
          Profile Year:  2006 

  People and Language Detail Profile     Language Name:  Kenye 

          ISO Language Code: lke 

The Bakenyi of Uganda  

The Bakenyi are a people group on the move, a scattered community 

living mainly in five districts of the Eastern and the Central Regions in 

Uganda. Their ancestors originated from Buganda then migrated to Ssese 

Islands in Lake Victoria and were considered to be Baganda serving as 

fishermen (‘Bakunta’). In 1889 there was a war between the Baganda and 

Bakenyi after the Bakenyi killed Junju then King (‘Kabaka’) of Buganda.  

From then up to the present day they have been migrating. Those 

who had settled in Soroti District among the Ateso people had to leave 

because of conflict with the Ateso. They fled across Lake Kyoga to 

Kamuli and Mayuge Districts and were allotted land along Lake Victoria 

and Lake Kyoga in those two areas.  

They are a minority wherever they live and are often marginalized by 

the surrounding groups. Despite the fact that the Bakenyi share so much 

of their culture with the surrounding people groups, they are known to be 

people of the lakes living in extended families and fishing is how they 

provide for themselves.  

Most Bakenyi would claim to be Christians, mostly Catholic and 

Anglican, but Islam is also prevalent in some areas. Many Bakenyi are 

under-educated because fishing is often a higher priority for them than 

going to school. 

The Bakenyi are trying to reunite themselves by promoting and 

developing their language and culture. As they strive for reunification of 

all Bakenyis they would like help with literacy and language 

development. 

Primary Religion: 

 Christianity 
 ____________________________________________________________ 

Disciples (Matt 28:19): 

 About 25% 
 ____________________________________________________________ 

Churches: 

 Unknown 
 _____________________________________________________________ 

Scripture Status (Matt 28:20): 

 No 
 ____________________________________________________________ 

Population (date): 

 62,009 (2002) 
 ____________________________________________________________ 
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Have They Heard The Gospel? 

 

 
Call Themselves Christian   Unknown 

Jesus As Their Only God and Savior The Religious leaders working in the Bakenyi speaking  

      community claim that three quarters” villagers were Christians. 

      However there seems to be a great influence of Islam with  

      mosques almost in every parish. 

Believe In Their Local                  

 Traditional Religion   As far as traditional religion goes, there are different views  

      expressed by the local religious leaders 71% of think Christians 

      in their village use witch doctors and 79% think few villagers 

      use witch doctors. 

Have Not Heard Who Jesus Is  0%        

 Comment    Like other people groups in Uganda; the biggest number of  

      Bakenyi have heard the gospel though in different ways from 

      the various religious backgrounds. 

Attitude to Christianity   Would not say that the Bakenyi have a receptive or an  

      indifferent attitude towards Christianity. Despite the fact that 

      many Bakenyi are Christians, to their leaders total conversion 

      to Christianity is different from their region and local religious 

      point of view. 

How Have They Responded          

 to the Gospel?    There is quite a number of denominations that have cropped up 

      in the Lukenyi speaking area and a number of religious leaders 

      have plans for further sharing of the gospel with people like 

      through home-to-home visitations, film shows and sport  

      outreach. 

Number of Communities   Unknown       

 Comment    As the Bakenyi are very scattered in the country, there are  

      mainly 2 counties, and 2 Sub Counties within the four main 

      districts where the Bakenyi are found  

History of When Christianity Began 1885 

History of Christianity By Whom  Anglican Church of Uganda. 

Significant Events    The Anglican Church, or Protestant Church started as early as 

      October 1885 when the Anglican Bishop James Hannington, 

      who had been dispatched to head the Eastern Equatorial Africa, 

      headquartered in Buganda, was murdered in Busoga on his way 

      to Buganda. The Anglican Church in Eastern Uganda started 

      fully operating in the area in 1868 under the Christian  

      Missionary Society. The Roman Catholic Church followed on 

      the heels of the Church of Uganda. In Mayuge District, the  
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      Roman Catholic Church was established in the area in 1878 

      while in Soroti it began in 1902-1904, and 1912 in Pallisa. The 

      other denominations like the Seventh day Adventist Church, 

      Baptist Church, Light fellowship, Fellowship for Christ,  

      Deliverance Church, Global Harvest Church, Faith Mission 

      arrived between 1934 and 2000. 

Other Forms of Gospel Presentations         

 Available    Literature: The complete Luganda Bible   

 Comment    Ateso, Luganda have a bible, Lusoga has the OT and the NT is 

      being translated. There is a cross-denominational, locally  

      initiated project at the church headquarters in Soroti Town  

      which is working on the Kumam New Testament.   

      For Kuman and Lugwere, the translation work is in progress 

      have literature. Local language (Lukenyi) broadcasting on  

      VERITA fm takes 20 minutes to one hour daily and two  

      weekend programs (1-2 hours each) on Veritas Radio 91.5 FM 

      out of Soroti Town. 

Hindrances to Scripture Distribution Most of the Bakenyi are bilingual but most of them are  

      illiterate. And there are no literacy programs for the Bakenyi 

      people. The Bibles in Ateso are available at the Education  

      Department of the COU at 11,000 Ugandan shillings in Soroti, 

      but the cost seems to be high and affordable by a few people. 

Cross-Cultural Missionaries Needed Probably not, however as they strive for reunification of all the 

      Bakenyi in the county, they would like help in doing this and 

      help with literacy and language development. They need to  

      know where to run to next: into the loving arms of the Savior. 
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Group Description 

 

 
Environment                  
 Comment    The Bakenyi are located in East-Central Uganda, primarily  

      around the eastern end of Lake Kyoga east of the Nile River 

      (Soroti, Pallisa and Kamuli.The area lies at an altitude of 900m

      -1200m. The Climate consists of tropical, but the higher  

      elevation of the area moderates the temperatures. The Bakenyi 

      population is very scattered. In some areas there are only a  

      couple of Bakenyi families who live among other tribes.  The 

      largest groups of Bakenyi are in Mayuge and Kamuli Districts. 

Language/Literacy                 

Literacy Attitude    There has been no literacy training in Lukenyi, however the 

      Bakenyi say they have seen Lugwere books and some people 

      think they are Lukenyi books. 

Active Literacy Program   There has been no literacy training in Lukenyi, however the 

      Bakenyi say they have seen Lugwere books and some people 

      think they are Lukenyi books.     

 Comment    The Bakenyi express interest to read and write Lukenyi in  

      order to promote their language and culture as well as literacy. 

      Official literacy rates for each district are not available  

      however for the Eastern Region of Uganda of those 10 years 

      old and older, 63% (72% for men, 54% for women) are  

      reported to be literate. It is likely that the literacy rate for the 

      Bakenyi is lower than the overall literacy rate for the Eastern 

      Region of Uganda. 

Economics                      
Subsistence Type    Though some Bakenyi are mainly cultivators grow traditional 

      foods, the largest percentage of the Bakenyi are mainly  

      associated with fishing. 

Occupation    Primarily fishing 

Income Sources    Primarily fishing, also some cash crops such as cotton. 

Products/Crafts    Boats 

Trade Partners    Surrounding language groups. 

Modernization/Utilities   Electricity is available in a few areas, but very limited; portable 

      radios are common. 

Comment on the Economy  Fishing is the main occupation, especially for the Bakenyi. 
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Community Development                    
Health Care    Fair       

 Comment    There are small clinics throughout the area in the trading  

      centers but not in the smaller villages. 

Diet     Good        

 Comment    Fruits especially mangoes, vegetables, fish, chicken, sweet  

      potatoes, plantains, and millet; a local brew is made from  

      banana juice and millet, a drink is made from sorghum. 

Water     Fair        

 Comment    Clean water is usually only available from hand-operated  

      pumps that draw water from shallow wells. Most people live 

      within several kilometers of one of these. 

Shelter Description   Huts or houses made from sun-dried bricks with grass or metal 

      roofing. 

Electricity     Some in the various village centers, but not widely available 

      especially in the areas near the lake. 

Energy/Fuel    Good        

 Comment    Charcoal and firewood is mainly. There are power lines from 

      town centers to areas near the lake like Gogonyo in Pallisa  

      District. It seems there were very many wires from the main 

      lines to the buildings along the road. 

Clothing     Men: used, western-style clothing; women: dresses made by 

      local tailors, bark cloth (tree bark) was made traditionally but 

      isn’t anymore, robes for men for formal weather. 

Transportation    Public vans and buses, a few motorcycles, bicycles, canoes. 

      There are also dirt, tarmac and mud ram roads in the various 

      districts that can take 60 to 70 km/hr. 

Leading Cause of Death   AIDS, malaria around the lakes. 

Comment on Community         

 Development    Malongo town, in Mayuge district is accessible and passable by 

      a mud road from Iganga District.  In Kamuli District, the main 

      towns in or near the Lukenyi-speaking area (Buyende) are  

      accessible by a good mud ram road, 10 km from Kamuli and 

      then a small mud road to Buyende. A four-wheel-drive is  

      recommended during the rainy season as well as in Pallisa and 

      Soroti. There are several NGOs like NUSAF that builds roads 

      and schools in the area and helps with animal projects such as 

      poultry and pork production. Peace Core, they are building a 

      library in Pallisa Town and getting some books and computers

      from the States. Action Aid and PMA (Plan for Modern  

      Agriculture) also work in Gogonyo in Pallisa District. The  

      Bakenyi Isanga Development Association (BIDA) is also a  

      registered NGO working to unite the Bakenyi throughout  
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      country and provides help with fishing projects and has set up a 

      grinding mill. 

Society/Culture                   
Family Structure    Extended families live together; in a single house one will find 

      the children, grandchildren, parents, and some other members 

      of the extended family. The parents of the couple mainly  

      handle marriage. First, the man’s parents visit the woman’s  

      parents. They drink together and get to know one another.  

      Then, the woman’s parents visit the man’s parents. The parents 

      of the woman escort her to the man’s house. The aunt says,  

      “My son, I have brought you your wife.” Both men and women 

      generally marry around the age of 18. 

Neighbor Relations   The Bakenyi get along well with their neighbors and  

      intermarriage is very common. They do business with them and 

      learn the languages of their neighbors. 

Authority Rule    The leader of the family is first the grandfather, then the father  

Social Habits/Groups   As regards to leadership; the opinion leader in the family is  

      first the grandfather, and then the father. Bakenyi are a people 

      group that lives near the lakes and is mainly associated with 

      fishing. 

Cultural Change Pace   Medium 

Identification With National Culture Integrated 

Self Image             

 Comment    The Bakenyi are a minority and marginalized people group that 

      has been on the “move” in Uganda. The Bakenyi are seen as a 

      scattered minority people group. Hence the Bakenyi have not 

      properly been recognized and accepted in society. So in order 

      to change the picture, the Bakenyi Isanga Development  

      Association (BIDA) is working to unite and cater for the  

      welfare of all the Bakenyi throughout the country since 1983. 

Judicial Punishment System  When an accusation is made, a group of elders comes together 

      to discuss the matter.  They interview the accused person and if 

      a resolution cannot be agreed upon, the case will turned over to 

      the authorities. There are some standard punishments for  

      various crimes. If someone steals a chicken, for example, that 

      person must replace it with another chicken. The punishment 

      for adultery is to give a cow (or the equivalent in cash) to the 

      victim. Major cases are taken directly to the government  

      officials. 

Celebrations    In the past, when someone died, the mourning period would be 

      one month. Nowadays there are too many deaths due to AIDS 

      and malaria, so it’s usually only 1 week, and sometimes only 

      one day. Dancing, drinking and eating accompany funeral  

      ceremonies. 
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Art Forms     Canoes made from trees; a small, harp-like instrument made 

      from flattened bicycle spokes; wooden plates 

History of People Group   The Bakenyi were part of the Baganda, and lived in Buganda 

      serving as fishermen (‘Bakunta’). At one time they had a king 

      who wanted to go to the mainland. He had his choice of two 

      types of canoes; one of wood and one of clay. He decided that 

      the clay boat was smarter looking than the wooden one. When 

      he started out the clay began to melt and the canoe began to 

      sink, until eventually the king drowned. In 1889 there was a 

      war between the Baganda and Bakenyi after the Bakenyi killed 

      Junju then King (‘Kabaka’) of Buganda. The Prince and  

      younger brother to Junju, Semakokiro, brought the Bakenyi to 

      answer for these atrocities and then disowned them. The  

      Bakenyi ran away from Buganda to the Ssese Islands, Ankole, 

      Busoga, Teso, Bukedi, Toro, Lango and Tanganyika  

      (Tanzania). In the different areas where they settled they were 

      welcomed there as 'Abagenyi' literally meaning ‘visitors’ hence 

      they acquired the name ‘Bakenyi’. In some areas they are the 

      present day Banyaruguru in Ankole, Batagwenda in Toro, and, 

      Banyamwezi in Tanzania. Those who moved to Busoga learned 

      Lusoga; those in Teso learned Ateso and many more languages 

      like Luganda, Lunyole, Lulamogi and Lugwere. Lukenyi was 

      therefore influenced, and “distorted”, by these other languages. 

Comment on Culture   Despite the fact that the Bakenyi share so much of their culture 

      with the surrounding people groups, there are some aspects of 

      their culture that they consider as different like family  

      structures, fishing and living near the lakeshores and in  

      extended families. 

Youth              
 Comment    A youth among the Bakenyi is anyone up to about 18 years old.

      Many children are sent to go fishing instead of going to school. 

      Many girls marry young and drop out of school. Most children 

      do go to school but they estimated that about 45% drop out  

      before finishing P7, especially the girls. Education is often a 

      low priority for Bakenyi parents. Many of the youth take up 

      fishing. As elsewhere in Uganda, HIV/AIDS is a big problem 

      and more education and awareness is needed. 

Education                  
Primary Schools    6       

 Comment    In Pallisa District, there are 194 government aided Primary  

      schools with an estimated number of 173,802 pupils and 2500 

      teachers. About 19 primary schools in Soroti District, 10 in  

      Pallisa (Gogonyo, Buseta, Kasodo). 
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Number of Teachers   Not given       

 Comment    With the establishment of Universal Primary Education, the 

      number of students being enrolled is large hence there is not 

      enough teachers  

Language of Instruction Early Years Ateso and Lusoga 

Language of Textbooks Early Years Ateso, Lusoga and English 

Language of Instruction Later Years English, 

Language of Textbooks Later Years English       

 Comment    There are several problems implementing the Government  

      Local Language Teaching Policy. This policy is inactive  

      because of the following issues; teachers have no training in 

      these Mother Tongues- all their training is in English,  

      Instructional materials are all in English, which is their second 

      language, and teachers can’t always translate them into the  

      vernacular, some teachers don’t know these Mother Tongues as 

      they come from different parts., there is no language board in 

      some of the districts like Pallisa. 

Comment on Education   There are some few highly educated Bakenyi, however, there is 

      a high rate of illiteracy with a big number of Bakenyi that are 

      uneducated. Students travel 1-5 km to attend the nearby  

      schools. 
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Status of Christianity 

 

 
Religion Population Percent                     
Religion #1    Roman Catholic      

 Comment    They have a hierarchical leadership system from Diocese, Parish, 

      Centers and Sub centers. 

Religion #2    Anglican Church of Uganda 

Religion #3    Pentecostal Assemblies of God 

Religion #4    Seventh Day Adventists 

Religion #5    Apostle Fellowship Church of Righteousness  

 Comment    Indigenous church founded by prophet Noah Kayanja  

      (passed away). Headquarters at Jinja. nation wide. Teaching 

      people about righteousness. Promote spirit of self-reliance.  

      They believe in Holy spirit and His gifts and Jesus Christ as 

      savior. Condemn witchcraft, polygamy, adultery and all 

      ungodliness. 

Religion #6    Baptist Church 

Religion #7    Global Harvest Church 

Religion #8    Messianic Church      

 Comment    The Messianic community believes God is one. The followers 

      are called "Abamessiah”. 

Church Growth             
 Comment    The Catholic Church is largest denomination in Lukenyi  

      speaking community and the Church of Uganda is the second 

      largest. Other denominations include Pentecostal Assemblies 

      of God, Baptist, Deliverance Church, Global Harvest and other 

      Pentecostal churches. However there seems to be a high  

      influence of Islam 

Religion and Response                       

Resistant/Receptivity   Receptive 

Spiritual Climate and Openness  The Christian churches seem to be active in the Lukenyi area. 

      The religious leaders claim that all villagers have heard the  

      gospel though “total conversion is different”. Also the religious 

      leaders interviewed have plans for further sharing of the gospel 

      with those people like home-to-home visitations, film shows 

      and sport outreach. 

Comment on Religion   Like the rest of the people groups in Uganda, there are many 

      Moslems as well as Christians of various denominations among 

      the Lukenyi speaking community. 
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Scripture                         
Uncertain Need Explained  It might be possible that many of the Bakenyi would have  

      access to God’s Word in a neighboring language such  

      Luganda, Lusoga or Lugwere. There is already a Lusoga New 

      Testament and project in progress in Lugwere. 

Comment on Scripture   Many Bakenyi can read the Scriptures in Lusoga or Luganda, 

      but they say they can’t understand everything. 

Mission and Churches             
Organization #1 .   SOCADIDO, is a development arm of Soroti Catholic Diocese 

      in Eastern Uganda.     

 Main Ministry     This project is committed to facilitating sustainable  

      socio-economic development in Teso.   

 Comment    There are many Catholic ministries in Soroti such as a primary 

      school for the blind, a secondary school and a technical  

      institute. 

Organization #2    NGO’S in the Lukenyi speaking area are:   

      Action Aid, Pallisa- NUSAF & Action Aid help in construction 

      of schools, healthy centers, road projects UWESO, AIM,  

      PASO- Pallisa Aids Support Organisation, AMREF, Hope for 

      Children and Orphans. 


