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Abstract 

Community-based libraries in rural Indonesia have become pivotal in promoting literacy and empowerment. Through a 

phenomenological lens, this study examines the lived experiences of "literacy activist" volunteers at Warung Baca 

Lebakwangi (Warabal), a community library in a rural West Java village. The research explores how volunteers construct 

meaning around their literacy activism, what motivates their sustained engagement, and how their actions impact the 

community. The researchers collected data via in-depth interviews, participant observation, and focus group discussions 

with 15 volunteers and analyzed them thematically. Findings reveal that volunteers join the literacy movement driven by 

value-oriented and affective motives (e.g., altruism, community duty) and personal growth needs. Over time, they 

internalize an identity as "literacy activists," reinforced by community recognition and tangible improvements in local 

reading habits. The Warabal case illustrates how socially constructed roles and shared values sustain a grassroots literacy 

initiative in a rural socio-cultural context. Volunteers' narratives highlight the interplay of individual motivation (the desire 

to "give back," religious/personal values, skill development) and social processes (norms of gotong royong or communal 

help, local support networks) in shaping literacy activism. This study contributes to understanding volunteer-driven literacy 

efforts as a product of social construction and a catalyst for informal education and empowerment in marginalized 

communities. 
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1. Introduction 

Indonesia faces persistent challenges in literacy and reading culture despite near-universal basic literacy rates. National 

and international assessments have highlighted low reading interest and proficiency levels among Indonesians, especially 

youth. For instance, the OECD's 2018 PISA survey ranked Indonesia 74th out of 79 countries in student reading 

performance, with scores declining since 2015. Only a small minority of Indonesian children are active readers; one survey 

found that merely around 10% of children above age ten had a strong interest in reading books. Limited access to books 

and learning resources is a contributing factor, particularly in rural areas [1, 2]. Public libraries are scarce or poorly 

resourced in many villages, creating "book deserts" where children grow up with few reading materials. Bridging this gap 

has required community initiatives. Recently, a grassroots literacy movement has spread across Indonesia, led by 

volunteers often termed “pegiat literasi” (literacy activists). These volunteers establish and run informal community 

libraries, mobile book services, and reading circles to promote a reading culture in their localities. Media and public 

discourse have increasingly recognized the importance of these activists in reaching remote communities; as a national 

news outlet observed, literacy activists play an important role in increasing the public's reading interest and opening access 

to books in Indonesia's remote areas [3, 4]. 

Lebakwangi, a rural village in the Parung sub-district of Bogor, West Java, offers a compelling example of this 

phenomenon. In 1997, a local woman named Kiswanti, affectionately known as Bude Kis, founded the Warung Baca 

Lebak Wangi, literally "Lebak Wangi Reading Stall," often shortened to "Warabal." Motivated by her own limited formal 

schooling and a passion for educating children in her community, she started Warabal as a small lending library in a 

wooden shack at the end of a narrow village lane [5]. Stocking it with second-hand books purchased from selling traditional 

herbal drinks, Kiswanti created a welcoming space where village children could read storybooks for free. Over the next 

twenty-five years, Warabal evolved from a one-woman initiative into a community institution. It now houses thousands of 

books and hosts various learning activities from after-school tutoring and weekend reading classes to an early childhood 

education program all offered at no cost to villagers. Crucially, this growth has been driven by volunteers from the 

community. As of the time of the study, Warung Baca Lebakwangi had 24 active volunteers (18 women and 6 men), 

ranging from teenagers to middle-aged adults, all working without pay to manage the library and teach the children. These 

volunteers identify as literacy activists, including Kiswanti and many others she inspired. They have become local 

champions of reading, devoting their time and effort to "make books accessible and learning enjoyable" for village youth. 

This study examines how the volunteers at Warabal socially construct their roles as literacy activists and sustain their 

commitment in a rural, resource-constrained context. While numerous studies have extolled the importance of community 

libraries for development and education [6, 7], there is a relative paucity of research into the lived experiences and 

subjective meanings of the volunteers who make these initiatives possible. Prior research on libraries and volunteerism in 

both developed and developing contexts provides important background. For example, Abu et al. [6] highlight that rural 

public libraries serve as social and cultural institutions in their communities, going beyond mere collections of books. 

These libraries often become hubs for community empowerment and lifelong learning. However, sustaining such libraries 

depends on volunteer labor, which presents challenges. 

In the UK, austerity-driven shifts have led public libraries to increasingly rely on volunteers, a trend accompanied by 

debates about service quality, volunteer training, and the balance between professional staff and community volunteers [8, 

9]. Found that while volunteers can help keep libraries open amid government funding cuts, library managers raised 

concerns about maintaining consistent service standards and managing volunteer programs effectively in the "Big Society" 

era. Similarly, Casselden et al. [8] noted that stakeholders appreciated volunteers' contributions to "keeping the doors open" 

during budget crises, yet uncertainties lingered regarding the long-term sustainability of volunteer-run libraries in England 

[8]. 

In rural North America and other settings, volunteer-driven library projects have demonstrated the possibilities and 

complexities of community action. For instance, White [10] documents the Rural Library Project in the United States, 

where local volunteers organized to build library facilities in underserved Georgia towns – effectively "building libraries, 

building community" [10]. Such cases underscore that volunteerism can provide vital infrastructure and services, but also 

require significant dedication and social capital [11, 12]. The Indonesian context presents unique socio-cultural dimensions 

to literacy volunteerism. A tradition of “gotong royong” (collective mutual aid) is deeply ingrained in many rural 

communities, potentially encouraging volunteer efforts. Indeed, many literacy activists frame their work as a form of 

community service or religious duty, aligning with local altruism and social solidarity values [13, 14]. 

Research on literacy movements in Indonesia has started to explore these dynamics. Andini [15], for example, a 

phenomenological study of street library activists in Malang found that the volunteers cultivated a personal sense of 

mission and meaning through their literacy work, which helped them persist despite minimal resources [15]. Local surveys 

have also observed that community libraries can positively influence reading interest. Ncube [16] notes that well-managed 

community libraries in East Java significantly improved the reading habits of nearby residents, suggesting that volunteer-

led initiatives can indeed make measurable impacts on literacy at the grassroots level Ncube [16]. Priyanto et al. [17] 

highlight how Gunungkidul Public Library has transformed from a traditional reading space into a community 

empowerment hub by offering practical skills training and entrepreneurial support. By decentralizing activities to rural 

libraries during the pandemic, the initiative not only expanded access but also deepened community engagement and 

economic participation [17]. However, much of the existing literature is either programmatic or focused on outcomes (e.g., 

increases in book circulation or reading frequency) rather than on the volunteers' subjective experiences driving these 

programs. 
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Although community libraries have been widely recognized for their developmental role in Indonesia, existing 

research primarily focuses on their educational outcomes or operational models. Less attention has been given to the lived 

experiences and identity formation of the volunteers behind these initiatives, particularly in rural, resource-constrained 

environments. This study addresses this gap by examining how literacy volunteers in Lebakwangi construct and sustain 

their roles as “activists” within a broader socio-cultural and theoretical framework. While international literature on 

volunteerism in libraries, particularly in the UK and US, has explored issues of service quality, sustainability, and policy 

support, Indonesia’s grassroots literacy movement represents a distinct phenomenon. Here, informal literacy activism arises 

from below, fueled by cultural values such as gotong royong (mutual aid) and religiously motivated altruism, often without 

government support or formal structures. These conditions require a conceptual lens sensitive to local meaning-making. To 

explore these dynamics, this study draws on Max Weber’s theory of social action and Berger and Luckmann’s social 

construction of reality to understand how the identity of “literacy activist” emerges and endures in the Indonesian rural 

context. 

This study investigates how volunteers at a rural community library perceive and construct their roles as literacy 

activists, as well as the motivations and social factors that influence their sustained engagement. A phenomenological 

approach is employed to explore the lived experiences and meanings of the volunteers, complemented by sociological 

theories to interpret how individual actions relate to broader social structures and cultural contexts. Max Weber's theory of 

social action offers a framework for classifying and understanding volunteers' motivations and behaviors in terms of 

subjective meaning [18, 19]. The social construction of reality framework helps examine how the concept of a "literacy 

activist" and the practice of volunteerism in this context become established as a social reality through externalization, 

objectivation, and internalization processes [20-22]. Furthermore, volunteer motivation frameworks by McCurley and 

Lynch [23], specifically the Join–Stay–Leave model [24], the Three Needs theory and the Agenda for Action offer insights 

into the factors that attract individuals to volunteer, the needs that keep them committed, and the alignment of personal 

purpose with community action. 

By blending these theoretical perspectives, we aim to provide a rich, multi-faceted analysis of literacy volunteerism as 

both an individual social action and a socially constructed collective phenomenon. In the following sections, we first 

review relevant literature on rural libraries and volunteerism, then detail the methodology of our phenomenological case 

study. The researchers then present an integrated results and discussion section, interweaving volunteers' narratives 

(including direct quotes from participants) with theoretical interpretation. Through this analysis, we elucidate how a group 

of ordinary villagers in Lebakwangi came to see themselves and be seen by others as literacy activists transforming their 

community. 

 

2. Background: Rural Libraries 
Rural libraries have been widely recognized as critical nodes for community development, social inclusion, and 

empowerment, especially in areas underserved by formal educational institutions. Unlike urban libraries with abundant 

resources, rural libraries often operate on the fringes of government support, yet they fill an essential gap by providing 

access to information and learning opportunities [25]. Rural public libraries in disadvantaged communities are more than 

just shelves of books; they function as dynamic social and cultural institutions that anchor community life. These libraries 

frequently host literacy classes, skill-training workshops, and community gatherings, contributing to adult education and 

local development initiatives [6]. Rural libraries can empower community members by providing them with the tools and 

knowledge to improve their economic and social conditions [26]. 

Research in various contexts has highlighted both the potential and challenges of this volunteer-driven model. Ncube 

[16] notes that in Zimbabwe, public libraries (including rural ones) are increasingly expected to align with national 

development goals. However, they are constrained by funding and rely on community goodwill to maintain services [16]. 

Similarly, White [10] documents how a nonprofit initiative in the United States mobilized volunteers and local donors to 

construct library buildings in small towns, reflecting a broader principle that community participation is key to building and 

sustaining library services [10]. These examples underscore that while external support (from governments or NGOs) is 

valuable, the energy and commitment of residents often determine a rural library's success [27, 28]. A community that 

values education will find ways to keep its library alive, even if that means rotating volunteer shifts or donating books and 

supplies [29]. 

In the Indonesian context, Taman Baca Masyarakat (TBM), or Community Reading Gardens, encapsulates a model of 

small, locally operated libraries. TBMs are typically initiated by residents or local educators and may operate out of homes, 

mosques, village halls, or simple shacks [30]. They provide reading materials and literacy activities in communities without 

formal libraries. TBMs have been actively promoted as part of Indonesia's Gerakan Literasi Nasional (National Literacy 

Movement) since 2016. This nationwide movement acknowledges that improving literacy requires community-based 

efforts tailored to local contexts [31, 32]. Rural TBMs often serve diverse functions: they might double as tutoring centers 

for school children, venues for women's group meetings, or safe spaces for youth to spend time constructively [33, 34]. 

Empowerment through information is a recurring theme. For example, a study by Rohman et al. [35] on a community 

literacy movement in Sumedang, West Java, it was found that the local reading center not only increased reading frequency 

among villagers but also became a platform for disseminating useful knowledge, such as agricultural advice and health 

information, to the community [35]. 

In short, rural libraries in Indonesia and elsewhere serve as vital community assets that promote informal education, 

intergenerational learning, and social cohesion [36, 37]. However, these benefits come with challenges. Rural libraries 

often struggle with shortages of books and educational materials, limited hours of operation, and a lack of trained librarians 
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[38, 39]. Technology access is another dividing line – many rural libraries cannot offer computers or the internet, which are 

increasingly important for modern literacy and information access. Additionally, cultural factors may influence library use; 

in some rural areas, reading culture is not yet established, so librarians and volunteers must first convince people 

(especially children) that reading can be a valuable and enjoyable activity [40, 41]. Despite these obstacles, many rural 

libraries persist and even thrive through community resilience and innovation. 

Kine and Davidsone [42] provide a European example from Latvia, where rural public libraries took the initiative in 

promoting media literacy and civic participation. Even with modest means, librarians collaborated with local communities 

to hold workshops that educated citizens on navigating information in the digital age Kine and Davidsone [42]. Yari and 

Bahrami [43] found that rural public libraries in Kermanshah, Iran, play a crucial role in empowering communities by 

supporting cultural, economic, and social development through inclusive and sustained programs. Despite facing resource 

and participation challenges, these libraries serve as vital socio-cultural hubs that foster individual and collective growth in 

rural areas [43]. This indicates that whether in developing or developed nations, rural libraries can adapt to contemporary 

literacy needs if driven by committed individuals. In summary, the literature on rural libraries reveals their dual role as 

educational resources and community empowerment centers, and it highlights the significance of local volunteer 

involvement in sustaining them. These findings set the stage for examining our case in Indonesia, where a volunteer-based 

rural library embodies these global patterns in a unique socio-cultural milieu. 

 

3. Literature Review 
3.1. Social Construction of Volunteers 

Volunteers are the lifeblood of many rural libraries and literacy initiatives. Understanding their motivations, identities, 

and social contexts is crucial to sustaining such programs. From a theoretical standpoint, volunteering is a form of social 

action imbued with meaning. Max Weber’s typology of social action, distinguishing traditional, affective, value-rational, 

and instrumental (goal-rational) actions [44] is a useful starting point to consider why individuals become literacy 

volunteers. A traditional action might be volunteering because it is expected in one’s community or family (e.g., a local 

tradition of gotong royong encourages helping at the library as a normal communal duty). An effective action would be 

driven by emotion – for instance, empathy for underprivileged children or passion for books could spur someone to teach 

reading. A value-rational action involves a conscious belief in the value of literacy and education as a cause worth pursuing 

for its own sake; many literacy activists articulate a conviction that spreading knowledge is inherently meaningful, 

reflecting what Weber would call value-oriented rationality [45, 46]. Finally, an instrumental action might involve 

volunteering to achieve a more calculated goal, such as gaining experience for a future career in education or building 

social connections. 

In reality, volunteers’ motives often intertwine these types; a literacy activist could be simultaneously driven by 

compassion (affectual), a sense of moral obligation (value-rational), and the pragmatic benefit of improving her own 

teaching skills (instrumental). Weber’s framework alerts us to this multidimensionality of motivation, emphasizing the 

subjective meaning each volunteer attaches to their involvement [47, 48]. Rather than assuming volunteers are purely 

selfless or purely self-interested, it allows us to examine how they interpret their own actions. The term “literacy activist” is 

itself a social construct that has gained currency in Indonesia. According to Berger and Luckmann [21], roles and 

institutions are created through a dialectical process of externalization, objectivation, and internalization [20, 21]. In the 

context of library volunteers, externalization occurs when individuals act upon their ideas or values [49]  for example, when 

Kiswanti started teaching children in her village, she was externalizing her personal belief in the importance of reading. 

As more people joined and the activity continued regularly, an objective reality began to crystallize: the community 

library and the role of “library volunteer” became an established, recognized part of village life. This is the stage of 

objectivation, where the once-novel activity is seen as a social fact [50, 51]. Villagers come to expect that on weekends, the 

Warabal will be open and volunteers will be there to help children read. The term “pegiat literasi” itself is a linguistic 

objectification of this reality, turning the practice into a named social category. Finally, internalization occurs as individuals 

(both the volunteers themselves and community members) internalize the values and norms associated with this role [52, 

53]. New volunteers learn “what it means” to be a literacy activist by observing others and hearing community feedback, 

gradually incorporating that identity into their own self-concept. 

Through this lens, the “literacy activist” is not just a role people play but a reality that is continuously constructed and 

affirmed through social interactions and shared meanings [54]. The motivations of volunteers have been extensively studied 

in the fields of volunteer management and psychology. Common reasons for joining a volunteer effort include a desire to 

support a cause one believes in, to help others, to gain personal or professional experience, or to fulfill social or religious 

obligations [55]. Reasons volunteers stay can differ from why they joined; retention is often linked to enjoyment of the 

work [56, 57] a sense of achievement or seeing positive results, camaraderie with other volunteers, and feeling appreciated. 

For example, a Warabal volunteer might continue year after year because she finds joy in reading stories to children and 

witnessing their progress “I see the kids’ eyes light up when they finally can read a sentence on their own; that happiness 

keeps me coming back,” as one volunteer in this study expressed. Organizational support and the fulfillment of 

expectations are also crucial to staying; volunteers who feel useful and see the library making a difference are likely to 

remain committed. Conversely, reasons to leave include burnout, unmet expectations, time constraints, or life changes. If a 

volunteer expected a more social experience but finds herself working alone cataloguing books, or if personal commitments 

(a new job, family duties) conflict with volunteering time, she might withdraw. Understanding these phases is key for 

sustaining volunteer-based programs. 
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3.2. The Three Needs Theory and Agenda for Action Framework 

The Three Needs theory posits that individuals are motivated by three primary types of needs: achievement, affiliation, 

and power (or influence) [58, 59]. In volunteer settings, an achievement-oriented person seeks challenges and tangible 

results; they might be motivated by setting up a successful reading program or seeing a measurable improvement in 

children’s reading levels. Such individuals appreciate feedback and opportunities to lead projects. Relationships drive an 

affiliation-oriented person – they value friendships, team spirit, and the sense of belonging that volunteering provides. In a 

community library, these might be volunteers who come initially because their friends invited them, and they stay because 

the library group feels like a “second family” where they share mutual support. 

Finally, a power-oriented person seeks to influence or direct others; volunteering can manifest positively as taking 

charge of organizing activities or negatively if someone seeks personal authority inappropriately. McClelland [60] notes 

that the power motive is a double-edged sword in volunteerism; some degree of desire to effect change (a constructive form 

of influence) can fuel strong leadership [60, 61]. Still, if a volunteer is overly power-seeking, it may conflict with the 

collaborative, altruistic ethos of service. Effective volunteer programs often satisfy all three needs: giving achievement-

oriented volunteers goals and recognition, providing affiliation-oriented volunteers with social interaction and appreciation 

(like team gatherings and shout-outs), and channeling the influence motive by empowering volunteers with meaningful 

responsibilities and leadership roles when appropriate. 

The agenda for action framework complements the above by examining how volunteers align their motivations with 

the organization's or cause's mission [62]. People volunteer when the opportunity resonates with their self-identity, 

functional needs, or connection to the community. An identity motivator means volunteering is part of how someone 

defines themselves or their social group ("I am the kind of person who helps out" or "As a member of this community, it is 

my role to volunteer"). A functional motivator is about the activity fulfilling a personal goal or need (learning new skills,  

gaining experience, staying active). Community connection refers to a sense of responsibility or attachment to a community 

or cause, volunteering because one feels a bond with those served or the locale. 

Critically, when the volunteer role fulfills the individual's inner purpose and also meets community needs, it creates a 

virtuous cycle: the volunteer is personally satisfied and thus more likely to continue, and the community benefits from their 

sustained involvement. The identity aspect ties back to the social construction perspective. As volunteers engage over time, 

many internalize "volunteer" or "activist" as part of their identity [63]. Research by Colibaba et al. [63] on older volunteers 

in rural Canadian libraries, the analysis shows that these libraries can become "contested spaces" of voluntarism where 

identities and roles are negotiated. Older volunteers sometimes saw the library as their domain of contribution. They 

derived significant pride and purpose from it, even as communities debated the extent to which services should rely on 

unpaid labor [64]. 

For example, literacy activists from different villages might meet at national workshops or be featured together in 

media stories, which helps solidify the notion that they are part of a larger movement, not just isolated volunteers. In 

summary, volunteers at community libraries operate at the intersection of personal motivation and social structure. Their 

work is motivated by altruistic values, emotional satisfaction, social relationships, and sometimes pragmatic considerations. 

The role of "library volunteer" or "literacy activist" emerges through social processes and carries certain cultural 

expectations [65]. By applying these theoretical insights, we can better interpret the experiences of the Warabal volunteers: 

why they join, how they sustain their efforts, and how they come to collectively define what it means to be a literacy 

activist in their village. 

  

4. Materials and Method 
This research employed a qualitative phenomenological methodology, grounded in a constructivist paradigm, to deeply 

explore the experiences of Warabal’s literacy activist volunteers. Phenomenology, as a research approach, seeks to uncover 

the essence of a phenomenon by understanding how it is perceived and lived by individuals [66, 67]. In this study, the 

phenomenon of interest is being a literacy volunteer in a rural community library. We specifically drew on Alfred Schutz’s 

interpretive phenomenology and Berger & Luckmann’s social constructionism as theoretical orientations, which align with 

examining subjective meanings within a social context [68, 69]. This approach assumes that reality, in this case the reality 

of being a “literacy activist,” is not objectively given but is co-constructed through the volunteers’ lived experiences and 

interactions. By using phenomenology, we aim to capture the rich, first-person accounts of volunteers, their motivations, 

struggles, joys, and interpretations of their journey and then relate these to larger conceptual frameworks. 

 

4.1. Data Collection 

We utilized multiple qualitative methods to gather data, primarily: in-depth interviews, participant observation, and 

focus group discussions. Prior to formal data collection, we spent time building rapport with the community and volunteers. 

The first author visited Warabal on numerous occasions over a period of six months (from March to August 2024) to 

engage informally with volunteers and library users, which helped in gaining trust and contextual understanding. After this 

immersion, we conducted semi-structured interviews with a purposive sample of volunteers. From the roster of 24 active 

volunteers, we selected 15 individuals, ensuring diversity in age, gender, length of service, and role (founder, senior 

volunteers, newer recruits, student volunteers, etc.). This purposive sampling aligns with Schutz’s emphasis on capturing a 

variety of perspectives to reveal the structure of the experience [70, 71]. Interviews were conducted primarily in 

Indonesian, with Sundanese terms used occasionally by participants due to local dialect influence. Each interview lasted 

between 60 and 90 minutes. 
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In addition to one-on-one interviews, we conducted focus group discussions (FGDs), each comprising 5–6 volunteers. 

The FGDs aimed to facilitate collective reflection and observe group dynamics among the volunteers. One FGD primarily 

involved younger volunteers (high school/college age), while the other included older volunteers, such as the founder and 

two local mothers. The group setting encouraged participants to exchange ideas and sometimes revealed consensus or 

differing opinions on topics like "what motivates us" or "how the village responds to our work," thereby enriching our data. 

All interviews and FGDs were audio-recorded with consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim. Participants were 

assured that their identities would remain confidential in reporting; pseudonyms or role descriptors are used instead of real 

names, except in contextual descriptions where the founder’s first name is used with permission, as she is a publicly 

recognized figure. 

Participant observation was equally vital. The researcher joined several library sessions as a participant-observer, 

helping to shelve books, sitting in on storytelling classes, and attending volunteer meetings. Detailed field notes were kept 

to record observations of interactions (e.g., how volunteers engage with children, how they coordinate among themselves, 

moments of enthusiasm or frustration, etc.), as well as the physical and social setting of Warabal. This observational data 

provided context and helped validate or contrast with self-reported data from interviews. For instance, a volunteer might 

say in an interview that they feel very confident leading a reading group, but observations might show moments of 

hesitation or seeking help from others. Such triangulation between what people say and what they do strengthened the 

study’s findings or led to further questions for clarification in follow-ups. 

The research team remained aware of our own positions. As outside researchers (neither residents of Lebakwangi nor 

prior members of Warabal), we approached the community with humility and a learning mindset. We shared our research 

goals with participants transparently and even conducted a brief literacy workshop for the volunteers (on request) as a way 

to reciprocate and not be solely extractive in our interactions. Throughout the analysis, we engaged in reflexive memo-

writing to examine how our interpretations might be influenced by our assumptions or backgrounds, striving to let 

participants’ voices and perspectives guide the narrative [72, 73]. 

 

4.2. Ethical Considerations 

The study followed standard ethical protocols for research with human subjects [40]. Informed consent was obtained from 

all participants after explaining the study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights, including the right to withdraw at any 

time. Given the close-knit nature of the community, confidentiality was emphasized; we took care to anonymize personal 

details in research notes and reports. For the founder, who is a public figure locally and within literacy activist networks, 

we obtained explicit permission to mention aspects of her story, as she viewed it as a way to inspire others. Nonetheless, we 

treat her interview content with the same analytical rigor as that of other participants. No monetary compensation was 

provided for participation; however, we offered refreshments during focus group discussions and small tokens of 

appreciation, such as a donated set of new children’s books for the library in the volunteers’ names. These gestures helped 

maintain a positive relationship and were culturally appropriate. 

 

4.3. Research Participants 

The participants in this study (the 15 interviewed volunteers and an additional 6 engaged via FGDs, noting overlap) 

represent a cross-section of Warabal’s volunteer base. To contextualize the findings, we provide a brief profile of the key 

participant categories (using pseudonyms or role titles): The Founder (Kiswanti, Ibu Kis) – Age 55: The initiator of 

Warung Baca Lebakwangi, with a junior high school education. She is a housewife and herbal drink seller by trade, who 

channeled her love for reading into founding Warabal. Ibu Kis serves as the de facto leader and mentor for other volunteers. 

Her perspective is central, as she has the longest tenure (27 years) and has witnessed the evolution of both the library and 

the volunteer team. In the study, she often provides historical insight and embodies the core values of the movement. 

Senior Volunteers (5 individuals, ages 40–60): This group includes a retired elementary school teacher (referred to 

here as “Pak Guru”), two mothers who started as volunteers when their children were young (“Bu Entik” and “Bu Sari”), a 

village official who volunteers on weekends (“Pak RT”), and a local youth leader in his late 30s (“Mas Joni”). They have 

been with Warabal for anywhere from 5 to 15 years. Many in this group occupy leadership or coordinator roles informally; 

for example, the retired teacher helps design the tutoring curriculum, and the mothers manage the early childhood classes. 

They bring stability and often act as liaisons between Warabal and the broader community (for instance, organizing 

outreach events or dealing with local authorities). 

Junior/Youth Volunteers (7 individuals, ages 16–25): Predominantly high school and college students from the village 

or nearby areas. Some are alumni of Warabal’s reading programs who decided to give back. Pseudonyms like “Ayu” (a 17-

year-old high school girl volunteering for 2 years), “Rizal” (a 19-year-old college student home on weekends who helps 

with English classes), and “Santi” (a 23-year-old who started volunteering in her teens and now leads the Sunday study 

club) represent this segment. They are typically energetic, tech-savvy (sometimes introducing ideas like using smartphones 

to show educational videos), and view volunteering as both a service and a personal development opportunity. Their 

involvement tends to be part-time due to school/college, but they are crucial in connecting with the children and bringing in 

new ideas. 

Former beneficiaries-turned volunteers (3 individuals, ages 18–30): Overlapping with the youth category, these are 

individuals who literally “grew up” with Warabal. Notably, one participant (“Wati,” age 25) recounted how she came to 

Warabal at age 10 as a struggling reader; through years of guidance, she improved academically, later became the first in 

her family to attend university, and now, as a professional teacher in a neighboring village, she returns on free days to tutor 
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at Warabal. Such participants offer valuable insight into the long-term impact of the library and carry a strong emotional 

attachment to it. They often see volunteering as a way to honor the help they received. 

New Volunteers (2 individuals, ages approximately 30): To capture fresh perspectives, we also included a couple of 

volunteers who joined within the last year. For example, Dewi is a 32-year-old entrepreneur who moved to Lebakwangi 

after marriage and recently started volunteering to get involved in the community; Hendra is a 29-year-old who, after losing 

his job in the city during the pandemic, returned to the village and decided to contribute his time. New volunteers like them 

can highlight entry experiences and how welcoming or challenging it is to integrate into an established volunteer group. 

The names, positions, and roles of informants are presented in Table 1. 

 
Table 1.  
Research Participants. 

No. Pseudonym Gender Age Educational 

Background 

Years 

Volunteering 

Main Role in Warabal 

1 Ibu Kis Female 55 Junior High School 27 years Founder, coordinator, mentor 

2 Bu Sari Female 47 High School 8 years Early childhood teacher, PAUD 

coordinator 

3 Bu Entik Female 42 High School 6 years Literacy tutor for young children 

4 Pak Guru Male 60 Bachelor’s Degree 

(Education) 

10 years Curriculum planner, mathematics 

tutor 

5 Mas Joni Male 38 Diploma (Youth 

Development) 

5 years Activity coordinator, outdoor events 

organizer 

6 Pak RT Male 50 High School 7 years Community relations and weekend 

volunteer 

7 Wati Female 25 Bachelor’s Degree 

(Midwifery) 

6 years Health literacy tutor, youth mentor 

8 Ayu Female 20 Undergraduate 

(Education) 

3 years Reading tutor, early grade assistant 

9 Rizal Male 19 Undergraduate 

(English Language) 

2 years English tutor 

10 Santi Female 23 Bachelor’s Degree 

(Psychology) 

5 years Weekend class leader 

11 Dewi Female 32 High School 1 year Women’s literacy facilitator, adult 

reading corner 

12 Hendra Male 29 High School 1 year Logistics and technical support 

13 Yusuf Male 26 Diploma 4 years Student mentor, book inventory 

management 

14 Lila Female 18 High School 2 years PAUD assistant, basic literacy tutor 

15 Neni Female 21 Undergraduate 

(Primary Education) 

2 years Storytelling sessions leader, 

weekend learning facilitator 

 

During analysis, we did not treat each individual as a separate case study; rather, we examined the collective themes 

and variations across these profiles. To maintain a coherent narrative in the Results and Discussion, we will refer to 

participants in a manner that conveys context while preserving anonymity. For instance, we might say “one senior 

volunteer (female, age 45) said…” or use a pseudonym like “Bu Entik” (senior volunteer, mother of two) when quoting. 

These attributions are linked to the profiles above. This approach ensures the human element is present, allowing readers to 

discern if the quote is from, for example, the founder versus a newer youth volunteer, which can be relevant for 

interpretation. 

 

5. Results and Discussion 
The findings from this study are organized around several interrelated themes that emerged from the phenomenological 

analysis. These include: (1) initial motivations and pathways into literacy activism, (2) the evolution of volunteer 

commitment and identity, (3) challenges faced and strategies for perseverance, and (4) perceived impacts on the community 

and the volunteers themselves. In discussing these themes, we integrate quotes from participants (translated into English 

where originally in Indonesian) and connect these lived experiences to the theoretical frameworks outlined earlier. The 

discussion is woven into the results to provide interpretation and context for each theme. 

 

5.1. Becoming a Literacy Activist: Motivations and Social Action 

The journey of each volunteer often began with a compelling personal motivation, which can be understood in 

Weberian terms as a mix of affective, value-rational, and sometimes instrumental actions. A common thread across many 

narratives was an emotional drive rooted in empathy for children and a passion for reading. For example, one senior 

volunteer (female, 47) who we’ll call Bu Sari explained her reason for joining Warabal: “I used to see kids in my 

neighborhood just playing in the dirt with nothing to read. It reminded me of my own childhood – I loved books but had 
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none. My heart felt heavy seeing their potential waste away.” This quote illustrates an affective motivation (her heart felt 

heavy) combined with a recollection of personal experience. Bu Sari’s emotional response to the children’s situation 

spurred her into action, reflecting what Weber would label an affectual social action. Yet it was also value-oriented: she 

implicitly believes in the value of reading (“loved books”) and cannot stand by while children lack access, which 

demonstrates a value-rational commitment to the idea that children ought to have books. 

Similarly, younger volunteers often cited inspiration and values instilled by others. A 19-year-old volunteer (Rizal) 

recounted how he was inspired by the founder’s story: 

“I heard about Bude Kis starting this from nothing selling herbal drinks to buy books. That dedication moved me. I 

thought, if someone can do so much with so little, why shouldn’t I pitch in too?” (Interview with Informant Rizal, 2024). 

In this reflection, Rizal demonstrates a value-rational motive, admiration for dedication to education, and an emerging 

sense of identity alignment, viewing volunteering as something one "should" do if sharing those values. His decision can be 

seen as an externalization of his new value orientation; by participating in Warabal, he externalizes his belief that 

supporting education is worthwhile. This also emphasizes the social influence of narratives and role models: the story of 

the founder functions as a social construction that establishes a precedent for action. By sharing Kiswanti’s story within the 

community and media, a template of "what a literacy activist is" was created, facilitating others like Rizal to internalize and 

emulate that role. Instrumental motivations were mentioned less frequently, but they were not absent. One practical benefit 

cited by some volunteers, particularly student volunteers, was skill development. 

For instance, a college student volunteer (Ayu, 20) noted, “Teaching here every week has helped me prepare to 

become a teacher in the future. I’ve learned how to be patient and explain things slowly.” Ayu’s engagement is partly 

instrumental-rational – she consciously uses the volunteer experience to further her career goals (practicing teaching skills). 

However, she quickly added that this was not the only reason: “Even if it didn’t help my career, I would still do it because 

seeing the kids' progress is so rewarding.” This emphasizes that instrumental reasons were often coupled with altruistic 

rewards. 

In volunteer motivation theory terms, Ayu’s case exemplifies how functional motivators (gaining teaching experience) 

can align with identity and community connection motivators (she sees herself as someone who helps kids and feels tied to 

the community’s progress). Analyzing initial motivations through the Join–Stay–Leave lens, we find that Join factors for 

Warabal volunteers included: personal passion or interest in books (intrinsic interest), influence of role models (seeing 

others volunteer), empathy for local children’s needs, and social invitation (some volunteers joined because friends or 

family were involved and invited them – an affiliation-based entry). A notable detail is the role of prior beneficiaries 

joining as volunteers. Their motivation to join was deeply rooted in gratitude and identity: they had internalized the value 

of Warabal’s work through their own experience as children, so volunteering was almost a natural progression – an 

internalization of a norm that “if you were helped by Warabal, you later help others at Warabal.” 

This kind of cycle reinforces the social construction of the volunteer role within the community, rendering it a self-

perpetuating phenomenon. As a former beneficiary turned volunteer (male, 26) expressed, “Warabal changed my life when 

I was a child struggling to read. Now it’s my turn to help other children.” His statement exemplifies the externalization of 

an internalized norm (giving back) and is strongly value-rational, driven by a moral duty to assist as he was helped. 

Weber’s four types of social action are often intertwined within individual narratives. For example, consider the founder 

Kiswanti’s explanation of her motivation to establish Warabal: she recounted how, as a child, she was denied schooling due 

to poverty and gender biases (traditional societal attitudes), yet she harbored an intense desire to read. When she became a 

mother, she vowed to create opportunities for others. She stated, “It was like a mission in my heart, I didn’t want the next 

generation to experience the same thirst for knowledge I had. Even if I wasn’t rich or educated, I believed I could do 

something.” 

In Kiswanti’s case;(1)Traditional elements: She often cites a proverb taught by her parents about sharing knowledge as 

charity, indicating a cultural tradition motivating her;(2)Affective: The emotional weight of her own past hardship and 

empathy for children is evident;(3)Value-Rational: She speaks of it as a “mission” and a belief in the cause of 

literacy;(4)Instrumental: She took very pragmatic steps (selling jamu drinks, saving money, networking with authors and 

journalists eventually) to achieve the goal of building a library, showing strategic action as well. Kiswanti’s narrative 

shows how a strong value-rational core (belief in equality of access to knowledge) guided her, supported by affective 

empathy, all enacted through both traditional values and instrumental means. This blend likely set the tone for Warabal’s 

volunteer culture, which combines heart-driven work with practical community organizing. 

 

5.2. Sustaining Commitment: Volunteer Experience and Identity Construction 

Once involved, volunteers’ reasons for staying evolved with their experiences. A significant finding is the emergence 

of a collective identity among the volunteers as “literacy activists” and the sense of ownership and pride they take in 

Warabal’s mission. Many participants described the volunteering experience as transformative for themselves. They 

reported gaining confidence, purpose, and a broadened perspective. One youth volunteer (female, 18) shared: “Before, I 

was a shy girl who wouldn’t speak up. After a year of leading story time, I feel more confident not just here but in school, 

too. I feel like I am useful to others now.” This comment illustrates how volunteering satisfied personal growth needs 

(achievement, building confidence) and fostered a positive self-concept. She now sees herself as “useful to others,” 

reflecting an internalization of the volunteer role into her identity. It also corresponds to the achievement need; she 

achieved personal growth and that success reinforces her commitment. The social bonds among volunteers emerged as a 

crucial retention factor. The atmosphere at Warabal was often described in familial terms. Volunteers refer to each other as 

siblings (kakak/adik) or use kinship terms like “Bude” (aunt) for Kiswanti, indicating close personal ties. One volunteer 
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(male, 30) said, “We’re like a family here. If one of us is busy or facing a problem, another steps in. I’ve made friends for 

life through Warabal.” This strong affiliation motive (sense of belonging) is clearly a reason to stay – leaving the volunteer 

group would mean losing a supportive social circle. 

This dynamic confirms McCurley and Lynch [23] idea that affiliation-oriented volunteers will continue if they find a 

welcoming McCurley and Lynch [23] cooperative group. It also highlights how the library has become an objectified social 

reality: it is not just a place to volunteer; it is a community entity that people feel part of. The norms of mutual support and 

collective mission at Warabal contribute to a social construction of a volunteer community. Newcomers quickly learn that 

being a Warabal volunteer means being part of a team that cares about each other. We observed this in action during our 

fieldwork; for example, when one volunteer’s motorbike broke down on route, others pooled money to get it fixed, and 

when another volunteer had a sick child, the team arranged a get-well card from the Warabal kids. These small acts 

reinforce solidarity and the idea that volunteering here is not an isolated act but part of a social network of action. 

In Berger and Luckmann [21] terms, the volunteer group has its own subculture that members internalize, which 

strengthens retention. An important aspect of identity construction is the growing public recognition and validation of the 

volunteers’ work. Volunteers reported that over time, they earned respect from community members who previously might 

have been indifferent or even disparaging. One middle-aged volunteer (male, 38, “Mas Joni”) noted: “In the beginning, 

some neighbors teased me – ‘Why are you wasting your time with that library? Come join us in real work.’ But now, those 

same people occasionally donate a little money for the kids’ events and say we’re doing a good job. It feels rewarding, like 

we changed how people think.” This shift in community attitude not only validates the volunteers’ efforts (feeding into a 

sense of achievement and pride) but also signifies the objectivation phase – the volunteer role has become legitimized in 

the local social structure. As volunteering becomes seen as “real work” and valuable work, volunteers internalize a stronger 

sense of legitimacy and pride in what they do. 

Several volunteers expressed that over the years, they have come to identify strongly with being literacy activists. It’s 

not a temporary hobby; it’s part of who they are. In one focus group, participants enthusiastically agreed with the statement 

“Warabal is our pride.” One said, “If someone asks me, who are you? I say, I’m a Warabal volunteer. That’s as important 

to me as my paying job.” This demonstrates a high level of identity integration; the volunteer role is central to their self-

definition. When volunteer roles reach this level of internalization, retention is almost assured, barring life events that 

physically prevent continuing. It aligns with the Identity motivator in the Agenda for Action framework, where 

volunteering becomes part of one’s self-concept. It also resonates with what volunteer management scholars call the 

development of a volunteer role identity, a powerful force sustaining long-term commitment [74, 75]. 

From a Weberian perspective, Wui and Leviste [76], one could say that over time, there is a shift in the dominant type 

of social action exhibited by long-term volunteers. If initial involvement might lean on affective or value-rational action, 

continued involvement could become somewhat traditional in Weber’s sense – not "traditional" in a historical sense, but in 

that volunteering becomes habitual, part of the routine, a norm expected of oneself. We observed this with older volunteers 

who had been with Warabal for a decade or more: volunteering became a regular part of their life’s rhythm (e.g., every 

Tuesday and Thursday afternoon, they automatically go to the library). They no longer constantly question why they 

volunteer; it has become a taken-for-granted activity, a personal tradition. That indicates the volunteer role has been fully 

institutionalized in their reality. This isn’t to say their passion is gone; rather, it means the action of volunteering no longer 

always requires a deliberate value calculation or emotional trigger; it’s sustained by a stable internalized commitment. 

At the same time, continued volunteering is bolstered by positive reinforcement and satisfaction – essentially the 

rewards that volunteers perceive. One major reward repeatedly cited was seeing the improvement in children (the impact of 

motivation). Volunteers spoke with pride of children who initially struggled to spell but are now able to read fluently, or 

former troublemakers who became polite and studious after spending time at Warabal. These success stories are deeply 

fulfilling. A volunteer (female, 32) provided an illustrative example: 

“There’s a boy who used to skip school and couldn’t read even at the 3rd grade. He started coming here, we gave him 

extra attention. He slowly caught up. Now he’s reading short stories and goes to school regularly. His mother thanked me 

with tears. Honestly, that moment, I felt this is worth all my effort.” (Interview with Informant Dewi, 2024). 

This account highlights how outcome achievement (turnaround of a struggling child) reinforced the volunteer’s 

resolve. It also shows community feedback (“mother thanked me”) as a social reward. Such experiences meet the Three 

Needs: achievement (the boy’s success), affiliation (the emotional connection with the grateful mother and the child), and 

power/influence (she had a positive influence on the boy’s life, an empowering feeling in a good sense). Notably, these 

kinds of outcomes contribute to the social construction of the volunteers’ reality by providing concrete evidence that their 

role matters. It moves the role from abstract “trying to help” to concrete “we have changed lives,” thereby objectifying the 

notion that literacy activism has tangible community value. This becomes part of the shared knowledge base of the 

volunteers, they frequently share these success anecdotes with each other, which helps to motivate newcomers and sustain 

group morale. 

 

5.3. Challenges and Perseverance: The “Staying” Dynamics 

Alongside motivations and rewards, volunteers faced numerous challenges that tested their commitment. 

Understanding how they navigated these challenges reveals further aspects of their social world and personal resilience. 

Common challenges mentioned were: lack of resources, time management, community apathy (especially in early stages), 

and occasional internal burnout or conflicts. Resource constraints are an ever-present issue. Warabal runs on donations and 

personal contributions, so there are times when new books or materials cannot be acquired for months, or when 
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maintenance of the facility becomes difficult. Volunteers sometimes had to be very creative – organizing book donation 

drives, repurposing old materials, or lobbying local authorities for support. 

Warabal’s team seems to manage this through a strong support network. In formal volunteer management terms, they 

practice a form of informal peer supervision and encouragement. We also found that sharing responsibilities helps; tasks 

are rotated to prevent overburdening individuals. This aligns with McCurley & Lynch’s note that unmet expectations or 

overload can lead to departures. Warabal volunteers actively discuss among themselves to redistribute tasks if someone 

appears overloaded. For example, during our observation, a senior volunteer suggested a schedule change to give a younger 

volunteer a break when she started university exams. Such adaptability is crucial for volunteer retention. Time management 

and competing priorities pose additional challenges. Particularly for younger volunteers, balancing studies or work with 

volunteering requires sacrifices. Some participants mentioned negotiating with their families for time initially, and a few 

parents or spouses questioned why the participant spent hours at the library instead of doing paid work or chores. 

The established culture emphasized that education and family are priorities; volunteers support each other during such 

times, maintaining flexibility. This flexibility is essential for retention, especially among youth volunteers who might 

otherwise drop out if forced to choose. An interesting challenge is the emotional burden of volunteering in a community 

facing social issues. Additionally, some volunteers mentioned drawing on spiritual or religious values to cope with viewing 

their work as a form of ibadah (worship/service to God), which provides internal resilience because it transcends immediate 

results and aligns with their faith (this was more evident in older volunteers’ narratives). Internal conflicts or disagreements 

among volunteers were reportedly rare but did occur, particularly as the group increased in size. 

One instance recounted in the focus group was a disagreement about whether to seek corporate sponsorship (one 

volunteer suggested reaching out to a bank for funding, another worried it would commercialize their grassroots spirit). The 

volunteers resolved this through open discussion and, interestingly, by deferring to their collective values: they agreed that 

any support should align with Warabal’s mission and not impose conditions that could change their approach. Ultimately, 

they did accept some outside help (e.g., a donation of books from a bank’s CSR program) but on their own terms, ensuring 

the library’s independence. This incident, while minor, demonstrates that the volunteers actively construct and negotiate the 

“meaning” of their volunteerism, keeping it true to a vision of altruism and community-led action, rather than allowing it to 

morph into something overly institutional. It reflects an awareness of the social construction of their project; they are 

cautious about how external influences could reshape the reality they have built. Maintaining narrative control, telling their 

own story of Warabal, is part of sustaining their motivation. Indeed, storytelling was a notable practice: volunteers often 

share the history and founding anecdotes with new members, reinforcing collective memory and ethos. 

 

5.4. Impact on Community and Self: “Changing Realities” 

The final theme revolves around the perceived outcomes of literacy activism, both for the community and for the 

volunteers, and how those outcomes feed back into the social reality of the practice. Volunteers unanimously felt that 

Warabal had made a significant positive impact on Lebakwangi village. They observed more children reading and doing 

homework, improvements in school performance, and a general increase in what they termed “minat belajar” (interest in 

learning) among local youth. One local school teacher (also a part-time volunteer) attested that students who frequented 

Warabal often became top performers in class, and their example pushed others to take reading more seriously. Community 

members have also begun to show more support; the volunteer team noted incremental changes such as more parents 

visiting the library to check on their kids’ progress, villagers donating used books, and even the village head including 

Warabal in the village’s official annual report as a point of pride. These are signs of Warabal’s integration into the fabric of 

the community; it has transitioned from a private initiative to a community asset. 

Berger and Luckmann would describe this as successful institutionalization at the local level: Warabal’s activities, 

initially novel, are now part of the expected social landscape. Children grow up taking for granted that they have access to a 

library, representing a significant shift in the village's lifeworld compared to 25 years ago, when such a facility did not 

exist. From the volunteers’ perspective, knowing that they have "made our village better" (as one volunteer expressed) 

serves as a strong motivator and a source of personal validation. It subtly elevates their social status, although volunteers 

insisted they do not seek reward or fame, some admitted that it feels good when parents or teachers acknowledge their 

contributions, or when a previously skeptical neighbor now speaks proudly of Warabal to visitors. Such recognition can be 

viewed as a form of objectification of their social worth. In the volunteers’ social reality, they have constructed a role that 

is not only self-fulfilling but also publicly valued, reinforcing their identity and encouraging continuity and perhaps 

inspiring others in the community to join or initiate similar efforts. 

Volunteering also impacted the volunteers’ personal development and futures. Several younger volunteers indicated 

that their experience solidified or even altered their career trajectories. Two of the college-aged participants decided to 

pursue careers in education and library science, respectively, explicitly because volunteering revealed to them their passion 

and talent in these fields. The role of internalization can actually redirect life paths – the volunteer role became central 

enough to their identity that it influenced a major life decision (career choice). It also shows how volunteering can uncover 

latent aspirations, perhaps tied to the functional motive of finding one’s calling, and also the identity motive, where one’s 

volunteer role becomes one’s professional identity, too. For older volunteers or those not pursuing new careers, personal 

growth was noted in terms of soft skills and social connections. 

Volunteers reported improvements in communication skills, public speaking, organization, empathy, and patience. 

These are in line with research like Llenares and Deocaris [77], which found that volunteerism improved soft skills in 

volunteers. Our participants’ testimonies corroborate this. For instance, Pak RT (the village official volunteer) noted how 

volunteering enhanced his leadership skills to mobilize people politely [77]. This cross-pollination of skills demonstrates 
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that the benefits of volunteerism to volunteers themselves can be far-reaching, even improving their effectiveness in other 

social roles. Lawton et al. [78] found that volunteering is associated with higher well-being and happiness; in Warabal’s 

case, volunteers often described the work as “addictive in a good way,”  the joy and satisfaction become something they 

crave because it improves their own sense of well-being [78]. The meaningfulness and positive social interaction of the 

activity contribute to personal happiness, supporting the notion of reciprocal benefit. Connecting these outcomes back to 

theory: The volunteers’ experiences reflect what Berger & Luckmann describe as the reciprocal relationship between the 

individual and society in reality construction. The volunteers set out to change their community (externalization of their 

ideals), and indeed they have objectively changed it (objectivation in the form of Warabal’s presence and community 

acceptance). 

In turn, that changed reality has shaped the volunteers themselves (internalization of new identities, skills, and even 

life opportunities). It’s a dynamic loop as volunteers see the fruit of their actions (children reading, community valuing 

literacy), the reality of “a literate community” that they helped create becomes part of their own lived reality, reinforcing 

their commitment and perhaps raising new goals (for example, now some volunteers dream of expanding Warabal or 

replicating it in nearby villages, showing an evolution of their aspirations as the community norm shifts). This phenomenon 

can also be seen through Weber’s lens of meaningful action leading to social change: individual meaningful acts (like 

Kiswanti’s founding action or each volunteer’s teaching sessions) aggregated to a point where they produced a cultural 

change in the village (higher literacy engagement), which then feeds back into the meaning context for future actions (now 

a volunteer’s action has even greater meaning because it’s part of a recognized movement in the village). 

Finally, it is important to note that not all impacts are easily measurable, and volunteers are aware of this. They speak 

of intangible outcomes like “instilling a love of learning” or “shifting mindsets,” which are long-term and diffuse. 

However, by reflecting on these, they assign value to their ongoing efforts beyond immediate outputs. This long-term 

perspective is likely a factor in their perseverance. It aligns with the idea of volunteering as unpaid work with social value, 

a perspective echoed by Overgaard [79], who reframed volunteering as a form of labor contributing to society [79]. 

Warabal volunteers, through their narratives, clearly see their labor as filling a gap that formal institutions haven’t and they 

take pride in that. There’s a subtle empowerment in the volunteers’ tone when they realize that they, ordinary citizens, can 

effect change that perhaps the government or formal systems could not. 

In a Weberian sense, their value-rational actions (grounded in idealism) have led to results that even an instrumental-

rational calculus would admire (an educated cohort of children, a community institution built). This blending of idealism 

and pragmatism could serve as a model for citizen-driven development efforts. In summary, the results illustrate that the 

social construction of literacy activists at Warabal is an ongoing, dynamic process. It begins with individual motivations 

and actions, congeals into a structured practice and identity through communal efforts, and yields changes in both the 

community and the individuals, which in turn reinforce and redefine the practice. The volunteers negotiate meaning at 

every step, whether convincing their community that reading matters, convincing themselves to push through challenges, or 

interpreting the significance of a child’s success. Their experiences validate theoretical constructs: they exemplify Weber’s 

categories of meaningful social action, embody the externalization-objectivation-internalization cycle of constructing a new 

social reality (the norm of volunteering and literacy advocacy in the village), and align with volunteer motivation 

frameworks that emphasize the importance of personal needs, social ties, and identity in sustaining volunteerism. 

Crucially, this study shows that context matters. These volunteers operate in a rural Indonesian Muslim-Javanese 

culture, where certain values (community cooperation, modesty, religious charity) interplay with the volunteer experience. 

For example, volunteers often frame their work as amal (charity) and invoke barokah (blessing) for the community 

concepts that are culturally resonant and help gain community buy-in. Rural identity also plays a role: there is a sense of 

pride in proving that a small village can produce accomplished readers and university-goers. In effect, the social 

construction of literacy activists is tied to the social reconstruction of the village’s identity. By integrating the voices of the 

volunteers with sociological and motivational theories, we see a holistic picture: The literacy activists of Warung Baca 

Lebakwangi are not just performing tasks; they are enacting values and building a new social reality wherein informal 

education is embraced and volunteerism is normalized. Their story is one of agency, meaning-making, and shared 

humanity, demonstrating how empowerment flows both to the community and back to the change agents themselves. 

 

6. Conclusion 
This phenomenological study aimed to explore how volunteers at a rural community library in Lebakwangi Village 

construct and experience their roles as literacy activists. Through in-depth engagement with the Warung Baca Lebakwangi 

case, the study illuminated the interplay of individual motivation, socio-cultural context, and theoretical frameworks in 

shaping grassroots literacy activism. Several key conclusions emerged: Firstly, the motivations of literacy activist 

volunteers are multifaceted and deeply rooted in personal and cultural values. Volunteers are driven by a convergence of 

altruism, empathy, and community commitment, alongside opportunities for personal growth and social connection. Many 

were initially motivated by emotionally salient experiences, such as witnessing children’s needs or being inspired by the 

founder’s story, as well as internalized values like the belief in education for all. Secondly, sustained volunteer engagement 

is facilitated by the development of a strong volunteer identity and supportive community dynamics. As volunteers 

continued their service, many transitioned from being "people who volunteer" to truly seeing themselves as literacy 

activists integral to the community. This identity formation was nurtured by ongoing positive reinforcement: witnessing the 

fruits of their labor, such as children’s improved literacy and confidence, receiving gratitude and respect from community 

members, and forging meaningful friendships with fellow volunteers. 
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Thirdly, the volunteers’ actions and narratives demonstrate how grassroots initiatives can transform social realities in 

rural contexts. Over the course of Warabal’s development, a marked change occurred in Lebakwangi’s literacy culture and 

attitudes towards volunteerism. Literacy, once undervalued in daily life, gained prominence; children in the village now 

grow up with storybooks and library time as part of their upbringing, and reading has become a more common pastime. 

Likewise, the notion of volunteering, initially met with skepticism by some, has become respected and even admired. 

Fourthly, theoretical frameworks of volunteer motivation proved applicable and illuminating when contextualized. 

McCurley and Lynch’s models, Join–Stay–Leave, Three Needs, and Agenda for Action, were largely borne out in the 

experiences of Warabal volunteers, but with nuances. Factors for joining included idealism and personal conviction, staying 

was reinforced by affiliation and achievement, and leaving was rare due to strong retention dynamics, but would align with 

typical factors like life changes or fatigue if it occurred. 

As a single-case, in-depth qualitative study, this research provides rich detail but is not broadly generalizable in a 

statistical sense. The context of Lebakwangi village is unique in certain respects (e.g., having a highly charismatic founder 

figure, a quarter-century timeline, etc.). Future research could adopt a comparative case approach, examining multiple 

community libraries or literacy volunteer networks across different regions of Indonesia or internationally to identify 

common patterns and distinct variances. Quantitative studies could also be designed to measure outcomes (such as 

improvements in literacy rates attributable to community libraries) and correlate them with volunteer input metrics, which 

would complement this study’s qualitative insights. 
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