i r e d b y l o c a l p e o p l e 

through the accumula t ion of experiences, 

i n f o r m a l e x p e r i m e n t s , a n d i n t i m a t e 

unders tanding of their environment i n a 

g iven cul ture . Indigenous environmental 

knowledge is based on loca l resources and 

t ime-tes ted env i ronmenta l management 

p r a c t i c e s . A c c o r d i n g l y , i n d i g e n o u s 

knowledge is l o c a l , tacit and not eas i ly 

cod i f i ab le , transmitted orally, exper ient ia l 

rather than theoret ical , learned through 

repetit ion, constantly changing, and shared 

to a m u c h greater degree than other forms 

of k n o w l e d g e (adapted f r o m E l l e n a n d 

H a r r i s by W o r l d B a n k , 1998: 2). 

Some people might debate whether there 

i s s u c h a t h i n g as i n d i g e n o u s 

envi ronmenta l ethics. The evidence at our 

d i s p o s a l c o n f i r m s tha t i n d i g e n o u s 

knowledge is not just a static passing on 

of f o l k w i s d o m f r o m one generation to the 

next. Peasants do not passively fo l low the 

course of nature. M a n y peasants c r i t i ca l ly 

a n d r a t i o n a l l y eva lua te the c o m m o n l y 

accepted opinions and practices of their 

peop l e a n d thereby deve lop the i r own 

independent views about society and the 

n a t u r a l e n v i r o n m e n t . W h e n they are 

affected by what is going on i n society, they 

come up w i t h quotable proverbs w h i c h 

originate f r o m thei r r e f l ec t ive remarks . 

There are pr inciples of thought i n peasants' 

k n o w l e d g e . In O r o m o socie ty , p e o p l e 

revere trees and some w i l d an imals i n a 

different way f r o m the people of Western 

countries. It is on this basis that one c a n 

t a l k about i n d i g e n o u s e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

ethics. In fact, it would be unreal is t ic to 

argue that indigenous environmental ethics 

and mode rn e n v i r o n m e n t a l e th i c s that 

largely relies on theory have s imi l a r status 

and range of inf luence . Some comparisons 

remain possible and inst ruct ive. 

Th i s paper is l i m i t e d i n its scope. It is not 

a i m e d to present de ta i l s of the O r o m o 

environmental ethic i n a l l f i e ld s or of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n i n d i g e n o u s a n d 

m o d e r n e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c s i n a l l 

respects. It w i l l give some examples that 

w i l l p o i n t to the g e n e r a l p r i n c i p l e s 

governing the Oromo people 's att i tudes 

towards the environment and discuss the 

v iews of ma jo r env i ronmen ta l e th ic i s t s 

whi ls t ignor ing the views of many other 

interest ing ph i losophers , a l though thei r 

views are equal ly important. It w i l l show 

tha t t he re are s o m e p r o s p e c t s f o r 

col laborat ion and mutua l exchange. 

T h e f i r s t s e c t i o n d i s c u s s e s w h a t 
env i ronmenta l e th ic i s t s c a n l e a r n f r o m 
ind igenous e n v i r o n m e n t a l e th ics . T h e 
second sect ion discusses the s ign i f i cance 
of environmental ethics for peasants. 

What Environmental Ethicists can 
learn from Indeginous Environmental 
Ethics 

In their search for ancestors, some Western 

and non-Western ecologica l th inkers have 

de lved into ancient tradit ions for a mode l 

of a harmonious re la t ionship wi th mother 

Ear th . They a imed to derive concep tua l 

resources for the new environmental ethics 

(Marshal l , 1995:4; see also CaUicott , 1982: 

2 9 3 a n d 318) . A c c o r d i n g to C a l l i c o t t , 
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" E a s t e r n p h i l o s o p h y has h i s t o r i c a l l y 

s h a p e d the g r a d u a l l y e m e r g i n g 

environmental consciousness i n the West" 

(1994: 11). M a n y environmental ethicists 

have t r i ed to base themselves on non-

Western traditions. In particular, they have 

pointed out that Eastern th inking is hohstic 

i n the sense that the human and the natural 

worlds are inext r icably inter twined wi th in 

an organic whole . Cul ture and nature are 

inseparable. Fo r instance. B u d d h i s m and 

H i n d u i s m have developed the p r inc ip le of 

compassion for a l l sentient beings (Clarke, 

1 9 9 3 ) . F o r the H i n d u , na tu re " i s an 

expression of the Godhead , not something 

created but something poured out of the 

d iv ine essence. A s a result it too is 'good,' 

and s h o u l d be treated w i t h reverence" 

(Ferk iss , 1993: 135). 

Taoists also revere nature. Tao is def ined 

as "the way." A c c o r d i n g to Taoists, "the 

w a y to l i v e i s a c c o r d i n g to n a t u r e — 

external nature and one's o w n " (Ferkiss , 

1 9 9 3 : 1 4 0 ) . T a o i s m , B u d d h i s m a n d 

H i n d u i s m emphas i se that humans are 

l i n k e d to the natural environment (see De 

S i l v a , 1993; Ip, 1993). De S i l v a beheves 

that the notion of l i v i n g i n harmony with 

n a t u r e , the ae s the t i c a p p r e c i a t i o n of 

n a t u r e , as w e l l as the B u d d h i s t 

contemplat ive attitude may help human 

beings to promote conservation. Japanese 

Z e n B u d d h i s m in f luenced the emerging 

contemporary environmental movement i n 

the m i d - t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y ( C a l l i c o t t , 

1994(b): 11). Al though Sarre (1995) inserts 

the q u a l i f i c a t i o n that H i n d u i s m a n d 

B u d d h i s m seem to be i n e f f e c t i v e i n a 

soc ie ty c o m p e l l e d by mass pover ty to 

pursue economic growth and technological 

development, they have values w h i c h are 

consistent wi th environmentalism. Chinese 

Taoism is a mystic teaching and recognises 

the essentia] unity of humanity with nature, 

and the fundamenta l harmonisat ion of a l l 

things through ba lanc ing of y i n and yang 

(Cla rke , 1993: 22). P o - K e u n g Ip (1993) 

argues that Taoist phi losophy can provide 

the necessary metaphysical undeip innings 

u p o n w h i c h an e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c s 

should rest, since it teaches that everything 

is inherently connected to everything else, 

and recognises the in t r ins ic values of the 

natural environment. 

M o r e o v e r , s o m e p h i l o s o p h e r s h a v e 

appealed to animism. It is worth noting that 

A n i m i s m has been prac t i sed by native 

A m e r i c a n s . T h e f o l l o w e r s of a n i m i s m 

regard the natural wor ld as having certain 

h u m a n qua l i t i es and con ta in ing sacred 

objects that command respect or worship. 

For many native Amer icans a l l of the Ear th 

is sacred. They regard the Ear th as a l i v ing 

being, sacred i n a l l her parts. They do not 

s tr ive to conquer nature but to l i v e i n 

harmony wi th it. Cal l ico t t (1982) conf i rms 

that A m e r i c a n Ind ian representat ion of 

nature is more animistic and symbolic than 

mechanical . Tradit ional Amer i can Indians 

regard a l l features of the environment as 

inspir i ted. The native A m e r i c a n conceives 

nature as an element i n w h i c h he exists 

(Mommaday, 1994). A l l humans and the 

n o n - h u m a n na tu ra l en t i t i es possess a 

consciousness, reason, and vol i t ion , and 

are co-equal members of a natural soc ia l 

order. They a l l have personalit ies. People 

b e l o n g to a h u m a n c o m m u n i t y a n d a 

c o m m u n i t y of a l l n a t u r e as w e l l . 

"Exis tence i n this larger society, just as 

existence i n a f ami ly and t r iba l context, 

p lace people i n an environment i n wh ich 

r e c i p r o c a l r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s and m u t u a l 

ob l i ga t i ons are t a k e n fo r granted and 

assumed without quest ion or r e f l ec t ion" 

(Call icot t , 1982: 306). A l l creatures are 

be l ieved to be the ch i ld r en of one father 

and one mother. The bonds of k i n s h i p , 

mutuality, and reciproci ty b i n d d ive rs i f i ed 

and complex w o r l d together. C a l l i c o t t 

maintains that the t radi t ional A m e r i c a n 

Indian attitude toward nature provides the 

foundations for e thical restraint i n relat ion 

to non-human nature. Further. Cal l icot t 

49 
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stresses that "the wor ld v iew typ i ca l of 

A m e r i c a n Indian peoples has inc luded and 

supported an environmental e thic , whi le 

that of Europeans has encouraged human 

a l iena t ion f r o m the natural environment 

and an exploi tat ive prac t ica l re lat ionship 

wi th i t " (Cal l icot t , 1982:293). 

S imi l a r ly , the H a w a i i a n people conceive 

the earth as the ancestral mother of each 

person and the sky as father. They bel ieve 

that to mistreat any aspect of the biosphere, 

of the e x t e n d e d f a m i l y , i s to mis t rea t 

o u r s e l v e s ( G r u v e r , 1 9 9 4 : 3 0 4 ) . T h e 

A u s t r a l i a n abor ig inal peoples also bel ieve 

that human beings are united wi th the l and 

and wi th the other forms of l i f e on the l and 

(see C a l l i c o t t , 1 9 9 4 : 1 7 2 - 1 8 4 ) . T h e y 

"be l i eve that human l i f e exists w i t h i n the 

broader context of a l i v i n g and conscious 

cosmos. H u m a n s ' responsib i l i ty l i es i n 

actions that nurture and enhance human 

l i f e , the l i f e of other species (plants and 

a n i m a l s ) a n d the r e l a t i o n s h i p s among 

humans and between humans and others. 

Other a n i m a l species are be l ieved to be 

act ing responsibly. People , other animals , 

and other categories of beings are moral 

agents. The whole cosmos is mainta ined 

through the consc ious and respons ib le 

act ions of d i f ferent forms of l i f e " (Rose 

quoted i n Calhcot t , 1994: 179). 

L i k e w i s e , T h e M a o r i p e o p l e i n N e w 

Z e a l a n d conceive of the environment as a 

communi ty of k i n rather than as resources 

to be exploi ted. Patterson (1994) contends 

that the M a o r i traditions can be considered 

as s y m b o l i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f a n 

e c o l o g i c a l p r i n c i p l e . S i m i l a r to o ther 

ind igenous groups, the K u n a people of 

North-east Panama symbolise the Ear th as 

mother, for it gives the inhabitants a l l the 

necessary resources for their existence and 

s u r v i v a l . T h e y have d e s i g n a t e d some 

places , w h i c h are the sources of a great 

b i o d i v e r s i t y of s p e c i e s of p l a n t s a n d 

an imals , as sacred places. They bel ieve 

that l i f e and nature are interrelated (see 

Inatoy, 1995). 

Other wri ters seem to assert that some 

E a s t e r n t r a d i t i o n s do not l e a d to the 

establishment of a hai inonious relationship 

b e t w e e n h u m a n s a n d the n a t u r a l 

environment . Y i - F u Tuan , for ins tance , 

d o u b t s w h e t h e r a t t i t u d e a n d v a l u e s 

determine behaviour. H e says that Western 

h u m a n i s t s a p p r e c i a t e the v i r t u e s o f 

O r i e n t a l ' s q u i e s c e n t a n d a d a p t i v e 

approach towards nature. In C h i n a , the 

ph i losophica l -e th ica l precepts of Taoism 

and later. B u d d h i s m served as the basis 

for an adaptive attitude towards nature. 

A l though Tuan (1968) recognised that o ld 

traditions of forest care exis ted i n C h i n a , 

he l a m e n t e d that bo th M e d i t e r r a n e a n 

E u r o p e and C h i n a have engaged i n a 

gigantic transformation of environment that 

has l e d to d e f o r e s t a t i o n a n d e r o s i o n . 

Forests were depleted for the m a k i n g of 

charcoal , export and for the construct ion 

of o l d C h i n e s e c i t i e s , a n d to d e p r i v e 

dangerous animals of their h i d i n g places . 

H e adds that a l t h o u g h B u d d h i s m i s 

responsible for the preservat ion of trees 

a r o u n d t e m p l e c o m p o u n d s , i t h a s 

contr ibuted to the deple t ion of the t imber 

resources by in t roducing to C h i n a the idea 

of the c r e m a t i o n o f the d e a d . H e 

u n d e r l i n e s that there are i n t r a c t a b l e 

d i s c r e p a n c i e s be tween e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

behaviour and attitude. In other words, 

what people th ink is less c lose ly related 

to how people l ive than we usua l ly assume 

(Tuan, 1968: 188). 

In contrast to Tuan, Ca l l i co t t argues that 

the environmental impact of Greek and 

R o m a n c iv i l i za t ion was consistent wi th the 

general thesis that worldview substantial ly 

affects behaviour. H e states that "[a]mong 

the C h i n e s e before Wes te rn iza t ion , the 

facts w h i c h Y i - F u Tuan presents, indicates 

as many congruencies as d i sc repanc ie s 

b e t w e e n the t r a d i t i o n a l T a o i s t a n d 
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B u d d h i s t a t t i t ude t o w a r d na ture a n d 

C h i n e s e e n v i r o n m e n t a l b e h a v i o u r " 

(Cal l icot t , 1982: 308). W h i t e also states 

that "[w]hat people do about their ecology 

d e p e n d s o n w h a t t h e y t h i n k abou t 

themselves i n re la t ion to things around 

t h e m . H u m a n e c o l o g y i s d e e p l y 

condi t ioned by be l ie fs about our nature 

and dest iny—that i s , by r e l i g ion" (Whi te , 

1994: 48-49) . 

I share the view held by Call icott and Ames 

that "[bjehaviour does not f low exclusively 

f rom attitude and values; but neither are 

attitudes and values s imply irrelevant to 

w h a t p e o p l e do a n d h o w they l i v e " 

(Call icott and A m e s , 1989: 285). Cal l icot t 

and A m e s seem to argue that the present 

environmental cr is is had its roots i n both 

E a s t e r n a n d W e s t e r n c i v i l i s a t i o n s . 

"Ref l ec t ion on the ancient record of human 

d e p r e d a t i o n a n d e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

destruct ion suggests that the roots of our 

e c o l o g i c a l c r i s i s r each f a r beyond the 

va r i ab l e t o p s o i l of i n t e l l e c t u a l history, 

w h e t h e r E a s t e r n or W e s t e r n , in to the 

common substrata of human nature i t s e l f 

(Calhcott and A m e s , 1989: 282). 

F e r k i s s also states that "[djespi te their 

theoretical respect for nature, the Chinese 

l i k e the na t ive A m e r i c a n s , mis t rea ted 

nature as m u c h as the Westerners d i d ... 

China ' s land-use practices were not real ly 

i n h a r m o n y w i t h b a s i c C h i n e s e 

ph i losophy" (1993: 141). Some studies 

also show that various species of terrestrial 

and mari t ime fauna were depleted by the 

M a o r i pr ior to European contact. They also 

destroyed large areas of native forests by 

e v e r b u r n i n g (see Pe r re t t , 1998) . O n e 

c o n t e m p o r a r y l e a d e r o f the M a o r i 

forwarded a s imi l a r idea. "I am not going 

to s u g g e s t to y o u t o d a y that t h i s 

[environmental damage of the south Island] 

i s a l l the f a u l t of p e r f i d i o u s P a k e h a 

[European] cul ture, because I shudder to 

t h i n k what my own tupuna [ancestors] 

w o u l d have done had they b u l l d o z e r s ' ' 
(quoted i n Perrett, 1998: 379). 

One also might want to look at how things 

developed i n Japan where the dominant 

r e l i g i o n — S h i n t o — i s bas ica l ly an imis t ic 

and would , therefore, be expected to have 

had a more posi t ive impact on human-

environment relations. Shinto is a form of 

nature worship and related to the concept 

of Kami, sacred spiri ts that are be l ieved 

to be found i n natural objects. " A s seen in 

Shinto mythology the Kami express their 

s a c r e d n e s s a n d p o w e r t h r o u g h t h e i r 

embodiment i n nature" (Ferk i s s . 1993: 

146). People are encouraged to l ive i n 

harmony with nature. But , Shinto has. i n 

fact, hardly prevented Japanese indust r ia l 

d e v e l o p m e n t f r o m b e i n g e x c e e d i n g l y 

des t ruc t ive . A c c o r d i n g to Sarre , "'[tjhe 

problem as in India , came f rom adoption 

of Wes te rn s ty le i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n and 

economics" (1995: 121). 

A l t h o u g h i n some c a s e s t h e o r y a n d 

pract ice, be l ie f and people's actions may 

f a i l to correspond, modern environmental 

ethicists may derive some environmentally 

f r i e n d l y p r i n c i p l e s f r o m the r e l i g i o u s 

bel iefs of various cul tura l groups. That is 

why many environmental ethicists have 

a p p e a l e d to n o n - W e s t e r n t r a d i t i o n s . 

However, as Rols ton has noted, it is not 

easy to impfsrl non-Western views inlo the 

secular West (1999:417j. '^What they have 

to say can perhaps be recovered by the 

monotheists l i s tening to them, us ing them 

to c o r r e c t t h e i r o w n t e n d e n c i e s to 

an thropocent r i sm and to forge a better 

e th ic" (Rolston, 1999(a): 418). 

Despite the fact that advances have been 

made through recent d i scourse on the 

env i ronmenta l conce rn of non-Western 

traditions, most of the related research has 

centred on A s i a , native A m e r i c a n Indians, 

and A u s t r a l i a n A b o r i g i n e s , w i th l i t t l e 

at tention be ing p a i d to most of A f r i c a . 
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F r o m 1979 to 1999 , for instance, only one 
a r t i c l e abou t A f r i c a b y B u r n e t t a n d 
K a m u y u (1994) appeared i n the journa l 
Environmental Ethics, w h i c h is considered 
as a f o r u m f o r d i v e r s e i n t e r e s t s a n d 
atti tudes. Those who have s tudied non-
Western re l igions and phi losophies (see, 
fo r ins tance , Ca l l i co t t , 1982; Hargrove , 
1 9 8 9 ; I p , 1 9 9 3 ; P a t t e r s o n , 1 9 9 4 ; 
M o m m a d a y , 1 9 9 4 ; M a r s h a l l , 1 9 9 5 ; 
Sessions, 1995; Kwiatkowsa-Szatscheider, 
1 9 9 7 a n d others) have o v e r l o o k e d the 
con t r ibu t ion of A f r i c a to envi ronmenta l 
e thics . They either kept quiet or what they 
sa id about A f r i c a was rather th in compared 
w i t h w h a t t h e y s a i d a b o u t n a t i v e 
A m e r i c a n s , A s i a n s a n d A u s t r a l i a n 
A b o r i g i n e s . Hargrove, for instance, d i d 
not say anything about A f r i c a n traditions 
when he bo ld ly asserted that "[a]n open-
m i n d e d c o m p a r a t i v e s tudy of E a s t e r n 
env i ronmenta l attitudes and values w i l l 
e n a b l e W e s t e r n e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
p h i l o s o p h e r s be t te r to r e c o g n i z e a n d 
cr i t ic ize their most ingrained and otherwise 
unconsc ious assumptions inher i ted f rom 
the l o n g a n d r emarkab ly homogeneous 
h is tory of Wes te rn thought" (Hargrove , 
1989: xx). S imi lar ly , Rols ton writes: "what 
seems more r e a l i s t i c to expect is that 
representative Eas tern convict ions w i l l , i n 
encounter wi th the West, provoke the West 
to reassess either its own theory or practice, 
r e s u l t i n g , f o r e x a m p l e , i n a l e s s 
anthropocentr ic f ramework and i n a more 
sensi t ive ab i l i ty to value nature" (Rolston, 
1987: 174). 

O n the other hand, Cal l icot t reviewed some 
works on the L e l e of Congo, the Yoruba of 
N i g e r i a , the San , South-centra l A f r i c a n 
people often ca l l ed "bushmen" and other 
indigenous A f r i c a n rel igions, and came up 
w i t h the c o n c l u s i o n tha t i n A f r i c a 
i n d i g e n o u s r e l i g i o n s t e n d to be b o t h 
mono the i s t i c and an thropocen t r i c . B y 
r e f e r r i n g to the w o r k s o f s o m e 
an th ropo log i s t s he b o l d l y d e r i v e d the 
c o n c l u s i o n that 

[a]pparently, therefore, A f r i c a looms 

as a b i g b lank spot on the w o r l d map 

of indigenous environmental ethics for 

a very good reason. A f r i c a n thought 

o r b i t s , s e e m i n g l y , a r o u n d h u m a n 

interests. H e n c e one might expect to 

d i s t i l l f rom it no more than a weak and 

indirect environmental e thic , s im i l a r 

to the type of ecologica l ly enl ightened 

u t i l i t a r ian ism, focused on long-range 

h u m a n w e l f a r e . . . O r p e r h a p s one 

c o u l d deve lop a d i s t i n c t l y A f r i c a n 

s t e w a r d s h i p e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c 

grounded i n A f r i c a n monotheism. . . 

f r o m the core b e l i e f o f J u d a i s m , 

Chris t iani ty , and I s l a m — i n G o d , the 

Creator of H e a v e n and E a r t h (1994 : 

273). 

A c c o r d i n g to m a n y A f r i c a n c u l t u r a l 

groups, i nd iv idua l s are not detached f r o m 

s o c i a l g r o u p s . P e r s o n a l i d e n t i t y i s 

associated wi th community. In reference 

to Yoruba re l ig ion, Cal l ico t t states that the 

germ of an A f r i c a n envi ronmenta l ethic 

may be found i n the not ion of embedded 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y — o f i n d i v i d u a l i t y as a nexus 

of communa l re la t ionships . A d d to the 

intense sense of soc ia l embeddedness an 

equal ly v i v i d sense of embeddedness i n 

the biot ic community, and anthropocentric 

A f r i c a n envi ronmenta l i sm might then be 

t rans formed into a nonan th ropocen t r i c 

A f r i c a n envi ronmenta l i sm (1994 : 167). 

H e further asserts that only the San seem 

to d e v e l o p r e s p o n s i b l e e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

attitudes and values, al though there is no 

ev idence that shows that the i r at t i tude 

towards f e l l o w m e m b e r s of the b i o t i c 

communi ty is s imi l a r to that expressed by 

the N o r t h A m e r i c a n O j i b w a . T h e S a n 

believe that human and non-human beings 

have s imi l a r behaviour. The cosmogony of 

the S a n suggests that they " r e g a r d e d 

themselves as one wi th the other f auna and 

prac t iced a quiet po l i cy of l i ve and let l i ve 

w i t h t h e i r n o n h u m a n n e i g h b o u r s " 
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(Callicott , 1994(b): 172). However, the San 

d i d not deve lop e laborate ly ar t icula ted 

paradigms of in terspecies re la t ionships 

a n d f a i l e d to a t t rac t the a t t en t i on of 

contemporary envi ronmenta l i s t s (1994: 

173). A l though Cal l ico t t t r ied to show that 

the San have shown posi t ive relat ionship 

w i t h t h e i r n o n h u m a n n e i g h b o r s , he 

c o m m i t t e d the f a l l a c y of h a s t y 

generalisation. H e should have studied the 

w o r l d v i e w s of other c u l t u r a l groups to 

s u p p o r t h i s c o n c l u s i o n . C o n t r a r y to 

Callicott 's assumption, the Oromo consider 

not only the we l l -be ing of humans but also 

other non-human creatures. 

I wou ld l i k e to under l ine that anyone who 

believes that there is nothing to be learned 

f r o m A f r i c a is terr ibly ignorant of A f r i c a 

or is probably a racist. They cou ld have 

l e a r n e d a lo t f r o m those w h o are 

su f f i c i en t l y f a m i l i a r wi th the eco log ica l 

insights of A f r i c a n peasants. In whatever 

w a y , a n e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c i s t w h o 

over looks A f r i c a n envi ronmenta l ethics 

w i l l make his or her subject incomplete . 

One may object that A f r i c a has the worst 
environmental record on Ear th and has no 
c o n t r i b u t i o n to m a k e to g l o b a l 
env i ronmen ta l management . A f r i c a n s , 
p e r h a p s , cannot ove rcome the i r own 
environmental and developmental c r i s i s . 
A s it stands, this seems to be the correct 
assessment of the A f r i c a n environmental 
record. But the real issue is not as s imple 
as that. One has to examine how and why 
A f r i c a has f aced an envi ronmenta l and 
deve lopmenta l c r i s i s before c o n c l u d i n g 
that A f r i c a n s are e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y 
unf r iendly . 

It is worth not ing that some studies show 

that the Oromo people ascribe important 

va lue to the na tu r a l env i ronmen t (see 

K n u t s s o n , 1967 ; Bar t e l s , 1983 ; H u l t i n 

1 9 8 7 ; 1994) . K a s s a m a n d G e m e t c h u 

(1994) argue that the Oromo have some of 

the f i n e s t p r i n c i p l e s a n d c o d e s of 

behaviour towards nature. They stress that 

the Oromo m a i n t a i n a per fec t ba l ance 

between nature and cul ture . They have 

further outl ined how the Borau pastoralists 

protect the natural vegetation and manage 

pas ture lands through a c o m b i n a t i o n of 

different mechanisms. Re l ig ious attitudes, 

va lues and prac t ices force peasants to 

revere nature and natural places. A s I have 

argued elsewhere (1997 a and b), it is i n 

the name of re l igion that peasants preserve 

certain kinds of trees, animals, and sources 

of water. Therefore, t radi t ional leadership 

a n d l o c a l r e l i g i o u s i n s t i t u t i o n s have 

c o n t r i b u t e d m u c h to save the na tu ra l 

environment. 

The c r i t i ca l examinat ion of Oromo world 

views thus suggest that some Oromo groups 

h a v e d e v e l o p e d s t r o n g i n d i g e n o u s 

environmental ethics. O n the one hand l ike 

anthropocentrists the Oromo protect their 

environment for u t i l i ta r ian reasons. They 

think that the value of the environment l ies 

i n human use. Trees are a source of capi ta l , 

investment and insurance against hard 

times. Trees protect so i l f rom erosion and 

provide the supply of t imber, wood and 

food. Peasants are conscious that, when 

their environment deteriorates, their l i f e 

and future generations of humans w i l l be 

harmed. The Oromo consider the cycles 

of nature, the rooming of the rainv sea^^on. 

the movement of the stars, solar cycles , the 

movement and the cries of birds, the nature 

of entrails , the behaviour of domestic and 

w i l d animals and the condi t ion of trees i n 

order to grapple wi th p rac t ica l problems 

of everyday l i fe and future problems. F rom 

their prac t ica l experience, they know the 

growing characterist ics of each crop and 

tree, sui table envi ronments , number of 

months of r a i n r e q u i r e d , p l a n t i n g and 

harvesting times, crop care and crop labour 

r e q u i r e m e n t s . A s K w i a t k o w s k a -

S z a t z s c h e i d e r n o t e d , f o r i n d i g e n o u s 

people, wh ich I also th ink app l icab le to 
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many peasant farmers i n the wor ld , "[t]he 

apparent manifestation of reverence toward 

the fo rces b e h i n d the na tura l scene is 

rooted more i n the need to assure one's own 

s u r v i v a l t han i n r e g a r d i n g a l l n a t u r a l 

entit ies as possessing inherent value by 

v i r t u e o f t h e i r i n t e r r e l a t i o n to the 

sur rounding w o r l d " (1997 : 275). 

B u t the O r o m o are not e x c l u s i v e l y 

p r a g m a t i s t s . T h e b o n d s b e t w e e n the 

environment and the rura l people are not 

only mater ia l but also sp i r i tua l and moral . 

Normat ive p r inc ip les are i m p l i c i t i n the 

thought and pract ice of the Oromo people. 

Fo r them, l and is not only a resource for 

humans ' u t i l i t a r ian ends, but also it has 

its own inherent value given to it by Waaqa. 
It is interest ing to reiterate that for the 

Oromo. Waaqa (God) is the guardian of 

a l l things, and nobody is free to destroy 

natural things to satisfy his/her needs. The 

Oromo bel ieve that the law of society is 

based on the laws of Waaqa as given i n 

nature (Gemetchu, 1993). A s Gemetchu 

correct ly observed, "[ajcceptance of the 

law that regulates Oromo society impl i e s 

acceptance of the Oromo creator" (1996: 

1 0 0 ) . A c c o r d i n g l y , l i k e n o n 

an th ropocen t r i c m o d e r n env i ronmen ta l 

e th ics , the Oromo r e l i g ion restricts the 

f r eedom of human beings i n their dealings 

w i t h na tu re . T h u s , as I have a rgued 

e l s e w h e r e , the O r o m o w o r l d v i e w has 

fos te red a respons ib le att i tude towards 

nature , p lan ts and an ima l s ( W o r k i n e h , 

1 9 9 7 (b), 1998) . T h e essence of th is 

re l ig ious t radi t ion is to l ive i n partnership 

wi th the natural environment. 

T h e Oromo concep t ion of Saffuu is an 

interest ing example to consider. Saffuu is 

an important concept i n the bel iefs and 

pract ices of the Oromo people. Saffuu is 

a mora l concept that serves as the e t l i i ca l 

b a s i s that h e l p s i n d i v i d u a l s to a v o i d 

moral ly wrong actions. Saffuu is "knowing 

how to relate natural laws that are g iven 

by Waaqa and to act accord ing to them". 

The Oromo bel ieve that Saffuu involves 

a v o i d i n g e m b a r r a s s m e n t , b a d 

conversations, l y i n g , s teal ing, work ing on 

holidays, and so forth. Saffuu is respecting 

one another and r e s p e c t i n g one's o w n 

Ayyaana (spirit) and other's A y y a a n a . The 

Oromo said Saffuu is ulfina (respect). We 

need to show respect to our father, mother, 

a u n t , u n c l e a n d o u r m o t h e r E a r t h . 

K n o w i n g Saffuu w i l l he lp us to ma in ta in 

our culture and revere Waaqa. Saffuu can 

also refer to expression of astonishment, 

fear, pa in , pity, shame, etc. (see T i l a h u n , 

1 9 8 9 : 5 1 1 ) . 

Saffuu also refers to the existence of an 

attitude compounded of both dis tance and 

respect be tween a l l th ings . A s B a r t e l s 

r i gh t l y noted, Saffuu " i m p l i e s that a l l 

things have a p lace of thei r own i n the 

c o s m i c and s o c i a l order, and that they 

should keep this p lace . T h e i r p lace is 

condi t ioned by the spec i f i c Ayyaana each 

of them has received f rom Waaqa... Saffuu 
impl ies both rights and dut ies" (Bartels , 

1983 : 170). 

Therefore, the Oromo concept ion of Saffuu 
consolidates the argument that the Oromo 
pay due attention to the moral status of both 
humans and non-human things. V i o l a t i o n 
of Saffuu w i l l affect the posi t ive re la t ion 
be tween i n d i v i d u a l s , h u m a n s a n d the 
natural environment. 

It should be noted that their harmony wi th 

the natural environment does not rule out 

the fact that the Oromo have been us ing it 

for centuries. L i k e other people i n the 

w o r l d , the O r o m o s t r i ve to k n o w the 

mystery of the wor ld and to cont ro l the 

uncont ro l lab le . To put matters another 

way, my studies of the l i f e h is tor ies of 

peasants i n Borana and I lubabor show that 

bes ides thei r reverence fo r the na tu ra l 

env i ronment , they have a l l a long been 

a c t i v e l y m a n i p u l a t i n g the n a t u r a l 
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environment. The fact of the matter is that 
most of the Oromo people do not abuse 
nature's generosi ty by consuming more 
than what is needed. The Oromo re l ig ion 
may thus indicate the proper relat ionship 
between h u m a n k i n d and nature. 

In this connect ion, although some writers 

h a v e m i x e d f e e l i n g s a b o u t the 

environmental impacts of the Jewish and 

C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e of c r e a t i o n , some 

Churches i n the West c a l l for a relationship 

of respect and care i n the last quarter of 

the twentieth century. Th i s is a promis ing 

move and does not contradict the general 

p r inc ip l e of Oromo re l ig ion . A s A t t f i e l d 

has suggested, "[i]n the Uni ted States, most 

of the C h u r c h e s are nowadays strongly 

env i ronmenta l i s t and strong enough to 

exercise considerable po l i t i c a l in f luence , 

a n d e v e n p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d e t h i c i s t s 

commit ted to the independence of ethics 

f r o m re l ig ion may need to take a l l this into 

account , i f on ly on pragmatic grounds" 

(1998 : 79) . It i s impera t ive that the 

dialogue between tradi t ional and modern 

re l ig ion serve as the basis for constructive 

borrowing to the benefit of both peasant 

farmers and environmental theorists. 

T h e fo rego ing d i s c u s s i o n about Oromo 
att i tudes towards the environment thus 
s u g g e s t s that O r o m o e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
knowledge can offer a good foundat ion for 
modern environmental ethics and science. 
One may argue that this c l a i m would not 
stand up w e l l for people who do not share 
Oromo bel iefs . A l though this cou ld be a 
v a l i d c r i t i c i s m , my in t en t i on is not to 
suggest that Oromo environmental ethics 
can generate universal pr inciples by which 
worldwide environmental problems w i l l be 
put under control . What I am suggesting 
is that modern environmental ethicists can 
make use of the weal th of b io log ica l and 
e c o l o g i c a l i n s i g h t s a n d s u s t a i n a b l e 
resources management systems developed 
by the Oromo people and other cu l tura l 

groups i n order to e f fec t ive ly dea l wi th 

environmental problems. 

To pu t ma t t e r s a n o t h e r way , O r o m o 

attitudes towards the envi ronment may 

offer insights for redirect ing the behaviour 

of neotechnic societ ies towards a more 

sustainable path. It is worth noting that 

"there is cons ide r ab l e i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c 

ev idence of I K [ indigenous knowledge] 

t r a n s f e r f r o m t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i e t i e s to 

i ndus t r i a l countr ies (e.g., acupunc ture , 

herbal medic ine , dehydrat ion salts, etc.)' ' 

(World B a n k . 1998 : 2). M a n y successful 

W e s t e r n m e d i c i n e s w e r e b a s e d o n 

tradi t ional Chinese medic ine . Moreover, 

"o f the 119 drugs wi th known chemica l 

s tructures that are s t i l l extracted f r o m 

h i g h e r p l a n t s a n d u s e d i n i n d u s t r i a l 

countries, over 74 percent were discovered 

by chemis t s a t tempt ing to i d e n t i f y the 

c h e m i c a l substances i n plants used in 

t radi t ional med ic ine" (Farnsworth. 1988). 

M o d e r n e n v i r o n m e n t a l s c i e n t i s t s c a n 

e n r i c h t h e i r k n o w l e d g e by m a k i n g 

systematic inqu i ry into envi ronmenta l ly 

sound Oromo and other cultures ' p rac t ica l 

experiences and religious beliefs. Peasants 

e m p l o y d i f f e r e n t m e t h o d s s u c h as 

progressive adaptive learn ing , curiosi ty, 

hypotheses, observation, empi r i ca l testing 

w h i c h are g e r m a n e to c o n v e n t i o n a l , 

pos i t i v i s t e m p i r i c a l l y based s c i e n t i f i c 

approaches fo r s o l v i n g e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

problems (Chambers, 1989 : 95). What is 

i n t e r e s t i n g is that " [m]any a c t i v i t i e s 

undertaken by rural people and scientists 

are s imi la r : they d i s t ingu i sh , name and 

classify entities i n their environments: they 

o b s e r v e , c o m p a r e a n d a n a l y s e : they 

e x p e r i m e n t ; they a t tempt to predic t* ' 

( C h a m b e r s . 1 9 8 9 : 9 3 ) . A s N a n d y 

p e r s u a s i v e l y (1987) argues , today the 

choice is no longer between t radi t ional ism 

and modernity i n their pure forms but an 

enlightened midd le way between the two. 
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Al though moral and empir ica l c la ims seem 

to be of log ica l ly different sorts, emp i r i ca l 

facts about the natural environment are 

i m p o r t a n t f o r m o d e r n e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

e thics . In fact , D a v i d H u m e asserts that 

we cannot rightly infer any normative c l a i m 

f r o m ar^y set of pure ly empi r i ca l premises 

( 1 9 6 9 ) , H e was c o n c e r n e d w i t h the 

d i s t inc t ion between fact and value . H e 

seemed to i m p l y that science cannot be a 

bas i s f o r e th i c s , and normat ive p o l i c y 

recommendat ion cannot be grounded on 

s c i ence . However , exper ience con f i rms 

that " e m p i r i c a l suppositions play a c ruc i a l 

role i n mora l argument" (VanDeVeer and 

P i e r ce , 1994 (a): 9). Sc ience is u se fu l i n 

the e x p l o r a t i o n of p a r t i c u l a r i s sues i n 

a p p l i e d ethics . "Thus , many explorations 

i n envi ronmenta l ethics must make good 

use of the r e s u l t s o f b i o l o g y , bo tany , 

chemis t ry , geology, c l imatology, mar ine 

sc ience , forestry, and so on (both basic and 

der ivat ive and m i x e d f i e l d s " (VanDeVeer 

and P i e r ce , 1994 (a): 9). L ikewi se , modern 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l e th ics and sc i ence may 

make use of peasants environmental and 

agr icu l tu ra l sc ience . 

A s I have a r g u e d e l s e w h e r e , m o d e r n 

env i ronmenta l scientists can der ive the 

fo l l owing lessons f rom tradi t ional versions 

of the O r o m o env i ronmen ta l e th ic : the 

e t h i c s o f p r e s e r v a t i o n , a n e t h i c o f 

p r o d u c t i o n — the f a c t that w i t h o u t 

p roduc t ion and transformation of nature 

human l i f e is unthinkable ; the fact that the 

green environment is a sine qua non for 

the surv iva l of a l l l i v i n g things; the positive 

re la t ionship wi th the environment and an 

apprec ia t ion of the Ea r th as a mother of 

l i f e (see W o r k i n e h , 1 9 9 5 , 1 9 9 7 a) . 

L i k e w i s e , o ther peasan t f a r m e r s w h o 

overexploi t the natural environment i n the 

w o r l d can learn posit ive attitudes towards 

the natura l environment par t icular ly f rom 

the B o r a n Oromo. 

Western and other modern scholars should 

a l so take c o g n i z a n c e of the f a c t that 

knowledge, w h i c h comes f r o m communing 

with nature, is equal ly s ign i f ican t for the 

health of the environment, for it is based 

o n e x p e r i e n c e . H e n c e , " [o ]ne t h i n g 

Western man must learn f r o m the A f r i c a n 

is that mental analysis and generalizations 

must come last rather than f i r s t i n our 

knowledge of anything, we must f i rs t l ive 

and tangle wi th that th ing" (Kaboha, 1992: 

76). 

Moreover, modern environmental ethicists 

and theorists can learn about the nature 

and spec i f i c features of the l o c a l flora and 

fauna, cl imates, diseases and other threats 

to heal th, pharmacologica l remedies , bee

keeping, agricul tural and f i sh ing pract ices 

f r o m O r o m o peasants a n d o ther l o c a l 

communi t ies . 

T h e fo rego ing d i s c u s s i o n about O r o m o 

environmental and agr icu l tu ra l sc iences 

s u g g e s t s tha t p r o t e c t i o n o f the 

environment and promotion of economic 

development are complementary; they are 

the bas i s of su s t a inab l e d e v e l o p m e n t . 

Peasants use various sustainable methods 

that enable them to secure food , income, 

employment, socia l welfare, d ivers i f ica t ion 

of crops, and preservat ion of an ima l and 

crop species. A s a matter of fact , the soc ia l 

a n d e c o n o m i c a c t i v i t i e s of t r a d i t i o n a l 

societies correspond to many key goals of 

sustainability. The evidence indicates that 

many regions of the South contain the seed 

of their own sustainable future (Norberg-

H o d g e a n d G o e r i n g , 1 9 9 5 : 2 3 ) . 

Furthermore, many writers have conf i rmed 

the posit ive role of indigenous knowledge 

i n sustainable agr icu l tu ra l development 

(see Brokensha et al, 1980, T h r u p p , 1989 , 

A h m e d , 1994). T h u s , it is adv i sab le to 

c r i t i ca l ly study indigenous envi ronmenta l 

ethics rather than totally ignor ing it. 
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What Peasant Farmers can learn 
from Modern Environmental 
Theorists 

Peasan t f a rmer s c a n m a k e use of the 
k n o w l e d g e of e n v i r o n m e n t a l e th i c i s t s . 
Environmental theorists may alert peasants 
to unders tand the long range effects of 
environmental degradation that are beyond 
the purview of loca l peasants and otherwise 
unavai lable . Env i ronmenta l theorists wi th 
v a r i e d b a c k g r o u n d s c a n j o i n peasant 
f a r m e r s w h o h a v e m u l t i d i m e n s i o n a l 
knowledge of the natural environment and 
he lp them develop further knowledge of 
i t . R e s e a r c h o r i e n t e d t r a d i t i o n a l 
ins t i tu t ions may encourage peasants to 
carry out their own research. 

Moreover, peasants by themselves may not 
meet the growing demands of the growing 
popu la t ion by res t r ic t ing themselves to 
l o c a l k n o w l e d g e . M o d e r n s c i ence and 
t e c h n o l o g y are r e q u i r e d to i n c r e a s e 
p roduc t iv i t y and to sa t i s fy the growing 
demands of populat ion. Peasants should 
enjoy the mater ia l benefits that come f rom 
novel economic changes. Peasants need 
support f r o m the government to improve 
their agricul ture, to mainta in biodiversi ty, 
to adopt new variet ies , to manage their 
bees i n a more ef f ic ient way than us ing 
t radi t ional hives and thereby to optimise 
y i e l d s of h o n e y a n d b e e s w a x a n d to 
i m p r o v e i n d i g e n o u s e n v i r o n m e n t a l 
sc ience . 

A s C h a m b e r s observes , "ne i t he r r u r a l 
people nor outside scientists can know i n 
advance what the others know. It is by 
t a l k i n g , t r a v e l i n g , a s k i n g q u e s t i o n s , 
l i s t e n i n g , o b s e r v i n g a n d d o i n g th ings 
together that they c a n most e f f ec t ive ly 
learn f r o m one another" (1989 : 100). 

M u t u a l unders tanding between the rura l 
people and scientists can generate many 
c o m m o n p r i n c i p l e s a n d a reas of 
cooperation. 

Conclusion 

T h e s e r i o u s n e s s of e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

problems has attracted the at tention of 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c i s t s . S o m e 

ph i lo sophe r s have t reated nature i n a 

u t i l i t a r i a n way as a means to the best 

consequences. Others have tr ied to extend 

morali ty to the natural environment. They 

argue that the natural environment has 

inherent or in t r ins ic value. 

M o s t e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c i s t s h a v e 

p r e t e n d e d that e n v i r o n m e n t a l a n d 

d e v e l o p m e n t a l p r o b l e m s c a n o n l y be 

solved i f human beings accept their theory. 

But this c l a im is pract ical ly untenable, and 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y u n s o u n d . T h i s p a p e r 

suggests that e n v i r o n m e n t a l p r o b l e m s 

cannot be solved by one single approach 

or theory alone. E a c h school has its own 

positive contr ibut ion to the development 

of env i ronmenta l consc iousness . Bet ter 

sa id , g lobal environmental problems can 

be tackled through more cross-cultural and 

in terd isc ip l inary approaches. 

The foregoing d i scuss ion also reveals that 

Oromo t radi t ional attitudes towards the 

environment have enabled the Oromo to 

consider themselves as part of the natural 

envi ronment and take care of i t . It is 

be l ieved that the Ear th is the mother of a l l 

l i v i n g things and demands a proper care. 

The rationale b e h i n d Oromo t rad i t iona l 

r e l i g i o n has an impor tan t message for 

modern environmental ethicists. In many 

respects , Oromo t r ad i t i ona l r e l i g i o n is 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y f r i e n d l y , a n d fos te rs 

positive relationship with the environment. 

The preceding d iscuss ion makes it c lear 

that fo r the Oromo , l a n d is not on ly a 

resource for man s ut i l i tar ian ends, but also 

it needs care because it has been given to 

them by their ancestors, and has its own 

value given to it by Waaqa. Acco rd ing ly , 

the p r e sen t g e n e r a t i o n i s o b l i g e d to 

preserve it and h a n d it over to fu tu re 
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generations. The Oromo thus beheve that 

the natural environment and human beings 

a re l i n k e d t o g e t h e r i n a w e b o f 

re la t ionships . There is no unbridgeable 

gap between humans and supra-humans, 

Waaqa and the Ear th . 

N o t a l l p r a c t i c e s of p e a s a n t s are 

envi ronmenta l ly f r iendly . Some practices 

shou ld be changed i n order to avoid their 

n e g a t i v e e f f e c t s o n the n a t u r a l 

e n v i r o n m e n t . T h e n e g a t i v e a t t i t u d e 

towards women and the attempt to exploit 

the people i n the name of Oromo traditional 

r e l i g i o n are d e s t r u c t i v e a n d mus t be 

changed. 

I w o u l d l i k e to argue that peasants should 

play a role i n environmental protection and 

development efforts. O n l y by invo lv ing 

peasants at the grassroots l eve l w i l l we 

have the p o l i t i c a l s trength and w i l l to 

i m p l e m e n t se r ious changes needed to 

a d d r e s s s e r i o u s e n v i r o n m e n t a l a n d 

developmental problems. Peasants should 

be encouraged to use appropr ia te a n d 

a l t e r n a t i v e t e c h n o l o g i e s , r e n e w a b l e 

resources, organic farming practices rather 

than c h e m i c a l based agriculture, drought 

resistant crops and the most product ive 

s p e c i e s , a n d p e r e n n i a l h e r b a c e o u s 

vegetation, to mainta in biodiversi ty, adopt 

n e w v a r i e t i e s , i m p r o v e i n d i g e n o u s 

environmental science and to manage their 

bees i n a more ef f ic ient way than wi th the 

t radi t ional f ixed-comb hives and thereby 

opt imise y ie lds of honey and beeswax. 

T h i s study suggests that we can overcome 

the d i cho tomy between indigenous and 

modern environmental ethics. The either/ 

or of indigenous knowledge against modern 

knowledge is an ideologica l construct ion. 

Some western scholars and modernis ing 

groups consider modern knowledge as the 

universa l hor izon for humanity. O n the 

o t h e r h a n d , t h e y m a r g i n a l i s e a n d 

disenfranchise indigenous knowledge. A s 

C a l l i c o t t s u g g e s t s , " [ t ]he w o r l d ' s 

i n d i g e n o u s and t r a d i t i o n a l sys tems of 

t h o u g h t m u s t c r e a t e a n e t w o r k o f 

environmental ethics — each a j ewel , wi th 

its own un ique co lo r and c o m p o s i t i o n , 

r e f l e c t i n g the l i g h t of a l l the o t h e r s " 

(Call icott , 1994(b): 234). The combina t ion 

of indigenous and modern envi ronmenta l 

e t h i c s m a y f a c i l i t a t e c r o s s c u l t u r a l 

unders tanding and thereby enhance the 

process of deve lopmen t and l o c a l a n d 

g l o b a l e n v i r o n m e n t a l m a n a g e m e n t . 

I so la ted at tempts of the r u r a l poor or 

modern t echn ic ians and env i ronmen ta l 

theorists alone hardly avoid threats to the 

environment. Thus , there are many things 

tha t the r u r a l p e o p l e k n o w a n d 

environmental ethicists do not, and v ice 

versa. In some cases peasants who l ive on 

and by the l and are far more resourcefu l 

and innovative than modern technic ians 

and environmental ethicists i n the area of 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n t r o l a n d s o i l 

conservation. Thus modern environmental 

scientists and the rura l people can learn 

f r o m one another . I w o u l d a rgue that 

peasants' knowledge should be l i n k e d wi th 

m o d e r n e n v i r o n m e n t a l e t h i c s a n d 

technology. I wou ld argue that the k i n d of 

ethic embodied i n indigenous be l ie fs and 

values does not contradict the k i n d of ethic 

found i n modern bel iefs and values. But 

these k inds of e thics complement each 

o ther , a n d i n some i n s t a n c e s one i s 

superior to the other. 

Th i s study spec i f i ca l ly recommends that 

A f r i c a n and n o n - A f r i c a n scholars should 

c r i t i c a l l y s t u d y the vas t a m o u n t o f 

u n r e c o r d e d a n d r a p i d l y d i s a p p e a r i n g 

indigenous environmental knowledge. 
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