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Abstract
In this paper, I analyze the connections made between women and water in a Rajasthani drinking water supply project as a signiWcant
part of drinking water’s commodiWcation. For development policy makers, water progressing from something free to something valued
by price is inevitable when moving economies toward modernity and development. My Wndings indicate that water is not commodiWed
simply by charging money for it, but through a series of discourses and acts that link it to other “modern” objects and give it value. One
of these objects is “women”. I argue that through women’s participation activities that link gender and modernity to new responsibilities
and increased mobility for village women involving the clean water supply, a “traditional” Rajasthani woman becomes “modern”. Water,
in parallel, becomes “new”, “improved” and worth paying for. Women and water resources are further connected through project staV’s
eVorts to promote latrines by targeting women as their primary users. The research shows that villagers applied their own meanings to
latrines, some of which precluded women using them. This paper Wlls a gap in feminist political ecology, which often overlooks how gender is created through natural resource interventions, by concerning itself with how new meanings of “water” and “women” are mutually
constructed through struggles over water use and its commodiWcation. It contributes to critical development geography literatures by
demonstrating that women’s participation approaches to natural resource development act as both constraints and opportunities for village constituents. It examines an under-explored area of gender and water research by tracing village-level struggles over meanings of
latrines.
© 2006 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction
On a highway leading into Jaipur, Rajasthan’s (India)
capital city, a large billboard displays Company X’s promotional campaign featuring a married woman in a white
lab coat holding a bottle of mineral water. This housewife/
scientist advocates clean, hygienic Company X brand water
for (her family’s) health. Playing upon familiar tropes,
Company X’s spokeswoman represents urban, modern
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womanhood—a concerned middle-class mother with scientiWc savvy and the good sense to protect her children.1
Although the development project that is my case study is
headed by a non-governmental organization (NGO), not a
CEO, its marketing strategy bears signiWcant resemblance
to the advertisement of Company X. Project staV meet their
village constituents in the form of experts, aiming to convince

1
She wears two obvious symbols of marriage: red powder (sindoor) in
the part of her hair and a red dot (bindi) on her forehead. In Rajasthan as
elsewhere in India, a couple is expected to produce children soon after
marriage (Padmadas et al., 2004), so the ad’s indication that she is married
implies that she is also a mother.
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them likewise of the need for clean water and hygienic practices. While no one wears a white lab coat, discussions
between staV and village women are replete with images of
modern, scientiWc housewifery (see also Berry, 1997). The
overt message carried by WeldstaV is about water and
health, but with it, I suggest, travels a process whereby staV
seek to “remake” village women, through a women’s participation component, into modern consumers like the
woman in Company X’s advertisement.
This paper seeks to Wll a gap in feminist political ecology,
which often overlooks how gender is created through natural resource interventions, by concerning itself with how
new meanings of “water” and “women” are mutually constructed through struggles over water use and its commodiWcation. Unlike previous work on (a) how shifts in the
utilization and meanings of natural resources have speciWc
gendered implications (e.g., loss of access to forest resources
is felt most keenly by women) or (b) how gendered struggles are constitutive of environmental interventions and
change (e.g., men’s control of women’s labour leads to conXicts aVecting agricultural production), the focus of this
paper is on how shifts in constructions of gender have
implications for natural resources. The research indicates
that water is not commodiWed simply by charging money
for it, but through a series of discourses and acts that link it
to other “modern” objects and give it value (e.g., project
Weldworkers arriving in private jeeps in an area where
almost no one has their own vehicle). One of these objects is
“women”. It is argued that through women’s participation
activities that link gender and modernity to new responsibilities (e.g., serving on village water committees) and
increased mobility (e.g., attending public meetings) for village women involving the clean water supply, a “traditional” Rajasthani woman becomes “modern”.2 Water, in
parallel, becomes “new”, “improved” and worth paying for.
Water’s commodiWcation depends on reconWguring gendered connections to water that add value to women and
water.
After an introduction to my case study and methods, I
discuss the discursive and practical underpinning of the
project’s women’s participation agenda. Women are targeted as those with the most at stake in the arena of water
provision but are allowed only limited roles within the project. In the empirical section I show how village women
subvert categorization and notions of their powerlessness
through actions and words that challenge the particular
forms of gendered modernity project staV seek to establish.
I demonstrate how links between water, latrines and
women have been imagined and reworked by project staV
and local users. I then discuss water’s commodiWcation as
negotiations between staV and villagers over meanings of
water, village women’s practices, and competing visions of
modernity.
2
“Traditional” and “modern” are categorizing terms that I put in
quotes to indicate awareness of how power-laden these terms are. Even
when they are not in quotes the reader should bear this in mind.
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2. Case study and methods
In 1997, I travelled in northern India visiting NGOs that
were tackling issues of women and water. Eventually I was
introduced to the staV of a large drinking water supply project in Rajasthan’s three most northern districts (Churu,
Jhunjhunu and Hanumangadh) that was just beginning
Weld operations. Fifteen women employees (out of a total
staV of 70) had recently been hired for implementation of
the women’s participation component. As I studied this
project over the next 5 years, I came to understand that
many project staV believed that access to clean water was a
key to mobilizing village women’s participation and hoped
that their activities within the project would lead to
empowerment. I also learned that for other project actors,
women’s participation was a minor focus and of little
importance. In addition to these two general positions were
village men and women’s own ideas about development
and empowerment which both coincided and diverged from
the project’s agenda.
This project of Indo-German economic co-operation
was established to provide drinking water at German quality standards to local residents of Rajasthan’s saline water
belt, where groundwater is too salty for drinking. The project area covered nearly 20,000 km2 and is estimated to cost
more than $170 million dollars (Fig. 1).
Water Xowing from the Himalaya in the north to the
Thar Desert of Rajasthan through the Indira Gandhi Canal
is tapped, treated and piped into area villages. Phase One of
the project covered 378 villages and two towns with a 24-h
supply at public standposts (taps; Fig. 2). Unlike the preexisting GOR water supply, villagers are expected: (a) to
pay for water based on a division of the total bill by village

Fig. 1. The Our Water project area. (Map courtesy of Dick Gilbreath,
University of Kentucky Cartography Lab.)
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Fig. 2. A project public standpost. Each standpost provides drinking
water to approximately 250 persons (Author photo).

households;3 and (b) to maintain the underground pipes
and public standposts.
Each village has a meter where the pipeline enters its
boundary; each household contributes to bill payment
according to their number of family members and livestock.
As of 2005, payment remained at nearly 100%. The Government of Rajasthan (GOR) is expected to maintain the
system infrastructure and respond eVectively to villagers as
consumers, not beneWciaries. Community participation in
managing, maintaining and paying for the drinking water
supply system was understood by project planners and staV
as critical to its long-term sustainability. In order to meet its
fundamental goal to improve overall health in the region,
the project also sought to help Wnance and build latrines in
40% of area households. An early survey determined that
less than 10% of households in the project area had latrines;
most villagers defecated in the open.
In a project of this size, it is diYcult to speak about villages except in general terms, as they vary a great deal in
size, caste and class composition, and even language (e.g.,
the local language of Marwari varies from village to village,
even those a short distance apart). Almost half of all vil3
Water prices vary with amount used. The maximum price charged is 4
rupees (approximately 10 US cents) per 1000 l. At these rates, revenues will
not cover building or operation and maintenance costs.

lages in the project area house fewer than 1000 residents.
The smallest among these contain about 100 people, while
most populated villages have about 5500 residents. Most
villages have a majority (68%) of intermediate castes (e.g.,
Jats) and high castes (e.g., Brahmins and Rajputs), some
dalit (oppressed) or “untouchable” castes (known legally as
Scheduled Castes, 24%), few low caste groups (known
legally as Other Backward Classes), few Muslims (6%) and
very few, if any, aboriginal people (2%). Median household
annual income in the area is Rs. 13,000 (US$289). Roughly
one half of household incomes fall below this Wgure and
roughly one half of household incomes fall above this
Wgure.4 Distance to villages from the main oYce diVered
from 2 to 5 h, but distances between project area villages
themselves are relatively short (less than 15 km) as population density is fairly high in the region.
Our Water was made up of a technical side (derived
from the GOR Public Health and Engineering Department) that was building the massive supply system infrastructure, and a social side (hereafter, the Project Social
Side or PSS) that was responsible for community and
women’s participation. The PSS had a management staV of
seven Indian Program OYcers (1 woman, 6 men) and a
German consultant as required by the German donor bank.
Approximately 50 Indian WeldstaV (36 men, 14 women)
worked in area villages. Each Weld team (1 woman, 2 men)
was expected to: (1) set up a village-level bureaucracy for
payment of water; (2) establish village-level water management committees; (3) educate villagers about health and
sanitation; (4) build latrines in select households;5 and (5)
form women’s groups for women’s participation activities.
Male Weldworkers generally took responsibility for management, payment and latrine-building activities. Female
Weldworkers assumed the task of women’s participation,
which included the formation of women’s groups, health
and hygiene training, and microcredit schemes. Despite the
collective terminology, individuals working for the PSS did
not act as a single unit. They came from a variety of places
in India (including the project area), had varying educational and professional experiences, and engaged in Weld
practices that signaled great diVerences in understandings
about “development” and “women’s participation” (see
O’Reilly, forthcoming).
Throughout my Weldwork and my writing, I embrace
Burawoy et al.’s “extended case method” (2000, pp. 26–28)
which calls for long-term, participant observation of social
processes as part of an eVort to extend existing theory by
explaining contradictions arising in the Weld. The anomaly
that sparked my inquiry was the obvious disjunction
between categorical constructions in project documents of
4
Data on village size, caste composition and household income come
from surveys undertaken by, or commissioned by, Our Water in the period
1991–2002.
5
Households considered below the poverty line by the GOR were eligible for subsidized latrine packages, which covered most costs if household
members supply manual labour.
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Since the 1970s, when women’s gendered roles and experiences began to be recognized by mainstream development
policy makers, women’s participation in drinking water
supply has encompassed a range of approaches. Participatory approaches have sought to gather women’s knowledges in their roles as water carriers and resource managers
as a way of maximizing the beneWts of supply improvements or accessing women’s essentialized capacity for environmental protection (Coles and Wallace, 2005). Women,
in the 1980s, were included in water provision projects as a
means to increase project eYciency by drawing on their
labour (Coles and Wallace, 2005). As the state’s role in
water provision was increasingly viewed as ineYcient and
expensive during the 1990s, participation was intended to
increase local women’s investment in projects through a
“bottom-up” approach that would incorporate them into
project decision-making and planning at its earliest stages.
In the case of the Our water’s women’s participation
component, women as the primary water consumers in
villages were mobilized to pay for water and maintain the
new drinking water system. A combined empowermentthrough-participation approach has also emerged, which
seeks to empower women and bring lasting social change
through women’s participation in projects (Sen and
Grown, 1985; Crewe and Harrison, 2000; Wallace and
Coles, 2005). This approach was also in evidence within
PSS plans for women’s participation, and I was told by a
German consultant in 2000 that it had been included in
order to make the project acceptable to the donor bank.6
Development projects involving natural resources often
base their interventions on a “naturalized” relationship
between women and the project’s targeted resource. Exist-

ing gender–resource relations are then built upon or slated
for change according to the needs of the project. The Our
Water project built on an established division of labour
that equated “water work” with “women’s work”. In northern Rajasthan the collection of water, household cleaning
and children’s hygiene are the responsibility of the women
and girls of a household (with some exceptions). A look
into the project’s Handbook on Women’s Participation indicates that village women’s mobilization was based on
domestic, traditional roles, which were extended to include
public activities pertaining to water. Women’s participation
meant building modern relationships between women and
water in their homes (e.g., covering water pots; teaching
kids water-based hygiene) and empowered relationships
outside the home (e.g., speaking in front of men in public
fora).
Geographic and feminist work criticizes such development interventions and their planners for (a) failing to
question the socially constructed division of labour behind
these gendered roles and (b) for continuing to ignore the
criticisms and political implications that have emerged
from gender-environment theories (e.g., Shiva, 1988; Agarwal, 1997; Schroeder, 1999).7 These include arguments that
development projects increase women’s exploitation (Jackson, 1993) and constrain self-determined change (Mosse,
2001) and meanings (Cleaver, 2001). Moreover, evidence
for the power of development discourses and practices to
change gendered social relations emerges through each case
study (Carney and Watts, 1991; Schroeder, 1993, 1999;
Mutersbaugh, 1999; O’Reilly, 2002). Far from being “natural”, women’s relationships to resources are revealed as
socially created and negotiated by development actors (see
also Haraway, 1991; Rocheleau et al., 1996).
An additional element inherent within development discourses is a dualism of progress/modernity versus backwardness/tradition (Ferguson, 1990; Watts, 1995). As many
scholars have shown, meanings of development contain a
modernist teleology (see Ferguson, 1990, 1999; Manzo,
1991; Mitchell, 1995). That is to say, development discourses echo modernity’s narrative that progress occurs in
a forward-moving straight line until a nation-state achieves
the socio-economic condition of Western, industrial countries (Gupta, 1998, p. 36).8 This teleology is gendered, with
women often cast as an obvious target for modernization
through “empowerment” or “participation” programs—a
point I will take up below. Development policy makers and
practitioners seldom speak in terms of empowering men;
most often empowerment comes marked with a gender
modiWer, i.e., women’s empowerment. Flowing into villages
with the project’s clean water supply is a promise of incoming modernity: modern water for modern women.

6
The donor bank took a largely “hands-oV” approach to the PSS, but
on oYcers’ yearly missions to the project area, diVerent elements of the
project received special attention. In 2000, that element was women’s participation. Attention to women’s participation increased over the years I
studied the project (O’Reilly, 2004).

7
See Moeckli and Braun (2001) for an excellent summary of genderenvironment theories.
8
See Ferguson (1999) for a clear refutation of development’s linearity.
For other research addressing inherent contradictions within development
discourses see Cowen and Shenton (1996) and Mitchell (1995).

Rajasthani village women as traditional and disempowered
and evidence of their modernity and empowerment in their
daily lives. I seek to add to existing theories of gender–
nature connections by demonstrating how gender and
water are simultaneously reconWgured through women’s
participation, and the impacts of this reworking. Six separate research trips to the project between 1997 and 2002
have given me extensive experience over many phases and
changes of personnel in the project. The main oYce, Weld
oYces, and villages (in the company of staV and on my
own) were all research sites. I interviewed Program OYcers,
oYcers from the donor bank, consultants, WeldstaV, and
villagers in Hindi, English and Marwari. I also collected a
variety of project documents for discursive analysis. Tasneem Khan contributed to this research as my assistant in
the year 2000.
3. Women’s participation in drinking water supply
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A unique feature of this drinking water supply project
was its requirement that villagers pay for water and assist in
maintaining the system. Before the arrival of the project,
villagers received their water supply irregularly from the
Government of Rajasthan (GOR) free of charge (Fig. 3)
and harvested water during the annual monsoon from rooftops and other rain-catching structures.
The logic behind asking villagers to pay for water was
that people will waste less water and will maintain better a
water supply that they have to pay for, which will lead to
sustainability. In the words of one project promotional document: “Active participation of the people in implementation, operation and maintenance of the scheme at [the] local
level, as well as payment for the service, help to create a
sense of ownership and awareness” (PSS Leporello LeaXet,
n.d.). Simply put, water was being commodiWed. Our
Water’s Chief Engineer from the GOR Public Health Engineering Department (PHED) remarked:
The water supply systems throughout the State [of
Rajasthan], executed and operated by the PHED, face
serious problems on account of lack of community
participation and consequent poor cost recovery. In
order to have the system sustainable, it is essential to

Fig. 3. Before the Our Water project, villagers received their water supply
from the Government of Rajasthan at public taps such as this one. If the
supply was delayed, as on this day, women would queue their pots
(Author photo).

have community participation both at the planning as
well as in the operation and maintenance stage. Cost
recovery from the beneWciary is an issue without
which no system can become sustainable. It is therefore decided to make community participation and
cost recovery as an integral part of the Project (PSS
Achievements, 2000, p. 6).
The Chief Engineer blamed water supply problems on a
failure of local communities to pay and participate (which
he conXated), not the GOR’s failure to provide clean water
to villages. The issue in the project area was not a lack of
water, but that it was free. Within neoliberal development
discourses, water “progressing” from something “free” to
something valued by price is an unequivocal good (see
Page, 2005; also Coles and Wallace, 2005). In keeping with
development’s modernist teleology, it is implied that the
commodiWcation of water is inevitable when moving
toward modernity (see Page, 2005 for other sides of this
debate). The ‘goodness’ of water’s commodiWcation runs
parallel to trends in India toward commodiWcation, privatization and statization of other natural resources (Shiva,
1988; Agarwal, 1992; Saberwal, 1999; Agrawal, 1999).
I suggest that the staV of my Indian case study were
involved in the marketing of water in a modern package—
institutionalized, rationalized and commodiWed. Project
discourses categorically created women of project area
villages as “traditional” in opposition to this new water
supply scheme. But a “modern” water project needed
“modern” women to sustain it; thus village women imagined as “traditional” were marked for change by staV. I
argue in this paper that the promotion of modern water by
project staV ran parallel to a marketing of modern womanhood and consumerism coded as “women’s participation”.
Modern womanhood came in the form of a project component—women’s participation—that linked gender and
modernity to “new” responsibilities for women involving
the clean water supply, including paying for it. Women’s
responsibilities, in turn, supported water’s repackaging as
“modern”.
Regardless of development policy makers’ assumptions
however, forms of modernity had already arrived in project
villages by road, radio and television. In everyday interactions with Weldworkers, village women asserted their own
visions of modernity in ways that did not necessarily coincide with those of the project. A power struggle emerged at
a microlevel between project staV and village women over
whose modernity was going to be put in place. Close investigation of these processes demonstrates the agency of village women and project staV, and leaves no doubt as to the
power of these actors to disrupt unquestioned gender–
nature relationships upon which project plans were built.
Development policy makers may ignore power dynamics
surrounding naturalized relationships at a local level (Ferguson, 1990), but Weldworkers must regularly negotiate
with powerful, village-level actors (O’Reilly, forthcoming).
Village women for their part, demonstrated their ability to
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engage elements of the project that interested them and
avoid the rest. This power struggle ongoing over the course
of project implementation raises the questions of: (a) what
linkages were made discursively between empowerment,
modernity and women’s participation; and (b) whether or
not women’s participation-cum-empowerment activities
were constraining or enabling opportunities for village
women.
4. Developing gendered modernity
A combination of ecofeminist and feminist environmental approaches informed PSS discourses on women’s relationship to water. Ecofeminism, most closely associated
with the work of Vandana Shiva (1988), essentializes
women as a group, arguing that, because they are female,
women have a unique knowledge about the environment
and are “natural” protectors of natural resources. Feminist
environmentalism accepts the ecofeminist premise that
women are victims of environmental degradation in gender
speciWc ways, but seeks to add a more material basis for
understanding the links between gender and nature, e.g.,
gender, class, race, and caste-based structures of production, reproduction and distribution (Agarwal, 1992, 1997).
Women’s participation in natural resource management is
seen as a potential solution to their particular environmentrelated vulnerabilities. Within PSS documents, women—as
a category—were understood to have an invested relationship with water because of their roles as mothers and
housewives. They clean the house, collect water, and care
for dependents. Women’s material relationship to water
was naturalized in PSS documents through an unquestioned acceptance that it is women who should care for the
household and children. The following excerpt comes from
a PSS didactic brochure:
Active participation of women is essential to improve
health and living conditions as women are the main
users and organisers on the consumer side of water
supply, as well as the main providers of care and education. (PSS Leporello LeaXet, n.d.)
Project staV took this relationship for granted as the basis
for women’s participation in the sustainability of the system, e.g., “ƒ because women are the main users of water,
women know best about water and will be the most committed” (PSS Handbook on Women’s Participation n.d., p.
27). Project logic suggested that women in their role as
water consumers would see to it that the new supply
remained sustainable. Women would take care of the system because it is they who depend upon it; women’s labour
on behalf of the project was supported by women’s “essential” capabilities as wives and mothers.
PSS plans for women’s participation as natural resource
users/experts left unquestioned the division of labour that
had women as principal users in the Wrst place. Jackson
(1993) oVers a nuanced approach to women’s participation
in natural resource management that considers women’s
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relationships to environment in the context of a gendered
division of labour, generational diVerences among women,
women’s lifecourse, marriage practices, property rights,
and household negotiation, among other things. Seen
through Jackson’s optic, PSS plans for women’s participation placed village women in a category without recognizing power and social relations as factors inXuencing
individual women’s actions, decisions, and ideologies. Basing women’s participation on women’s water knowledges
and customary roles increases women’s exploitation.
The repercussions of categorizing women are wellexpressed by Mohanty (1991, p. 64) who writes that when a
female subject is reduced to her gender identity (e.g., class
and caste are left unconsidered), then sexual diVerence
comes to mean female subordination. Considering women
as a group coincides with gendered, binary divisions of
power: men have it, women do not (p. 64). When the category “oppressed woman” is combined with “underdeveloped” the result is the production of the “oppressed third
world woman”, who is automatically deWned as ignorant,
backward, traditional and domestic (p. 72). Hegemonic discourses of development serve to objectify village women by
presuming they are a coherent, stable group before entering
the development process (p. 63). Women Weldworkers are
similarly categorized, regardless of their diversity (O’Reilly,
forthcoming). Such hegemonic thinking in development
robs women of their agency; it also indicates a power
imbalance between those making the plans, and the women
they plan for.
However, power disparities in development interventions cannot be thought of as simple binaries with development staV and planners having all the power and
constituents having little or none (Ferguson, 1990; Bebbington, 2000; Crewe and Harrison, 2000; O’Reilly, 2003).
Feminist political ecologists (e.g., Rocheleau and Ross,
1995; Agarwal, 1997, 2001; Schroeder, 1999) include the
role of NGOs and other social institutions in challenging or
supporting particular gender–nature connections, but they
do not go far enough in their examination of individual
Weldworker-constituent interactions.9 Discourses of women’s
participation do not simply objectify village women—they
are rehearsed, put into practice, and subverted through the
activities of men and women Weldworkers (O’Reilly, forthcoming) and men and women villagers. In addition, village
women can be shown to already act as powerful agents in
ways that occasionally PSS staV overlooked because they
did not “Wt” with project plans. I argue, moreover, that to
analyze the practices of PSS Weldworkers as if they completely accept a category of traditional, backward village
women reduces their agency. On the contrary, WeldstaV
were well aware that some of their goals for project sustainability relied on women as active subjects (although this did
not mean that village women consistently chose to exercise
9
See also Springer, 2001; Arce and Long, 1992; O’Reilly, 2002, 2003,
2004; Villareal, 1992; Nagar, 2000 for more on NGO Weldworkers and
their relationships to village clients.
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their agency in ways beneWcial to the project). The agency
of both project staV and village men and women brought
together in the analytical picture illuminate some of the
obstacles that arose during PSS eVorts to modernize
women and commodify water.
Micropolitics in context and the details of individual
agency are critical to an understanding of how meanings of
women, water and modernity were negotiated by PSS Weldworkers and villagers. Beyond “discourses” and “institutions” are “utterances” (Bakhtin, 1994) and “agents”
(Escobar, 1995; Bebbington, 2000). Meanings are constantly negotiated and never fully controlled (Bakhtin,
1994; O’Reilly, forthcoming). The uttered words of staV
and villagers capture a sense of social life in its subversive
and transformative moments, something that discourse
analysis cannot quite do (O’Reilly, under review; Collins,
1999). Such an epistemology and methodology are necessary if we are going to investigate successfully real people’s
experiences of modernity in their daily lives (Watts, 1992).
Development and other modernizing agendas have their
eVects at a local level, where some type of modernity has a
previous existence and is renegotiated when there is an
inXux of new possible meanings (Watts, 1992; Bebbington,
2000; Everett, 1997). Development projects may be seen as
bringing to local places new possible meanings. By detailing
a variety of interactions between project staV and village
actors, I trace the commodiWcation of water through
attempts to emplace a certain type of gendered modernity
through the women’s participation component.
In the empirical section below, I detail the logic and
processes behind PSS plans and Weldworkers’ attempts to
“remake” village women into modern consumers, and their
implications for water’s commodiWcation. PSS staV simultaneously endeavoured to bring women into the project
based on women’s “traditional” roles and encourage their
participation in the project as “modern” consumers of
water. Put succinctly, staV plans called for village women as
objects but they also needed village women to act as subjects (O’Reilly, 2003). I demonstrate that women–water
connections within the project were complicated by multiple visions of modernity and struggles over whose vision
would emerge.
5. Modern water, modern women
The project’s women’s participation component emerged
historically as somewhat of a hodgepodge of activities, but
from early on the rationale for women’s participation was
clear. Program OYcers and German consultants to the PSS
wrote the Handbook on Women’s Participation in the establishment phase of the PSS (1994–1996) before my arrival.
While it is unclear from the Handbook itself what sources
these staV members drew on for suggested activities and
ideas about women’s participation, it is reasonable to infer
that the Handbook is an amalgamation of their previous
experiences (whether in India or not) and development
trends of the time. In it, women’s roles hinge on two general

assertions: “[w]omen are (1) the main users and managers of
water as well as (2) the main providers of care within
the family” (PSS Handbook on Women’s Participation n.d.,
p. 1).10 These two claims are bolstered by a third:
[women] have all the knowledge about water. They
decide which water source to use for various purposes, how much water to use and how to transport,
store and draw the water (p. 27).
An assumption is made that women as water consumers
will be responsible and use water appropriately. In addition, “[w]omen are usually more conscientious and committed to a cause than men ƒ So we can expect them to
become eYcient activists and supporters ƒ” (p. 5).
Precepts from the PSS Handbook on Women’s Participation continued to inXuence women’s participation activities
and were repeated in project materials. Discourses such as
these served to stabilize the category of “village women”
and their “traditional” roles. They also characterized the
new water supply as a cause that women would rally
around and take responsibility for. Women’s participation
connected water’s commodiWcation and women by linking
women’s water management knowledges and practices to
sustainability and payment. Sustainability depended on
both commodifying water and women’s labour. Villagers
would not waste water that they must pay for, and village
women would aid in monitoring usage because they had the
most to lose should the project fail. Additionally, improvements to the supply required “improvements” in women’s
practices. After training in household and personal hygiene,
a “modern” Rajasthani woman would know to use more
water, but for the right purposes. By linking water as an
economic good and training village women as its responsible consumers, processes of commodifying water take on a
distinctly gendered character.
Women’s participation in the project as described in the
Handbook neatly divides into two spheres of inXuence: the
private, where their power is great (e.g., “ƒ often their
power within the home is considerable” p. 4) and the public,
understood as men’s domain (e.g., “women are not permitted by men to take part in discussions on a community level”
p. 4). Village men are characterized as the obstacles to
women’s public lives. Women, within their homes, “are
responsible for hygienic practices” and “teach and supervise
young children in their defecation practices and ensure that
they maintain personal hygiene ƒ” (p. 1). Therefore,
“women must play the major role” (p. 1) in appropriately
using water and latrines, and adopting good hygiene practices at home. Children, policy makers expected, would
learn these techniques thus bringing about long-lasting
change. Secondly, women must be encouraged to come out
from “the privacy of their homes and to get involved in the

10
The style of the Handbook includes large portions of emphasized
text. Hereafter, all emphasis is indicated as in the original unless otherwise
stated.
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public domain of our Project planning, implementation and
maintenance” (pp. 1–2). Thus, it was generally known that:
ƒ the creation of women’s groups must Wrst and foremost serve the purpose of making the water supply system sustainable in the long run, i.e. women must be
mobilised to take responsibility for the water management of their village. (p. 2)
Through women’s groups, women would give their opinions about where neighbourhood standposts should be
placed, they would monitor the standposts for water use
and misuse, and one among them would become an unpaid
standpost attendant, responsible for cleaning. One or more
women’s representatives would sit on village water committees to put forward women’s views on the issues. Women
being “more committed to a cause” were ideal for this
work.
Women’s lack of public presence was accounted for in
the Handbook (p. 4) as follows:
ƒ they are kept in the isolation of their homes,
divorced not only from general society and political
life but also from other women except for some sporadic contact with their kin.
With the formation of women’s groups, women’s isolation
would be relieved, e.g., “ƒ Project activities can become a
welcome opportunity for the women to come out of the isolation of their homes which otherwise they would not have” (p.
5). Women could leave the house to attend women’s groups
or to attend public meetings of the village’s water committee as a women’s representative, although Handbook
authors anticipated that “there is likely to be some resistance from the men” (p. 8). The same Handbook goes on to
articulate a hope that women’s groups will eventually solve
other problems, e.g., “empowering the women of a village to
help themselves and organise for the solution of other problems which are not necessarily related to water and sanitation issues” (p. 2). PSS Program OYcers and WeldstaV
believed to varying degrees that women’s empowerment
would occur through women’s groups or other project
activities (O’Reilly, 2003).
5.1. Modernization and empowerment
Modernization for women came coded within PSS plans
as “women’s empowerment” or “women’s participation”.
Pigg (1992) argues that the terms “modern”, “development”, and “empowerment” are conXated such that each
promises change from a current, negative condition (traditional, backward, and powerless) to a future, brighter one.
Within development discourses, if women (as a category)
are ignorant, illiterate, backward, traditional and domestic
(Mohanty, 1991), then a women’s empowerment program
will propel her from such a condition to a modern future.
To become empowered is to become modern. Empowerment is clearly gendered; men (as a category), in contrast to
women, are powerful (Mohanty, 1991), and therefore
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already modern. Similarly, women defying traditional
behaviour signals their modernity and empowerment. For
example, women not covering their heads or faces symbolizes “progress” for Ravinder,11 a male Weldworker who
grew up in this area where women veil. As pictures from
project didactic materials show (see Figs. 4 and 5), a “traditional” woman with access to the old water supply is at
loose ends: her children are unkempt and needy; her house
is a mess; she herself is overwrought. In contrast, a “modern” woman, with the new water supply, sits calmly: dinner
is prepared; her house is neat and clean; her children wellkempt, sanitary and healthy. (The girl child stands passively
in the foreground.)
“Third World” women’s disempowerment is discursively
and spatially located within the home or the private sphere
(Mies, 1982; Mohanty, 1991). To be domestic is to be traditional is to be disempowered, as Fig. 4 shows. Despite a
claim in the Handbook that women have considerable
power at home (which may explain why no men are present
in either Figs. 4 or 5), project rhetoric maintains that men
“exercise control over the women folk in their families” (p.
3) and “cash income which comes into the household is usually controlled by men” (p. 4). PSS discourses attribute some
housebound power to women, only to take it away again!
Smyth (1998) argues that women’s exclusion from public
life is a preoccupation of western feminists, who see their
absence from public as both a symptom and cause of
women’s subordination. While arguably a preoccupation
of (exclusively) western feminists, the analytical separation
of private and public realms pervades PSS discourses of
women’s subordination. Women’s participation was the
answer to this problem. Thus plans for women’s participation sought to entice women out of their houses into
women’s groups or onto their village’s water committee as
a women’s representative.
Such plans were not easily implemented however. Tensions were created when staV tried to bring women out of
their houses because local gender norms call for women’s
seclusion (purdah) unless a family needs a woman’s public
labour (Luthra, 1976; Unnithan-Kumar, 1997; JeVery and
JeVery, 1998). Married women, who have left the villages
where they grew up (piihar) and joined their husband’s
families in their in-law’s village (sasuraal) practice purdah
(literally “curtain”) which involves: not leaving the house;
covering the face in front of strangers, senior men, and
senior women (ghuunghat); and staying silent or lowering
one’s voice in the presence of these people (Raheja and
Gold, 1994; Joshi, 1995). PSS staV were aware that village
men would need to be convinced that women’s participation was benign or would bring beneWts. Male Weldworkers
downplayed women’s participation as a project component
when discussing it with men in villages. Women Weldworkers reported that after a period of suspicion about their
11
Names of all Weldworkers and villagers have been changed. For the
purpose of keeping women Weldworkers’ identities anonymous given their
few numbers in the PSS, any woman Weldworker is called Kavita or Savitri.
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Fig. 4. PSS didactic image representing a village woman before the new water supply.

Fig. 5. PSS didactic image representing a village woman after the new water supply.

activities, village men decided that they were “harmless”
(Kavita, interview October 2000).
Watts (1995) argues that populist approaches to development, such as participation, provide resolution to anxiety
created by the on-rush of modernity that accompanies
development projects. By appealing to traditional values as
a check on development and modernity, participatory

approaches allay fears of unchecked progress. According to
McClintock (1997) and Chatterjee (1993), gender also provides resolution to tensions between tradition (embodied in
women occupying private spaces) and modernity (embodied in men active in public spaces). Through the maintenance of a gendered, spatial divide, societies can have
“progress” but still maintain “tradition” and history. Thus
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a women’s empowerment agenda that seeks to bring
women into public upsets any resolution to tradition vs.
modernity sought through gender. The PSS’s participatory
approach for women stretched the limits of both resolutions when it attempted to appeal to collective “common
sense” (e.g., women’s traditional roles as household managers and water users) in order to argue for women’s public
involvement (i.e., empowerment) in the project. If women
represent “tradition” and a check against rampant “modernity” in popular imagination, then the PSS set itself an
(almost) irresolvable problem pursuing women’s participation.
I see a partial resolution to this dilemma in staV appeals
to women’s potential contribution from within their homes.
Women Weldworkers found ways of pointing out to women
their power within the household, and expanded this power
in their discussions with women about water handling practices (as depicted in Fig. 5). In the following excerpt a
woman Weldworker named Kavita recreated in an interview
with me (November 2000) her argument for village
women’s domestic power:
How does your husband know whether you have
cleaned [his] plate or given him food just like this only
[carelessly]. Only you do all this with food, right? Or
some women just clean utensils with their veil (odhni)
or so much sand (ret) is in a plate and they give food
in that plate.12 Or they give water in a lotaa (metal
drinking vessel) without cleaning it. So that is not
cleaning, and men will get sick from it. Then it comes
in her mind that what you say is right—that you say
women can do everything like keeping the house
clean. I say it is in the hands of women to keep children safe, to keep men [safe].
Women’s work such as this is acknowledged by women
Weldworkers as important to social reproduction, but few
besides Kavita actively realized the power women already
exercised through it. She extended the women’s participation task of household hygiene into a demonstration of
women’s agency and empowerment at home—a place
where men do not know what women are doing.
Village women of all caste groups frequently argued they
had no power when asked to perform tasks by WeldstaV,
which both suggests images of themselves as powerless, and
a clever way of resisting staV plans by appealing to widely
held views of women’s powerlessness. Kavita countered this
argument by claiming that women have an important role
to Wll as “agents of the household”. She cleverly argued for
a form of women’s modernity/empowerment that might
persuade women to adopt hygienic practices and keeps
women’s activities within traditional roles while increasing
their importance. The message Kavita employed to highlight women’s power at home was sanctioned by the PSS
12
Dry sand is often used to scour dirty dishes, after which they are wiped
oV with a piece of cloth or clothing. Obviously, the practice reduces water
use.
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management; however, not all women Weldworkers drew on
it during their discussions with village women. I view PSS
sanctioning of household hygiene activities for women as
signiWcant because it emphasized both women’s power and
the power of the new water supply.
By concentrating their eVorts on women’s empowerment
at home, particular concepts gained importance for the
remaking of women as modern consumers. For example,
Kavita connected cleanliness and health with women’s
household responsibilities as suggested in the Handbook.
To be a good housewife, Kavita implied, is to keep men safe
through cleaning. Such gendered connections reproduce
women’s traditional roles and link to modern tropes of sanitation and hygiene that are rife in development discourses
(see Burke, 1996). Following Kavita’s argument through,
we see that village women can simultaneously maintain
gender norms and also be modern and empowered by
washing dishes with water (see again Fig. 5).
Village women, for their part, did not simply accept
Weldworkers’ meanings and instructions. One striking
example of this appeared in the words and behaviour of a
powerful village family’s matriarch, Dadima. Dadima, a
Rajput (high caste), told me during a visit to her house in
August 2001 that she listened to what women Weldworkers
said about household cleaning but in her words, “Who does
it at home?” She recounted that women Weldworkers told
her that washing with sand is bad (i.e., dirty) and washing
with ash is good (i.e., clean). She went to the meetings—they
call her because of who she is—but she got bored, she said.
While her hygiene practices did not Wt the ideal held by
Weldworkers, it cannot be denied that she exercised agency
by refusing to change her habits. Furthermore, that same
day, Dadima related an incident to me in which she left the
house to settle a dispute about where a project standpost
would be located. The following is an excerpt from my
Weldnotes:
Dadima said that Savitri [a female Weldworker] called
her to settle a dispute about where a public tap should
be. Everyone wanted the tap to be in front of their
house. She said it should be between the four most
distant houses. Savitri was unhappy with Dadima’s
decision but it stood. Someone said that it appeared
that Savitri wanted to favour some households, but
could not since the decision was out of her hands. I
asked Dadima, “How did others feel about this?” She
said “They listen to us”.
She did not want to go out in public, she said, but they
called for her and she felt a responsibility as a member of a
powerful village family to oVer her assistance when called.
This example highlights how women exercised power in
ways that did not necessarily coincide with project plans or
plans of staV. Dadima chose not to change her “traditional”
dish-washing habits at home, but she arbitrated a local dispute with conWdence and power. PSS activities provided a
variety of opportunities for women like Dadima to display
her “modernity” in relation to the new water supply.
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In the case of the project, a “women-know-best” logic,
combined with their traditional roles, supplied the reasons
for women’s participation. Frequent mention of the need
for women to come out of their houses centred on the PSS’s
own need for women to perform public tasks for the beneWt
of project sustainability. As Jackson (1993) notes, development approaches that fail to examine their own mobilization of women’s socially accepted labour roles perpetuate
women’s exploitation. I would add that not only may
women’s exploitation be perpetuated, it may be increased
by these means. Village women noticed this, of course, and
noticed that the project is foreign-funded and therefore,
rich. They ask women Weldworkers to pay them for their
work. Sita, a Daroga13 mother-in-law, justiWed her refusal
to serve as a standpost monitor saying that just as Kavita is
paid for her work, “if she wants us to work, we should also
be paid”. By age and generation, women gave diVerent reasons for not attending meetings. One older woman, for
example, explained that she would not go to meetings saying, “During my lifetime there will be enough water in the
kund (passive rainwater storage and harvester)—this project is for younger people”. Priya, a young woman married
into a project area village, told me in December 2000 that
she did not go to the PSS meeting the previous day, and she
would not go to meetings in the future. “There’s too much
work to do myself to do more”, she said, referring to her
work burden as a daughter-in-law. As consumers, some
women spoke clearly, although perhaps not in ways planners anticipated. A few older village women angrily threatened two new, young women Weldworkers that they would
vandalize the standposts if something were not done about
the improving the water supply. In another case, women
from the ruling caste group (Jat) of their village complained
loudly about the poor construction quality of the standposts in their neighbourhood.
In general, women were in favour of the new water supply, though their reasons varied. Village women seldom, if
ever, spoke of an interest in the new system because it
promised hygienic water or modernity. Upper caste and/or
wealthy women’s families often had their own water supply
from traditional rainwater harvesting sources, but were
interested in the piped supply because it would be constant
and not saline. Low caste and/or poor women commented
that they wanted the new supply for its convenience, since
they had no private sources. Rainwater was preferred by all
as drinking water, but since water must also be fetched for
animals and washing, a more conveniently located, regular
source was desired. Most often women spoke of women’s
participation activities in terms of an unwillingness to
increase their work burden, and many were reluctant to
become involved in women’s groups unless they provided
material beneWts (e.g., access to latrine subsidies). Villagers
recognized that staV sought to change women’s behaviour
and public mobility. Occasional staV discussions of ceasing

13

Low caste, legally an other backward class.

to veil (ghuunghat karnaa) were met with smiles and laughter from women, while village men charged that PSS staV
sought to break tradition (paramparaa; O’Reilly, under
review).
Just as the introduction of a new water supply set in
motion a process of redeWning women and water, so too did
PSS eVorts to promote latrines demonstrate a variety of
mutually supportive connections between women and
latrines. As I shall demonstrate below, the project’s sanitation component targeted women, but the justiWcations for
doing so changed as villagers applied their own meanings
about latrines and their uses.
5.2. Latrines as sites of struggle
Women were expected to be the primary users of
latrines for a number of reasons: (1) convenience, i.e., not
having to wait until dark or early morning to walk to the
Welds; (2) decreasing the “risk of being bitten by snakes”;
or (3) avoiding being “attacked by bad elements” (PSS
Handbook on Women’s Participation n.d., p. 18). The PSS
attempted to make latrines available to village families by
subsidizing costs and organizing materials and masons,
in the hope that suYcient coverage would lead to reduction
in disease in conjunction with the new water supply.
Following the construction of latrines, Weldworkers gave
users’ training (usually in separate groups for men and
women), which instructed villagers on the proper use
and maintenance of the latrines. On numerous occasions
when travelling with women Weldworkers who would perform spot-checks of latrines, we would Wnd latrines dusty,
covered, or used as storage units. I discovered accidentally
quite a few latrines that nobody seemed to use. One day at
a village meeting, I left the room with Kavita (a woman
Weldworker) and walked through the village in search of a
latrine. I opened the door to the very Wrst latrine we came
to. One look, and Kavita and I both started laughing. The
latrine was buried deep in sand and someone had dropped
a rag into the trap. From the looks of it, no one lived in the
house at all.
Project reports declare that latrines are in use by children and women but not by the elderly and men (PSS Quarterly Report 1998, 1999). Fieldworkers explained to me that
latrines had become status symbols and simply having one
was important. For example, staV claimed that Jat communities captured latrine subsidies for themselves, perhaps as a
way to increase their status compared to their upper and
lower caste neighbours. Numerous reasons were cited as
factors in lack of latrine use and maintenance including:
lack of water in villages that are not yet on line and villagers fearing that the waste pits below the latrines would Wll
up too fast (PSS Quarterly Report, 1998). Another explanation I heard was that latrines, as status symbols, were to be
used by guests, and therefore family members did not regularly use them. In one village, Savitri (a woman Weldworker)
and I inspected the latrine at a household we were visiting.
Savitri told me that the latrine was new. I then heard her
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tell a woman in the household that the latrine was not only
for guests (mehamaan). While WeldstaV maintained that villagers did not understand the health beneWts of using a
latrine (signifying their backwardness; see Pigg, 1992), I see
latrines representing a struggle over meanings. Individuals
in village households wanted latrines for diVerent reasons,
some of which were those PSS staV suggested, some were
not.
The project’s early plans expected that women would be
latrines’ primary users and this appears correct. But latrines
also came to have a number of other meanings that precluded women using them as easily as expected. Project staV
encouraged a practice of having women choose the location
of the latrine in the family compound so that it could be
located in a place women could come and go from discretely (Program OYcer interview, July 2000). Too often
latrines would be placed in the family’s front courtyard,
where guests and men often gather. Such positioning
decreased their use by women of the household. As part of
a women’s empowerment agenda, attempts were made to
put latrine packages in women’s names with the idea that a
woman’s ability to bring a subsidized latrine into her
household would build her social capital. Latrines and their
signiWcance as modern objects exceeded the relationship
project staV expected to establish for women and latrine
usage.
Williamson (in Burke, 1996) argues that advertising
contains references to what people already know, therefore they accept the advertisement’s message. For example, in the introductory billboard example of this paper,
family health as mother’s responsibility, the correctness of
science, and the impurity of tap water are understood. It is
to those who accept these three unspoken elements that
buying bottled water will appeal. Individual villagers
received advertisements in the form of Weldworkers’ explanations of latrines within their own context and derived
from them their own sets of meanings (See Burke, 1996).
For some a latrine was a stinking room not to be allowed
near the house; to others it was a special facility for guests.
Modernity—in the form of a private, household latrine—
mixed with local contexts to create new meanings of who
latrines were for and what was their best use. FieldstaV
could not control these meanings although they tried to
inXuence them. I also suspect that WeldstaV appealed to
villagers’ desires to have or not have a latrine for any
number of reasons, including those they personally
believed were important. For example, Gopal (a male
Weldworker) told me that he thought that women using
latrines was not such a good idea because it eliminated,
for some women, the only chance they had to get exercise.
This Weldworker’s concerns do not indicate that he has yet
to be “convinced” (Pigg, 1992) but instead, that he has his
own ideas about the meanings of latrines and their relationship to women’s seclusion. In the next section, I analyze the possible implications of negotiated meanings and
practices surrounding connections between women, water
and latrines.
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6. Modern women, modern water
I have argued in the sections above that the task of
updating women was key to an enhancement of water.
Women from all castes and classes were recruited to participate in project activities not just as mothers and household
managers, but as a category of consumers of a valuable
new drinking water supply. Institutions (e.g., village water
management committees), payment schemes, and hygiene
training (Burke, 1996) involving women all operated to
support these relationships. Their intent was to instruct a
particular kind of woman on how to utilize, conserve and
appreciate improved water most eVectively. For example,
project staV promoted the presence (or at least the selection) of women’s representatives to a village level water
management committee. This women’s representative
might already be an elected leader in her village or a
woman from a low caste group. Either way, she was to represent ‘women’ on the committee. Water becomes modernized in part through its association with mixed gender
management—women’s public presence being viewed as a
“progressive” (and occasionally unwelcome) shift in an
area where women’s seclusion is practiced. Just as categorical meanings of women are built upon and changed, water,
in parallel, acquires new meanings, and importantly, value,
at the intersection of tradition and modernity. The words
and practices of villagers and PSS staV served to link water
to other modern objects like updated women, new latrines,
and a foreign-funded development project. Women’s
socially accepted roles as mothers and housewives were
expanded as part of a participatory approach to shift
meanings of water from something free and taken for
granted, to something valuable, worth paying for and
worth taking care of. An emphasis on water-based household hygiene emphasized both women’s power and the
power of the new water supply to change women’s lives, as
depicted in the dramatic contrast between women before
and after the project (Figs. 4 and 5).
Processes of water’s commodiWcation and institutionalization were not simply accepted however; Weldworkers and
villagers actively engaged in promotion and resistance to
new relationships between women and water. Women’s
refusal to adopt project-sanctioned practices may be seen
(by some) as a kind of belligerent ignorance, but may also
be seen as a demonstration of agency—one that reXects a
woman’s age and position in her household. PSS staV
learned that empowered women did not always behave in
ways that their plans intended, and women leaders came
from all caste and class groups. As water consumers, village
women went beyond the limits imagined for women’s participation—when poor women asked to be paid for their
work, or when women from a variety of caste groups jointly
clamoured for health camps and income generation projects. Some women wanted the new supply, others felt it
unnecessary, but their reasons varied at the household level
and across villages. Far from any kind of docile acceptance
of project plans, village women found ways of expressing
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their visions of development in actions that PSS staV could
not ignore, and they did it in ways that tore down ‘women’
as a general category.
As in the case of the Rajput woman, Dadima, hybrid
versions of modernity emerged through interactions of project staV and village women. Village women rejected particular constructions of gender (e.g., women’s work is cleaning
public standposts) and deWnitions of resources (e.g., water is
for washing dishes) in ways that reXected their perceptions
of themselves, their status, and their communities. For a
Brahmin woman, project water might be puriWed at a new
treatment facility, but she was still not interested in risking
contamination by sharing a standpost with other families
besides Brahmins (see Joshi and Fawcett, 2005). Jat women
might have aided their families by getting a latrine subsidy
in their name, but never used the facility. In these ways,
women—inXuenced by caste, age, marital status, class—
actively engaged in remaking meanings of women and
water, and reworking relationships between gender and
nature that disintegrated the sexist binaries upon which
project discourses and planned activities were based. Village women engaged in “empowered” behaviours and public activities that remade them as “modern”, as deWned by
project staV. They also engaged in powerful behaviours that
ran contrary to project plans, but were in keeping with their
own ideas.
PSS Weldworkers, for their part, adapted project precepts
to Wt their needs at the moment. Even as project discourses
cast village women into “backward” and “traditional” roles,
it was clear that village women’s “modernity” already
existed. StaV also found that they could not ignore the tensions created between gendered tradition and water’s
modernity, so they compromised, thereby attempting to
relegate women’s contributions to the household sphere. As
the women’s participation component of the project developed and WeldstaV began to implement activities in project
area villages, the discursive category “village women” fell
apart as did the binaries and presumed women–water connections upon which staV were supposed to build. Assumptions about women’s powerlessness gave way to recognition
of women’s already existing power within all caste groups
and forced Weldworkers to modify their approaches for
involving women in the project. Strategies were arrived at to
combat village men’s resistance, e.g., refusing to let a public
meeting begin until women representatives were present.
Other contradictions arose, e.g., women may have gained
social capital by being those who could seek out loans for
latrines, but that did not mean that they would be able to
use them once they were built. Latrines and struggles over
their usage subverted straightforward project plans and generated a variety of meanings for both latrines and women.
PSS staV attempted to create women as modern consumers,
only to discover that they were already. In place of binaries
(“progress/modernity/empowerment” versus “backwardness/tradition/powerlessness”), other, more complicated
gender–nature relationships emerged and come into play
during development interventions.

Participatory approaches can be viewed as a process of
producing acquiescence to demands of the powerful, or less
harshly, as meanings and practices that intersect as strategies of the more and less powerful (Cooke and Kothari,
2001; O’Reilly, forthcoming). This view stands in contrast
to mainstream meanings of participation that generally
consider participation in terms of an “opportunity” for
local populations to have a “say” in their own development
(see Paley, 2001). Participation is a widely accepted concept,
even by repressive regimes (Rahnema and Bawtree, 1997)
which should alert us to its potential tyrannies. Julia Paley
(2001) attacks romantic notions of participation by arguing
that the rhetoric of people’s participation can be used to
create meaning and limit resistance simultaneously. Paley
(2001, p. 146) argues that participation paradoxically
“oVer[s] a sense of meaning to citizens at the same time as it
limit[s] avenues through which citizens [can] act”. That is to
say, the connections between women, water and hygiene
may be implicated in a lack of resistance to water’s commodiWcation. For example, on a few occasions, suggestions
were promptly quashed that the PSS organize a village level
protest against the GOR’s provision delays and poor service. In contrast to discourses of participation as accessing
community knowledge and leading to empowerment,
women’s participation served as a means to access women’s
labour. Only certain forms of empowerment were acceptable, e.g., protesting poor service was not, while keeping the
household clean was.
Meanings attached to women’s water work through project discourses and staV activities were meant ostensibly to
lead to women’s empowerment, but these meanings may
have served to constrain women’s opportunities within the
project. In this light, participation served to depoliticize
water’s commodiWcation, i.e., the impact of women’s participation on water means it was updated, increased in value
and modernized through women’s labour. The potential
venues for challenging water’s commodiWcation were
decreased by connecting women and water in speciWc, limited ways. However, we see that staV and villagers’ meanings
of women, water, modernity and latrines mixed together
with local contexts to create new meaning and complexity
for these categories and new roles. Relationships and meanings were reworked by villagers and WeldstaV alike. Women
were empowered to request additional activities besides
those project staV had planned. Villagers both paid for
water and resisted the emplacement of certain meanings.
Presently, villagers are arguably paying for water
because the previous GOR supply is so unreliable and the
prices being charged are so low. But the contradiction
remains: empowerment and modernity are melded in such a
way in this project that paying for water and acquiescing to
project demands limit a rejection of the commodiWcation
process. In December 2005, all 378 villages and two towns
were reported to be receiving the new water supply and the
PSS ceased to exist as a functioning NGO. Future research
will further investigate the questions: are women and their
communities being co-opted through project plans into
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accepting a resource that they previously had been getting
for free? Will payment remain near 100%? How will the
GOR respond to villagers when problems with water supply and quality arise? If village-level protests about the new
water supply and its commodiWcation develop, who will be
involved, what shape will they take, and what will be the
GOR response?
7. Conclusions
In this paper, I have depicted how gendered development plans for a new drinking water supply, as exempliWed
in the PSS Handbook on Women’s Participation, intended
women to be included based on existing gender–nature
relationships. As household caretakers and mothers, “traditional village women” were imagined as the water supply’s
main beneWciaries and those most invested in maintaining
the system. However, “modern” women were required for
system sustainability, thus WeldstaV embarked on a mission
to remake village women from traditional housewives into
modern consumers. Parallel to staV plans for remaking
women ran water—improved and commodiWed. New roles
for women as public representatives, powerful household
managers, and public standpost caretakers supported the
making of modern water. For example, the presence of
women on public committees simultaneously established
women as public (in addition to domestic) water managers
and identiWed the new water supply as the reason for those
changes. Women’s backwardness might have highlighted
water’s modernity in some aspects, but those new roles also
added value to water. I maintain that as the project evolved,
mutually supportive relationships arose that upheld shifting meanings of women, modernity and water. The gender–
nature binaries established and reproduced by development
discourses did not hold over the course of project implementation. Instead existing relationships and new ones
emerged to complicate project plans. I Wnd that gendered
participatory approaches play important roles in adding
value to natural resources, while providing opportunities
for the reworking of meanings that project plans assume.
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