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DURING THE LAST decade, great claims have been made for
both the theory and the practice of women’s increased
participation in the management of domestic water re-
sources. This is said to have contributed both to increasing
project efficiency and effectiveness as well as to empower-
ing women (Cleaver, 1997). An extensive analysis of policy
and project literature reveals that the domestic water sector
interprets the following forms of women’s participation in
water projects at the community level as contributing to
women’s empowerment as well as to project efficiency:

• Women’s roles in skilled work in project implementa-
tion and management.

• Women’s representation in community decision-mak-
ing forums.

• Women’s increased awareness of the health and hy-
giene aspects of water management.

• Women’s participation in productive income genera-
tion activities made possible through time saved in
fetching water.

Sector professionals claim that water projects, which
meet these achievements at the community level, result not
only in positive service outcomes but also in positive gender
outcomes (Dayal et. al., 2000). However, research critics
with a gender focus resent these claims of success. They
suggest that such prescriptions may have contributed to
project efficiency at a high opportunity cost of women’s
participation, but have done little in empowering women
and therefore in addressing gender issues. There is further
criticism that such interventions ‘homogenize women as a
unitary social category and immobilize women in their
domestic roles as water producers’ (Jackson, 1997). An-
other basic failing of this approach is the fact that it
misinterprets the theory of gender and thus identifies
‘gender’ as ‘women’, thus separating and isolating women
from the context of social relations, which is what gender
is essentially concerned with (Baden and Goetz, 1998).

This contradiction between the opinions of water sector
practitioners and gender theorists  remains, as there is little
substantial information which can prove how empower-
ment has been affected, and data is sparse concerning the
perception that local women and men have of the empow-
ering roles of these approaches (Cleaver, 1997). This paper
attempts to address this dispute between theorists and
practitioners by analyzing each of these four claims of
gender successes at the community level, through the
perceptions of village women.  Do policy and project

approaches aimed at enabling increased women’s partici-
pation realistically contribute to the empowerment of
women in poor and disadvantaged communities?
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Before we analyze the assumed outcomes of participation
in terms of empowerment, it is useful to clarify the com-
monly held notions of these terms, used liberally in the
wording of water policies and guidelines. However there is
little clarity in the use of the terms. In fact, theorists claim
that the terms are used in ways which completely ignore
their political meanings and their deep-rooted purposes in
the context of development.

Participation means different things to different people.
While the concept and the term is much eulogized as
enabling a sharing of power, in reality, participation often
means involvement in externally conceived projects, via
contributions and benefits (Wallace, 2000).  The theoreti-
cal concept of empowerment is more deep-rooted in the
notion of power. Empowerment expresses the interests of
those long distanced from power and authority to challenge
and define the agenda for development on the basis of their
own priorities and interests (Kabeer, 1994). However,
often, empowerment is no more than a substitute word for
integration in processes whose main parameters have al-
ready been set by a minority at the top (ibid).

Do all women participate in water projects at the commu-
nity level?
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In analysing these terms in practice it was observed in
water projects in North India that there are structural
barriers which inhibit all women from uniformly, effec-
tively and strategically participating in water management.
These constraints are deeply impacted by the social vari-
ables of class, caste, age and ethnic background, which vary
in their degrees of intensity in specific local situations.

 The example overleaf, which shows how caste, class and
family composition determine how certain women cannot
participate. There are many more examples of such situa-
tions.

Who are the women who do participate, why and how
have they participated and how have these processes been
empowering to them?
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Women’s entry into the male domain of technological
inputs has been heralded as a major victory. In certain
instances, this has been rewarding to the women involved.
This has been observed especially in donor funded and
managed urban slum projects. In such local contexts, the
restriction on social mobility for women is already reduced
so that the opportunity and environment exists for poor
women to work outside the home

However, such successes often come to a halt with the
termination of project support.

In rural areas, where subsistence is agriculture-based and
dependent on women’s intensive labour inputs, women’s
involvement in technical construction work in water projects
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is often a one-off event, with little scope for replication.
Here women’s involvement is often harnessed to meet
project efficiency goals. Either as voluntary workers or
even when paid, women’s occasional, isolated engagement
in the implementation, and more frequent involvement in
the upkeep of water points redefines their position at the
lowest level of water management.  This role is of little
consequential value in determining gender equality and
equity.

Women’s representation in community decision-making
forums

In the World Bank supported SWAJAL project, official
norms specified that women must constitute one-third of
the village water and sanitation committee (VWSC). It was
also specified that the treasurer of the VWSC should be a
woman, who was literate and therefore capable of manag-
ing the project funds at the village level. Project policy
specified that this process required NGOs to enable the
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community to nominate members through a participatory
process, which would enable a prior understanding of the
proposed responsibilities.
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The concentration of hygiene education and awareness on
women continues to perpetuate the gender inequality in
roles for women as home caretakers.

Women’s participation in productive income generation
activities

It has already been identified that if any time is saved in
water collection, this may simply be spent in attending
meetings and awareness programmes, cleaning and main-
taining standposts and collecting user fees (Kamminga,
1991). Further, the demand responsive approach of the
SWAJAL project defined that individual household con-
nections would be provided to those who could pay more.
This ensured that women from richer households had
greater opportunities for saving more time. Even if it is
assumed that improved water availability results in effec-
tive and uniform time saving, not all women are able to
participate in project income generation programmes and
not all women benefit from this process.

It was another matter that there was no thriving market
and demand for products that women made through
income generation programmes. Also, given the social
reality of their exclusion from public domains, women
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cannot gain an equal foothold in established forms of local
and macro businesses.  They remain pitifully dependent on
NGO benevolence, which varies from place to place.

The social reality of women’s unequal access to and
control over money also determines that women are not
always able to control what they supposedly earned. Most
critically what was actually earned by women through
taxing, time-consuming work was pathetically insignifi-
cant, and could not bring about any positive change in their
position and condition.
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In accordance with the popular notion of participation,

women have become involved in externally conceived
projects and have undertaken new roles in project imple-
mentation, been represented in community decision-mak-
ing forums, become more aware of health and hygiene
aspects of water management and participated in income
generation activities. To be able to do this, women had to
invest time and scarce resources in water projects. How-
ever, in contrast with the assumptions of project designers,
not all women have participated in water projects, fewer
women have benefited economically and very few have
gained social empowerment. More critically, most projects
have no indicators to measure empowerment. Thus the
claim that empowerment is a substitute word for participa-
tion, defined by a minority at the top, is justified.

It is evident through this paper that women cannot be
homogenized as a single social category.  Further, increased
involvement of women at the community level does not
enable them to achieve the space and support that is
necessary to change decisions to their benefit. In this
context, women are not empowered through these forms of
participation.  Empowerment cannot be achieved by sepa-
rating and isolating women from the context of social
relations in which they live, as women cannot on their own
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resolve their subordinate position and condition. Further
efforts at empowering women cannot be sustained if inter-
ventions are isolated at the community level. ‘Gender
inequalities do not operate within a social vacuum but are
products of the way in which institutions are organized and
continuously reconstituted’ (Kabeer and Subrahmanian,
1999).  In other words, agencies involved in development
work, including water projects, need not only to be aware
of the social realities in the communities with whom they
are working, and to strive sensitively to bring about real
changes in men’s and women’s lives there.  They also need
to examine and deal with the inequalities and inequities in
their own agency values, principles, structures and prac-
tices. Only then will they be able to better support their
work with poor communities and only then can we claim
to be really empowering women through our work.
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