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As a native member of the Munda Tribe (an indigenous community in India), I have always identified 
with minority language(s) and culture(s). At Samvaad 2018, a conclave to celebrate and recognize 
indigenous people and their culture, I met the representative from the Soo Community of Uganda, 
which is on the verge of losing its linguistic identity. UNESCO suggests that the language is between 
‘definitely’ and ‘severely’ endangered and at risk of becoming extinct.  
Soo or So is the language of the Tepes people of northeastern Uganda. The language is moribund with 
most of the population of 5,000 having shifted to Karamojong. Only a few dozen elderly individuals 
are still able to speak fluent Soo. They are located in Mount Moroto, one of a chain of volcanoes along 
Uganda's border with Kenya. The So who live on Mount Moroto, are bordered on their northern 
flanks by the Karimojong and on the eastern side by the Pokot (Southern Nilotic) extending from 
Uganda into Kenya. In the west, they are bordered by the Turkana community. Their southern flank 
is largely uninhabited. If there are So speakers left on Mount Napak or Kadam, they would be 
surrounded exclusively by Karimojong. 
Karamoja, in north-eastern Uganda, has a long history of conflict and under-development. 
Widespread access to arms and a prevalent gun culture contributed to intense periods of violence, 
and have held back locally-led peace and development initiatives. From 2002 to 2009, the government 
led a disarmament campaign that strengthened their control over Karamoja and created an 
opportunity for communities to build peace and participate in development. Despite such efforts and 
due to the high levels of poverty, people show animosity towards the government, especially for 
development projects. However, after a long period of conflict and isolation, Karamoja – one of 
Uganda’s most underdeveloped regions – is now beginning to open up to the world.  
The So community living on the slopes of Mount Moroto were granted their own administrative 
county and political constituency in 2016. As they emerge from the political hegemony, their culture 
and language need an opportunity to re-emerge and grow. With less than 100 fluent speakers, there is 
an urgent call for an intervention that starts with the documentation of their language and culture for 
the purpose of conservation and preservation. If the So language goes extinct, the event will mark a 
huge disaster not just for the language community but also for humanity as each language gives us a 
unique perspective to look at the world.  
The object of this project is to work on the documentation, description and preservation of the Soo 
language by conducting an ethnographic study with the remaining fluent speakers. I request a Davis 
Projects for Peace grant in order to document the Soo language and conduct a sociolinguistic study of 
the community in Moroto district, Uganda. Funds from this grant would support:  
1. The creation of a concise bi-lingual dictionary for English and Soo speakers. (est. 1000 words)
2. Documentation of the socio-cultural aspects of the community
3. Conducting ethnographic studies of the people to understand their life.
By documenting the Soo language, the community will be empowered, as the data will help the
young generation to learn about their heritage and tradition. Furthermore, it will enable them to
establish trust in the system and partake in peace-building initiative(s) by the government.
Partner Organization:
I will work with Katikekile Action for Development (KAD), an indigenous organisation which works
with local communities in interventions aimed at reducing poverty through activities in livelihood
enhancement, community empowerment, education, environmental conservation and gender-based
violence. The MP from the Moroto district, Hon. Lokoru Albert, has been supporting the project, with
Richard Obedi from KAD acting as a local coordinator. KAD volunteers have conducted initial

https://www.tatasteel.com/initiatives/samvaad/index.html


fieldwork and so far we have been able to compile a list of 200 words called Swadesh List.  
Objective: 
The overall project objective is to document, describe and preserve as much of the So language as can 
be collected from the surviving speakers. The documentary corpus (a collection of oral transcriptions) 
of So can be used in subsequent projects to write a So grammar, standard orthography, dictionary, 
literary and cultural texts, and texts on development issues. Furthermore, it can also be used for 
research on the cultural aspects by writing accounts of history and culture, as well as to write literacy 
materials. Policymakers and researchers can use it as a reference point. 
Goals: 

1. To conduct fact-finding assessments and/or profiling studies of the Sorat (So) speaking
populations.

2. To organise the storage and preservation of material of the Sorat (So) speaking populations for
advocacy and lobbying.

3. To create public awareness and sensitization of the Sorat (So) speaking community on the
importance of their language and other cultural heritage.

4. To develop and disseminate Information, Education and Communication (IEC) material of the
Sorat (So) speaking community.

5. To conduct a language survey to know more about the state of the language.
6. To make audio-visual recordings of narratives, cultural performances, and the day-to-day use

of the language.
7. To transcribe the data from audio to textual form.
8. To annotate the data, and structure it in terms of labelling, writing key interpretation notes and

providing parallel English translations.
9. To archive the collected data in an accessible and retrievable form in an online database.

Various steps involved in the project are as follows: 
1. Community Mobilisation and Identification of Target Audiences
2. Developing Research Tools
3. Data Selection, Collection and Data Analysis
4. Collection of Texts of Various Genres
5. Conducting Scripted Elicitations
6. Recording of So Speakers
7. Collection of So Narratives
8. Digital (Audio Form) Recording
9. Selection of Video Recordings
10. Gathering Transcribed and Annotated Data
11. Reproduction of Lexical and Grammatical Resources
12. Publications & Distribution of Published Resources

In executing this project, the methodology shall follow three main dimensions: 
1. Selection of source, primary data collection and analysis;
2. Corpus development for linguistics research;
3. Coordinating with the language speakers to understand community needs.

Since December 2018, I have been working on the documentation of Soo and to raise funds to progress 
with this work. With the help of a local MP, the first set of words for a dictionary have already been 
documented. However there is much more to be done and I am ready for the herculean task. 
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