
I 

RESEARCH PAPERS ON THE SITUATION OF 
CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS IN ETHIOPIA 

(Proceedings of the Conference on the Situation of Children 
and Adolescents in Ethiopia, Held in Addis Ababa, 9-10 

August 1996.) 

Edited by 

Habtamu Wondimu, PhD 
Psychology Department, Addis Ababa University 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia 

August 1996 



Copyright: Kindemothilfe, Duisburg, Germany, 1996. 

All rights reserved. No part of the publication may be reproduced without the written 
permission ()fthe Kindemothilfe, IIZ/DVV and the authors. 

The opinions expressed in this book do not necessarlly reflect the opinions of the KNH, IIZ­
DVV, or the AAU. The responsibility for the content of each article lies on each author. 

Printed by: Addis Ababa University Printing Press 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 1996. 

Preface and Acknowledgements 

The typical characteristics. peculiaritie-s, the problems and overall situation of Ethiopian children and 

adolescents are not well studied and documented. Open debates and discussions on various major 

1ssues are not common. The circula~1on and availability of the few studies made are limited. 

Researchers (academics), policy/decision makers,. and implementers (including national ... nd 

international nongovernmental donor ag~ncies) do not seem to have clear understanding of various 

aspects of Ethiopian children and adolescents. There is a lack of good reference materials which 

could be used for planning, teaching, research and intervention purposes. 

Based on a proposal submitted by the editor, Kindemothilfe (KNH) ~ponsored the study and the 

conference. KNH was already cognizant of the lack of rigorous studies on the situation of children 

and adolescents in Ethiopia and actively encouraged the national study and conference The 

conference took place in Technology Faculty auditorium of Addis A.baba University on 9-10 August. 

1996. 

The objectives of the study were to have (at least) some baseline data and interpretation which will 

assist in the common understanding of various issues at hand. Most of the issues are of some 

importance to policy/decision makers, researchers and implementers. 

"Call for papers" was made in February, 1996 and 71 topics (short proposals) were submitted to the 

coordinating committee. Originally, it was planned that 12 to 15 papers would be prepared. But, 

due to the large positive response, some modifications were made and additional sources of fund 

sought. The Institute For International Coope~tion of the Gennan Adult Education Associai:ion 

(IIZ-DVV) was requested to cover the printing' costs. It was convinced of the importance of the 

study and agreed to cover some costs. Hence the number of research papers to be supported 

(apprqved) increased to 29. Twenty six of thy_ papers fulfilled the criteria, met the deadlines and 

were presented at the national conference attended by seventy eight researchers/academics, 

government officials, representatives of various NGOs and interested others. It is to be noted that 23 

research papers, the opening and closing speeches, and major points of agreement at the r·1d of the 

conference are included in this book. Due to the limitation of space three papers, two keynote 

speeches and the abstracts of each paper are not included. As could be observed from the list of 

authors, policy/decision makers, academics and practitioners participated in the study. The 

uJOrdinating committee was very happy that these "three partners" came together to discuss issues of 

such national interest. 

This pnt1\y indicates that these three parties could easily study, listen to each other, discuss and work 

tnl(t'thcr if npprnprinlc !Inn arc provided. As could bf ebserved in this book of proccedin0 s, 
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THE CHALLENGESi)F EDUCATION IN AN ETHIOPIAN AGRO­

PASTORAL SOCIETY: SURMA CHILDHOOD IN CRISIS 

Jon Abbink,Ph.D' 

!. INTRODUCTION 

Whatever the differences of opinion are in national debates on educational aims and purposes in 

Ethiopia (and elsewhere), there may be a minimum consensus about the idea that state-sponsored, 

formal education should a) give people the basic skills ofl;teracy and numeracy, and b) enable 

them to participate in society as enlightened, able and productive citizens who can make informed 

decisions and choices (cf. also Habtamu 1992: 4; Getahun 1992 on the economic aspects; TGE 

1994: 93). 

But education in Ethiopia reaches a limited number of people (at present about 22% enrollment 

in primary schools; cf. Tekeste 1996: 44-45; USAID 1994: 2), so the above-mentioned ideal only 

affects a privileged minority, mainly in urban centers.· For a rural majority the chances to attend 

are hampered by unf<iir practical difficulties such as distance from a school, parental poverty, and 

the need for seasonal agricultural labour frorp. the school-age children. In addition, one of the great 

and as yet unanswered chaJlenges for Eth1opian education in rural areas - with very limited job 

opportunities outside the fields of agriculture, handicrafts and some t[ading- is to develop a school 

curriculum more sensitive to the needs of the rural community and to the perceived lo~l 
development needs (dom~stic fuel supply;)ransport facilities, food security, market access, roads, 

health clinics, electricity supply). While in many areas in Ethiopia these issues are being addressed 

in often externally funded projects, the nation-wide impact is by definition limited. 

At present the Ethiopian education system is in a state of flux. In April 1994, the Transitional 

(iovernment of Ethiopia announced its Education and '!'raining Policy, which still serves as a 

'1\ the an Studies Center, Lei•den, The Netherlands 
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policy baseline under the Federal Government. With the assistance ofUSAJD a new programme, 

called BESO (Basic Education System Overhaul) is tleing developed since 1994.2 It aims for a 

.:rand rethinking and restructuring to meet the challenges of regionalizat.ion and decentralization 

of the educational institutions. It is becoming the subject of a wider debate, e.g., in Tekeste 

Negash's recent book ( 1996). The new regional devolution along ethnic lines, realized through the 

Regional Education Bureaus, will imply a decline of nation. wide educational ideals and curricula 

in line with policies'of ethno-regional identity formation. However, hardly any work has b-een done 

1m the feasibility of this idea or on meaningful'implementation. The "Southern Ethiopian Nations, 

Nationalities and Peoples' Region" (SENNPR) is, with Tigray Region, one of the regions singled 

out for special attention under the USAID programme. 3 

l'hi~ essay examines the problem of the relation between socialization and cultural values of one 

f..thiopian ethnic group (the Sunna) on the one hand and the challenge of formal and infonnal 

~:"ducat ion on the other. Given the utter lack of school exposure and the soCial crisis among this 

~!wup, what are the required ingredients for a successful educational program? The case of the 

Sunna people, a relatively isolated agroMpastoral group of about 29,000 people in the Maji Zone 

iu SJ·:NNPR. may illustrate many of the issues coming to the fore in debates on Ethiopian 
l'1hu.:ali1J11.-' 

1. I 'KISIS AND CHALLENGE- A LOCAL-LEVEL STUDY 

1·-lhtc<~tion research literature is pervaded by a high degree of prescriptive formulas and injunctions: 

ttlJI/JY 'musts', 'shoulds', and 'oughts' with pleas for new 'ideals', 'plans' and 'vi.sions', etc. 

ahourH.Jing. Sometimes these prescriptions and proposals have been followed up in policy and in 

ut·tual practice, but more often they have not worked. In the meantime, educational practice has 

lwt·u ~·.oing on, on the basis of unexamined social and cultural assumptions and biases and within 

S1c~, lhr th~ main outlines; USA~D, .Basic Educa_tion Syste"! ?verhau/, Program Summary, Octob~r 
I J 14, Addts Ababa: USAID/Ethtopia, 59 pp. It ts an 80. mtlhon dollar, seven·year project. ·~ 

Sec for Tigray: M. Sommers, et al. Resecirch on the Decentralization of Basic Education in Tigray, 
l·,'lluopi!J., Final Repon. Addis Ababa: USAID (BESO Decentralization Study), 142 p. 

Fieldwork in the Surma area was done intermittently over the past four yellr!C, ln~lly in May· June 
1996, ·1:hh paper will not treat all aspects of the problem in detail. 
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he financial constraints of the state. The dynamicS ofth~- education sector are to a very important 

extent fueled by problems of the latter kind, not by ~e.Y!' plans and policies.5 

J will attempt not merely to focus on developing prescriptions and desired paths for the future 

education of the Sunna, but sketch an anthropological perspective on the challenges of the current 

situation_. describing what probably is going to happen to Sunna youth and education in the near 

future. There are major problems in this relatively traditional, small-scale society (cf. Abbink 

1994). I see reason enough to call what is going to happen- or is already happening since several 

years M a crisis in the socialization and education patterns among this people. It consists of a 

growing disequilibrium between the generations, between increased aggression and violence (arms), 

and a disrespect for traditional ritual mechanisms. This crisis might further manifest itself in the 

growth of internal divisions between young and old, emerging gender and othe~ social inequalities, 

'a loss of.cultu~al values, a crumbling of the relationship with neighboring groups. and societal 

disintegration (See below). 

State influence or regional education which are inevitably coming to the area have to run their 

course; but this is not to say that they are necessarily a positive thing or can prevent such a crisis. 

The reasons for the crisis are of course not only found in state policy: there have been other 

developments in the past one or two decades which have t'layed a contributory role. Despite the 

fact that the chances for meaningful formal education within Surma society (and neighboring 

groups) must be ranked as rather slim, it would be worthwhile to fo!Jow a case like the Surma in 

the frame\vork of a national study on the situation of cl,!.ildren and adolescents. This for several 

reasons: a) the educational effort here has to start from scratch. in a precarious economic and 

security situation, thus posing a particular challenge; b) the Surma situation sums up many of the 

educational problems of rural Ethiopia: what is a relevant curriculum, how to anchor it in the 

community, how to link 'indigenous knowledge' and capacity with general educational aims, how 

10 achieve continuity in quality and enrollment; c) it could become clear that, next to quantitative 

approaches. qualitative approaches can yield information on the best way to proceed in (re)fonning 

education among such minority cultures (cf. Shimahara 1988). A cultural analysis of context, social 

o.;e\\in:.; and historical background might be helpful.. 

/Ill'·. 111n,/rniodl.\', holds llut ouly /i)r l11c 'unth:nlcvclopctl' but <Jiso forth~ more .po:;t·m~dern, . . . 
ol,-..-,·lopt·d· l\urld. wllcre tllcre ~~;m inrn·n'l1lJI. and olh·n llmkrcstunatcd d1sarray m the held of nattonal educatiOn. 

I I 'I 



3, S~A SOCIETY IN THE REGIONAL FRAMEWORK 

The Surma are a non~ literate, self~contained group, living in relative isolation in the lowlands 

soUthw~t of Maji village. They consist of two very similar subgroups, Chai and Tirma, and Speak 

a NiiO-Saharan language. On account of their remote position and their image of 'naked, primitive 

· people(]Ultouched by civilization', they have acquired the status of a tourist attraction in recent 

, yem((actively promot~d by the ETC and the NTO). This status is, however, deeply resented by 

thfi Burma. They take advantage of the money the tourists spend, but know they are seen as objects 

of curiosity. The tourists think the Sunna are extremely rude and unpleasant, and many regret ever 

having come to their are~. 

The Sunna economy is based on livestock-herding, gold-panning and the cultivation of sorghum, 

maize, and garden crops such as cabbage, beans and cassava. They use no modem farming or other 

technology, except automatic weap~ns. These were accumulated in large quantities during the last 

decade, ostensibly for self-defense, but also for cattle-raiding and robbing. The past eight years 

·have seen hundreds of victims of local violence, mainly among the neigbboring groups of the DJzj, 

hte'en; m;id village-people of mixed origin.6 (Incidentally, only twQ Surma killers were ever .. , ' 

!/rrested). 

Partly due to this violence and the resulting deteriqration of gwup relations, the local image of the 

Sunna in th~ Maji region is understandably negative. Sunna are seen as non~cooperative, arrogant 

and aggreSsive 'by nature'. There has always been 'distance' between Surma and other groups, 

including. :date rep~entatives, up· until today. Government officials, though living only some 20 

km. from the Surma area, also fo~ter several core misconceptions about the Sunna, dating back 

many decades (cf. Kebbede 1960): 

• they are nomads (Amh. ztillanotch) 

* they are ignorant 

* they are poor 

' All three statements are misleading, even false. First, the Sunna live in settled villages surrounded 

by' cuttiVati()n s_ites, alt~Ough young men roam with cattle in pasture areas at some distance away 

from the villageS. The term zdlla"notch,here probably does not mean 'nomads', but people outside 

the reach of government agencies, With a 'primitive' material and oihtr civilisation (i.e. it is a 

In Ma.)i, Jeba and Turn. 
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cultural category). Second, they may be 'ignorant' in the sense of not being literate or of not 

having modem technology and fonnal schooling, etc. But the Surma are perfectly capable of 

de-aling with the relevant factor.<~ in their social and natural environment to their own advantage. 

They are keenly aware or how the local administration works and what it wants, and. what the 

likely bch"Gvior and interests of neighboring groups arc. In meetings with government officials they 

are articulate speakers, and are never fooled. In addition, they have an elaborate and highly 

developed indigenous knowledge sYstem, geared to the needs of survival (e.g. good knowledge of 

plant species and their use, of pasture, of soil fJ pes and of animal life), and an intricate, 

aesthetically rewarding culture of cattle management, which outsiders do not understand. The 

argument of their so-called ignorance was first advanced in a derogatory sense, but now also by 

the authorities to explain the Surma's violent behaviour vis~3-vis their neighbours: this ignorance 

about thing~ in the wider society and 'proper conduct' is held to make them aggressive in their 

reactions, the implication being that one should be patient with them and that once they are well~ 

informed and exposed to education they would become less difficult.~ The Surma know this 

argument and indeed it suits them fine; it means that their transgressions will be 'forgiven' on 

account of their being in this state of 'ignorance'. Indeed, most of their attacks on Dizi, villagers 

and Me'en have thus far gone unpunished. 

The third point, their so~ca!led poverty, is also a misconception of the first order. The avcra!-',~.: 

household has, apart from abundant cultivation sites f~r staple crops and gardens, a cattle had of 

about a hundred animals, which means~ even at the relatively low local prices- a walking r.:o1pit·<11 

of tens of thousands of Birr. ln addition. the Su;ma are the main gold producers in the area .. ~dling 

it in Maji, Dima and Jeba villages. Furthermfre, they do not pay taxes qn anything. "i"hl'y ;m\ 

therefore, much wealthier than their settled Dizi and M e'en peasant neighbours, who arc, huwl'Ver, 

in the eye.~ of the administration, 'the more d~veloped and civilized' people. 

Unfortunately, the above misconceptions, which as we can see do not stem from the !itch httt from 

a deeply engrained cultural bias, continue to serve as a nonnative basis for policy in gc 11t•tal_ 1 hese 

misconceptions a:lso reinforce the bias in the Ethiopian formal education systc111 <1~•.:1111~t rural 

people and their concerns (cf. Tekeste 1995: 29, 31). The situation will, hoWCVl'l, Hot be 

ameliorated only by teaching in the mother-tongue; it is a general bias in education which ptodtKes 

w 

l1u! sometimes the govemrnent itself lost patience with them and has used force in the face of 
Sunna provocation. F.J.!, .. in \ale 1994, after the Sunna had killed three soldiers, there was a Lwo-day 
ha11k with sct:urity rorcc~ in which dozens of Sunna died. 
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children which cannot do anything with their knowledge (except their literacy) in their own rural 

context and feel alienated from their own socio-cultural context. One of the underlying rationales 

for the present government's policy is declared to be respect for people's own cultural traditions, 

etc. but how this is supposed to work out in actual practice (including in the school curriculum) 

has not been addressed in the past five years. 8 

Since a few years (late 1994), there has been a new institution, the 'Surma Mikir Bet'- a local 

council (of nine people), set up at the instigation of the Zone administration- which is supposed 

to administer the newly created 'Surma woreda' (like the other woredas in the Zone created on an 

ethnic basis). Its record so far has been rather dismal, due to lack of activities. It has been noted 

especially for its infighting, its appropriation of money for personal purposes, its love for alcohol 

and its incompetence. In the field of education, there have been no initiatives except bringing up 

the old idea or a literacy campaign. However, teachers and means for this are lacking, and nothing 

has happened in the past year. 

Of all the ethnic groups in Maji-Bench Zone, the Surma have been the least affected by education 

or any other government influences. Their area is also the least accessible. Due to the presence of 

large numbers of arms and ammunition among them, they have been able to maintain a relatively 

independent position in recent years, both under the Derg and the new government. This has 

worked in their (material) advantage for some years, but is now causing more and more internal 

tensions \Vithin their own society. 

4. SURMA SOCIALIZATION AND VALUE TRANSMISSION 

The chances of future education and the integration of non-formal, community-based learning in 

Surma society will to a large extent be determined by the nature of their socialization and their 

traditional knowledge transmission patterns, and by the value they continue to attach to them. 

During field research in recent years, it was apparent that the Surma maintained a relatively close­

knit society with a remarkable amount of solidarity and cultural unity, with multiple 'infonnal 

learning contexts' (cf. Ninnes 1995) geared to their present way of life as herder-cultivators. 

Except in the sense that "hannful customs" (yegodjee bahil) should be abandoned. During a 
conference convened by EPRDF in 1994 in Addis Ababa before the ratification of the new 
Constitution, leaders and representatives of the ethnic minority groups were told that the 
government would like to see them work towards the elimination of their respective groups's 
harmful customs (the list was not much different from that of the Der!{ government). 

1 /. () 

Both the Tinna and the Chai subgroups form a politico-ritp~~ unit, with a ritual.leader and an 

authority structu~e of age-grades. The grade of the rora or junior e\ders9 is the most t~port~nt ~ne. 
lt has a collective name and its relation to the two grades below it is defined by certam ~bhgattons 

. , 1 d . ) · those responstble for the 
d d 

. The grade of the young men or 'warnors (ea! e tegay, t.e. 
an ut1es. d th The 
l rding of the livestock and for defense, are in a subservient, respectful position towar s em. 
1e . d d h uld know where they are 
elders also can give the younger generation certam tasks to o, an s o . 

. rt t the elders should emanate values of unity, truth, nghteousness 
and what they do. Most nnpo an , . • 

t 
In the public debates, where Surma political decisiom are made (cf. Abbmk 1996), 

and agreemen · . . T in other 
they are the voices of authority which yielded the final decisions. Thts ts a pattern fann tar 

East African societies and I will not go into the specit1cs. 

U to their 12th year, Sunna male youths stay in the villages, socializing with their ag~~mates,and. 
w~th the elder people, who discuss current affairs, rehearse oral traditions and son.gs, dJscus~ ~ascs 

. ·h"\dren to observe and listen. In addition, the chtldren parttctpatc 
of dispute, etc. and encourage c 1 h 

1 d accompanying their parents to t Cl 
in the household activities, carrying water and fue woo , 

fru' t The children also spend plenty 
cultivation sites, team about gathering edible plants and ItS, e c. . il 

. . large variety of competitive and cooperative games. In thls phase, the fam y 
of t1me m a · ~ th h"ld 
household, especially the hut of the mother, is the secure centre of orientatiOn or e c I . 

d ) th l"fe of Sunna children is of an intense sociality. 
this eriod (in the so-called lusa age-gra e , e I 

~thou:h a differentiation between boys and girls -is clearly visible from~the'8th ~e,ar unwnn.b 
~ . . . "ble throughout the Surma late-~pun. they 

Various factors intensify this sociality, whtch remams vtsl . 
r a\1° live self~contained in i~ulntmnlwm 

live close together in compact villages, they are mono mgu , . I 

S 
. of various ages who have never visited the htghhmr.l vll Allr.'•, 

the highlands (there are many mm a · 
three hours' walk away), and have a specific culture different from surrounding groupll. Jll\rtulthh 

. . fl"fe (which shapes the cultural order and the•luuC'tl 
culture is a high amount ofntual structunng o I . . . 

. d" tability in behaviour and soctal Jdenllty). 
ideals of the Sunna life-career, creatmg pr~ tc 

. t a e- rade status are accorded similar respect. .I hrv 
' M·de elders although females of eqmvalen g ~ h b d and brothers Oehind the l'Cene" I h"Y 

~c;dum spe~k in public debates, but act uyonlthenhus t~~ :ora age-grade initiation coremuny, hrhl 
. · ·1 1 'political' ntua s sue as 

do participate m certam vt a 

every 25 years. 

I<> 
,_.,,,,,,. 40 ex-soldiers (in their late twenties) who served in the Doraue army nnd 

Fxcept for ·' .... 
\...iHIW some Amharic. 
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The parent-child relation is relaxed, not authoritarian. There is, e.g., no corporal punishmen"t of 

children (as in Ethiopian highland cultures), but only verbal scolding and instructing. If, however, 

parents think that their children are unjustly treated by others, especially by their ageMmates, they 

encourage their off-spring to 'pay back', to stand up to the other, often insisting that the child 

pinch or beat the one who insults him/her. Children are also encouraged to be verbally articulate, 

and to always anticipate the actions and plans of others. One could say that Surma children thus 

develop a high '.social intelligence', which differentiates them markedly from the Dizi peasant 

children in the highlands. 

Gender relations have their predictable character of inequality, but the specifics are important. 

Women have the main domestic responsibility, but also cultivate their own fields, buy and sell on 

markets, prepare the culturally important sorghum beer for work parties, and own livestock, 

although they never have more than their husbands and do not herd it. Due to material interests, 

marriages are relatively stable. Sexual relations before marriage are not restricted, and the idea of 

virginity at the time of marriage is unknown. In fact, sexual experimentation before maiTiage is 

customary, a,nd girls are not submissive in any sense. Also the girl's say is final in the choice of 

a husband 1.-'nd not her parents). A!! this goes to show that women are socia!ly speaking not 

dependent or second-class. 

Sunna socialization is also premised on assumptions about personality and personal identity 

different from those of other ethno-cultural groups. This becomes important when considering 

psychological and other health problems. 

In connection to the tasks of 'survival' and optimal utilization of the natural environment, children 

are constantly urged to assimilate al! the names and properties of the plants, animals, soil types, 

etc. in their habitat. For boys, a new stage in this cognitive endeavour .begins when they start 

working in the cattle fields, with older adolescents. Through their constant observation of cattle 

behaviour and characteristics, they develop cognitive skills of classification of cattle-coat colors 

1-nd patterns, of predic.ting patterns of heredity, memorizing the history of cattle descent lines and 

exchange histories (e.g. through bridewealth deals, compensation payments and inheritance). They 

also learn cattle songs and parts of oral (clan) history. This intensive 'informal learning process' 

goes on all through the period of th~ second age-grade, when they are forced to live more or less 

on their own, developing herding skills and learning to deal with the problems of the human and 

natural environment. 
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In both the secoml and 1l1ird <lt.;c-gr<lt.k value\ of equality and reciprocity are important Surma 

tradition<lll:, lw.ve no ccntr:1l authority figures. The ritual mediator called komoru wa.., not a political 

hut mnre of a religiou~ figure: <1 ritual llH.'diator between heaven and earth, who through ritual 

<lctionm;,intained proper contact between the God-given natural forces (like rain) and humans. He 

\\as. in a \cnsc. also <I role-model. standing for compromise, harmony or cooperation ~ithin the 

'iurma polit~. As sueh, the komoru was another focal point of some core values of Surma culture. 

ln a psychologicul \CI1se. one could say that the value~ which Surma youths learn include not only 

lcciprocit). re\pcct for elder~ and cooperation in common tasks, but also self-confidence, personal 

1r1dependcnce. e;.;periment<llion, and pride in their group culture 

\urmJ society a.<, brictl} presented above in an ideal-type fashion has not been impervious to 

1·hange in the past ye;~rs lb socio-cultural framework is still there, but one :;L·es signs of crisis. 

V<1rious um;d l~tctors can he identified: occasional famine and cattle disease. problems spilling 

.,\·,.:r ii·om neighboring Southern Sudan, demographic pressure, fights over resources, the 

,I\ ;1ilabilit~ of modern automatic weapons, and their participation in new trade networks for gold, 

1 .1t1ic, guns and ammunition in Ethiopia and across the Sudan border. These have led to social 

di•)lll"hances, the impact of which they fully experience only now. In this respect it is remarkable 

111.11 the Surma have not successfully adapted to the social and political consequences of these 

'il:lllges. unlike. for instance, the Nyangatom (Bume), their southerl! agro-pastoralist neighbours. 

oCi. SlJRMA SOCIETY IN CRISIS 

l ill· ~ocial structure, relations of authority and values of the Surma as sketched above lwvt· 

llwiL-rgnue significant transformations in the present period of political change, innovations iu at111'1 

~<"• l111olo_!2:) and inter-group resource c~mpetition. This is not to say that their culture has ~lUll', 1111d 

ll1o~l .Ill or the above norms and values have been inverted, only that they have come untlct ,J,I.IIHII 

1'~<""·\llle. I mention a fe\v of the many elements of crisis. 

-•I llrcrc r~ first of all the crisis between the generations: due to their new powl'r ptl~illtlll, tlw 

'• nlll!'. llll"ll. having acquired guns and ammunition in abundance, have gained more .~elt-nmlrJruu· 

u1d .111 ogancc than the traditional authority system could cope with: they no longer listened to the 

... h H 1· or 1l1c cldl:rs, went on independent robbing and killing expeditions, and evmkd ritual 

• ·ldll':ll loll\ (cf. /\hhink 1494 ). Thus, values of the age-grade system were eroded. In addition, all er 

rlll" 11r11 rrJ/"11-i11it iatiou ceremony orthc Chai Surma, a long-awaited major event held in November 
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1994, many Sunna 'just took' the rora-title even if they were not qualified for it in either a 

biological or mental sense. This has Jed to the social anomaly of 'children' becoming 'elders·, and 

to a correspondir~g declinp in the aut~ority and moral integrity of the rora-group. lts example­

function is no mort. (Amdng the Nyarlgatom pastoralists, in contrast, the relation between the age­

groups is still <intact). 

b) Secondly, there is what I would call 'ritual deterioration'. Ritual had an ordering, function and 

kept a social balance in Surma society. But at present, the 'proper' rules of ritual in, for instance, 

homicide compensation, ceremonial duelling, or age-grade initiation, arc not followed any more. 

People try to get away wi.th transgressions and to duck out of the duty to pay fines and 

compensations. There is nobody with a~thority to keep them in line, and they do nor care about 

'public opinion'. 

c) Third: there is a visible erosion of the role of the komoru. The sphere of ritual-religious activity 

in Surma life has become less important in the eyes of young people, and is less observed. The role\ 

of the komoru is therefore seen as less vital. At present only one of the three komorus of the 

Surma is active. One has been killed about 14 years ago by the Oerg. his designated successor was 

killed 4 years ago by another Sunna (which was unprecedented), and the other one recently died, 

without a successor being installed yet. This erosion is also related to the new political set-up. The 

above-mentioned 'Surma Mikir Bet' enlisted the only remaining komoru as a 'work manager' 

(Amh.: sim-a~fds 'ami). This is in contrast with his traditional neutral position 'above the parties', 

and will lead to a decisive weakening of his position and role-model function. By accepting- for 

financial reasons or because of an error in judgement- the komoru has set the first steps towards 

making himself redundant. 

d) Fourth, there is a notable increase in inter-society disagreements and crime: disputes over rights 

to property (e.g. cattle), alcohol abuse (araqC), theft, and homicide. Also traditional rituals like 

ceremonial duelling tend to lead to more con-flict and aggression. 

e) Fillh, inter-ethnic relations have gone from bad to worse: not only with the traditionally hostile 

Nyang.aiom people in the south but also with the Anyuak and with the Dizi peasants, their erstwhile 

;lllic-; with whose chiefly families the Sunna acknowledge historic kinship ties (Abbink 1993b). 

l'r:~di!inn<ll bond-friendships were cut off, raids on cattle and people have increased, and sharing 

of resources like water holes or bush areas for bee-keeping and hunting-gathering is cancelled. 

I here was also a major military conflict with local government forces in late 1994 

I See note 6 ). 

All these developments have also implications for Surma childhood: children witness more disputes 

.111d conflict (often violent). a loss of 'order', of learning contexts, and of cognitive and affective 

~ccurity. They see a de-emphasizing of relations of respect, of values of co-operation and harmony, 

and of proper ritual conflict management. They are confronted with the effects of viqlence by 

losing a parent. a sibling or a friend. Even though they see that violent action can 'pay', i.e. yields 

loot {like cuttle) and udded prestige in the peer group, they are aware of negative effects as well. 

I! is like tvm Sunna youngsters remarked in a dialogue recorded in 1993, talking about the many 

pr-oblems and killings among Surma themselves: "The country is spoilt for us here, .... we don't 

krJOW how it became like that. We won't say anything, we suffered, and we may disappear; the 

country became dark." (Lucassen and Last 1993). 

N;!turally the question comes up if and how education could play a ~orrective role among the 

Surma, or provide them with a new sense of continuity. The issue is a general one, becau54e 

<'dllcation !Soften expected to have a cooling inflw;mce on (the expression of) conflict (see Agedew 

I'JIJ.'i) and as carrying a promise to enhance social hannony (Menelik 1995), Despite the small· 

·.r;~le nature of Surrna society, the question has a paradigmal relevance, in view of the com~ng 

,·dw.:ational incorporation of the Sunna~n the Regional system.anc! of the great ethnic diversity in 

rlir country: similar problems face most ethnic minorities, and general solutions are necessary. This 

1w1e has so far not been addressed in the minimal formal education structure among the Surma. 

h. THE FORMAL EDUCATION SITUATION 

lid" is a brief paragraph, because at present there is next to nothing in the way offonnal schooling 

.1111ong the Sunna. There is, however, a history of efforts: an American mission school and u 

1'11\'<:rnmcnt school in the Haile Sellassie era, and one in the Derg period. They were operative for 

.\ number of years, but have all been closed.ll A substantial number of Surma have at some time 

o~!tt•ntbl these schools, but the remarkable thing is that among those who attended them in the 

I %(h, 1970.~ and early 1980s, virtually no trace of education' or literacy can be found. All 

rhc last one In 1988, when 11 teachor WIJ killed In the Surma area when travelling back ro hill 
sdu1ol 
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'knowledge'(!ike the school buildings themselves) has vanished: it is forgo~ten or abandoned. One 

might say that the effects of modem schooling, apparently irrelevant to the life concerns of the 

average Surma, have been 'reabsorbed' by Surma traditional culture. Not only the education system 

itself is responsible for this, but also the choice of Surma simply to ignore education. There have 

always been schools in the Dizi highlands at some two or three hours' walk, but they have never 

attended them. 

Since September 1995, there are two primary schools in the Sunna area. One was built by the 

American Presbyterian Mission and the EECMY but run by the regional government. Both schools 

have only a first grade. One ~"hool has about 12 pupils, though they start~d out with 22. There is 

also an adult education class with some 8 students, held in the afternoons from 3 to 5, but only two 

students are Suri, the others are from the Dizi people (government workers in the area). The other 

primary school, at Kibish, further south in the center of the Surma area, has about 14 pupils. The 

participation rate is thus an estimated 0.02 % for all the Surma school-age youths. 

The curriculum in the new schools is the regular one of Ethiopian primary schools, with Amharic, 

basic English, arithmetic, elementary science, social studies (in Am h.: hibriit), agriculture, home 

economi( 's, and handicrafts. Not all of these subjects were given equal attention, however. 

Even with their sma!l enro\lment, both schools have very irregular attendance. Pupils stay away 

for days or weeks when they have obligations at home, work in the f~elds, to care for small 

livestock, a ritual occasion, or whenever they feel like it. Parental pressure is virtually absent. 

l'he question comes up what relevance the school has for the Surma. A survey among several 

dozen of Sunna parents showed that they saw it playing a very limited role: as a source of 

infOrmation the school is marginal for them; they do not see the teachers as role models; the 

knowledge transmitted is, except for Amharic, not much desired; and they and their children do 

not see the advantage of school education in itself or as a venue for future employment. Besides, 

111ore than half of the parents did not understand my questions about the function of the school. 1
l 

J'he Surma neither have a clear picture of what kind of 'employment opportunities' (there i:; nu 
such concept among them)·they could find outside their area. There are several dozens of nude 
Surma who Jive in other rigions of Ethiopia (who were originally taken as soldiers for l 
army, got elementary education, and found some kind of job), but few of them come buck, und 
L'l":rtainly not as teachers. 
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At no time in the past or present have th,e Sunna looked upon education as a 'resource' to be used 

to enhance their overall position within Ethiopian society, despite their persistent problems of 

famine, cattle disease, and conflict with their neighbours. 13 

The children have mixed opinions or non~ at all. The pupils in the schools are of various ages from,. 

5 to 13, i.e., large age differences in one _class. Some Children dropped out early saying they 

couldn't do it, didn't like it or saw just no point in it. They also did not like the authority 

relationship of teacher and pupil, and some had trouble in being away tfom peers and family. The 

remaining children- perhaps inevitably- seem to like the after-school hours of hanging around and 

playing in the compound more than school itself. 

What we notice, and what can be expected to be a major issue in the future, is the discrepancy 

between values and skills transmitted in the Surma family and other social contexts on the one 

hand, and those in the school on the other. The Australian researcher P. Ninnes has observed the 

\ame problem in the Solomon Islands (Ninnes 1995: 25). The point is espe):ially relevant in a 

~ociety where there is no developed economic structure to absorb the newly educated people. As 

l1!11g as the Surma are going to be the relatively successful and independent cattle 

lwrders/cultivators and gold producers that they are now, the school-acquired skills will be only 

~>I lllarginal value to them. The only advantage would be that being literate in Amharic can 

··11i1omce their contact and chances for mutual understariding with non-Surma, their Dizi and 

1 IILI)!,Cr-neighbours. and the government administration. But for their herding, cultivatin~. self­

<kkllsc. and knowledge of their natural environment they will not learn much new things. Except 

1<'1 I he teacher from Dizi (who knows the Surma language), the teachers in the two Surma classes 

.u• lar.!.!.cly ignorant about the needs and skills necessary in the Surma environment and about the 

"" 1al anJ cultural context of Sunna life. 

ll~t· l<q.:ional Education Bureau of the SENNPR has not begun to explore possible changes in the 

• 
111 1 

h ultllll or a new combination of formal and non-formal subjects and methods adjusted to tbe 

••111.1t 11•11 ,,r the various ethnic groups in the Region (There is little knowledge available on Sunna 

• l11ldliuod anJ socialization). Perhaps this would be too much to ask, but in the new policies of 

''"'<'Ill! .1111;11 ion, rcgiona!ization and local ethnic staffing of government offices, one would expect 

\ • ••1111 ilslill~ cx;m1plc is that of the Hadendowa as recently described by Idris el Hassan (1996): 
IIIo'\ haVl' scu:cd l.lt:on modern education- through their Islamic tradition of learning- as a means 
IIIIPH'Vl' IlK' I I' ptl.~lllon as well as to leave pastoralism altogether. 
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such an exploration to happen. In practice, however, educational criteria are still set by the 

'modernist' agenda inspired by Western develqpment models. People are prepared for occupatiOns 

and jobs which will not be found in the Southern countryside, certainly not in Maji-Bench Zone. 

The large majority of Surrua youths having gone through the education system (if it will be in 

place) will have the worst of two worlds: alienated from their culture by modem education, and 

not equipped to find meaningful and proper jobs elsewhere. 

7. INTEGRATING FORMAL AND NON-FORMAL EDUCATION? 

·That present-day formal education is inadequate in E_thiopian rural areas has been noted by many 

observers. The federal government admits this in policy documents. But, with the assistance of 

USA ID, they keep focusing on massive investment in fonnal education (mainly primary), intending 

to make it more 

high-standard, more cost-effective and more efficient. There is nothing wrong with that, but there 

is relatively little reflection yet about the actual contents and about adapting it to local conditions. 

There is indeed a dilemma here, because focusing on locally adapted infonnal education may mean 

to undern1ine the 'modernist dream' of education as a gateway out of the countryside, which most 

Ethiopian children and their parents cherish: to go to an institution of higher learning, become a 

well-paid govemment-employee,manager, doctor or engineer, etc. and if possible outside Ethiopia. 

This ideal is threatened in a model which would try to 'tie' people to their region of origin. 

Nevertheless, this is probably what is going to happen, because it fits in well with the new 

decentralization approach. The fact that most pupilS do not or cannot go on beyond 6 or 8 years 

of basic educa~ion probably also reduces their versatility in Amharic as a national language. 

Given the need for a reflection on non-formal education, what would non-fo;mal community­

oriented education consist of among the Surma? What elements in their tradition and indigenous 

knowledge could be built upon? Tekeste (1996) identified this general problem, but did not really 

give concrete answers. In the Regional Education Bureau of SENNPR in Awasa it has not yet been 

posed .either. 

In this respect, an educational program among the Surma might have to address several things, for 

example: 

·_the natural environment (cf. Fitzgerald 1990), the implications oflowland (qolla) versus highland 

"(woyna dega), a very relevant dimension of their way of life; 

1/.11 

- their knowledge of cattle herding and breeding, and their classification of patterns, geometrical 

forms and colors based on it; 

- the nature and demands of their field cultivation and its techniques, 14 of the variety and use of 

crops; 

-their ethno-botany, i.e., the classification of plants, their habitats and use; 

- traditional medicine, both for humans and livestock; 

the information or knowledge transmitted in the 'informal learning contexts', such as the 

initiation.s. life-crisis-rituals, public debates and judicial disputes (oral historical traditions, values 

and cognitive skills). 

Jn an ideal situation of integration of the fonnal and the non-formal not only the curriculum would· 

have to be broadened and made more responsive to local concerns and conditions, but the schooling 

· rhythm itself would also have to be adapted, e.g. to seasonal labour demands of the parental 

household, to central ritual events in the community, i.e. when kids cannot attend school. Tho 

rontexts of teaching could be a combination of formal classroom teaching with practical 

l"xreriments, field-trip instruction, and confrontation and discussion of 'modem' and 'traditional' 

.rpproaches. 

In addition to curriculum adaptations, there is a need to improve the general receptivity of the 

<..;mma to education. We have seen that Surma society is in a crisis: their livelihood is uncertain, 

111lcrnal social relations have gone .wrong, they have violent conflicts with surrounding grm1ps, and 

t!rcy distrust government action, including education. It is'obvious that this crisis will not be solved 

·.mm, because the Surma usually respond to crisis and outside interference by withdrawal and by 

vroknt action. But there is a need to develop measures to convince the Surma of the advBntnu.cll 

ul education: 

Sunna students should be exposed to successful examples of education and science, e.g., 

.wr rl"lrltural enterprises, irrigation schemes, health projects. Also education in a multi-ethnic setting 

whid1 is the reality of Ethiopia- is probably advisable. Much of the crisis in Sunna life is relntcd 

1" thl~ir self-imposed or forced isolation from other groups, :ind their ignorance of alternative 

, ulturl's. 

The Surma are of the opinion that no one needs to tell them how to herd, or how to cultivltl, 
nlthough they might wish new inputs (seeds, fertilizers) and technology. Nevertheless, thoy ~ould ~ 
introduced to new crops and varietieS, or to unknown locBI medicine~~.;:.g., from Dizi or Me'en), 

129 



- The development of a communications, health and economic infrastructure in the Maji-Bench 

Zone as a whole may have an accelerating effect on the interest of people for education (although· 

a direct relation between education and development is very controversial, cf. Hydland 1994, 

Tekeste 1996). 

- Teachers assigned to Sunna schools should be motivated people who have some understanding 

and sympathy for the Surma way of life. It is well-known that teachers in Ethiopia assigned to 

remote rural areas are placed there against their will, are inexperienced, lack motivation and tend 

to despise the local conditions and the 'backward population'. This also holds for those who are 

assigned among their own people: when educated; they feel it as a regression to have to teach in 

'their own' area. Crucial points in teacher-behaviour are motivation· and understanding. The 

Regional Education Bureau of SENNPR has already taken a good policy measure in trying to 

strengthen quality ofteachers(see Daniel 1995: 9-1 0). In addition, the teachers should perhaps get 

extra salary for serving in remote areas such as Sunna. 

130 

H. CONCLUSIONS 

llw cri si~ in Sunna society Is pervasive and has a great impact on childhood and llnl'inli·tation. It 

.11"11 hinders the acceptance and progress of education among them. Summing up tho mnln fnctnrs, 

Hilt: can-conclude that: 

Surma are in disarray about-unifying values, the older generation having lost nonnatiye nuthurltv. 

.md rituals and social norms losing much of their ordering force. 

c1J11tlicts over resources with other ethnic groups encroaching on each other's territory perpetual~ 

111~tability and violence. 15 Efficient ways of conflict management are not in place. 

I here is basic distrust between government and Sunna, based on long-standing differences in 

111a1erial interests, culture and life style. The institution of a 'Sunna Mikir Bet' for the woreda, 

·,1"t'!l as a measure to 'empower' the ethnic group, in itself does not advance the cause of education. 

tl1cre is no perceived need for formal education neither among Sunna parents nor children, neither 

1111 economic reasons nor for its own sake. 

lilt" rudimentary education structure in place now is also inadequate: 

11 has little opportunity for expansion, due to transport problervs, lack of textbooks and other 

,·d11ntional materials, and Jack of Sunna teachers (and of Sunna interested to become one). 

tlw curriculum of the two schools does not (and cannot) tie in with traditional nor future concerns 

'-1 1 ill' large majority of Surma. There is no 'community linkage', and the emphasis is too much 

••11 'l'1mnal education'. 

o~llt·ndance in_ the primary schools is minuscule and irregular, thus not encouraging growth and 

, <~llllntlment. 

tlaTl' are logistical problems and a permanent threat of security 16, which makes the position of 

k.1rhl'l"~ difficult. 

1lw \l" hool does not address or deal with the local problems which specifically confront the (\unna 

\ "111h 

! lit' government. despite its declared policy of ethnic rights, has neither been able to assist" the 
\1111!1a in keeping to their traditional territory, which was partly conquered by Nyangatom and 
ln1Hl~a in the past 10 years. 

I !' i11 h.:bruary 1996, the head of the local police and the chief clinic worker were shot and ki'led 
hv a SttntlU, which led to a temporary exodus of many government workers from the Surma IV,bish 
.lll":t 
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The development of relevant and efficient education among the Surma - in the light of th~._ideal 

of enhancing their role and participation in national life and as an ethno-cultural group respected 

in its own right_- should: a) li~k up with their indigenous knowledge system, local needs and 

concerns, as~uming that the majority of the Sunna will continue to be cultivators and livestock 

herders in their own area; b) enhance basic literac:Y and numeracy and trans-group communicative 

skills, e.g. knowledge ~fa national language (they are now mono-lingual)11
, c) instill knowledge 

and pride in their culture, in the positive, ordering aspects of their social organisation, and in the 

cultural arrangements of cooperation which used to exist between them and their neighbours in the 

recent past. For instance, family obligations, positive reciprocity, the norms of the age-group 

system (respect for elders, generational rights and duties) and respect for the role of the komoru 

(the ritual mediator), who stood for cooPeration and mediation. This should provide the inspiration 
' 

for a restoration of both internal peace and a new regional harmony, de-emphasizing the role of 

aggression and armed violence in managing conflicts. 

The wider societal crisis of the Surma obviously requires both external measures and action by the 

Surma themselves, reordering their authority system. and their group relations. The task of the 

government at the present juncture would be to create a facilitating environment whereby 

prescriptions and straightjacket approaches are undesirable. Its main tasks are: 

a) To create and maintain a credible judicial system (police, anny, courts) where victims know they 

can get fair redress and perpetrators know that they can expect effective punishment (Such a system 

does not exist in the Maji area). Part _of this task would be to emphasize nation-wide values of 

peace and cooperation, which means penalizing violence and use of automatic weapons. An effort 

to disarm the Surma would be advisable, but this should simultaneously be done among the 

Anyuak, the Nyangatom and the Sudanese Toposa (nOw the main enemy of the Surma). Although 

necessary in theory, this seems all rather utopian. 

b) To improve communication in, to and from the Maji area: mainly all-weather roads, bridges, 

electricity and telephone lines. This will increase information flows, wider market orientation and 

inter-group contacts. This task will, howeVer, be hampered by budgetary constraints, and is a long-

term Ofie. 

c) the specific contribution of school education among the Surma would be not only to·supply 

basic literacy and numeracy, but also to promote values of cooperation and reciprocity on the basis 

This remains an undeniable necessity in the SENNPR, with its ea. 45 languages. Amharic, tho 
widely used language, would be the inevitable choice. 
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of common material interests between groups in the Maji area. One of the strategies would be to 

make the record of violent conflict and aggression an issue of discussion in the classroom. 
,j ; 

l·'ducation has in principle a role to play in the management of conflicts (Agedew 1995). It would 

he especially appropriate in the higher grades, where the members of the tegay age grade would 

h<.' represented. 

l'he challenges for the coming years are great indeed. If they are not met and if Surma turn away 

disenchanted, they may rally again to reconsider the values of their own culture as opposed to that 

of outsid~rs, reordering generational norms, and reinstating ritual obligations, or, in the worst 

~ccnario, to stick to the instrumental use of violence to further their short-term goals. This tactic 

or 'solving their own problems' has been followed before in the face of famine and economic 

decline (Abbink 1993a). 

While successful education builds on local knowledge and culture, it would also provide people 

like the Surma with alternatives for a life career, giving them new options in- and outside their 

11Wil society and territory. However, given the material and ideological constraints in government 

nl!!cation policy, and given the material basis of conflicting group relations in the Maji area, a 

,,·<~listic view compels us not to expect such effects of education in the near future. The crisis in 

~;111111a society imd 'education' will continue, with disaffection .. '1d internal discord on the rise. The 

'll'<l1inn of a new Surma elite on the local woreda-level will not alleviate these problems. 
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