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‘I prayed and God gave me this car’- Religious organisations and 

development in Uchira, Tanzania 

 

Abstract 

The importance of understanding religious actors in development is no longer 
in doubt. Yet there are few accounts of the influence that religious 
organisations have in shaping change and development. This paper draws on 
a number of small research projects conducted between 1996 and 2011 
explores the interface between religious organisations and development in 
rural Tanzania and highlights gaps in current discourse. 
 
It considers the role of religious organisations in provision of public services, 
in shaping norms and behaviour and also in providing livelihoods 
opportunities.   
 
 

Introduction 

There is an increasing interest in the role of religion in driving and shaping 

development and change, based on a recognition that the secular and 

modernist world view of many development agencies is inadequate to fully 

engage with the influence of religious organisations in many countries (Clarke 

2006; 2007).  The World Bank and the UK Department for International 

Development (DFID) have acknowledged the role that religious organisations 

or faith itself can play in meeting development goals (Clarke 2006; World 

Bank 2007).  Critics argue that this is also an attempt by such organisations to 

fill a vacuum left by the shrinking state (Morvaridi 2008) and that interest in 

religious organisations is a utilitarian attempt to patch up weak government.  

Whilst many authors and organisations now regularly discuss Faith-based 

Organisations (FBOs) as a short hand for religious actors, we choose not to 

use this term in this paper.  Discussion on FBOs has a tendency towards a 

reductionism that characterises FBOs as religiously influenced NGOs (Barr & 

Fafchamps 2005; Pingle 2005).  Others authors warn against discussion of 
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religion which sees it as a defining and dominant force at the local level 

(Green 2006).  Therefore more empirical and in particular ethnographic 

studies of the interaction of religious organisations and local development are 

required.  In this paper we explore the multiple roles that religious 

organisations play at the community level in Tanzania.  

Religious organisations as development actors in Sub-Saharan Africa 

Empirical studies in Sub-Saharan Africa reveal that religious organisations are 

significant providers of public services, such as education, healthcare, 

agricultural extension and emergency humanitarian aid. Their activities 

influence values and behavioural norms and therefore governance, peace and 

security (Haynes 2007). Opinions are divided in relation to the role of religion 

in development. Some authors argue there is an urgent need to integrate 

religious actors with processes of international development as a ‘missing 

link’; (Reese & Clamp 2000; Wallace, Thornton &Kourtney 2001; Bouta, 
Kadayifci-Orellana &Abu-Nimer 2005) others call for caution given the diversity 

of types of actors and some of the potentially more corrosive and manipulative 

aspects of religious activity (See (Alkire 2004; Belshaw 2005; Furbey & Macey 
2005; Clarke 2007).  
 

Deneulin with Bano (2009) delineate a number of ways in which religion and 

development which engage with religions both as bureaucratic organisational 

structures as well as religious values and practices.  They argue that secular 

development actors are interested in harnessing the power of religious belief 

and organisational might where they intersect with their own agendas.  

Deneulin with Bano (2009) suggest that we can see the secular ‘Western 

Development’ agenda as a religious project in itself. 

 

Whilst it is clear that religious actors can be a powerful force in mobilising 

action and in providing a range of social services (hence often filling a 

resourcing ‘gap’), the relationship with such organisations can be clearly 

problematic for secular agencies. Secular agencies find relationships with 
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inter-religious collaborations more comfortable and see such partnerships as 

holding promise for progressive and co-ordinated actions (Clarke (2008).   
 

This requires that we take care in differentiating between types of religious 

actors. Clarke (2006) provides an attempt to categorise different religious 

actors (labelled in his analysis as FBOs) as: representative organisations, 

charitable/developmental organisations, socio-political organisations, 

missionary organisations and illegal or terrorist organisations.  Whilst this 

categorisation is useful on the level of functional differentiation of 

organisations it does not fully capture the multiple roles that religion and 

religious actors (not faith) play at the community level.  Religion and religious 

actors appear in a wide range of organisational forms, both formal and 

informal. It is rather too easy to think of religious organisations as being neatly 

self-identifying and labelled. Religious identities and actors are constantly 

evolving and should not be viewed in isolation. Just as De Sardaan (2005) 
reminds us of the inevitable local ‘sidetracking’ of all development projects, 

then we must be mindful that incoming religious projects and ideas are also 

reinterpreted to make sense to those in the locality receiving them. We must 

also take care that in the provision of public services we see religious 

providers as facing the same sets of challenges in relation to quality and 

accessibility of services as any other non-state actors. Religious organisations 

may be able to mobilise resources in different ways but they have not yet be 

proven to harness higher powers to enable service delivery that is free from 

the same sets of management challenges as other providers.  

 

Evidence suggests that whilst they can be progressive, religious beliefs and 

practices are often socially conservative and in particular can provide 

justification for the marginalisation and alienation of women. Olwafunmilayo 

(2006) argues that religious indoctrination shapes gender roles and 

expectations and these can be fundamentally opposed to the more egalitarian 

principles of secular development.  However, she and others also contend 

that religious spaces can provide opportunities for women to challenge 

structural constraints in a way that does not set them in direct and open 
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opposition to Men or Religious Leaders (see Hoodfar (2007) on the Afghan 

Education Movement in Iran).   

 

Lunn (2009) writing on the rise of current interest in the relationship between 

religion and development argues that a critical contextual and historical 

approach to understanding religion is necessary and this paper attempts this 

through utilising data taken from a longitudinal exploration of development 

and religion in one village in Tanzania.  Some analyses of religion in Africa 

have tended to emphasise an inherent religiosity in society (for example Mbiti 

(1970) ).  However, we do well to heed Green’s (2006) warning that religion in 

Africa is not an all encompassing and totalising force. This longitudinal data 

explored here clearly shows how religious actors and values have multiple 

and differentiated influences on both collective village life and individual 

agency 

 

Situating the research 

Tanzania is a country with a high level of religious heterogeneity (Haynes 
2007).  In comparison with other states with such heterogeneity (cf Nigeria), 

religious identity has not been a significant ‘fault-line’ in the Tanzanian political 

space, although some argue that this might be changing, particularly with 

faith-based actors challenging the hegemony of neo-liberal policies but also 

tensions surrounding a perceived marginalisation of Muslims (Heilman & 
Kaiser 2002; Minha 2007). 
The role of the state since independence has been central in the provision of 

public services (primary education and health) in Tanzania.  Fluctuations in 

funding and aid fashions have produced considerable variations in quality and 

access throughout this period with a noticeable decline in the 1980s (Hyden 
1999).  However, for more than a century religious actors have also been 

significant and persistent actors in local and national development in Africa 

(Poku & Mdee 2011). 
This paper draws on various small research projects conducted between 

1996-2011 in Uchira, Tanzania and explored the local shaping of 
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development projects. In the course of these projects, extensive mapping of 

infrastructure took place in 1996 and then in 2004/5 alongside 70 life-history 

interviews and 200 semi-structured livelihoods interviews with individuals 

stratified by wealth, gender and age. Three Villagers collaborated with the 

project and were trained as local researchers and continued to collect 

interviews with key stakeholders, record village meetings and note 

observations on the power and politics of life in the Village. The aim of this 

approach was to construct an understanding of the evolution of power, 

participation and individual agency at the local level.  Academic papers 

published from this research questioned assumptions concerning the 

supposed greater equity, efficiency and responsiveness of community 

development approaches to service delivery (Cleaver & Toner 2006; Mdee 
2008; Boesten, Mdee &Cleaver 2011) 
 

These projects revealed an increasing number of evangelical Christian groups 

at village level alongside more established religious bureaucracies namely the 

Catholic and Lutheran Churches and BAKWATA Mosque.   All appeared to be 

active providers of public services, notably education and healthcare but 

usually on a cost-recovery or for-profit basis. They were operating in ways 

which sometimes created mechanisms of social exclusion for example in 

relation to wealth whereby members were required to make financial and 

labour contributions to church funds, but conversely they also provided 

access to hardship funds in times of crisis. In addition, they appeared to offer 

some individuals opportunities for increased agency in relation to access to 

financial resources and power at a village and District level. These institutions 

were also having an impact in shaping values and behavioural norms.  It was 

further evident from the life-histories that religious identity is quite fluid and 

there were many examples of individuals changing to other religious 

affiliations for a variety of personal motivations.  This paper builds on the 

previous research through further mapping and semi-structured interviews 

with 30 individuals specifically on aspects of religion and development in the 

village conducted in June 2011. The questionnaire covered both the service 

delivery and organisational functions of religious bodies and also engaged 
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with questions of individual religious identity.  Data from these interviews were 

used to extend the earlier exploratory analysis emergent from previous 

projects. 

 
Religious actors play a significant part in village communal life. In mapping 

institutional and infrastructural change in the period 1996-2011 the number of 

facilities for religious buildings has risen from 5-14 with independent 

evangelical groups being responsible for much of this growth.  The religious 

institutions are contributors to both infrastructural and institutional change and 

development. Each of these 14 religious organisations provides pre-primary 

education, consisting of a kindergarten class and some also run Adult 

Education classes. The two largest and oldest groups (Catholic and Lutheran) 

have their own health centres with services provided on a fee-paying basis.  It 

was apparent from livelihoods interviewing that the better off villagers tended 

to make use of the Catholic health services and the poorest felt they had to 

‘make do’ with the government provision. 

 

It is interesting to compare this with the provision of public infrastructure. 

There are three primary schools in the village but two are these were 

originally built by the Lutheran and Catholic Churches but were later 

nationalised.  There is a also small government health dispensary with a ward 

building constructed by a British NGO and a secondary school constructed in 

1996 with a combination of Ministry of Education funds and contributions from 

Villagers. Fees and examination performance restrict access to this school. 

There is an additional secular private secondary school. 

 

The observations from Uchira raise more questions than they answer relating 

to the positive and negative potential of the religious institutions in shaping 

village life, in terms of the social attitudes and norms that they influence (for 

instance around sexual behaviour and HIV/AIDS), but also in their role as 

service deliverers, and as channels of resources and political power to 

affiliated individuals. In this paper we have treated religion as one contributor 

to the shaping of collective village life and see the value in furthering such 

analysis in order to consider the interaction of religious narratives with others 
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such as the state, market and secular civil society. It might be that religious 

organisations can contribute to filling a service provision gap but we might 

also be a little careful in exploring the nuances of the interaction.  

 

From  ‘traditions’ to religious entrepreneurs in Uchira 

Given the wise caution by Green (2006) to see religion as only one of a 

number of influencing factors we need to critically situate the fluid and 

dynamic context of religion in rural Tanzania.  In pre-colonial times, small-

scale societies practised indigenous forms of religion (defined as systems of 

belief and cultural practice).  These indigenous forms should not be seen as 

unchanging but themselves the product of agency, place and history. The 

village of Uchira only began its existence in the 1950s as a migratory 

community formed as land pressures in upland areas forced people to find 

new pastures.  

 

At that time, Tanganyika was a colonial society having been occupied first by 

the Germans and then by the British. Alongside the commercial exploitation of 

colonialism, religious entrepreneurialism arrived in the form of missionaries 

and laid down robust roots in the Kilimanjaro Region from the 19th Century. By 

the late 1950s Northern Tanganyika was administratively structured by the 

system of indirect rule based on chieftaincies and tribes.  The boundaries of 

which often did not intersect with the structures of the colonial administration 

which were narrowly bureaucratic (Mamdani 1996; Gibbon 2001). 
Chieftaincies were constituted by kinship and locality-based relationships 

institutionalised through communal labour groups, dance societies, credit 

societies and courts, but later also redefined and reproduced in new religious 

organisations and co-operative societies (Gibbon 2001).  Whilst the 

chieftaincies were formally abolished after independence, leadership and 

influence on village government that refers to former structure of power are 

still visible in the life-histories of some individual with influential roles.  

Therefore, ‘traditional’ authorities and structures should not be conceived as 

reified and unchanging.  Ethnic identity and authority is shaped through 
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internal and external influences. An example of this can be seen in the 

emergence of a desire in colonial times for tribal chiefs to attain a proper level 

of education, which could be obtained through conversion to Christianity, this 

conflicted with the existing hereditary basis of succession and ultimately 

undermined ethnic identity (Stahl 1964). Therefore, we should be mindful that 

religious institutions and beliefs are one component of a complex and 

continually evolving process of identity construction and negotiation. 

 

Uchira is a large village of around 6000 people and is an ethnically mixed 

community. It became a place of settlement in the 1950s Chagga and Pare 

moved from the highland areas to the plains as populations increased. This 

has resulted in the population of Uchira as being almost equally identified as 

Pare and Chagga, with other ethnic groups are also represented including 

Masaai and Kamba.  Intermarriage is very common and therefore it is difficult 

to specifically identify ethnically-rooted religious practices and traditions. This 

is not to suggest that they are not there but that through generations of 

migration, colonialism and the influx of missionary religions, a process of 

‘bricolage’ has taken place whereby elements of different identities fuse, mix 

and evolve.  Strong Tanzanian nationalism has in Kilimanjaro meant that 

ethnic identify is often little more than a kin and linguistic identifier. Mass 

education and migration in villages such as Uchira also threatens the linguistic 

foundations of some ethnic groups as the younger generation speak only 

KiSwahili and little KiPare or KiChagga. 

 

Lutheran and Catholic schools were established in the region before World 

War I and the expansion of education in this region continued throughout the 

period of British colonialism (Rogers 1972; Vavrus 2002).  This investment in 

education in this region is reflected in the individual biographies examined in 

this research. The vast majority of all respondents had received some 

education whatever their economic or social background. The prominence of 

both the Chagga and Pare ethnic groups in government, education and NGO 

circles in Tanzania is said to result from this investment in education in the 

region (Kiondo 1995).  
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There are two main institutional agents of change in the village: religious 

institutions and the Village Council (the lowest level of government). Of course 

neither of these exist only as village-level institutions but are part of 

hierarchical structures, which enable the formation of important transversal 

connections, which can bring resources to the village. To highlight these 

agents as the major organisers of collective action in village development 

does not deny that other institutional agents are present. There is some 

activity on the part of developmental NGOs such as the UK organisation 

Village-to-Village and the regional NGO KIWAKUKKI which mobilises local 

women in activities around caring for those affected by HIV/AIDS. However, in 

general secular NGOs are very minor actors in facilitating change at village 

level when compared to the religious organisations and local government. 

This is a significant point as much development discourse tends to focus on 

the role of secular civil society as a necessary component of good 

governance (Potts, Ryan &Toner 2003; Bebbington, Woolcock, Guggenheim 
&Olson 2006).   
 

Other bilateral and multilateral Development agencies have also played a role 

in shaping development in Uchira, and the ‘development archaeology’ of the 

village shows plenty of evidence of failed and obsolete projects, for example 

the Food & Agriculture Organisation (FAO) created a series of dams and an 

agricultural research station in the 1970s.  This system was partially in use in 

1996 but has ceased to operate entirely in 2004.  

More recently, the German agency, GTZ, provided funding for the 

rehabilitation of the water supply system; and a small British NGO funded the 

construction of an improved government health facility.  Both projects are now 

in the hands of local agents and it will be interesting to track the sustainability 

of these interventions as history suggests that their benefits may be 

temporary.  The water project in particular would not have been funded 

without religious connections. The incumbent Chairman of the Water User’s 

Association was able to use his links to the Lutheran Bishop of Moshi who in 

turn was able to lobby the Lutheran church in Germany who made 
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representations to GTZ for the funding of the water supply rehabilitation 

project. Again, the influence of the religious actors can be important in 

understanding the patterning of development even with regard to actors who 

are outwardly secular.  

 

On the frontier of religious entrepreneurialism 

As noted above the increase in the number of institutions for religious practice 

in Uchira from 5 in 1996 to 14 in 2011 is largely due to the entry of new 

evangelical churches to the village, one example being the Bible Church. 

Supported by overseas missionary organisations the Bible Church has a small 

but active congregation. Its seminars and teachings are attracting a steady 

stream of converts and it holds regular events for external preachers. Life 

history interviewing reveals that people shift their religious affiliations 

reasonably easily and can be attracted by the perceived benefits of 

membership of a particular congregation or simply by the spectacle provided 

by foreign missionaries. 

 

The membership of the older religious institutions (Catholic, Lutheran, Muslim) 

remains strong and both churches and mosques receive funds from abroad.  

For instance, the Catholic Church in Uchira, with support from the Bishop of 

Moshi, has recently completed the construction of an enormous new church 

on the edge of the village.  Funds for the construction were partly donated 

from a church in Manchester, UK and local church members have made 

substantial contributions in cash and in labour. This large cathedral was 

completed in 2006 and is decorated with stained glass whilst the village health 

centre remains without electricity and incomplete.  Both of these projects are 

competing for local donations but the Catholic Church appears better able to 

mobilise donations that the elected village government.  Interviewees who 

wonder why there is little or no attempt either by local politician or by the 

religious groups to coordinate or strategise service provision often make the 

comparison between these two buildings. This is despite the same range of 

individuals being both lay leaders in church and village government. Some 
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village residents do question (quietly) the national ‘boom’ in the building of 

large religious buildings, but they are more often celebrated and a source of 

pride to their congregations.    

 

Semi-structured interviews conducted in 2011 by the same Village 

Researchers as in 2004/5 included a question on why it appeared that 

community members more readily give funds for the building of churches and 

mosques (as opposed to the incomplete health centre). Most said that the 

obligation of faith compelled them to do so, whereas it is the responsibility of 

national government to complete the building of the health centre.  As noted 

above the religious institutions do play a role in providing public services, 

albeit on a fee-paying basis. In this regard it seems that the religious 

institutions operate as social enterprises and this area requires greater 

research and analysis, which draws on the growing social enterprise 

literature.  

 

As well as having an important role in the provision of public infrastructure, 

religious institutions and actors also feature in discourse on individual identity 

and agency, Membership of religious congregations offers a focal point for 

collective organisation but also opportunities for individuals to increase their 

own agency and access to resources and external networks of support.  In 

Uchira religious affiliations cut across ethnic and kinship lines, although 

people of Chagga origin are unlikely to be Muslims. The co-existence of 

Christianity and Islam within the same family groups is particularly apparent in 

the Pare (Hollos & Larsen 2004) which links to the activities of Muslim 

Missionaries in the Pare Mountains (Kimambo 1991). Members of the same 

families often have different religious affiliations and life-histories in this 

research reflect the relative novelty and fluidity of most religious identity in the 

area. Most of those over the age of 60 spoke of their conversion of 

themselves or their parents from ‘paganism’ and there were examples from all 

age groups and genders of people moving from one religious affiliation to 

another.   
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Religion appears in the life-histories as a factor in changing culture and 

accepted ways of being. JM interviewed as part of a youth peer research 

study raises the issue of religious identity as conflicting with ethnic identity 

and this was a feature of many interviews.  

 

JM (18 years old-female) 
“I am a Chagga but do not know anything about this tribe as I have been 
raised as a Christian and this religion is against all traditional practices.” 
 

Religious aspects of identity as expressed and practiced are interwoven with 

ethnic markers of identity.  Where the missionaries have been active, religious 

identity is constructed as a new way of being that should expunge the pre-

religious (pagan) attributes, however in reality both intertwine and become 

conscious and unconscious resources with which people shape their 

identities. For example, in interviews in 1996 people would frequently say ‘I do 

not use herbal medicine because I am a Christian’ (as opposed to a tribal 

pagan).  However, by 2004 there had been a significant change in this respect 

with herbal medicine being a thriving legitimate enterprise.  

 Institutionalised religious practice1 is a relatively new phenomenon in 

Tanzanian cultural life and therefore religious identity is often quite fluid. As 

the life-histories revealed the selection of religious affiliation often appears to 

be an active choice and related to the perceived benefits of membership of 

different religious groups.  

 The religious institutions often have strong norms of proper behaviour, which 

they expect their affiliates to follow (such as abstinence from extra-marital sex 

or the dismissal of beliefs in witchcraft).   However it should not be concluded 

that such prescriptions for behaviour then dictate what people will choose to 

do in practice.  For example, in the life-history of a well known local spiritual 

healer (witchdoctor), he explained how he had converted recently from Islam 

to Christianity. He said that he found Islam to be too restrictive in relation to 

the consumption of pork and alcohol. However, as a Christian he was no 

longer able to practise his role as a spiritual healer as it was against the rules 

                                                
1 It is acknowledged that the ethnic groups of Tanzania also had/have their own institutionalised 
religious practices, here I make a distinction between those relatively small scale and non-bureaucratic 
religions and the more global  and dominant religious identities, such as Catholicism or Protestantism. 
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of the church.  He then explained that if people wished to use his services and 

they offered him money he could not refuse.  

There also seems to be little evidence of antagonism or conflict between 

individuals of different religious affiliations.  Whilst almost every individual will 

proclaim adherence to one faith or another, commitment is very varied and 

people turn to different aspects of their identities depending on the situation- 

in times of crises or conflict people quickly revert to an underlying belief in 

witchcraft which is otherwise rejected. 

 
As is evident from the preceding discussion in recent decades religious 

institutions have been active in shaping the patterns of change in Uchira.   

Religious leaders also have an influential role and exert their agency over 

many aspects of life in Uchira, ranging from advice on giving contributions to 

the poor to expected moral attitudes towards sexual behaviour and witchcraft. 

For example the life-history interviews revealed Religious leaders are involved 

in divorce cases, for example PM a young woman who had left her abusive 

husband and moved in with an elderly man with whom she had one child was 

told to return to her husband by the Lutheran Pastor.  She refused but was 

excluded from attending church as a result.  

 

Most religious organisations provide seminars on a range of issues including 

HIV/AIDS. Interviews for research on HIV/AIDS in 2006 and 2010 confirm that 

none of the religious groups in the village sanctioned open discussion of the 

use condoms to protect themselves against HIV to concentrate on abstinence 

from ‘undesirable’ and sinful sexual relationships. It suggests that the religious 

leaders are influential in shaping ideas of how people ought to behave. As 

already noted people do not necessarily follow such behavioural prescriptions  

 

In considering the role of religious organisations in development we need to 

give greater attention to the moral and behavioural aspects of their activities in 

communities as rather more complex then simply back-filling public service 

provision for the state. For instance, a more active dialogue is required in 

particular around the challenge of HIV/AIDS and gender rights (Agadjanian 
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2005).  Agadjanian’s research in Mozambique shows differences in Women’s 

knowledge on HIV depending on their religious affiliation with the larger 

mainstream churches (Lutheran, catholic) being more open than the new 

evangelical churches.  This is apparent in Uchira but requires further analysis 

and research. 

 

Another aspect of the intersection of religion and development in Uchira is the 

individual material success of religious leaders. Local religious organisations 

have linkages to their ‘parent’ institutions and this can give individuals leaders 

considerable entrepreneurial freedom, power and personal wealth. One good 

example is the Pastor JA, a well –known and influential figure in Uchira.  

Pastor JA has created a new branch of the Lutheran Church (as he 

disapproves of the ordination of women and evangelical practices creeping 

into the existing Lutheran church).  Through religious links he has studied and 

travelled extensively overseas and receives a stipend of US$500 per month 

from an American church. 

Indeed, a career with the Christian churches appears to be a good choice in 

terms of personal advancement. An example of this is shown in the life story 

of Pastor PK who has transformed from a poor farmer with a tiny hand built 

church in 1996 to a wealthy Pastor with a large farm, modern house and 

children at private schools over the course of the last decade. 

 

There is also some obfuscation over the origins of the material benefits 

obtained by religious leaders.  One interview with another Pentecostal Pastor 

revealed this tendency. He explained how God rewarded his faith and service: 

‘I prayed to God and he gave me some cows, later I prayed to God and he 

gave me this car, then I prayed and he gave me this house’ (interview 2006). 

However, the actual provenance of these benefits seemed to be ‘Missionary 

Mike’ from the USA. Again this personal accumulation of wealth requires 

further interrogation and the examples from Uchira are far from isolated cases 

and highlight flows of resources, which provide reward and reason for 

religious entrepreneurialism. 
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 In this regard the church building and material gain of many religious groups 

in Tanzania seems to suggest the glorification and (divine) legitimation of 

increasing inequality.  Whilst Minha (2007) argues that the relationship 

between some religious leaders and the state is becoming strained and that 

religion offers a challenge to the hegemony of neo-liberal thinking. We are not 

sure that this conclusion is supported by the evidence from Uchira which 

seems to suggest that religious organisations and actors have very effectively 

taken advantage of spaces left by the state. 

Conclusions 

This research showed the activities of religious organisations were significant 

in shaping village life, both in terms of the provision of infrastructure but also 

in terms of framing ideas around norms and practices. We argue that this 

requires more sustained attention considering the increased engagement with 

religious organisations as development actors. It is time that in development 

studies we get a more appropriate perspective on the influence of the secular 

NGOs of all sizes at village level (generally minimal and transitory in the case 

of Uchira) compared to that of the religious institutions (highly significant and 

long lasting). 

 

This paper highlights two main areas for further reflection and investigation: 

firstly, as is demonstrated in Uchira, religious organisations are one of the 

main providers (with the government) of infrastructure and public services at 

village level.  However, such provision often takes the form of social 

enterprise - in the sense that services are not for private profit (although in 

some cases they may be), but they are limited to those who can pay for them. 

This has implications for access to basic services in an environment where 

the state has proved persistently poor in delivery and has recently adopted 

decentralisation policies that have an inherent expectation of service delivery 

by non-state actors.  

 The boom in church building certainly requires questioning, and adds to the 

sense that the religious ‘market’ in Tanzania is lucrative and potentially 

divisive. There seems to be a reticence to properly discuss the activities of 
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religious organisations in development and this may not be a healthy state of 

affairs.   

 

Secondly, religion is an important (but not the only) factor in shaping the 

agency and identity of individuals. As this paper has explored for some it is 

liberation, a route to both individual creativity and resource accumulation. 

However, for others it can be used to exclude or constrain. The examples 

from Uchira also suggest that religious entrepreneurship might be a route to 

more secure livelihoods for some but whether this will result in better long-

term outcomes for Tanzania is highly doubtful. Similarly, the refusal of many 

religious organisations in Tanzania to properly engage in open debate on the 

HIV/AIDS pandemic conflicts with national (and international) policies and 

initiatives which aim to combat the transmission of the virus.  It is such issues 

that require a robust engagement and dialogue between religious and secular 

development actors.  
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