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Bringing “Oromummaa” into Focus
A Statement by the Oromo Studies Association (OSA)!

The Oromo Studies Association (OSA) approaches the fortieth anniversary of its founding. The
Association was established to study and illuminate the ancient legacies, governance systems,
language, and rich cultural traditions of the Oromo people, the largest population group in
Ethiopia. Over the decades, OSA scholars have contributed decisively to the understanding of
Oromo institutions and values, advancing their study into global scholarly discourse.

Central to this work is the concept of Oromummaa, a term that has come to represent the
collective values, institutions, and practices that define Oromo peoplehood. Once obscured or
dismissed, the features of Oromummaa are now better understood because of sustained,
collaborative scholarship fostered by OSA. One of the Association’s core objectives has been to
elevate the study of Oromo institutions, particularly their democratic foundations, to a level of
international recognition.

Background to the Emergence of OSA and Oromo Studies

Before the formation of OSA, the heritage of the Oromo people was not merely neglected; it was
systematically denigrated and excluded from academic and political life. Universities, state
policies, dominant student movements, and the Ethiopian Studies Association largely dismissed
the study of Oromo society. The prevailing official doctrine asserted that the cultures, languages,
and religions of conquered peoples would be replaced by those of the state.

This ideology was upheld by scholars who embraced a narrative of “Ethiopianism,” which
elevated Orthodox Christianity, the Amharic language, the Ge’ez script, and Abyssinian culture
as the defining elements of Ethiopian identity. The national project, both scholarly and political,
was to “Ethiopianize” the peoples of the south and center through enforced cultural unification.
In this process, Ethiopia’s largest population group, inhabiting its most bounteous lands with
livestock and agricultural produce, was sidelined along with its neighbors.
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OSA’s intervention transformed this landscape. Although the Oromo constitute about half of
Ethiopia’s population, their history, language, and institutions had been excluded from education,
governance, and public recognition. Many founding members of OSA were Oromo students who
had been prohibited from speaking the Oromo language, Afaan Oromoo, or using Oromo names
in schools. State curricula portrayed the Oromo as backward and ahistorical. Despite being one
of the most widely spoken languages in the Horn of Africa, Afaan Oromoo was banned from
public use and education until 1992.

Through research conducted both in the Horn of Africa and the diaspora, Oromo scholars
reclaimed suppressed histories which restored collective dignity. Over four decades, OSA
researchers reversed entrenched misconceptions and produced a substantial body of knowledge
through conferences, journals, and collaborative research. This work redressed deep imbalances
in Horn of Africa studies. That sum of Oromo values and practice is referred to as Oromummaa.

New Research and Fresh Views on Ethiopia’s History

OSA scholarship has also reshaped understandings of Ethiopian state formation. Drawing on
archival research, oral histories, and comparative African studies, scholars demonstrated that
Ethiopia emerged as an empire at the end of the nineteenth century through colonial expansion
supported by European powers. These powers supplied arms, advisors, and ideologies of racial
and religious hierarchy to King Menelik, supporting him to become Emperor and facilitating the
violent incorporation of independent societies such as the Oromo, Sidama, and Wolaita.

This colonial order dispossessed conquered peoples of political autonomy, land, and cultural life.
Large numbers were reduced to slavery and serfdom, and wars of conquest caused catastrophic
loss of life. For many OSA members, these histories were first encountered through the
testimony of elders and later confirmed through rigorous scholarship. This lived and documented
knowledge provides essential context for understanding contemporary misrepresentations of
Oromo identity.

Oromummaa as an Indigenous Democratic Worldview

At its core, the term Oromummaa summarizes a worldview embedded and shaping Oromo
society for centuries. It is fundamentally rooted in Gadaa, the Indigenous system of governance
and social organization that regulates political, social, economic, and cultural life, Afaan
Oromoo, the women'’s institution of Siingee (Siigee), and the spiritual authority of the Qaallu.
Gadaa has bound diverse Oromo communities into a coherent people while allowing internal
diversity.

Research has shown that Gadaa embodies principles of accountability, collective responsibility,
equality before the law, peaceful transfer of leadership every eight years, and respect for human
dignity. The combined values upheld by Gadaa, Siingee (Siigee), and Qaallu, democracy, rule of



law, gender balance, nagaa (peace), and harmony between society, nature, and the spiritual realm
—are collectively expressed as Oromummaa.

Colonial rule sought to dismantle these institutions and erase their memory. Yet Oromo ethics
and worldview endured through oral tradition and everyday practice. The sophistication of
Gadaa stands in sharp contrast to racism, chauvinism, and authoritarianism. Recognizing its
global significance, UNESCO has inscribed the Gadaa system on the Representative List of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.

Renewed Attacks on Oromo Scholars and Scholarship

Today, Oromummaa and Oromo scholarship again face attack from those seeking to restore
inequitable power relations. These assaults target not only individual scholars but Oromo identity
itself. In recent years, efforts to silence Oromo academics have taken multiple forms.

One strategy involved formal complaints accusing outspoken scholars of “hate speech,” aimed at
threatening careers and imposing heavy legal and emotional burdens. Although no scholar lost
employment, the harassment inflicted real harm. More recently, a coordinated campaign has
emerged in which state-aligned voices and social media actors vilify Oromo scholars and their
work, often branding Oromummaa itself as dangerous. This rhetoric has fueled harassment of
internationally respected scholars whose work is grounded in peer-reviewed research and
Indigenous knowledge.

Among those targeted is Professor Asafa Jalata, a prominent social scientist whose extensive
scholarship spans Oromo studies, human rights, Indigenous studies, Africana studies, and global
sociology. He is not alone. Numerous Oromo scholars, many of them long-serving members and
leaders of OSA, have authored major works, edited journals, and received international
recognition, yet remain subject to sustained vilification and harassment.

These attacks do not represent scholarly debate grounded in evidence. Rather, they reflect a
politicized rejection of any scholarship that challenges centralized authoritarian narratives. Such
tactics undermine academic freedom and intellectual integrity. History demonstrates that
vilification of a people’s identity is often a precursor to mass violence. Today, even invoking
“Oromummaa’ can provoke intimidation and calls for silencing. This bodes ill.

Conclusion and Call to Value and Support Oromo Scholarship

OSA members are proud of the collective legacy of Oromo scholarship. Oromummaa represents
a rich inheritance that resists authoritarianism, upholds equality, protects human dignity, and
invites democratic participation. Sustained through Gadaa, Qaallu, and Siingee (Siigee)
institutions, it offers an Indigenous democratic heritage of global relevance. The study of Oromo
institutions contributes to broader conversations on democracy, peace, environmental
stewardship, and inclusive governance. OSA calls upon academic institutions, scholars, and the



public to defend academic freedom and to join and support research on the Oromo people of
Northeast Africa, whose contributions include not only the creation of rich agricultural and
animal bounty but also what may be the oldest continuous Indigenous democratic way of life on
the continent.
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