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Learning in Communities of Practice: How
to Become a Good Citizen in Self-Help
Groups in Rural Tanzania

Benta N. Matunga

1 INTRODUCTION

When asked about their motivations for joining local self-help groups in
rural Tanzania, members frequently offered two reasons: kujiletea maen-
deleo and kusaidiana. The exact meaning of these Kiswahili notions
are hard to translate in English, but it revolves around the idea of
community development which combines the aims of kujiletea maen-
deleo, achieving self-development, and kusaidiana, helping each other.
In Tanzania, the notion of maendeleo, in its different interpretations,
has historically connected the goals of the nation and the aspirations
of communities (Mercer, 2002). Since independence in 1961, maendeleo
has been embedded in the famous state-building policies of familyhood
and self-reliance, Ujaman na Kujitegemea (Nguyahambi et al., 2020:
73). Even today, the notion is continually used in public discourses to
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emphasize the roles and responsibilities both of the state and its citi-
zens. The Tanzania Development Vision 2025 accords high priority to
ongoing learning involving the effective transformation of mindsets and
culture to promote attitudes of self-development imbued with the spirit
of self-reliance at all societal levels (United Republic of Tanzania, 1999:
17). While the history of self-help groups in Tanzania dates back to pre-
colonial times (Rodima-Taylor, 2013), in different forms they continue
to provide important arenas for citizens’ organizing in contemporary
Tanzania (Nguyahambi et al., 2020).

Self-help groups are local, often quite informal, civil society organi-
zations that pool their resources to solve the immediate problems of
their members (Tesoriero, 2006). Typically, they are small voluntary
associations of 10-30 people, mostly women, who come together to
address their common problems through mutual help (Fatimayin, 2015;
Kilonzo, 2020). Self-help groups can be formed based on shared inter-
ests, trade, proximity, agriculture and socio-economic background. These
groups meet weekly or monthly, depending on their practices, which
include organizing savings, internal lending/borrowing, repayment of
loans, planning activities and social bonding. Various studies have linked
self-help groups to socio-economic elements and participatory learning
(Aikaruwa et al., 2014; Waddell, 2005), and economic empowerment
and survival (Alemu et al., 2018; Naik & Rodrigues, 2017). Addition-
ally, they have been seen as satistying social functions (Aikaruwa et al.,
2014) and as arenas in which to build capacities for citizenship engage-
ment in a bottom-up manner, while offering the space to participate,
interact and take part in decision-making in everyday activities (Gaventa,
2016; Gaventa & Barrett, 2012; Kilonzo et al., 2020).

Therefore, this chapter focuses on self-help groups not only as arenas
for improving self-reliance and economic well-being, but also as spaces
for learning citizenship at the local level. It draws on Lave and Wenger’s
(1991) notion of learning as situated legitimate peripheral participation,
according to which novices gain full competence through participating in
communities of practice. Thus, learning is something that happens in a
variety of informal contexts in the day-to-day lives of people in different
settings (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). Communities of prac-
tice have been defined as groups of people informally bound together by
shared expertise and passion for a joint enterprise, which develop a reper-
toire to address this enterprise (Wenger & Snyder, 2000: 139; Zaffini,
2018: 38); as relations among persons, activity and the world (Lave &
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Wenger, 1991: 98); or a social process of negotiating competence in a
domain over time (Farnsworth et al., 2016: 143). Typically, communities
of practice are seen to have three major elements: domain, community
and practice (Farnsworth et al., 2016; Li et al., 2009; Wenger, 2009).
In this chapter, I conceptualize self-help groups as communities of prac-
tice and, based on qualitative research in Mpwapwa District, Tanzania,
address three main questions: What kinds of communities of practice do
self-help groups represent? How do participants describe their learning in
self-help groups? What sort of connections do participants draw between
learning good membership practices in self-help groups and good citizen-
ship in general? Exploring these questions illustrates the ways in which the
participants in self-help groups understand their own learning in relation
to their general goals of kujileten maendeleo and kusaidiana, and whether
they draw connections between being a good member in a self-help group
and exercising good citizenship more broadly.

In what follows, I first discuss the notion of communities of prac-
tice in the context of learning citizenship, then I briefly describe the
methodology and the study context. After that, I delineate the kinds
of communities of practice self-help groups represent—focusing on their
characteristics, analyze how members describe their learning in self-help
groups and discuss how they draw connections between membership in
self-help groups and citizenship in general. In conclusion, I argue that
participation in self-help groups contributes to local development at a
grassroots level. The particular domain of self-help groups and the combi-
nation of kujiletea maendeleo and kusaidiana creates a flexible space
where good group membership and good citizenship at the community
level can involve economic progress and a willingness to help others in
diverse combinations. I also argue that such existing group activities and
dynamics of learning could be more profoundly utilized by outsiders in
designing development initiatives and identifying new communities of
practice to be jointly established in a spirit of mutual learning.

2  LEARNING CITIZENSHIP
IN COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

This section discusses theories that focus on how learning is embedded
in the course of participation in a community of practice, combined with
the idea of the contextual nature of citizenship, which is learned through
participation in diverse groups. Learning is viewed as a situated activity
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giving rise to legitimate peripheral participation whereby novices partici-
pate in communities of practice and gain knowledge and skills, fully taking
part in the socio-cultural practices of a community (Lave & Wenger,
1991). Such participation comprises reciprocal relations between persons
and practice, since the movement of learners-newcomers towards full
participation in a community of practice does not take place in a static
context (Lave & Wenger, 1991: 116). In this view, learning in commu-
nities of practice varies depending on contexts and settings; for instance,
the communities discussed by Lave and Wenger include midwives, tailors,
quartermasters, butchers and recovering alcoholics, although the concep-
tualization of the process by which communities learn can be generalized
to other social groups (Li et al., 2009). In analysing the notion of legiti-
mate peripheral learning in communities of practice, Brooks et al. (2020)
argue that knowledge and skills flow in one direction—for example, from
expert to novice—but this sits less easily with the idea of a small commu-
nity group, whose members work and learn together. However, I suggest
that learning in communities of practice does not always involve novices
and experts, as reflected in self-help groups.

To understand such learning, the literature suggests that three charac-
teristics are crucial to investigation: the domain, community and practice
(Farnsworth et al., 2016; Li et al., 2009; Wenger, 2009). The domain
is defined by a shared sphere of interest and competence that differenti-
ates a particular community of practice from others. Therefore, analysis
of self-help groups explores what differentiates each group from other
social constellations and identifies the broad characteristics shared by all
groups.

The notion of community refers to the social structures that encourage
learning through interaction and relationships among members (Li et al.,
2009; Wenger, 2009), who engage in joint activities and discussions, help
each other and share information (Li et al., 2009; Mohajan, 2017). Lave
and Wenger’s approach conveys a general sense in which people learn
through mutual engagement in an activity which is defined by the nego-
tiation of meanings both inside and outside the community (Fuller et al.,
2005: 53). Mutual engagement is part of what matters in the group and
requires the contributions and knowledge of all (Wenger, 1998). In this
vein, analysis of community focuses on activities jointly undertaken by the
members of self-help groups, their structure and how learning is enhanced
based on their description.
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Practice involves a shared repertoire of resources, experiences, ideas,
stories, tools, documents, information and ways of addressing recur-
ring problems (Li et al., 2009; Wenger, 2009). The shared repertoire
of resources differs from one community of practice to another, but is
constantly used in a manner that enhances members’ efforts to attain
their goals (Zaffini, 2018). Handley et al. (2006) suggest that individual
learning should be thought of as emergent, and as involving opportuni-
ties to participate in the practices of the community. In that vein, analysis
of practice in self-help groups focuses on the kinds of resources that are
shared and how resources are used, based on their members’ expressed
views.

According to Wenger’s (2009) notion, the achievements of commu-
nities of practice, including learning, are enhanced by the proper func-
tioning of the three elements mentioned earlier. While Edwards (2005)
criticizes the notion of learning in communities of practice for not being
clear about how individuals learn something new, it should be pointed out
that Lave and Wenger (1991: 53) do not focus on the individual mind,
but, rather, argue that learning implies becoming able to be involved in
new activities, perform new skills and function to master new understand-
ings in the context of community—a process wherein both participants
and practices evolve. Combining this view with the notion of citizenship,
I argue that through participating in self-help groups, members acquire
new skills and knowledge that enable them to function as good members
and, further, potentially good citizens. The idea of learning citizenship
by participating in communities of practice resonates with notions of
multiple communities of citizenship (Clarke et al., 2014), and strongly
reflects the close connection between local conceptions of good residency
and good citizenship (Ahimbisibwe et al., 2020; Ndidde et al., 2020).
Additionally, it draws on the idea that through participation in everyday
groups, members learn skills relevant for citizenship, such as expressing
opinions (Neveu, 2014: 87). In what follows, I describe the particular
context and specific self-help groups where learning in communities of
practice is explored.

3 METHODOLOGY AND INTRODUCTION OF THE GROUPS

The study was conducted from May to July 2020 in three villages in
the Mpwapwa District of the Dodoma Region, Tanzania. The area is
dominated by agro-pastoral, rural communities whose livelihoods depend
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on small-scale livestock-keeping and farming activities. The major food
crops are maize, sorghum, a variety of fruits and vegetables, and cash
crops including sunflowers and sesame. The major livestock include cattle,
goats, sheep, pigs and chickens (United Republic of Tanzania, 2012).
In 2012, the district had a total population of 305,056 of which the
majority, 80%, lived in rural areas (United Republic of Tanzania, 2013). A
number of indicators, such as low-income levels, unemployment, under-
nourishment and an insufficient supply of poor health services, depict
high household poverty levels in the area (MDPO, 2013). This state
of affairs has encouraged marginalized, impoverished communities, who
are excluded from formal employment and financial sectors, to organize
themselves as self-help groups which encourage their members to support
each other (Aikaruwa et al., 2014) in solving their immediate social and
economic problems (Kilonzo et al., 2020; Tesoriero, 2000).

For this study, I selected three self-help groups with at least five years
of experience in working together. These include Sayuni and Amani,
operating as a Village Community Bank (VICOBA) (see Ahimbisibwe
and Ndidde, this volume)—to which members voluntarily contribute
for saving purposes, internal loans and repayments—with 29 and 26
members, respectively. Vunjaukimya is a group of 12 women cultivating
a variety of vegetables for food and income, which is saved by the group.
They also joined the VICOBA as a single entity with a loan book in their
name in order to access loans to cater for the group’s need to expand its
gardening activities. The study employed a qualitative research approach
involving the author’s staying in the villages and participating in the
groups’ activities in their real-life environment, such as meetings, social
events and group projects.

In-depth interviews were conducted with 35 members of self-help
groups—Amani (15), Sayuni (11) and Vunjaukimya (9); focus group
discussions (FGDs) composed of 6 to 10 members were also conducted in
each group. The interviews and discussions were conducted in Kiswahili,
a national language used daily by the group participants. The recorded
interviews were transcribed and thematic analysis (Drisko & Maschi,
2016) was employed, reducing the data to specific subthemes based on
the research questions for more detailed analysis. First, the elements of
self-help groups as communities of practice—domain, community and
practice—were explored, based on participants’ descriptions of the reasons
for establishing and joining groups, the ways the groups are organized
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and the joint activities conducted. Second, analysis of the descriptions
of how the participants experienced learning situations identified three
main ways: listening while participating in group activities, observing and
imitating what others do, and ‘trial and error’ experimentation. Third, the
reflections of the participants on whether the attributes considered rele-
vant for a good group member are also characteristics of a good citizen
were analyzed. In what follows, I will discuss these findings in more detail.

4  SeELF-HELP GrROUPS AS COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

In this section, I examine the characteristics of self-help groups based on
Wenger (2009) and Li et al.’s (2009) framework focusing on its three
central elements: domain, community and practice.

A domain is defined by a shared sphere of interest and competence
that differentiates communities of practice (Li et al., 2009: 6; Wenger,
2009: 1). In both FGDs and interviews, participants repeatedly described
the reasons for establishing and joining groups as kujiletea maendeleo and
kusaidiana in times of both sorrow and happiness. Therefore, the combi-
nation of the interests that prompts the goals of kujiletea maendeleo and
kusaidiana can be interpreted as a particular shared domain, which differs
from the domains of other groups such as churches or family. The notion
of maendeleo was ultimately defined in terms of having opportunities to
progress from a lower to a relatively higher standard of living: for example,
being able to accumulate savings, engage in small businesses, afford house
maintenance, clothing and farming requirements such as fertilizers and
seeds, pay school fees and be assured of sufficient food. Other aspira-
tions include contributing to village activities without facing difficulties,
keeping livestock and increasing farming lands and, therefore, harvests of
food and cash crops. The shared domain of interest was dominated by the
social and economic needs, as narrated in the following:

I learned how to run a small business in the group; now I can easily get
money to buy more savings shares, purchase items such as a mattress and
television, pay school fees and so on. I can borrow money for farming
requirements and so increase my food and cash crop harvests. I can also
contribute to village development without a struggle. To be honest, I have
learned more kujiletea maendeleo. (Participant No. MK019 Amani June
2020)
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Thus, what members learned reflects the fulfilment of responsibilities to
their households, groups and the community at large. In addition, partic-
ipants described having increased their capacity-building skills, which
enabled them to exploit the opportunities available in their settings.
In the same vein, they described having acquired self-confidence, social
networking ability and leadership skills and collective decision-making
capacities, as one interviewee described:

Before I joined the group, I did not have enough confidence to stand
and speak in front of people. However, through participating in group
activities, such as meetings, discussions and events, I gained more confi-
dence, and now I can even contest for a leadership position in the village.
(Participant No. RU029 Vunjaukimya June 2020)

This extract demonstrates that members accumulated competence and
empowerment not only socio-economically, but also through increasing
their individual activism and the courage to grasp opportunities, which
made a great difference. This is in line with Lave and Wenger’s (1991:
53) findings that learning in communities of practice develops the ability
to take on new activities requiring the performance of new tasks and
functions in order to become competent.

As members described their learning trajectories, it became apparent
that not all aspects of the process were replicated among all the indi-
viduals of a group at the same time. Based on their own proffered
opinions, it emerged that some had experienced negligible changes in
their personal kujiletea maendeleo. As such, they were not doing well in
terms of saving, improving their homes, educating their children, assuring
household food security and the like. Nevertheless, they continued to
contribute to and participate in their group’s activities—meetings, social
events and projects—hence maintaining their membership. This reveals
that learning in self-help groups is a process in which not all learners will
attain all the anticipated goals, while still becoming good members in
other ways, indicating variation in processual outcome.

The second element proposed by Wenger and Li et al.’s framework—
community—is construed as a social structure that encourages learning
through interaction and relationships among members (Li et al., 2009:
6; Wenger, 2009: 2). The authors further noted that learning together
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in the course of carrying out joint activities is important in communi-
ties of practice. I suggest that learning is necessary because it provides
innovative skills that can instigate positive change in communities. This is
reflected in self-help groups which have social structure and joint activ-
ities that enable learning, through interaction, to do things differently
in order to fulfil the aims of kujileten maendeleo and kusaidiana; this
is exemplified by the growth of leadership structure in groups, whereby
members elect their own leaders, chairpersons, secretaries, cashiers, secu-
rity, discipline and personnel. The leaders then organize and coordinate
the groups, making sure that all members obey set rules and that things
are working smoothly. Meanwhile, the rules address issues such as timely
loan repayment, meeting attendance, active participation in group activ-
ities and social events. Thus, members learn from their leaders and each
other in a participatory way, thereby becoming competent and experi-
enced. This resonates with Wenger and Snyder’s (2000: 142) findings
that communities of practice organize themselves, set their own agenda
and establish their own leadership.

In addition, self-help groups engage in various joint activities that
facilitate interaction, such as participation in face-to-face meetings, social
events and group projects. Meetings were held on a weekly basis by the
Amani and Sayuni groups and once a month by the Vunjaukimya group,
but could be called any time in an emergency. The meetings were pivotal
for discussion, buying shares, disseminating information and clarification
of issues, obtaining and repaying loans, paying contributions and planning
programmes. Failure to attend meetings incurred group-agreed penal-
ties “kasunzu” ranging from 500 to 2,000 TZS (0.22 to 0.86 USD) to
strengthen personal commitment. With these measures, members learn to
be self-disciplined in regard to time-keeping and fulfilling their kujileten
maendeleo and kusaidiana responsibilities. Thus, meetings are crucial for
the development of common understandings about decision-making and
for reaching consensus on actions to take together to solve the challenges
being faced.

Members also participate in and learn at various social events involving
their colleagues and the community at large: funerals, illnesses and
weddings, for instance, depending on the specific arrangements of the
groups. Participation in social events also involves obligations to fulfil
other needs in the community. For example, Sayuni had a basket fund
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to support children identified as needy in their community, catering
for health insurance, school uniforms and other items, to which each
member contributes 300 TZS (0.13 USD) weekly. Other joint projects
were also initiated, with Sayuni and Amani group members keeping pigs
and constructing an office, respectively.

The third element—practice—is where members interact and share
repertoires of resources and learn how to perform various activities effi-
ciently (Li et al., 2009: 6; Mohajan, 2017; Wenger, 2009: 2). Self-help
groups share various types of resources such as a cashbook and box, a
bank account, attendance register and minute’s book, along with intangi-
bles like experience, ideas and knowledge. They also collect cash regularly,
while some have assets they have acquired and own together. How
resources are used effectively depends on the intended objectives of the
group. For instance, all the groups in this study had a bank account,
the aim of which, according to them, was not to protect their savings
but because it was often a requirement for loan applications to various
sources.

We opened a bank account as one of the requirements for obtaining loans
from local government ‘Magufuli funds’ for women, youth and people
with disabilities. We have a cash box for savings for social goals and chil-
dren’s funds. Our cash rotates through members’ hands as loans for their
development projects. (FGD Sayuni group July 2020)

Similar explanations were provided by other self-help groups when
revealing how they learn to share resources. In addition, during inter-
actions all members share ideas, experience and knowhow, which enables
them to develop joint knowledge of how to solve the challenges they
encounter. They also learn how to make effective use of resources such
as loans by making timely repayments for others to access, and keeping
good records of each member’s shares and savings for future reference.
These interactions and the sharing of various resources demonstrate the
element of ‘practice’ in self-help groups suggested by Wenger (2009: 1)
and Li et al. (2009: 6).

Next, I turn to analysis of the different ways in which members of self-
help groups as communities of practice engage with available learning
opportunities.
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5 How MEMBERS OF SELF-HELP GROUPS
LEARN KUJILETEA MAENDELEO AND Kusaidiana

The major ways that learning takes place in the daily practices of
groups in their particular spheres include: first, learning by listening and
participating in group activities; second, learning through observing and
imitating what others do within and outside the groups and incorporating
it into one’s own practice; and #hird, learning through practice involving
trial and error.

First, learning through listening and participating in groups’ activities
such as meetings, social events and projects is facilitated by participating in
meetings and paying attention during discussions and other events taking
place as narrated below:

I have never attended a seminar or any training; instead, I have just
followed the group regulations by listening when our constitution is being
read, and I participate in discussions during meetings ... By being in group
I learned how to open my own personal savings account at NMB Bank
once I realized that I can also save safely at the bank. (Participant No.
AA003 Amani June 2020)

As this excerpt illustrates, members learn through participation in their
group’s activities without external facilitation. Others own a fixed asset—
the Vunjaukimya group, for example, own land for gardening—that
keeps members committed, united and keen to learn to maintain their
property, leading to a “we feeling” that enhances their enjoyment of
working together towards the goals of kujiletea maendeleo and kusaid-
tana. Furthermore, all groups had succession plans whereby members
registered their next of kin to take over in case of circumstances that
hinder or terminate the full participation of an individual: one Sayuni
group member had registered her daughter-in-law, who took over her
membership upon her decease, while sometimes school children repre-
sent their parents in meetings and other group activities. These practices
reflect an interest in learning preparedness to ensure the future continuity
of the groups. Through social events, members learn by being together
and offering support in times of joy and sorrow. This mutual support
allows members to cope with the challenges facing them confidently, and
simply get going, while also learning how to do things better depending
on circumstances.
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Second, members explained that their learning experience did not only
take place in activities specifically associated with the groups but also
through observing and imitating what others do both within and outside
the group, and adopting aspects into their own practice. As one research
participant described:

Before I joined this group, I was just a smallholder farmer with no alterna-
tive source of income. However, after joining the group I managed to
accumulate some savings, obtained a loan and purchased a motorcycle
bodaboda. I now sell water at 400 TZS (0.17 USD) per bucket; each
day I can make up to 10,000 TZS (4.31 USD). ... I found myself making
good profit. ... One guy my age in the village is selling water like me.
One day I visited his place and noticed great improvement in his housing
structure and materials—concrete blocks. It was an amazing development!
Maendeleo makubwa! I asked myself how he managed to do that, then I
also started saving and managed to construct my own good quality house.
... Then, as a result of observing how women within our group managed
to engage in small-scale business and participate actively in group activities
while sustaining their families, I also advised my wife to start a business. I
obtained a loan from the group and provided her with 80,000 TZS (34.50
USD). She started by selling fruit and vegetables and now she owns a
grocery shop in the village. (Participant No. BP004 Amani June 2020)

‘Outside learning’ was further illustrated by a comment made in one of
the focus groups:

When we participate in social events such as funerals in the village, some-
times we observe what others do and learn how to improve our situation.
(FGD Sayuni July 2020)

Learning through observation and imitation also engenders changes in
fundamental ways of thinking and doing. Lave and Wenger (1991: 71)
noted that apprenticeships provided opportunities to observe the master,
journeymen and other apprentices at work as a route to becoming a
competent, skilled expert in a given field. However, in the case of self-help
groups there are no clear divisions between newcomers and experienced
members; rather, they all learn together by observing what others do
within and outside their particular groups, which enables them to imitate
successful modes of kujileten maendeleo and kusaidiana.
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Third, members occasionally learn through the simple application of
‘trial and error’ principles, which sometimes leads to success, sometimes
not, as emerged during FGDs:

We started by keeping chickens, but this did not prove profitable; then we
tried keeping pigs and we are now progressing well. (FGD Sayuni, July
2020)

Their experiences of trial and error methodology and their outcome
were also discussed at the Vunjaukimya FGD:

Sometimes we find that ‘trial and error’ can work: for example, we
started cultivating onions without timing the weeding and controlling
pests properly and the harvests were poor. However, when we tried again,
using proper timing and pest control, harvests increased twofold. (FGD
Vunjaukimya July 2020)

Clearly, if participants’ ‘trial and error’ of a particular practice works, they
will continue with it; yet, equally clearly, they are ready to seek problem-
solving alternatives by experimenting with other methods.

6 CONNECTIONS BETWEEN BEING
A ‘GooDp MEMBER’ AND A ‘GooD CITIZEN’

Kujiletea maendeleo and kusaidiana as motivation for participating in the
self-help groups resonates with the overall understanding in contempo-
rary Tanzania that good citizenship involves contributing to the nation’s
development. Therefore, in this section I analyze how research partici-
pants themselves make connections between being a good member of a
self-help group and being a good citizen. It should be noted in advance,
however, that, despite the extensive prevalence of the notion of maen-
deleo in state discourses, the idea of a good citizen was mostly discussed
by participants in terms of being a good householder, a good member of
the village and vis-4-vis local governance; very little reference was made
to the state or to being Tanzanian.

The connection between a good membership and citizenship was
explored by first determining what were considered the qualities of a
good member of the group, and, second, by prompting whether these
attributes would also define a good citizen (7aia mzurz). In the interviews
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and discussions, participants provided a broad range of attributes, many
of which involved adhering to group regulations, including attending
meetings, participating in discussions, respecting others’ opinions, buying
shares and repaying loans on time. Additional attributes include commit-
ment to group projects and events, cooperation with and care for others,
trustworthiness, avoidance of bad language, discretion, self-discipline,
sobriety, humility and a positive outlook. Furthermore, a good member
has a respectable place of residence in the village and contributes to village
development activities. It is notable that all the attributes assigned to
being a ‘good member’, relate to individuals’ general responsibilities for
kujileten maendeleo and kusaidiana. In addition, participants elaborated
that by engaging in groups, they also promote maendeleo more broadly in
the village and, thus, at the level of local government. For example, they
contribute to the purchase of school desks and the construction of teach-
ers’ accommodation and school buildings, in resonance with the public
discourses of maendeleo that emphasize the responsibilities of citizens to
contribute to the development of Tanzania at large, together with the
government (Nguyahambi et al., 2020).

On the question of whether these attributes also define good citizen-
ship, the participants had different views. Some were positive that a ‘good
group member’ definitely provides the template for ‘a good citizen’,
because even before joining a group, one should be a ‘good member’
of the village community with the kind of character that enables one
to work together with others in kujiletea maendeleo and kusaidiana. In
addition, a ‘good citizen’ participates in village events such as funerals,
meetings and development activities, and can confirm his/her citizenship
by birth or registration and residency at the village level. This implies
that those allowed to join the self-help groups are already ‘good citizens’,
and identified as such by the village authorities and the community more
broadly.

However, other participants had different views based on their own
experience, as shown by the following excerpt:

It is not always true that a ‘good member’ is also a good community
member, and hence a ‘good citizen’ in all respects. This is because in
groups like ours, we have strict bylaws and regulations, which shape an
individual; since she benefits from the group, she learns to behave well.
However, in the community she behaves differently, becoming rude and
irresponsible. For example, one of our group members confronted another
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person and the village authority penalized her for presenting a bad image
of citizenship. (Participant No.VN 034 Sayuni May 2020)

In this statement, good citizenship is defined based on individual
behaviour; this might be well-disciplined in the context of the group due
to the benefits that accrue, but may not be as acceptable in the wider
community. In an additional view, being slow in kujiletea maendeleo in
the group was not perceived as failure of good membership nor good
citizenship, provided good membership was demonstrated in terms of
kusaidiana:

Some members have made no changes in kujiletea maendeleo since they
joined the group. For example, they do not have good houses nor busi-
nesses, and only work for other; they cannot afford to buy more shares in
order to get loans and so on, yet they normally participate well in group
activities and social events.

Overall, however, a good group member and a good citizen of the village
were seen to share similar characteristics, such as being responsible, inter-
acting well with others, and being able to learn kujiletea maendeleo and
kusaidiana. This is similar to Ndidde et al.’s (2020: 110, 111) find-
ings concerning citizenship in Uganda, where it is perceived mainly as
a good and responsible membership in a community. There is flexibility
in the differing emphasis placed on kujileta maendeleo and kusaidiana in
terms of the pace of learning new skills and the knowledge to be able to
fulfil these aspirations; in general, even if a member does not achieve the
group’s goals, s/he can still be considered a good member and a good
citizen based on other criteria.

7  CONCLUSION

Drawing on the notion of communities of practice, this chapter addressed
three main questions concerning self-help groups as spaces of learning
citizenship in rural Tanzania. First, it explored the characteristics of self-
help groups as communities of practice, analysing their central elements
of domain, community and practice. Second, it investigated participants’
reflections on their learning experiences in the self-help groups. Third,
it scrutinized the ways in which participants drew connections between
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learning good membership practices in the self-help groups and good citi-
zenship in general. The findings show that the domain of self-help groups
appears to be a particular combination of kujiletea maendeleo and kusaid-
tana, achieving self-development and helping each other. The shared
group activities, as well as the regulations and routines that governed
their organization, supported the domain in a variety of ways. Participants
learned informally while participating in the groups, and drew diverse
connections between the ideals of good membership and good citizen-
ship. Based on these findings, I propose three conclusions concerning
learning citizenship.

First, the domain as combination of kujiletea maendeleo and kusaid-
tana indicates that organizing in self-help groups is motivated both
by unfulfilled socio-economic aspirations and an acknowledged need
for mutual support. Learning through participating in self-help groups
supports the idea of being self-reliant, of using and increasing one’s own
resources, and interacting with other members to promote improvements.
These ideas resonate strongly with the discourses of maendeleo circulating
at the state level, and the position of a citizen as a responsible contrib-
utor rather than right holder. The self-help groups, even if not drawing
many explicit connections with citizenship vis-d-vis the state, neverthe-
less strengthen such a role as participants learn to take responsibility for
the improvements in their lives rather than demanding them from the
government sector (see also Kilonzo et al., 2020).

Second, the domain of kujiletea maendeleo and kusaidiana provides a
flexible learning community. If some participants were not very successful
in learning to implement new development initiatives, they nevertheless
could be regarded as good members and good citizens at the village level
when being active in social events and helping others. Therefore, the
good citizenship learned does not only include the capability to enhance
socio-economic development, but also preparedness to fulfil more social
functions. While self-help groups, on the one hand, were considered to
be for those who already enjoyed good citizen status in the village, on the
other, their strict regulations and guidelines were also seen as offering the
possibility to learn to be a better citizen of the village. Good citizenship,
discussed mainly at the community level, was seen to revolve around self-
discipline and good conduct, but it also included the ability to articulate
opinions and negotiate.

Third, modes of learning by participating in self-help groups are not
fixed. Learning takes place continuously by listening, observing, imitating
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and by trial and error. These ways resonate with Lave and Wenger’s
(1991) explorations of how learning happens in communities of practice;
however, they are in slight contrast with their notion of learning through
legitimate peripheral participation. There are no clear learning dynamics
between newcomers and old-timers or apprentices and masters in self-
help groups; rather, in the course of shared activities these positions are
interchangeable according to different contexts and places, and different
participants can occupy the role of expert depending on the task.

In conclusion, communities have ways of organizing that address their
interests, while learning citizenship is closely tied to practical activities.
This kind of existing knowledge, skill and learning interest should be
taken into much greater account in planning and designing develop-
ment interventions which could facilitate establishing new communities
of practice, sometimes with participants from outside of the particular
communities. These would enable mutual learning and contribute to the
goals of self-development and helping each other, but perhaps would also
introduce new ways of perceiving ideas of good citizenship and the roles
of citizen and state in bringing maendeleo, development, for all.
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