
Title: Peacebuilding among Soo speakers through conservation of their Linguistic and Cultural Identity 
Location: Moroto District, Uganda 
Date: June 14 - July 14, 2022 
Sponsor: International Student House, London 
Designated Project Leader: Hercules Singh Munda (MA Linguistics’22) School of Oriental & African Studies 
(SOAS), University of London 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
Summary 
To promote peace against inter-communal (inter-clan) violence among the Soo langauge community 
by documenting their language and culture. 

Our aim for the project was to conduct an ethnographic study (with fluent speakers of the language) for the 
documentation, description and preservation of the Soo language. The outcome of the fieldwork, a dictionary 
would unite the community members with evidence of shared linguistics heritage. Thus inculcating a positive 
attitude toward the language variations among the younger generation for learning their native language.  

The topic for the project was derived from my MA thesis. However, my inspiration to work with an endangered 
language community such as Soo comes from being a member of an indigenous community. Being a member 
of the Munda tribe (an indigenous community in Jharkhand, India), I know from first-hand experience about 
language being in a vulnerable stage and heading toward endangerment. My native tongue Mundari is yet to 
be constitutionally recognized. Furthermore, given that Soo is a critically endangered language (as described 
by UNESCO) with less than 100 speakers - I found the project personally appealing. As a linguist, I believe 
that ability to exercise one's own language is a basic human right. 

Project Description 
How did you decide what issue(s) you wanted to address and what approach(es) or strategies 
you chose to implement in your project? 

What issue(s) you wanted to address 
Since first meeting Stephanie (a representative from the Soo community) at a conference in India in 2018, I 
learnt about the Soo language and its critical condition - with less than 100 speakers left, Soo is on the verge 
of extinction. Soo (also known as Tepeth & Sorat) speakers live across the volcanic mountains in the three 
districts of the Karamoja region (namely Moroto, Kadam & Napak) of Northeast Uganda, bordering Kenya. 
With one or two few fluent in each village, the inter-generational transmission of language has stopped. The 
community has a long history of inter-communal conflicts in form of cattle raids.  

With no prior research or documentation of their language and culture, the community has lost a majority of its 
linguistic heritage and is on the verge of extinction. Langauge sometimes becomes more than a 
communication tool - a marker of identity. In the context of the Soo community, it holds special status - it 
uniquely defines them. Therefore, to resolve inter-communal disputes without violence, I aimed to empower 
the community by conserving their linguistic and cultural heritage.  

What approach(es) or strategies you chose to implement in your project 
According to Stephanie, the conservation of the Soo language was the way in which communal violence could 
be stopped - as documentation of her native tongue would signify the langauge community uniquely in the 
constitution and empower the community morally. Since 2018 I was in consultation to address the linguistic 
assimilation that occurs due to cattle raiding. We must understand that violence is not always physical and can 
sometimes be linguistic. In the case of Soo, the language despite being peace-loving was struck in between 
continuous cattle raidings due to their geographical location. Therefore, conserving the Soo language while the 
frequent cattle raiding continued in the area was needed. 

However, as the Covid 19 pandemic progressed, all funding opportunities were cut down and subsequently 
the plan was postponed until 2021.  



Why did you choose your host site? In what ways did local relationships support you or contribute 
to the project? 

Why did you choose your host site? 
As we moved from Kampala to Moroto, Stephaine had already liaison for our accommodation with an NGO 
which saved a lot of time planning time. Additionally, Mount Tepeth, which holds special meaning for the 
community was also located in the Moroto district. Furthermore, factors such as mobility and infrastructure 
were also considered in finalizing the host site. Given the limited accessibility to the community, the topic of my 
arrival was discussed with the community in the prior month for approval. I can say that I received much more 
support than expected. For instance, members from the community had arrived at the airport (Entebbe, 
Uganda) to receive an escort to the pre-booked accommodation in Kampala.  

In what ways did local relationships support you or contribute to the project? 
Given that most of the speakers were aged 65 and above, the project (documentation session) would be 
executed off-site and on-site. A collective decision was taken to focus on the socio-linguistic aspect of the 
community. Over the next few days, community elders came down from their village in the mountains for 
training and discussion. It was decided that the off-site recording session will be done in our accommodation. 4 
elders along with 2 local consultants, helped during the recording sessions. As the language community is 
spread across the mountains, I observed a variation in language among the speakers in three mountains and 
noted it explicitly in the data collection process.  

Collectively, more than 5 hours of recording were made, with the elicitation of basic vocabulary consisting of 
300 words. We also trained the young community members about language documentation whole they 
translated and interpreted for us from the local language to English. Having established trust and 
understanding with the community, in the 3rd week I hiked to the three mountains for on-site recording 
sessions and tried to understand the socio-cultural aspect of the community. Particularly I learnt about the 35 
clans, details of which were unknown to date. I recorded the folktales associated with each clan  - which was 
not done until now.  

What changes or adjustments did you make to your original plans, and why? 
Initially, I was in consultation with Richard Obedi, a social worker, to obtain a research permit from the Uganda 
National Council of Science & Technology (UNCST). However, the relationship was discontinued due to 
administrative roadblocks. Irrespective of the obstacles, I wanted to execute the project and therefore 
consulted Stephanie, who had previously served as a member of the local council in the Moroto district. With 
her help, a detailed working plan was laid out with feedback from the Member of Parliament (MP) Moroto 
region, community elders and the local administration - Community Administration Officer (CAO) and 
Community Development Officer (CDO).  

Furthermore, it was also planned initially that I will travel from Entebbe the next day of arrival but as the 
research permit was not obtained, we needed to get a permission letter from the Hon. MP Albert Lokuru (MP, 
Moroto) prior to visiting the site. For a week visited the Parliament of Uganda and held several meetings with 
the authorities. Alongside we utilized the time in search of (any) available written material of the Soo language 
community by visiting Uganda National Museum, and Uganda Literary Club. In retrospect, these resources 
helped us in learning about the Soo culture and build on the pre-requisite knowledge of the community.  

Did other fundraising efforts contribute to your project? What were they? 
No. 

Are there opportunities for continuing your work on this issue? If so, please describe. 
Langauge documentation is the first step in the series of critical steps required to be taken for reversing the 
process of language death. Therefore, there is a lot of work that is to be done in the coming decade which has 
also been declared the International Decade for Indigenous languages (IDIL 2022-32) by the United Nation. I 
look forward to directing the attention of organisations towards endangered languages and Soo in particular for 
collaboration and funding opportunities.  



Reflection 
How do you define peace? 
Despite the long history of violence and exclusion from mainland society, I found the Soo community to be 
very hospitable. With such an enriching experience, my idea of peace is redefined. I learnt that apart from 
physical violence, conflicts can also take the form of psychological and cultural. In this case, Soo was culturally 
assimilated - as more of the speakers were prone to cattle raidings. Having established that I believe peace 
can also be promoted by empowering the communities.  

In what ways might your project contribute to peace? What changes occurred? Short-term? Long-
term? 
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 by means of education. Furthermore, it will enable 
them to establish trust in the system and part-take in the peace-building initiative(s) by the government. 

Given that no prior linguistic research work was done on the Soo language, i found a ray of hope in the elders 
that their language will be saved and their native culture will be transferred to the younger generation.  

What did you learn about the dilemmas, challenges, or conflicts that underlie the targeted issues or 
utilized approaches/strategies? 
I feel it is important to mention that gunfire was heard from our accommodation over two nights. I’ll be forever 
in debt to the local people (the Soo community in particular) who took our safety as their top priority. Before 
visiting any of the villages, Stephine made sure that those villages were not the site of gunfire. Not to forget, 
Kara Tunga Art trust gave a generous discount for our stay and also lend us additional room for conducting the 
recording sessions.  

Has your project changed the way you think about the world? How has the project changed, 
challenged, or inspired you? 

I am grateful to the Soo community for giving me an opportunity to document, and understand their language 
but also welcomed me by giving us a name in the native language i.e Lokiru (meaning rain).  

I feel more confident in my desire to work with the language community. To pursue the same, I look forward to 
pursuing a doctoral degree and taking the Soo language as the topic of my research. Considering the limited 
timeline of any academic programs, past my doctoral degree, I aspire to work as a field linguist - conserving 
the language and promoting it through education. Having done the project, I have come to the realization that 
‘‘as a researcher you get to see the world much before the world ’’ - an opportunity made possible because of 
the grant! 

Personal Statement 
A brief statement, suitable for use as a quotation, addressing the value of this project and what you 
have learned. Indicate the student’s name (yours or your teammates’) for quote attribution. 

At last, I want to thank Junyan Lu, who accompanied me to an unknown country and elevate me morally at 
times when I felt low. Ever since the planning stage to joining me in the fieldwork, I have immensely learnt 
from her. Not to forget, our endless discussion after each documentation session was an intellectual delight 
and over the field - she has been a supporting factor against the rough terrains of the mountains. In a land far 
away from home, Junyan’s company made me feel confident. I feel a deep sense of completion within me, part 
of which is filled with memories of the language community and her. I won’t be exaggerating in saying that, her 
support was the key factor that made me believe that ‘dreams do come true someday if we continue to 
constantly work on them.’ 

At last, this project is an outcome of a multitude of efforts from many people, some of the notable being - my 



parents, supervisor (Joey & Julia), friends (Vasiliki, Sam & Sharif, Vini, Adrija), and Shreya - you give me the 
wings to fly!  
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