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The Surma of Ethiopia

ISO Language Code: suq

The Surma people live in the remote southwest corner of Ethiopia.  The Surma 
have a basic subsistence and barter economy.  Their wealth is based on their 
cattle, and the main food source is the produce from their own crops.  There is 
very little outside trade.  The Surma are a highly monolingual and homogenous 
society, living beyond most of the influences of the modern world and its 
technology.  Their tenuous relationship with neighboring ethnic groups often 
erupts in fighting and loss of life.

The girl pictured here shows some of the typical Surma characteristics for both 
men and women:  large earplugs, decorative body painting, the hair shaved in 
patterns.  Women wear a leather garment fastened at one shoulder which encircles 
the waist like a skirt.  Men and children typically wear no clothing.  Surma 
women are noted for the large clay lip plates worn in the lower lip.

Mission work was initiated among the Surma in the early 1970's.  Due to various 
outside pressures, however, this Christian outreach lasted only a few years before 
leaving.  A church was not established and today, there are no known Christians.  
The language has no written form and there is no Gospel witness among the 
Surma.  Christian missionaries are in the beginning stages of making contact and 
initiating a new outreach to the Surma people.

Disciples (Matt 28.19):
0%

Scripture Status (Matt 28.20):
None in their language

Primary Religion:
Tribal Religion

Churches:

Population (date):
30,000 (1992)



Item Name Item Note

The Surma of Ethiopia

Have They Heard The Gospel? Profile Summary
Call Themselves Christian (%) 0%

Believe In Jesus As God & Only Savior (%) 0%

Prophet/Good Man, But Not God's Son (%) 0%

Have Not Heard Who Jesus is (%) 99%

Number Of Missionaries Working 4

   Comment (Number Communities) Primarily in scattered rural settings

Is The Word Of God Translated? No

Forms Of Gospel Presentation Available (Summary) The Ethiopian policy on script usage is still unsettled (1992).  It may be to use Roman, 
or Amharic characters.

What Kind Of Missionaries Are Needed? The Surma need missionaries who will find positive ways to integrate them into 
modern Ethiopia, the world, and the Christian church.  They also have needs in 
education, health, and economics.

Population All Countries Group Description
World Population For This People 30,000

World Population (Date) 1992

Countries Where People Group Lives Group Description
Country Name Ethiopia

Geography & Environment Group Description
Location Southwest Ethiopia

Country Ethiopia

Ecosystem Type Scrub Forest

Geological Type Mountain Valley

Elevation 800-2,000 meters

Climate Six months rainy season, six months dry season.  Warm year round, warmer during dry 
season.

Language & Linguistics Group Description
   Comment (Language) Indifferent towards mother tongue.

Alternate Language Names Suri, Tirma, Chai

Second Languages 1

Second Languages 90

Second Languages 1

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group MURSI

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group DIZI

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group MURSI

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group AMHARIC

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group DIZI

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group AMHARIC

Linguistically Related Languages MURSI

Linguistically Related Languages MURSI

Neighboring Languages BILOXI

Neighboring Languages TOPOSA

Neighboring Languages DIZI

Literacy Group Description
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The Surma of Ethiopia

Literacy Attitude Indifferent

Active Literacy Program No

Economics Group Description
Subsistence Type Pastoralists

Occupation They are a pastoralist society, but the bulk of their diet is made up from their own 
cultivation of maize and sorghum.

Income Sources Little outside trade is done, especially involving cash. When this is done, however, 
they rely primarily on cattle, honey and raw gold as trading items.

Products / Crafts None known

Trade Partners Dizi people.  They trade for salt and cloth.  There are a few small market villages 
inhabited primarily by the Dizi people, where some of them would go to trade.

Modernization / Utilities None, except automatic weapons.

Community Development Group Description
Health Care  (Quality) None

   Comment (Health Care) The two government clinics are a one to two days' walk away, and are seldom used 
due to hostilities between Surma and neighbors.

Diet  (Quality) Fair

   Comment (Diet) Maize and sorghum, supplemented by blood, milk and some meat.

Water  (Quality) Fair

   Comment (Water) One year round stream, and various springs.

Shelter Description Simple grass roofed and walled shelters resembling a loose haystick.

   Comment (Energy) No public utilities; wood normally used.

Clothing The men generally wear no clothing except perhaps a long cloth.  This is worn in 
various places such as around the waist, over the shoulder, and around the head. All 
women wear a leather garment fastened at one shoulder which completely encircles 
the waist like a skirt.  Boys go naked; prepubescent girls (and some unmarried  ones) 
wear a leather skirt around the waist only.

Transportation By foot

Society & Culture Group Description
Family Structures Little known yet, other than that they are similar to other Nilotic groups.

Neighbor Relations They are proud of themselves and look down on neighbors.  Their coexistence with 
the Dizi involves sporadic raiding and killing, mostly initiated by the Surma.  They are 
always in conflict with their southern neighbors, the Bume or Nyangatom,  (The Bume 
are pushing the Surma northwards.)

Authority / Rule Chief elders and ritual priests, whose exact roles are unknown.

Cultural Change Pace Slow

Identification With National Culture Distinct

Self Image Prestigious

Celebrations They have ritualized stick fighting among the young men. This is a permeating facet to 
the culture.  Its full ramifications, however, are currently unknown.

Recreations Stick fighting, dancing.

Art Forms Intricate geometrical patterns of body painting, using light colored, watery clay on 
their dark skins.

Local Language Broadcasting None

Youth Group Description
Labor and tasks (6-12 year olds) Young boys watch cattle herds.  Young girls help the women.

Youth Problems (Teens) Growing squeeze of Ethiopian government on their traditional way of life.  This means 
government reprisals for raiding and killing.  There is no acceptable social substitute 
to raiding.  Some young men  who have been in the army and have seen some of the 
"outside"  world have desires for travel and things not available in the Surma culture 
and area.
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The Surma of Ethiopia

Youth Greatest Needs (teens) Viable education to meet felt needs; acceptable substitute to raiding and killing.

Church Growth Status of Christianity
Reached Status Engaged

Religion & Response Status of Christianity
Attitude To Christianity Indifferent

Attitude To Religious Change Indifferent

Resistance / Receptivity These factors are currently unknown.  Initial contacts and assessment are still being 
done.  It would appear that at present, the Surma are not receptive to change or to 
Christianity. In all likelihood, however, changes will come to them fairly soon through 
government influence, merchants, and literacy work.

Recommended Approaches The current undertaking involves literacy, health, agriculture, water, and road 
development.  It is important that these facets of outreach be designed in coordination 
with the Surma leaders so that the real felt needs of the Surma are met.  Showing care 
for their perspective will hopefully validate the missionaries' involvement with the 
Surma and open doors for further work.

Items For Prayer Pray that cross-cultural Christian workers will find favor with the Surma.  Pray that 
language and culture learning will proceed quickly and well.  Pray that peaceful 
relationships will be nurtured between the Surma, neighboring groups, government, 
and expatriates.  Pray that the Kingdom of God would come with power among the 
Surma people.

History Of Christianity In Group Status of Christianity
Year Began 1973

By Whom Presbyterian

Significant Events The USA Presbyterian Mission (PCA now) built a mission station, with school.  They 
abandoned the station due to the Marxist revolution.  There were no further contacts 
until the present project began.

Scripture Status of Christianity
Translation Status In Progress

Available Scripture None

   Comment (Scripture) (Imported: Literature/Media:
Recordings: 1 or 2 Gospel recordings done years ago.  The reliability of the contents is 
unknown.)
(Imported: Summary:
Word of God translated: No
Other forms of gospel: The Ethiopian policy on script usage is still unsettled (1992).  It 
may be to use Roman, or Amharic characters.  )

Missions and Churches Status of Christianity
Organization Name Presbyterian

Country Of Origin United States

Main Ministry Church Planting

Year Started 1991

Number Of Expatriate Workers 2

Christian Literature And Media Status Status of Christianity
Audio Recordings Available 1 or 2 Gospel recordings done years ago.  The reliability of the contents is unknown.


